
Y11  Exam Unit - Social inequality 

KEY TERM DEFINITION  

Social inequality Differences between the members of society in terms 

of wealth, class, status and power

stratification The allocation of individuals and groups according to 

various social hierarchies of differing power, status, 

or prestige

hierarchy The organisation of society into a rank order of 

importance

Elite A minority group who have power and influence over 

other members of society 

bourgeoisie Capitalists and members of the middle class who 

have an interest in preserving capitalism

proletariat A term used by Marx to describe the working class

lumpenproletariat The lowest level of the working class in 19th C society

Polarisation of 

social classes 

Increasing differences between the lives of different 

socioeconomic classes 

Life chances The opportunities that an individual has to share in the 

cultural and material rewards that a society has to 

offer, e.g. access to education and employment

Social class A form of social stratification based on economic 

factors such as occupation and income 

Social stratification key studies

Study Findings

Davis and Moore 

(1945) theory of 

stratification

Functionalists

• Societies must allocate people to different roles – some roles are functionally 

important (essential for society eg doctors) – this is meritocratic

• These roles have high status and rewards to attract the best people to them 

• Stratification is necessary to ensure the most talented people get the best jobs

Marx’s theory of 

social class

• Argues there are two main social classes: bourgeoisie and proletariat

• Bourgeoisie have more power because they  own the  means of production e.g. 

factories

• Proletariat are exploited and experience alienation – class conflict exists 

• Bourgeoisie impose their ideology on working class and create false class 

consciousness

Weber’s theory of 

social class

• Classes are formed in the labour market – a class is a group who have similar life 

chances

• 4 main classes: property owners, professionals, petty bourgeoisie, working class

• Classes based both on economic factors and status and power too 

Weber’s theory of 

power and authority

• Power is based on coercion (use of threat/ violence) or authority (when someone 

obeys you as they think they should). 3 types of authority:

1. Charismatic authority (inspiring qualities)

2. Traditional authority (based on tradition)

3. Rational legal authority (based on a set of rules and laws which are accepted)

Devine’s (1992) 

Affluent Workers 

revisited

• Revisited Luton to see how far WC life had changed – compared to Goldthorpe’s

• Found WC lifestyles had not changed as much as Goldthorpe suggested

• Home life not purely home-centred and privatised, interviewees did not have a 

purely instrumental attitude to work, plenty of evidence of solidarity

Townsend’s (1979) 

relative deprivation 

theory

• Developed a deprivation index to measure relative deprivation 

• Found almost 23% of population were in poverty 

• Much higher than 6% (state measure of poverty)

Murray’s (1984) New 

Right perspective on 

poverty

New Right

• Argues welfare benefits create dependency – discouraging people to find work, and 

actually creating more poverty 

• The underclass are a threat to society – a group who drain resources and do not 

work – associates it with rising crime and single-parent families

Walby’s (1990) 

theory on patriarchy

Feminist 

• Patriarchy = a system of structures in which en dominate and exploit women - 6 

Patriarchal structures

• Paid employment, household, culture, sexuality, male violence against women and 

the state 



Homework

1: Knowledge Organisers

These provide the basic knowledge for 

each topic which needs to be known 

off by heart. This may include key 

concepts, key theories and the named 

sociologists and their research 

findings for each topic.

2: Meanwhile, elsewhere

What we learn in our lessons only 

offers a glimpse of the world. To widen 

our understanding, one page research 

sheets will be used to explore what 

else is going on around the world in 

contemporary society to match the 

topics we are studying. These need to 

be researched using the links and 

resources provided and completed.

3: Revision

Preparing for Sociology assessments 

is an essential part of each topic, as 

these assessments allow teachers and 

pupils the chance to check their 

progress in Sociology. Revising gives 

you the chance to show off what you 

know.

Read:

Classic Texts: Sylvia Walby "Theorising Patriarchy" 1990

https://www.tutor2u.net/sociology/reference/classic-texts-sylvia-walby-

theorising-patriarchy-1990

Classic Texts: Peter Townsend "Poverty in the United Kingdom" 1979

https://www.tutor2u.net/sociology/reference/classic-texts-peter-townsend-

poverty-in-the-united-kingdom-1979

Classic Texts: Charles Murray "Losing Ground" 1984

https://www.tutor2u.net/sociology/reference/classic-texts-charles-murray-losing-

ground-1984

Classic Texts: Fiona Devine "Affluent Workers Revisited" 1992

https://www.tutor2u.net/sociology/reference/classic-texts-fiona-devine-affluent-

workers-revisited-1992

Classic Texts: Davis & Moore "Some Principles of Stratification" 1945

https://www.tutor2u.net/sociology/reference/classic-texts-davis-moore-some-

principles-of-stratification-1945

Watch:

Netflix: Explained: Why Women are paid less 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hP8dLUxBfsU

Health Inequalities: The Glasgow Effect 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r0cJ7CX1lCA&t=3s

40 years after Thatcher: Inequality in the UK - BBC Newsnight 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OVG9Qmd6BWc

Listen:

BBC Sounds: The Class Ceiling  https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b013qz77

BBC Sounds: The briefing Room: Inequalities of Lockdown 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m000h0w0

Key Terms Definition 

Social mobility Movement up or down between layers of 

society 

embourgeoisem

ent

The adoption of middle class value and 

behaviours by prosperous members of the 

working class

meritocracy A social system that rewards merit rather 

than inherited wealth

Poverty trap Poor families in receipt of means test 

welfare benefits become ‘trapped’ in 

poverty if their earnings marginally 

increase, resulting in the loss of benefits 

and,as a consequence, no improvement in 

their economic situation

Culture of 

poverty 

An acceptance repeated across 

generations that if you are poor you will 

always be poor

Interest (or 

pressure 

groups) 

Formally organised groups created to 

represent the interests of sections of 

society

Absolute 

poverty

Is when people have incomes that are 

insufficient to obtain the minimum 

needed to survive (i.e. shelter, food, 

water, clothing)

Relative 

poverty

Is when people cannot afford to meet 

the general standard of living of most 

other people in their society

Affluence Having a lot of money and material 

possessions 

https://www.tutor2u.net/sociology/reference/classic-texts-sylvia-walby-theorising-patriarchy-1990
https://www.tutor2u.net/sociology/reference/classic-texts-peter-townsend-poverty-in-the-united-kingdom-1979
https://www.tutor2u.net/sociology/reference/classic-texts-charles-murray-losing-ground-1984
https://www.tutor2u.net/sociology/reference/classic-texts-fiona-devine-affluent-workers-revisited-1992
https://www.tutor2u.net/sociology/reference/classic-texts-davis-moore-some-principles-of-stratification-1945
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hP8dLUxBfsU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r0cJ7CX1lCA&t=3s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OVG9Qmd6BWc
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b013qz77
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m000h0w0

