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THE BASES OF
INEQUALITY

Sociologists use the term social stratification to refer to the ranking of individuals into social

strata or groups. We are divided into groups such as women and men or African Americans
and Asian Americans. Our lives are also transformed because of our group membership. In U.S.
society, being different has come to mean that we are unequal.

The differences between social strata become more apparent when we recognize how some
individuals are more likely to experience social problems than others are. Attached to eachsocial
position are /ife chances, a term Max Weber used to describe the consequences of social stratifica-
tion, how each social position provides particular access to goods and services such as wealth,
food, clothing, shelter, education, and health care. Sociologists refer to the unequal distribution
of resources, services, and positions as social inequality.

In the next five chapters, we will explore two basic sociological questions: Why does social
inequality exist, and how are we different from one another? We will review sociological theo-
ries that attempt to explain and examine the consequences of social inequality. Although the
five bases of inequality are discussed in separate chapters, real life happens at the intersection
of our social class, racial and ethnic identity, gender, sexual orientation, and age. These bases of
inequality simultaneously define and affect us. We need to'recognize how each social character-
istic (class, race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, or age) shapes the history, experiences, and
opportunities of men, women, and children in the United States (Shapiro, 2004) and through-
out the world. Your life experience may have less to do with your ability or your hard work and
more to do with how you are positioned in society. Ultimately, this includes your experience of
social problems.

If this is your first sociology course, these chapters will provide you with an overview of sev-
eral core sociological concepts. If you have already had a sociology course, welcome back; these

chapters should provide a good review.
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2 SOCIAL CLASS

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

2.1 Explain the difference between income and wealth.
2.2 Compare the four sociological perspectives on social class and poverty.
2.3 Identify the major consequences of poverty.

2.4 Explain the evolution of U.S. welfare policy.

The United States is perceived as one of the world’s richest countries. Nonetheless, economic
inequality is one of the most important and visible of America’s social problems (McCall, 2002).
President Barack Obama identified “the combined trends of increased inequality and decreas-
ing mobility” as “the defining challenge of our time” (White House, 2013). Sociologists Steve
McNamee and Robert Miller (2014) observed:

Opinion polls consistently show that Americans continue to embrace the American
Dream. But as they strive to achieve it, they have found that it has become more difficult
simply to keep up and make ends meet. Instead of “getting ahead,” Americans often find
themselves working harder just to stay in place, and despite their best efforts, many find
themselves “falling behind”—worse off than they were eatlier in their lives or compared
to their parents at similar pointsin their lives. (p. 217)

Economic anxiety, a concern about future finances (e.g., job security, saving for retirement
or college), was identified as a contributing factor in the 2016 election of President Donald
Trump. By many measures the pre-pandemic U.S. economy was doing well, but public opinion
polls revealed how most Americans believed there was too much economic inequality (Horowitz
etal., 2020) and that the economy was boosting wealthy Americans (Igielnik & Parker, 2019). In
fact, data indicate how the American middle class has been shrinking. The share of middle-class
American families decreased from 61% in 1971 to 51% in 2019 (Horowitz et al., 2020). Income
growth is the largest and fastest among families in the top 5%.

In this chapter, we will examine how the overall distribution of wages and earnings has
become more unequal and how the distance between the wealthy and the poor has widened
considerably in recent decades and worsened during the Great Recession of 2007-2009 and
the coronavirus pandemic. The Occupy Wall Street movement highlighted wealth and income
inequality through its central protest question: Are you a member of the wealthy 1% or part of
the remaining 99%? Martin Marger (2002) wrote, “Measured in various ways, the gap between
rich and poor in the United States is wider than [in] any other society with comparable economic
institutions and standards of living” (p. 48).
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26 Part| ® The Bases of Inequality

INCOME AND WEALTH IN THE UNITED STATES

According to the U.S. Census, for 2019 the median income was $68,703 (Semega et al., 2020).
The U.S. Census examines income distribution by dividing the U.S. household population into
fifths or quintiles. If all U.S. income were equally divided, each quintile would receive one fifth
of the total income. However, based on U.S. Census data for 2019, 52% of the total U.S. income
was earned by households in the highest quintile or among households making an average of
$254,449. The lowest 20% of houscholds (earning an average of $15,286 per year) had 3.1% of
the total income (Semega et al., 2020). Since 1981, the incomes of the top 5% of earners have
increased faster than the incomes of other families. (Refer to Table 2.1 for the share of aggregate
income for 2019.)

TABLE2.1 B Share of Aggregate Income Received by Each Fifth, 2019

Top fifth $254,449 52%
Second fifth $111,112 22.6%
Third fifth $68,938 141%
Fourth fifth $40,652 8.3%
Lowest fifth $15,286 3.1%

Source: Semega et al. (2020).

Wealth, rather than income, may be more important in determining one’s economic inequal-
ity. Wealth is usually defined as the value of assets (checking and savings accounts, property,
vehicles, and stocks) owned by a household (Keister & Moller, 2000) at a point in time. Wealth
is measured in two ways: gross assets (the total value of the assets someone owns) and net worth
(the value of assets owned minus the amount of debt owed) (Gilbert, 2003). Wealth is more

stable within families and across generations than is income, occupation, or education (Conley,
Life chances: Access

provided by social position to

goods and services As Melvin Oliver and Thomas Shapiro (1995) explained,

1999) and can be used to secure or produce wealth, enhancing one’s life chances.

Wealth is a particularly important indicator of individual and family access to life
chances. Wealth is a special form of money not used to purchase milk and shoes and
other life necessities. More often it is used to create opportunities, secure a desired stat-
ure and standard of living, or pass class status along to one’s children. . . . The command
over resources that wealth entails is more encompassing than income or education, and
closer in meaning and theoretical significance to our traditional notions of economic

well-being and access to life chances. (p. 2)

Wealth preserves the division between the wealthy and the nonwealthy, providing an impor-
tant mechanism for the intergenerational transmission of inequality (Gilbert, 2003). Scott
Sernau (2001) wrote,

Wealth begets wealth. . . . It ensures that those near the bottom will be called on to spend
almost all of their incomes and that what wealth they might acquire, such as an aging
automobile or an aging house in a vulnerable neighborhood, will more likely depreciate

than increase in value, and the poor will get nowhere. (p. 69)
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Data reveal that wealth is more unequally distributed and more concentrated than income.
Since the early 1920s, the top 1% of wealth holders have owned an average of 30% of house-
hold wealth (Fry & Kochhar, 2014). As of 2016, the median wealth of upper-income families
($848,400) was 7.4 times greater than the median wealth of middle-income families ($115,200)
and 75 times greater than the wealth of lower-income Americans ($11,300) (Horowitz et al.,
2020). Richard Fry and Rakesh Kochhar (2014) attribute the decline in middle-class and lower-
class family wealth to the Great Recession of 2007-2009, describing these families as “financially
stuck” and that “the economy recovery has yet to be felt for them.” Upper-income families were
the only income tier to build on their wealth from 2001 to 2016, benefiting from a rebounding
stock market after the recession ended (Horowitz et al., 2020). The racial and ethnic wealth gap
widened further after the Great Recession. According to Rakesh Kochhar and Anthony Cilluffo
(2017), in 2016, the median wealth of white households was $171,000, ten times the wealth of
Black households ($17,100) and eight times the wealth of Hispanic households ($20,600).

What Does It Mean to Be Poor?

The often-cited definition of poverty offered by the World Bank is an income of $1.90 per day.
This represents “extreme poverty,” the minimal amount necessary for a person to fulfill his or
her basic needs. According to the organization (World Bank, 2009),

Poverty is hunger. Poverty is lack of shelter. Poverty is being sick and not being able to see
a doctor. Poverty is not being able to go to school and not knowing how to read. Poverty
is not having a job, is fear for the future, living one day at a time: Poverty is losing a child
to illness brought about by unclean water. Poverty is powerlessness, lack of representa-
tion and freedom.

Due to significant improvements in education, gender equality, health care, environmental
degradation, and hunger, there has been a decline in both the overall poverty rate and the num-
ber of poor, according to the World Bank. In 2015, a total of 734 million people (10% of the
world’s population) in the developing world had consumption levels below $1.90, lower than
the 1.85 billion (35% of the population) in 1990 (World Bank, 2020). Half of those who live in
extreme poverty live in five countries: India, Nigeria, Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethiopia,
and Bangladesh. However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the World Bank predicted that an
additional 40 to 60 million people would be pushed into extreme poverty, measured at the pov-
erty line of $1.90 per day (Mahler et al., 2020). Residents in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia
would be hit hardest.

=

Though most of China’s citizens have increased their household income and standard of living, poverty still
exists in the country. According to the United Nations, about 3 percent of the country lives on less than $1.90
per day.

© KIM KYUNG-HOON/REUTERS
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28 Part| ® The Bases of Inequality

Sociologists offer two definitions of poverty: absolute poverty and relative poverty. Absolute
Absolute poverty: Lack of

basic necessities poverty refers to a lack of basic necessities, such as food, shelter, and income. Relative poverty

refers to a situation in which some people fail to achieve the average income or lifestyle enjoyed by

the rest of society. Our mainstream standard of living defines the “average” American lifestyle.

Relative poverty: Failure
toachieve society'saverage  Individuals living in relative poverty may be able to afford basic necessities, but they cannot main-
income or lifestyle

tain a standard of living comparable to that of other members of society. Relative poverty empha-
sizes the inequality of income and the growing gap between the richest and poorest Americans. A
definition reflecting the relative nature of income inequality was adopted by the European Council
of Ministers: “The poor shall be taken to mean persons, families and groups of persons whose
resources (material, cultural and societal) are so limited as to exclude them from the minimum

acceptable way of life in the member state in which they live” (European Commission; 1985).

The Federal Definitions of Poverty

There are two federal policy measures of poverty:
the poverty threshold and the poverty guidelines.
These measures are important for statistical pur-
poses and for determining eligibility for social ser-
vice programs.

The poverty threshold is the original fed-
eral poverty ‘measure developed by the Social
Security Administration and updated each year
by the U.S. Census Bureau. The threshold is
used to estimate the number of people in pov-

erty. Originally developed by Mollie Orshansky

for the Social Security Administration in 1964,

Not everyone in our society can achieve the dream of owning a home. For almost the Original poverty threshold was based on the

ﬁOO,QOO Americans, home is life on the streets, in shelters, and in transitional economy food plan, the least costly of four nutri-
ousing.

tionally adequate food plans designed by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA). Based on the

©iStock.com/Peeter Viisimaa

Poverty threshold: The 1955 Household Food Consumption Survey, the
original federal poverty
measure, based on the

economy food plan income on food. The poverty threshold was set at three times the cost of the economy food plan.

The definition of the poverty threshold was revised in 1969 and 1981. Since 1969, annual adjust-

USDA determined that families of three or more people spent about one third of their after-tax

ments in the levels have been based on the consumer price index instead of changes in the cost of
foods in the economy food plan.

The poverty threshold considers money or cash income before taxes and excludes capital gains
and noncash benefits (public housing, Medicaid, and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program). The threshold does not apply to people residing in military barracks or institutional group
quarters or to unrelated individuals younger than age 15 (foster children). The threshold does not

consider housing costs or any variability in health insurance coverage or the medical needs of family

members. In addition, the definition of the poverty threshold does not vary geographically.

Poverty guidelines: Used The poverty guidelines, issued each year by the U.S. Department of Health and Human
to determine family or
individual eligibility for
relevant federal programs Head Start, the National School Lunch Program, or the Low Income Home Energy Assistance

Services, are used to determine family or individual eligibility for federal programs such as

Program. The poverty guidelines are designated by the year in which they are issued. For
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example, the guidelines issued in January 2020 are designated as the 2020 poverty guidelines,
but the guidelines reflect price changes through the calendar year 2019. There are separate pov-
erty guidelines for Alaska and Hawaii. The current poverty threshold and guidelines are pre-
sented in Tables 2.2 and 2.3.

TABLE 2.2 B Poverty Threshold in 2019 by Size of Family and Number of Related Children Under 18 Years
(in Dollars)

Size of Famlly Unit

One person under 65 13,300
65 years or older 12,261
Two people 17,120 17,622
Householder under 65 15,453 17,565

Householder 65 or older

Three 19998 20578 20,598

Four 26,370 26,801 25926 26,017

Five 31,800 32,263 31,275 4. 30,510 30,044

Six 36576 36721 35965 35239 34161 33,522

Seven 42,085 42,348 4,442 40,811 39,635 38,262 36,757

Eight 47,069 47485 46,630 45881 44818 43,470 42,066 41,709

Nine or more 56,621 56,895 56139 55503 54,460 53,025 51727 51,406 49,426

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2019).

TABLE2.3 W Federal Poverty Guidelines (in Dollars)

48 Contiguous States and

Size of Family Unit District of Columbia

1 12,760 15,950 14,680
2 17,240 21,550 19,830
3 21,720 27,150 24,980
4 26,200 32,750 30,130
5 30,680 38,350 35,280
6 35,160 43,950 40.430
7 39,640 49,550 45,580
8 44,120 55,150 50,730
For each additional person, add 4,480 5,600 5,150

Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2020).
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30  Partl ® The Bases of Inequality

Who Are the Poor?

The 2019 poverty rate was 10.5% or 34 million, the lowest estimate since 1959 (Semega et al.,
2020). In 2019, the South had the highest poverty rate (12%) followed by the Midwest (9.7%),
the West (9.5%), and the Northeast (9.4%) (Semega et al., 2020; see also Map 2.1). The variation
in regional rates of poverty may be due to people-specific characteristics (percentage of racial/
ethnic minorities, female heads of households) or characteristics based on place (labor market,
cost of living). Your social position determines your life chances of being poor (refer to Figures
2.1 through 2.3).

U.S. DATA MAP 2.1 Percentage of People in Poverty by State, 2019
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FIGURE 2.2 B Percentage Below Poverty by Age, 2019
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FIGURE 2.3 M Percentage Below Poverty by Race and Ethnicity,
2019
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Based on 2019 U.S. poverty figures and redefined racial and ethnic categories, whites (who
reported being white and no other race category, along with whites who reported being white
plus another race category) compose the largest group of poor individuals in the United States.
Although 60% of the U.S. poor are non-Hispanic whites, the poverty rate for non-Hispanic
whites is the lowest, at 7.3%. Blacks continue to have the highest poverty rate, 18.8%, followed
by Hispanics with a rate of 15.7% (Semega et al., 2020). Though individual factors are often
identified as the primary cause of poverty, from a sociological perspective, the social structure
is responsible for economic inequality. Racial segregation and institutional racism have contrib-
uted to the high rate of minority poverty in the United States. Minority groups are disadvan-
taged by their lower levels of education, lower levels of work experience, lower wages, and chronic
health problems—all characteristics associated with higher poverty rates (Iceland, 2003).

According to the National Center for Children in Poverty (2001), children are more likely
to live in poverty than Americans in any other age group. Family economic conditions affect the

Copyright ©2022 by SAGE Publications, Inc.
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.



32 Part| ® The Bases of Inequality

material and social resources available to children. The quality of their education, the neighbor-
hood environment, and exposure to environmental contaminants may reinforce and widen the
gaps between poorer and more affluent children and adults (Holzer et al., 2008).

The 2016 poverty rate among children is higher in the United States than in most other
major Western industrialized nations, ranking 9th, at 20%. (Refer to Figure 2.4.) The United
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEEF) released its 2016 report on child well-being in rich coun-
tries, identifying the percentage of children living in relative poverty (in households with income
below 50% of the national median income). Israel ranks highest at 27.5%, while the lowest rela-
tive child poverty rate is in Finland (3.7%) (UNICEF Office of Research, 2016).

FIGURE 2.4 M The Percentage of Children (Age up to 17) Living in Households
With Income Below 50% of the National Median Income, 2016
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The poverty rate for U.S. children peaked in 1993 at 22.5%. In 2019, the poverty rate among
U.S. children was 14.4% (DeNavas-Walt et al., 2007; Semega et al., 2020). The risk of being
poor remains high among specific groups. In 2018, there were more poor Hispanic children
(4.4 million) than poor white (3.3 million) or poor Black children (3.0 million). More than two
thirds of poor children lived in families with at least one working family member. There remains
a wide variation in children’s poverty rates among states; in 2018, rates ranged from 9.5% in
Utah to 27.8% in Mississippi among children under age 18 (Children’s Defense Fund, 2020).

In 2019, families with a female householder and no spouse present were more likely to be
poor than were families with a male householder and no spouse present, 22.2% versus 11.5%.
In contrast, the poverty rate for married-couple families was 4.0% (Semega et al., 2020). Single-
parent families are more vulnerable to poverty because there is only one adult income earner, and
female heads of household are disadvantaged even further because women, in general, make less
money than men do. Karen Kramer and her colleagues (2015) argue how single mothers are in
double jeopardy: “their earnings are lower not only because of their gender, but also because they
have more children than single fathers” (p. 37). Based on their analysis of income data for single
mothers and fathers, the researchers found that single mothers are penalized for having more
children (each additional child decreases the mother’s work income), while single fathers experi-
ence an increase in their work income with each additional child.
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In their analysis of data from the Luxembourg Income Study, Lee Rainwater and Timothy
Smeeding (2003) concluded that American single mothers’ children fare worse than the majority
of their global counterparts. The poverty rate among U.S. children living in single-mother fami-
lies is close to 50%; the rate is slightly lower in Germany (48%) and Australia (46%). Countries
with poverty rates below 20% include Sweden (7%), Finland (8%), Denmark (11%), Belgium
(13%), and Norway (14%). Generous social wages (e.g., unemployment) and social welfare pro-
grams reduce the poverty rate in these Nordic countries. Rainwater and Smeeding noted that,
all combined, U.S. wage and welfare programs are much smaller than similar programs in other
countries.

Poverty rates vary across geographic areas because of differences in person-specific and place-
specific characteristics (Levernier, Partridge, and Rickman, 2000). A region may have a higher
rate of poverty because it contains disproportionately higher shares of demographic groups asso-
ciated with greater poverty, such as racial/ethnic minority groups, female heads of household,
and low-skilled workers. Area poverty is also related to place-specific factors, such as the region’s
economic performance, employment growth, industry structure, and cost of living.

There is an additional category of poverty—the working poor. These are men and women
who have spent at least 27 weeks working or looking for work but whose incomes have fallen
below the official poverty level. In 2017, there were 6.9 million working poor (U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics, 2019). Black and Hispanic workers were more than-twice as likely as white
or Asian workers to be working poor. Individuals with less than a high school diploma were
more likely to be classified as working poor than college graduates were. Service occupations
accounted for more than one third (38%) of all those classified as working poor (U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics, 2019).

David Brady et al. (2010) compared the status of the working poor in the United States to
that of 17 other affluent Western democracies. The rate of working poverty was highest in the
United States (14.5% of the population). Belgium had the lowest rate of working poor at 2.23%.
The sociologists documented how several demographic characteristics were related to the likeli-
hood of being working poor—individuals from households with one income earner, with more

children, or with a young household head with low educational attainment.

SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES ON SOCIAL CLASS AND POVERTY

Why do some prosper while others remain poor? Why does poverty persist in some families,
but other families can improve their economic situation? In this section, we will review the four

sociological perspectives to understand the bases of class inequality.

Functionalist Perspective

Functionalists assume that not everyone in society can and should be equal. From this perspec-

tive, inequality is necessary for the social order, and it is equally important how each of us rec-

ognizes and accepts our status in the social structure. Erving Goffman (1951), an interactionist,
Social stratification: The

ranking of individuals into
of social life. Goffman argued that as we interact with one another, accepting our status in soci-  social strata or groups

offered a functional explanation of social stratification, defining it as a universal characteristic

ety and acknowledging the status of others, we provide “harmony” to the social order. But “this
kind of harmony requires that the occupant of each status act toward others in a manner which
conveys the impression that his conception of himself and of them is the same as their concep-
tion of themselves and him” (Goffman, 1951, p. 294).
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34 Part| ® The Bases of Inequality

Functionalists contend that some individuals are more important to society because of their
function to society. For example, society values the lifesaving work of a medical surgeon more
than the retail function of a grocery store cashier. Based on the value of one’s work or talent, soci-
ety rewards individuals at the top of the social structure (surgeons) with more wealth, income,
or power than those lower down in the social structure (grocery cashiers). According to this per-
spective, individuals are sorted according to their abilities or characteristics—their age, strength,
intelligence, physical ability, or even sex—to play their particular role in society. Certain indi-
viduals are better suited for their positions in society than others. Our social institutions, espe-
cially education, sort everyone into their proper places and reward them accordingly. Because
not all of us can (or should) become surgeons, the system ensures that only the most talented and
qualified become surgeons. In many ways, the functionalist argument reinforces the belief that
we are naturally different.

Functionalists observe that poverty is a product of our social structure. Specifically, rapid
economic and technological changes have eliminated the need for low-skilled labor, creating a
population of workers who are unskilled and untrained for this new economy. In many ways,
theorists from this perspective expect this disparity among workers, arguing that only the most
qualified should fill the important jobs in society and be rewarded for their talent.

Herbert Gans (1971) argued that poverty exists because it is functional for society. Gans
explained that the poor uphold the legitimacy of dominant norms. The poor help reinforce cul-
tural ideals of hard work and the notion that anyone can succeed if only he or she tries (so if you
fail, it is your fault). Poverty helps preserve social boundaries. It separates the haves from the
have-nots by their economics and according to their educational attainment, marriage, and resi-
dence. The poor also provide a low-wage labor pool to do the “dirty work” that no one else wants
to do. Gans (1995) maintained that the positive functions of poverty should be considered in any
antipoverty policy.

Our social welfare system, designed to address the problem of poverty, has been accused of
being dysfunctional itself; critics suggest that the welfare bureaucracy is primarily concerned
with its own survival. Poverty helps create jobs for the nonpoor, particularly the social welfare
system designed to assist the poor. As a result, the social welfare bureaucracy will develop pro-
grams and structures that will only ensure its survival and legitimacy. Based on personal experi-
ence working with and for the system, Theresa Funiciello (1993) observed, “Countless middle
class people were making money, building careers, becoming powerful and otherwise benefiting
from poverty. . . . The poverty industry once again substituted its own interests for that of poor

people” (p. xix). We will discuss this further in the next perspective.

Conflict Perspective

Like the functionalist perspective, the conflict perspective argues that inequality is inevitable,
but for different reasons. For a functionalist, inequality is necessary because of the different posi-
tions and roles needed in society. From a conflict perspective, inequality is systematically created
and maintained by those trying to preserve their advantage over the system.

For Karl Marx, one’s social class is solely determined by one’s position in the economic sys-
tem: You are either a worker or an owner of the means of production. Nancy Krieger et al. (1997)

offered this explanation of class:

Class, as such, is not an a priori property of individual human beings, but is a social rela-
tionship created by societies. One additional and central component of class relations
involves an asymmetry of economic exploitation, whereby owners of resources (e.g. capital)
gain economically from the labor effort of non-owners who work for them. (p. 346)
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But social class, according to Max Weber, is multidimensional. Economic factors include
income, the money earned for one’s work, and wealth, the value of one’s personal assets such as
savings and property. A person’s social class is also influenced by prestige, the amount of social
respect or standing given to an individual based on occupation. We assign higher prestige to
occupations that require specialized education or training, that provide some social good to soci-
ety, or that make more money. A final component of class is power. Weber defined power as the
ability to achieve one’s goals despite the opposition of others. Power is the ability to do whatever
you want because no one can stop you.

Power is not limited to individuals. People with similar interests (or with similar income,
wealth, and prestige backgrounds) often collaborate to increase their advantage in society.
C. Wright Mills (1959/2000) argued that the United States is ruled by what he called a power
elite. According to Mills, this elite group is composed of business, political, and military leaders.
This elite group has absolute power because of its ability to withhold resources and prevent oth-
ers from realizing their interests. Mills identified how the power elite effectively make decisions
regarding economic policy and national security—controlling the difference betweena boom
economy and a bust economy or peace and war abroad (Gilbert, 2003).

G. William Dombhoff (2002) argued that real power is distributive power, the power indi-
viduals or groups have over other individuals or groups. Power matters when a group can control
strategic resources and opportunities to obtain such resources. Money; land, information, and
skills are strategic resources when they are needed by individuals to do what they want to do
(Hachen, 2001). According to Dombhoff, distributive power is limited to an elite group of indi-
viduals whose economic, political, and social relationships are closely interrelated. Control over
four major social networks—economic, political, military, and religious—can be turned into a
strong organizational base for wielding power (Mann, 1986):

Michael Harrington (1963) argued, “The real explanation of why the poor are where they
are is that they made the mistake of being born to the wrong parents, in the wrong section of the
country, in the wrong industry, or in the wrong racial or ethnic group” (p. 21). Inequalities built
into our social structure create and perpetuate poverty. As Manning Marable (2000) stated,
capitalism is fraud. Although it promotes the idea that everyone has a fair and equal chance to
succeed, advantages are given to members of particular groups based on their gender, race, or
social class.

Conflict theorists assert that poverty exists because those in power want to maintain and
expand their base of power and interests, with little left to share with others. Welfare bureaucra-
cies—local, state, and national—represent important interest groups that influence the creation
and implementation of welfare policies. The poor are excluded from social and political net-
works thatcan promote their needs and interests. A welfare policy reflects the political economy
of the community in which it is implemented (Handler & Hasenfeld, 1991).

Francis Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward (1993) concluded that the principal function of
welfare is to allow the capitalist class to maintain control over labor. Welfare policy has been used
by the state to stifle protest and to enforce submissive work norms. During periods of economic
crisis, the state expands welfare rolls to pacify the poor and reduce the likelihood of serious upris-
ing. However, during economic growth or stability, the state actempts to reduce the number of
people on welfare, forcing the poor or dislocated workers back into the expanding labor force.

Those who remain on welfare are condemned and stigmatized for their dependence on the
system. For example, in 2017, at least 15 states passed legislation to require drug testing or screen-
ing for public assistance applicants or recipients, and at least 20 more states proposed similar
legislation during the year (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2017). Opponents of
this policy argue that punitive testing policies perpetuate the stereotype that people on public
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assistance are morally corrupt and more likely to use drugs. It also distracts from the need for
and access to drug treatment and prevention. A 2012 assessment of the Florida welfare drug test
law revealed that there were no direct savings for the state; contrary to the law’s intent, it did not
identify many drug users and had no effect on reducing the number of individuals applying for
welfare assistance (Alvarez, 2012). The Florida law was struck down by a federal appeals court
in 2014; the court ruled that the state failed to demonstrate that drug abuse was more prevalent
or unique among Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) clients than the general
population.

Feminist Perspective

Feminist scholars define the welfare state as an arena of political struggle. The drive to maintain
male dominance and the patriarchal family is assumed to be the principal force shaping the
formation, implementation, and outcomes of U.S. welfare policy (Neubeck & Cazenave, 2001).

Social welfare scholar Mimi Abramovitz (1996) noted that welfare has historically distin-
guished between the deserving poor (widows with children) and the undeserving poor (single
and divorced mothers). In the 1970s and 1980s, media and politicians created the image of the
“Cadillac driving, champagne sipping, penthouse living welfare queens” (Zucchino, 1999,
p. 13), suggesting that women—specifically, single mothers—were abusing welfare assistance.
Women were accused of having more children to avoid work and to increase their welfare ben-
efits. Marriage, hard work, honesty, and abstinence were offered as solutions to their poverty.
The negative stereotypes of poor women stigmatized these women and fueled support for puni-
tive social policies (Abramovitz, 1996), and they continue to be a part of welfare policies today.

The bias against women is reproduced systematically in our social institutions. Fraser (1989)
argued that there are two types of welfare programs: masculine programs related to the labor
market (social security, unemployment compensation) and feminine programs related to the
family or household (Aid to Families with Dependent Children [AFDC], food stamps, and
Medicaid). The welfare system is separate and unequal. Fraser believes that masculine programs
are rational, generous, and nonintrusive, whereas feminine programs are inadequate, intrusive,
and humiliating. The quintessential program for women, AFDC, institutionalized the femini-
zation of poverty by failing to provide adequate support, training, and income to ensure self-
sufficiency for women (Gordon, 1994). The program operated from 1935 to 1996.

Our current welfare system, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) and its TANF program, have been criticized for its treatment
of women and their families. PRWORA created a pool of disciplined low-wage laborers: women
who must take any available job or find themselves and their families penalized by the govern-
ment (Piven, 2002). Joy Rice (2001) warned how “policies that assume individualistic causes [of
poverty] will continue to emphasize programs that focus on quickly getting poor women into
the workforce in any job, however lower paying or dead-end” (p. 370). With its emphasis on
work as the path to self-sufficiency, TANF forces women back to the same low-pay, low-skill jobs
that may have led them to their poverty in the first place (Gilman, 2012; Lafer, 2002). The new
program requirements, as Debra Henderson et al. (2005) argued, also deny women the choice
to be full-time mothers. Eligibility guidelines force poor women to work, making them choose
between the competing roles of good mother and good welfare recipient. The new policies fail
to address the real barriers facing women: low job skills and educational attainment, racism and
discrimination in the labor market, and the competing demands of work and caring for their

children.
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