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Some theorists criticize Marx for his focus on only the 
economic system, pointing out that noneconomic factors 
enter into the stratification struggle as well. Max Weber 
(1864–1920), another influential theorist, agreed with Marx 
that group conflict is inevitable, that economics is one of the 
key factors in stratification systems, and that those in power 
try to perpetuate their positions. However, he added two 
other influential factors that he argued determine stratifica-
tion: power and prestige. Sometimes, these are identified as 
the “three Ps”—property, power, and prestige. Depending on 
the type of economic and political era, one P tends to be more 
important than the others (prestige in feudal times, property 
in the industrial era, and power in the postindustrial time 
period), but usually, having one P gives a person access to the 
other two as well.

Recent theorists suggest that using the three Ps, we 
can identify five classes—capitalists, managers, small-
business owners or the petty bourgeoisie, workers, and the 
underclass—rather than just the haves and have-nots. 
Capitalists own the means of production, and they pur-
chase and control the labor of others. Managers sell their 
labor to capitalists and manage the labor of others for the 
capitalists. The petty bourgeoisie, such as small-business 
owners, own some means of production but control little 
of the labor of others; they have modest prestige, power, 
and property (Sernau 2010). Workers sell their labor to 
capitalists and are low in all three Ps. Finally, the under-
class has virtually no property, power, or prestige.

The distribution of wealth and income in the United 
States is more uneven today than at any time since before 
the Great Depression hit in 1929. Income is money 
received from work or investments while wealth is the 
worth of a person based on his or her financial holdings 
(stocks, bank accounts, and investment income) and 
property (homes, cars, etc.) minus debt. Today, the richest 
1% of U.S. households own more wealth than all of the 
bottom 90% combined (Saez 2012) and 40% of the 
nation’s total wealth (Archer 2013). In the world, the rich-
est 1% own more than the other 99% of the combined 
world’s population (Byanyima 2015).

Workers have also become more anxious about declin-
ing wages and job insecurity. Since the 1990s, companies 
have begun to outsource more and more jobs. Fewer people 
now work for one company in a stable position, with benefits 
and some sense of job security, and more now work in tem-
porary positions as consultants (without benefits and job 
security). Some economists refer to this as the Uberization 
of the job market, referring to the fast-growing ride-sharing 
company, Uber, that directly employs only 4,000 of the 
160,000 people who work for the company in the United 

States. Hiring people as consultants allows employers 
greater flexibility. They can hire and fire as needed and do 
not have to worry much about employees organizing 
together to demand higher compensation or better benefits. 
This is great for employers but not so great for most work-
ers, who must wonder for how long they can count on get-
ting a paycheck, how many hours of work they might get 
each week, and how much their next work “gig” might pay. 
Approximately 1 out of every 4 Americans worries about fac-
ing reduced pay or work hours (Scheiber 2015).

Thinking Sociologically
How would conflict theorists explain the fact that on 
average, the top 350 CEOs make nearly 300 times the 
pay of the average worker and that the richest 1% in 
the world own more than the combined wealth of the 
other 99%? Does their argument make sense? Why, 
or why not?

The Evolutionary Theory  
of Stratification: A Synthesis
Evolutionary theory, developed by Gerhard Lenski, bor-
rows assumptions from both structural-functional and 
conflict theories in an attempt to determine how scarce 
resources are distributed and how that distribution results 
in stratification (Lenski 1966; P. Nolan and Lenski 2014). 
The basic ideas are that (a) to survive, people must cooper-
ate; (b) despite this, conflicts of interest occur over impor-
tant decisions that benefit one individual or group over 
another; (c) valued items, such as money and status, are 

Uber, the online transportation company, employs 160,000 drivers in 
the U.S. alone. Only 2.5% of them are full-time employees with secure 
work hours and benefits.
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