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are common ones for indicating that a product is fair 
trade.

As we write these words, at least 2.5 million people  
are suffering the abuse of human trafficking. A form of 
slavery, human trafficking consists of “the recruitment, 
transport, transfer, harbouring or receipt of a person  
by such means as threat or use of force or other forms  
of coercion, of abduction, of fraud or deception for the  
purpose of exploitation” (United Nations Office on Drugs 
and Crime [UNODC] 2014a). Most—but not all—victims 
of trafficking are women. The vast majority of trafficking 
(79%) results in the sexual exploitation of victims. Most 
other victims (18%) find themselves forced to work  
as slaves (UNODC 2014a).

In the slavery of the 19th century, slaves were expen-
sive, and there was at least some economic incentive to 
care about their health and survival so that they could be 
productive workers. In the new slavery, humans are 
cheap and replaceable. There is little concern about 
working them to death, especially if they are located  
in remote cacao, coffee, or sugar cane plantations. By 
current dollars, a slave in the southern United States in 
the mid-1800s would have cost the equivalent of $40,000 
today, but contemporary slaves are cheap. They can  
be procured from poor countries for an average of $90 
(Bales 2012).

Many public sociologists are among those now  
working to address modern-day slavery. A sociologist 
most at the forefront of the current movement to eradi-
cate slavery is featured in the next “Sociologists in 
Action.”

Thinking Sociologically
Why do you think slavery exists today? List micro, 
meso, and macro forces at work that support modern 
slavery. What steps should be taken to combat each 
and eradicate slavery?

As we can see from the previous examples, our social 
world is stratified in ways that result in high levels of 
inequality. The rest of this chapter discusses (a) why strat-
ification is important, (b) different systems of strati
fication, (c) the consequences of social rankings for 
individuals, (d) whether one can change social class posi-
tions (social mobility), (e) characteristics of major stratifi-
cation systems, (f) poverty and social policies to address it, 
and (g) the global digital divide.

THE IMPORTANCE OF 
SOCIAL STRATIFICATION
Consider your own social ranking in society. You were 
born into a family that holds a position in society: upper, 
middle, or lower class. The position of your family influ-
ences the neighborhood in which you live and where you 
shop, go to school, play sports, engage in the arts or 
other activities, and attend religious services. Most likely, 
you and your family carry out the tasks of daily living  
in your community with people who share your social 
class status.

Your position in the stratification system affects the 
opportunities available to you and the choices you make in 
life. Note the social world model at the beginning of the 
chapter. It provides a visual image of the social world and 
socioeconomic stratification. The stratification process 
affects everything from individuals’ social rankings at the 
micro level of analysis to positions of countries in the 
global system at the macro level.

Social stratification refers to how individuals and 
groups are layered and ranked in society according to 
their access to and possession of valued resources. The 
society’s culture (rules, values, beliefs, and artifacts) 
determines and legitimizes the society’s system of sort-
ing its members.

Child laborers fill up empty cigarettes manually with locally grown 
tobacco in a small bidi (cigarette) factory at Haragach in Rangpur 
district, Bangladesh, in 2013.
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