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Pluralist power theorists, on the other hand, argue 
that power is not held exclusively by an elite group but is 
shared among many power centers, each of which has its 
own self-interests to protect (Ritzer and Goodman 2004). 
Well-financed special interest groups (e.g., insurance 
industry, dairy and cattle farmers, or truckers’ trade 
unions) and professional associations (e.g., the American 
Medical Association or American Bar Association) have 
considerable power through collective action. From the 
pluralist perspective, officials who hold political power are 
vulnerable to pressure from influential interest groups, 
and each interest group competes for power with others. 
Creating and maintaining this power through networks 
and pressure on legislators is the job of lobbyists. For 
example, in the intense U.S. debate over health care legis-
lation, interest groups from the medical community, 
insurance lobbies, and citizens’ groups wielded their 
power to influence the outcome, but because these major 
interests conflict, and no one group has the most power, 
no one group attained all it wanted. Some groups wanted 
to nationalize health care, and others wanted to com-
pletely privatize it; the Affordable Care Act did neither. The 
core idea of 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 clamoring 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 politicians 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 middle class. 
When given a choice that includes working class, however, 
45% say middle class, and another 45% define themselves 
as working class (Gilbert 2011). Sociologists have different 
ways of measuring social class. You can see sociologist 
Dennis Gilbert’s social class model in Figure 7.10.

Most social scientists measure social class by looking 
at the income, education, and profession of respondents. 
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.

Thinking Sociologically
How does today’s popular culture on TV and in films, 
magazines, and popular music reflect interests of 
different social classes? How are rich and poor peo-
ple depicted? Who appears responsible for their 
wealth or poverty—the individuals, the society, or 
some other combination? Do any of these depictions 
question the U.S. class system?

POVERTY AND  
SOCIAL POLICY
Nothing describes poverty more vividly than hunger. 
Stories about hunger and famine in Global South coun-
tries fill the newspapers. Chronic hunger has declined by 

FIGURE 7.10  Gilbert’s Model of  
Social Class
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