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Each society also determines what it considers to be  
valued resources. For example, in an agricultural soci-
ety, members are ranked according to how much land 
or how many animals they own. In an industrial society, 
ownership of the means of production (machinery that 
can produce goods) and occupational skills determine 
class status. In postindustrial information societies, 
education, access to technology, and control of infor-
mation dissemination are key determinants in the rank-
ing process.

What members of each society value and the criteria 
they use to rank other members depends on events in 
the society’s history, its geographic location, its level  
of development in the world, its political philosophy, 
and the decisions of those in power. The more powerful 
individuals tend to get the best positions, the most 
desirable mates, and the greatest opportunities. They 
may have power because of birth order, personality  
characteristics, age, physical attractiveness, education, 
intelligence, wealth, race, family background, occupa-
tion, religion, or ethnic group—whatever the basis for 
power is in that particular society. Those with relatively 
high amounts of power have advantages that perpetuate 
their power, and they try to hold on to those advantages 
through laws, customs, power, ideologies, and some-
times force. Note that each level of analysis—micro, 
meso, and macro—adds to our understanding of the 
stratification process.

Micro-Level Prestige  
and Influence
Remember how some of your peers on the playground 
were given more respect than others? Their high regard 
may have come from belonging to a prestigious family, 
having a dynamic or domineering personality, being good 
at games, or owning symbols that distinguished them—
“cool” clothing or shoes, a desirable bicycle, or expensive 
toys. This is stratification at work.

Property, power, and prestige are accorded to those 
who have cultural capital (knowledge, skills, language 
mastery, style of dress, and values that provide a person 
with access to a particular status in society) and social 
capital (networks with others who have influence). 
Individual qualities, such as leadership skills, an engaging 
personality, self-confidence, quick-wittedness, and physi-
cal attractiveness, or ascribed characteristics, such as the 
most powerful gender or ethnic group, influence cultural 

Even the sports one plays—such as polo or stickball—are greatly 
influenced by social class and convey different kinds of social and 
cultural capital. Polo clearly requires a good deal of economic capital in 
order to play, whereas stickball requires only a ball and a straight stick.
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