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Social Structures and Mobility

— ※ —

The concept of a utopian universal social equality of opportunities posits 
that every individual should start their life with the same chances for 
success, regardless of their background. However, the reality is that from 
the moment of birth, external factors such as personal, biological, political, 
economic, and social circumstances shape the individual’s trajectory. 
These factors can be influenced by education, culture, and various social 
and economic opportunities, but they ultimately contribute to forming 
one’s identity and social status. It is important to acknowledge that while 
social mobility may occur, the starting point and eventual outcome will 
not be the same for everyone. From a critical perspective, even if an 
individual experiences social equality or equal opportunities that improve 
their social situation, it is difficult to interpret this experience objectively. 
This is mainly because it is impossible to specify with assurance what 
values, attributes, and skills an individual would have possessed if they 
had been born into a different social milieu. To explain this dilemma, it is 
necessary to interpret the ideas of social structure and social stratification 
concerning equal opportunities. Inequality of opportunity can be observed 
in both the social structure and social stratification interpretations.

5.1	 Social Structure

Structuralist analysis focuses on the relationships between different social 
classes, particularly in terms of property and employment. According 
to this approach, it can be argued that social correlations determine 
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individuals’ opportunities and societal inequalities. In addition to the 
structuralist analysis approach, another relevant perspective is the inter-
pretation of social stratification, which involves ranking members of 
society into hierarchical groups and social strata.148 In sociological terms, 
into different social groups that are perceived as more or less favorable. 
This ranking is based on various factors, such as wealth, occupation, 
and education, which determine an individual’s position in the social 
hierarchy. This categorical concept of social stratification is closely tied 
to society’s interconnected networks and relations that create a sense of 
cohesion, collectiveness, and solidarity within the stratified social struc-
ture.149 Previous analysis of social stratification defined it as a complex 
system of relations characterized by continuous interaction among its 
members. This perspective suggests that social inequalities are rooted 
in categorical groupings (such as “social class” and “social stratum”), 
which are interchangeable with social stratification in sociology. Fur-
thermore, it is important to distinguish between relational and gradual 
positions within social class and stratification.150 The concept of social 
class could also be a framework through which the society could value 
structural mechanisms and measure hierarchical positionings of different 
groups within society. This approach not only offers an understanding 
of the social structure of the upper, middle, and lower classes, but can 
also present experiences on the nature of social stratification. This also 
means that the gradualist social class structure should be analyzed in 
relational terms. The concept of relational class can provide insights into 
the systems of interrelations and social distances among various social 
groups, as well as the discrepancies between the approaches to class 
analysis and social stratification in equal opportunity research, noting 
that they are fundamentally contradictory.151

Numerous differences can be seen when examining these viewpoints 
on social analysis. These differences encompass the distribution and 
prioritization of social connections or resources, the formulation of 
explanations or descriptions, and the fundamental sociological approach 
employed by each standpoint. The structural interpretation (social class 
approach) and the social ranking approach (social stratification) are 

148	 Ganzeboom / Graaf / Treiman: A Standard International Socioeconomic Index of 
Occupational Status.

149	 Bottomore: Classes in Modern Society; Scott: Stratification and Power.
150	 Wright: Class Structure and Income Determination; Wright: Social Class.
151	 Farkas: A társadalmi rétegződés értelmezései.



79

Social Stratification

often viewed as opposing viewpoints. However, it is argued that consid-
ering society in relational terms, focusing on the notions of equality and 
inequality, would be more constructive. This perspective may explain 
the reasons behind societal disparities and their (lack of) effects. Fur-
thermore, class analysis draws attention to the unequal distribution of 
social relations and connections within society. In contrast, the ranking 
approach aims to comprehend social differences in terms of both formal 
and informal advantages, including income, social welfare benefits, and 
prestige, as well as material and cultural capital.152

The perspectives of structure and stratification differ mainly in their 
approach to social phenomena. While the structural perspective focuses 
on explaining the underlying causes and mechanisms that produce 
social outcomes, the stratification perspective is more concerned with 
describing the patterns of social inequality and differentiation within 
a society. The structural perspective seeks to uncover the fundamental 
factors that shape social structures, institutions, and relationships. In 
contrast, the stratification perspective aims to document and analyze the 
distribution of resources, opportunities, and privileges among different 
social groups. These two perspectives offer different lenses through 
which sociologists can examine and understand the intricacies of social 
systems and inequality. Social structuralists view society as being com-
posed of different social classes, which they believe are the fundamental 
source of social injustice. They argue that these inequalities are not 
responsible only for societal variations. Empirical stratification studies 
aim to analyze and understand the various factors and mechanisms 
that exacerbate social inequalities. These studies take into account a 
comprehensive spectrum of factors, such as occupation, gender, age, 
ethnicity, and individual characteristics, to understand social stratifi-
cation and its impact on society.

5.2 	 Social Stratification

Social mobility and stratification overlap in the hierarchical ranking of 
individuals or groups within a society based on various criteria such 
as wealth, power, or education. Stratification conceptions allow for a 
more nuanced understanding of the relations and processes involved in 
social mobility compared to social structure conceptions, which might 
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oversimplify the patterns of social mobility. Social rankings provide an 
insightful way to observe and comprehend inequalities within society. 
In terms of the social application of this approach, it is important to 
mention that general stratification theories primarily offer statistical 
explanations that classify individuals’ social and economic standing.

From a sociological point of view, social stratification based on 
socioeconomic status is frequently highlighted as a crucial factor 
influencing various human attributes and opportunities. Neverthe-
less, it is important to recognize that these grounds primarily depend 
on statistical analysis, some scholars argue that such grounds do not 
provide concrete evidence to support their arguments fully.153 Social 
class unravels the structuralist perspective by defining hierarchical, 
dialogical, and classification differences within and between societies. 
It includes economic and cultural distinctions that shape the interac-
tions and experiences of individuals and groups within a community 
as well. These differences impact access to resources, opportunities, 
and power within society. Social class also influences one’s identity, 
sense of belonging, disadvantages, and overall social mobility. Further-
more, social stratification is connected with a normative-functionalist 
perspective, highlighting the consequence of a collective connection 
between society’s layers.

Social stratification involves the hierarchical arrangement of indi-
viduals and groups based on factors such as capital, status, and power, 
while the normative-functionalist perspective draws attention to the 
need for mutual cooperation and cohesion across these social strata for 
society’s benefit. According to Davis and Moore’s results, the function-
alist system explains how social stratification is essential for maintain-
ing a society’s structure. They argue that society must place individuals 
in positions based on their skills, abilities, and contributions to ensure 
stability and productivity. According to their perspective, this approach 
allows the most talented and qualified individuals to enter roles that are 
necessary to society’s general functioning. Furthermore, they suggest 
that individuals in a given social context should enhance their societal 
position to effectively fulfill their communal and individual responsibil-
ities.154 To understand the functionalist social ranking, it is vital to bring 
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into the analysis the concepts of talent and success that could support 
individuals’ social and economic mobility. These notions interrelate with 
societal structures, influences, and individual experiences. In addition, 
it is crucial to examine the particular educational conditions, skills, and 
abilities required to achieve social mobility.

When considering how one’s social position at birth impacts with 
future opportunities, other social concepts should be taken into account, 
such as social equality, positive discrimination or affirmative actions. 
From the functionalist perspective on social stratification, it is argued 
that the unequal distribution of various social equality goods is nec-
essary to guarantee the equivalent relations of society. This viewpoint 
suggests that unequal distribution of resources, opportunities, and 
rewards is essential to incentivize individuals to fulfill different roles 
within the social structure, contributing to overall social stability and 
progress. However, when social goods are distributed equally and uni-
formly across all social strata without taking into account the existing 
differences and barriers, it does not necessarily lead to the equalization 
of opportunities. Instead, distribution can strengthen the boundaries 
and divisions between different social strata. Simply distributing social 
goods without considering the specific needs and challenges of differ-
ent groups can fail to address underlying inequalities and may even 
contribute to maintaining existing social gaps. For social equalization 
to commence, there must be a recognizable and enduring uneven dis-
tribution of social resources and opportunities within a specific social 
group or class. This unequal distribution needs to be more prominent 
and of higher quality to initiate the social equalization process. Exam-
ining the issue through the lens of positive discrimination, there is 
a hidden discussion that the practice is not inclined toward creating 
lasting change. Instead, it tends to target specific social or economic 
aspects without evaluating the possibility of a broader and possibly 
sustained initiative. When looking at how to achieve social equal-
ization, it would be essential to create affirmative actions in order to 
provide long-term equal access to social goods, which may be more 
effective than relying only on positive discrimination. Therefore, instead 
of short-term positive discrimination, the solution is based on promot-
ing equal opportunities via affirmative actions that can address existing 
inequalities and on fostering a more sustainable and equitable society 
by creating a level playing field for all individuals to succeed based on 
their merits and abilities. The various positive discriminations cannot 
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balance social inequalities, as these are not continuous interventions 
in the individual’s social and economic mobility.

In a fair and just society, it is essential to acknowledge that the 
distribution of benefits should be based on personal needs, considering 
the individuals’ positions and the level of talent or education required 
for those roles. Through their actions, people can contribute to society’s 
needs and development, as a result of which they could be perceived 
as a valuable member of society. The concepts of social stratification 
and structure allow us to compare and contrast different societal sys-
tems, highlighting differences and examining the need to ensure equal 
opportunities to tackle social and economic inequalities. The approach 
of comparing structuralism with social stratification allows for assessing 
an individual’s degree of deprivation of social resources and exploitation 
of knowledge, capital, and social mobility.155

Individuals in different social positions have varying access to goods 
and resources based on their status within the social hierarchy. Further-
more, social benefits are distributed unequally in all societies without 
harmonizing individual needs, competencies, and efforts. Critics argue 
that social stratification is an “unconscious” social construct that serves 
as a tool for society’s functioning. This perspective suggests that the 
divisions and hierarchies within society are often embedded in social 
structures and interactions, influencing individuals’ opportunities and 
experiences based on their status in the social ranking.156 One of the 
key criticisms of functionalist social stratification, as articulated by 
Vanfossen, is that it promotes an ideology that views social inequalities 
and hierarchical ranking as essential and optimal.157 This perspective 
proposes that individuals who hold privilege and power within society 
are responsible for creating and maintaining its hierarchical structure, 
which they believe to be fair and legitimate. In addition to the previ-
ous points, three questionable observations can be made regarding 
social stratification. The measurement of functionality using empirical 
methods presents a significant challenge, leading to difficulties in ver-
ifying conclusions from a research methodology standpoint. Further-
more, there is a correlation between different social situations and the 
acknowledgment of equal recognition within those contexts. Addi-
tionally, individuals in disadvantaged positions frequently encounter 
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obstacles when attempting to utilize their skills and capacities, while 
those who occupy higher social positions may not always be the most 
appropriate candidates for their roles.

The functionalist approach is often criticized for promoting a view 
that implies a static and unchanging state of affairs, where the perceived 
social equality of opportunity is believed to be optimally maintained. 
This critique highlights the concern that the functionalist perspective 
may overlook the relations of the developing social systems and the 
obstacles to equality, which is constructed and shaped by the dominant 
and privileged class in society along with a cultural and economic 
value system where social inequalities of opportunity are unjustified.158 
According to Weber’s concept of social stratification, the distribution of 
power and social inequalities of opportunity can be examined through 
interconnected factors such as wealth and prestige. This approach 
considers not only economic factors but also the social and political 
scopes of inequality within society, providing an integrated framework 
for analyzing social stratification. Factors contributing to economic 
inequalities of opportunity include discrepancies, as well as market and 
property value variations. These differences can substantially impact 
individuals’ access to resources and opportunities, thus marking eco-
nomic inequality. Prestige, status, and lifestyle are significant factors 
that contribute to the differentiation and ranking of individuals within 
society. These elements include social indicators, such as success, social 
status, and economic well-being, collectively shaping an individual’s 
perceived position and influence within their community. The unequal 
distribution of social power is rooted in the relations and interactions 
between different social classes, which determine and reinforce existing 
differences within our social structures.159
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