
Chapter 7: Stratification   191

One hardly expects to see hunger in rich coun-
tries, yet in the United States over 50 million people, 
or 1 in 6 in the U.S. population and 1 in 5 children, are 
hungry some of the time (Feeding America 2013; 
Sauter and Hess 2013). States most severely affected 
by food insecurity (lack of consistent access to food) 
include Mississippi, Arkansas, Texas, Alabama, North 
Carolina, Georgia, Missouri, Nevada, Tennessee, and 
Ohio. These states also have among the highest obe-
sity rates due to poor diets (Sauter and Hess 2013). 
Households led by single women are more likely to be 
food insecure (36.8%). Race also influences the likeli-
hood of food insecurity. One out of four black (25.1%) 
and Hispanic (26.2%) households are food insecure 
(Coleman-Jensen et al. 2012). 

Most people living in poverty have no property-
based income and no permanent or stable work, only 
casual or intermittent earnings in the labor market. 
They often depend on help from government agen-
cies or private organizations to survive. In short, they 
have personal troubles in large part because they 
have been unable to establish linkages and networks 
in the meso- and macro-level organizations of our 

pluralist theorists, then, is that many centers of power 
create at least some checks and balances on those in 
elite positions.

Examples of Social  
Classes in the United States
Imagine that you are a politician. The public is clamor-
ing for more help for the middle class. Flash back to 
the most recent U.S. presidential campaign. All the 
candidates were talking about the middle class. Did 
you ever hear the politicians define what they meant? 
You probably did not, because the broader and more 
inclusive the definition, the more useful it is to politi-
cians who are trying to appeal to a range of voters. 

When given a choice among lower, middle, and 
upper class, almost all Americans will say they are mid-
dle class. When given a choice that includes working 
class, however, 45% say middle class, and another 45% 
define themselves as working class (Gilbert 2011). You 
can see sociologist Dennis Gilbert’s social class model 
in Figure 7.4. Most social scientists measure social class 
by looking at the income, education, and profession of 
respondents. Middle class generally requires exten-
sive education and training and a salary rather than an 
hourly wage—teachers, nurses, accountants, managers, 
and other midlevel jobs and falling at around 50% of the 
income distribution (Gilbert 2011).

Sometimes, social scientists break down members 
of the middle class into two groups: the white-collar 
middle class and the working class. Most white-collar 
workers have a college education, have professions 
with salaries (rather than jobs where they are paid by 
the hour), work in an office setting, and earn within a 
specified range around the median income. Members 
of the working class work for hourly wages, do manual 
labor, and do not usually have a college degree.

POVERTY AND  
SOCIAL POLICY
Nothing describes poverty more vividly than hunger. 
Stories about hunger and famine in Global South 
countries fill the newspapers. Around the world, nearly 
870 million people, or roughly 1 in every 8 people on Earth, 
go to bed hungry every night. Yet chronic hunger has 
declined by 130 million people since 1990 (World Food 
Programme 2013; World Hunger Education Service 2013). 
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FIGURE 7.4  Gilbert’s Model of  
Social Class

Source: Gilbert 2011:14.
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