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Today I want to highlight some issues in the Sociology of Culture that that I think have been under-theorized in the analysis of stratification for some time. 

Because this is an intellectual working session rather than a reporting of carefully edited thinking on the matter I want to offer some perspectives and ideas which constitute mini-perspectives on a few issues.


Primary is the cultural underpinning of stratification, particularly categorization –the process that creates divisions between people based on arbitrary boundaries that are seen as legitimate and rational. And more—the ways in which categorization intersects with the dynamics of social stratification, for example, the possibility of mobility for individuals between social strata and the variation in opportunity to move within particular strata. 


Here I am suggesting that members of categories within a social stratum—for example, old people, women and men, persons of different ethnic heritages and so on are exposed to cultural restrictions or opportunities that make for an elastic or inelastic environment for them; and these constraints have to do with ideologies rather than acquisition of various forms of social capital. 

Categorization is embedded in schemas that lead to within strata variation among people with similar or the same education, inherited wealth, social class tastes and human capital such as education, interest and accomplishment in the arts, social skills, and mechanical skills such as computer savvy. Thus men and women may leverage these assets differentially because of schemas that define and interpret their accomplishments differentially suggest they are suited or not performing at the same level or they cannot utilize in the same ways. (For example, when girls perform better than boys on tests the interpretation is that they conform more to good behavior norms rather than because they are smarter than boys). Some of this process is theorized as stereotyping but this analysis points to the relationship between mobility, integration within groups and ideas. 

This phenomenon is world-wide although the cultural ideologies and restrictions or enhancements vary in different societies.

A number of scholars have addressed the issue of categorization and its consequences over the years. But somehow there has been a disconnect between the cultural and structural models of stratification. Too often scholars have charted the inequities between people who belong to a particular category without focusing on the power of the rationales of the distinction.

 Of course there are exceptions.  For example, the Nobel Laureate economist Amartya Sen has written of “durable categorical inequality” The referent is to caste systems—particularly in India, but certainly applicable to other parts of the world—the Roma are a case in point of a people who are regarded as impossible to assimilate because of cultural differences. 

 
I’ll address this later when I speak of stratification based on religious as well as economic principles. First, Religion:

It is not news that religion plays a part in the stratification system but other than plotting the numbers of Catholics, Jews, Protestants and Moslems in various social categories little attention is actually paid to the content to the belief that result in the boundaries that make these categories explanatory for alternative routing.  Roger Friedland’s work is of particular interest here as he has theorized the role of religious ideologies in the maintenance of kin groups which are, in effect, political entities. Some ideologies are embedded in practices such as cross-cousin marriage, but others are located in religio-political practices that empower male elders and disempower females of the same social stratum.

And recently Charles and Grusky have noted the sticky nature of what they call occupational ghettos. They note the variation in patterns of sex segregation. But they also come to the conclusion that disadvantaging forms of essentialism are ubiquitous because they are undergirded by essentialist processes (p. 312). They note that essentialist principles may live on “even as the content of essentialist beliefs changes in ways that exacerbate and legitimate male advantage. “  Others including Barbara Reskin, Cecilia Ridgeway and Patricia Roos have pointed to particular processes by which this occurs. This is my view as well , as stated in my Presidential address to the ASA (Epstein 2007)although I go a step further in theorizing that the theory of essentialism is a mechanism for the maintenance of women’s disadvantage in all social systems. Of course, as many of you know, I have theorized on boundaries and boundary maintenance for some time pointing to the ideologies that support it and undergird the institutionalization of difference.
Ethnic Boundaries


I want to very briefly note the ideologies that segregate persons of various ethnic groups who possess the same social capital.  Jerome Karabel’s work on the discrimination against Jews and also Catholics in the Ivy League universities bears on this in recent time. But going back to Simmel we note how people of similar wealth, education and other variables get classified as outliers because of cultural attitudes. We may ask how this fits into stratification theory!
LAW

In the few minutes I have to make my presentation I  also want to address the role of law which I regard as a cultural institution – not by reference to its structure, but to its embedded theories of morality that specify values and appropriate behaviors. Where law intersects, or is conterminous with religion, ideologies are further relevant to the dynamics of stratification.

The law is certainly a cultural category. Changes in it have to do with changing cultural climates as well as political gamesmanship.  Class interests may compete with historical precedents and historical memories as we know from the work of Maurice Halbachs and more currently Yael Zerubavel, Barry Schwartz, Gary Fine and others. Indeed, classes rise and fall, sometimes with ideologies supplied by social movements. Indeed, social movements are supported and underpinned by ideologies, images, and the development of collective identities. The Cultural Revolution in China is perhaps the most obvious and radical within recent history. Looking elsewhere in the world we see both social change and resistance to change in dramatic example in India as attempts to change the caste system meet resistance because of cultural taboos underpinning social divisions. Social stratification is held in place because of cultural distaste for intermingling the sexes who belong to different castes. Even when laws permitting integration of students in schools means there can be mingling that never existed before; family oppositions maintain a homogamy that is persistent.

SOCIAL CONVENTIONS


My own work on gender most recently has considered women’s sense of “otherness” that stem from their acceptance of the legitimacy of roles assigned to them. Within the same social class, women and men are segregated by task, time norms, obligations and dependency on the will of others.  Inspired by Judith Blau’s topic for her presidency of the Southern Sociological Society on “Diaspora,” my plenary speech was on the women  who, I propose, live in a  Diaspora in various places in the world, because they are segregated, isolated, and considered not truly part of their families because of the belief that they will soon (often before they reach their teens) leave to join the family of a husband. Once in the family of their husband, girls and women may long to go home but there is no home for them to return to.  But should they be widowed when children are young, they may be cast aside entirely. Thus they are outside the stratification system. Upper class women don’t benefit in these societies, so that in the upper class they are effectively lower class. Obviously this situation is not addressed by the usual forms of stratification analysis.

Indeed the very term “outcaste” has hardly been theorized sufficiently although it is a key ingredient of the stratification system. Indeed, one need not be in a caste system to be an outcaste because there are caste-equivalents in other societies.


What does it mean for a woman to be upper class in a stratified society when she has no autonomy, no money of her own and no power to travel or leave a marriage?  This is the case for women in Saudi Arabia and parts of Africa or in ethnic enclaves in the west. We need to ask these questions when we theorize social stratification focusing on the cultural ideas that lead to cultural boundaries.

CULTURAL BOUNDARIES AND STRATIFICATION


What makes some boundaries (and thus, categories) strong and impenetrable and others permeable? Michele Lamont is addressing this in some current work and she points out that permeable boundaries may lead to within category differences in certain spheres – health for one.  Of course, an example that leaps to mind is the health of women, who when treated by doctors of either sex in open societies have access to a wider array of health care opportunities  and fewer are likely to die in childbirth or from other causes that one doesn’t even see reported. The worth of a life is an element of categorization as we saw in raw detail as Amarya Sen pointed out a decade ago in his famous New York Review of Books article that millions of female fetuses are terminated when cultural preferences are for male progeny, and for those who survive, female infants are bound to be given less nutrition and care in both the lower and middle classes.  The abortion of female fetuses crosses social stratification lines as middle class families have access to the technology that identifies sex of child.

How about our own country?


The stratification literature does not differentiate much by sex when it classifies families. But the intensive pressure on women to curtail their work opportunities for caring obligations means that many women slip in social strata.  The division of labor in the family is not normally regarded as a subject for the social stratification people to address.


Numerous theories are out there claimed that it is women who wish to do the caring work, but cultural categorization means that they don’t have much leeway—what happens if a woman refuses to engage in the care of her own child in the ways in which men do? Men, who do not engage in child care, do not lose their children as a woman might.  What does this have to do with stratification? It means that women’s opportunity for mobility is tied to her prescribed emotional ties to others- that she obeys what Arlie Hochschild named “feeling rules.”  How do indeed, feeling rules enter into the discussion about stratification issues? An interesting question.


My own work has centered on the alternate routes men and women have in occupational life both horizontally and vertically.  The tracking system was of early concern and of course I have done research and written on glass ceiling issues. I have come to see these domains of inquiry as very basically cultural with the embeddedness of the cultural into structural issues.


Ideas and schemas position girls and boys, men and women, people of particular racial groups and ethnicities, differently in the social structure.  Cultural change is necessary before such elements as economic opportunities and markets play a role in opening or closing opportunities for women and men.


Legal changes also open opportunities but it takes a change in mind set before people take advantage of them and they are legitimized!

I
In conclusion, I want to note that there are many issues that stratification models have neglected that could make their study richer. I’m not sure many of the methodological techniques that have been used are up to the task of understanding them.  Perhaps multi-methods are necessary to capture them, as well as a greater sense of history and comparative analysis. The ideas of have presented here come from a bit of free association as well as a lifetime of looking at inequities in the stratification system.August 6, 2008
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