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Preface

In 2009, Shelley Correll organized a session on “Social Psychology: Pro-
cesses Underlying Stratification” for the annual meeting of the American
Sociological Association. The panelists were Cecilia Ridgeway, Larry Bobo,
Devah Pager, and Jane McLeod. Inspired by the presentations, Howard Ka-
plan approached Jane McLeod immediately after the session about the possi-
bility of editing a handbook on the social psychology of stratification as part
of the Handbooks of Sociology and Social Research series. Flattered by the
invitation, but a bit daunted by the task, Jane asked for time to think it over.
The timing was not good, and Jane was concerned that scholars from tradi-
tions other than her own would not accord her legitimacy. Howard addressed
her first concern by offering her an extended timeline for production of the
volume. Jane addressed her second concern by asking Michael Schwalbe and
Ed Lawler to join her as editors—her first, and very best, decision.

Our shared vision for the volume is to provide a comprehensive over-
view of social psychological research on inequality for graduate student and
professional audiences. The volume draws from all of the major theoretical
traditions in sociological social psychology. By so doing, it demonstrates the
breadth and depth of what social psychology has to offer to the study of in-
equality. At the same time, it testifies to the common concerns that unite so-
ciological social psychologists. Although we often think of scholars from the
group processes, symbolic interactionist, and social structure and personality
orientations as holding fundamentally different assumptions about the social
world, we see more connection than division in the chapters of this volume.
Sociological social psychologists share a common interest in analyzing how,
why, and under what conditions people come to be seen as different and, as
a consequence, to be given unequal access to valued societal resources. Each
chapter of the volume offers unique insight into how interpersonal interac-
tions, shared cultural beliefs, constructed meanings, and material resources
contribute to inequality. As a whole, the chapters confirm that inequality is a
result not only of overt conflict, competition, repression, and exploitation, but
also of subtle (and sometimes unconscious processes) of exclusion, othering,
and devaluation.

Much of the credit for this volume goes to the chapter authors. We gave
them a formidable task. In addition to preparing a basic review of their topic,
we asked them: to address the unique contributions of sociological social
psychology to their area; when relevant, to discuss the historical roots of
social psychological concepts and theories in classic sociological writings;
to consider the complementary and conflicting insights that derive from dif-
ferent social psychological traditions in sociology; and to identify critical
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questions that have not been answered and that have the potential to advance
the field, especially those that arise from missed opportunities for conversa-
tion across subfields of social psychology or between social psychology and
mainstream sociology. We are deeply grateful that the authors undertook the
task with care and thought. Their commitment to the project, their willing-
ness to share outlines and chapters with each other, and their goodwill in re-
sponding to suggestions for revisions were essential to the volume’s success.
For all of this, we thank them.

Jane wishes to thank Michael Schwalbe and Ed Lawler for joining her
in this project. She had not met either of them before asking them to serve
as co-editors and did not expect them to say yes. That they did so speaks to
their collegiality as well as to their comfort with risk and uncertainty! She
also thanks Jim House for introducing her to the field of sociological social
psychology many years ago, her colleagues in the Department of Sociology
at Indiana University for their consistent and constant support, and the Dean
of the College of Arts and Sciences for providing the financial support that al-
lowed her to hire Jennifer Caputo as editorial assistant. Jennifer managed the
flow of manuscripts on and off the editors’ desks, and did all of the tedious
work of copyediting, formatting, and the like. These printed pages would
not exist without her contributions. Finally, Jane thanks her family—Steve
Krahnke, Sophie Krahnke, and Nell Krahnke—for stepping in at home so
that she could stay late at the office.

Finally, none of this would have been possible without Howard Kaplan’s
forethought and leadership. Although he is no longer with us, the vibrancy
and generosity of his intellectual spirit live on in this volume.
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Introduction

Jane D. McLeod, Michael Schwalbe and

Edward J. Lawler

Questions about the causes and consequences of
inequality are fundamental to the discipline of
sociology. Most sociological analyses contrib-
ute in some way to our understanding of what
inequality is, how it is produced and reproduced,
and how it affects individuals, groups, and soci-
eties. Sociologists study inequality in many and
diverse contexts—between nations, between
groups within nations, between individuals
within groups, and so on. We draw from a wide
variety of theoretical and methodological per-
spectives, each of which offers unique insights
into the complex processes through which social
hierarchies are created and maintained.

In this volume, we take stock of sociological
social psychology’s contributions to this effort.
Social psychology occupies a central position in
the study of inequality inasmuch as it provides
essential tools for analyzing the connections be-
tween large-scale structures of inequality and
individual feelings, thoughts, and behaviors. Yet
social psychological contributions often go un-

J. D. McLeod (D<)

Department of Sociology, Indiana University,
Ballantine Hall 744, 1020 E. Kirkwood Avenue,
Bloomington, IN 47405, USA

e-mail: jmcleod@indiana.edu

M. Schwalbe

Department of Sociology and Anthropology, North
Carolina State University, Raleigh, NC 27695-8107,
USA

E.J. Lawler
Department of Sociology, Cornell University,
309 Ives Hall, Ithaca, NY 14853-7601, USA

recognized in the broader discipline. Although
the lack of recognition may reflect widespread
acceptance of social psychological insights (a la
Fine’s [1993] “sad demise, mysterious disappear-
ance, and glorious triumph of symbolic interac-
tionism”), we believe that something important is
lost when these insights are detached from social
psychology. It thus happens that sociological so-
cial psychology loses status within the discipline
and scholars who do not identify with social psy-
chology present incomplete, and sometimes inac-
curate, accounts of process.

Social Psychology and the Study of
Inequality

We begin our inquiry into what sociological so-
cial psychology contributes to the study of in-
equality by asking two parallel questions: How
well is social psychology represented in socio-
logical research on inequality? and How well are
sociological theories and concepts represented in
social psychological research on inequality? To
answer the first question, we performed a con-
tent analysis of articles on inequality that were
published in American Sociological Review
and American Journal of Sociology from 2001
to 2012. We chose these two journals because
they are widely considered the top mainstream
journals in sociology and because they reach the
widest audience. If social psychology were well-
represented in sociological research on inequal-

XV
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Table 1 Representation of social psychological concepts in articles on inequality: 2001-2012

Journal Explicit Implicit None Total articles  Articles Total articles

on inequality  omitted from  in journal
analysis

American 112 (43.6%) 80 (31.1%) 65 (25.3%) 257 16 493

Sociological

Review

American 90 (47.1%) 54 (28.3%) 47 (24.6%) 191 8 412

Journal of

Sociology

Total 202 134 112 448 24 905

Percentages calculated in the rows

ity, we would expect it to be well-represented in
these journals.

We selected articles for analysis that were
centrally concerned with the distribution of ma-
terial and nonmaterial resources, the processes
that produce and reproduce unequal distributions
of these resources, or the implications of unequal
distributions for individual or societal outcomes.
To identify relevant articles, we searched for
the following terms in abstracts, titles, and key-
words: inequality, stratification, race, gender,
class, socioeconomic status. We identified 173
articles for review from the American Sociologi-
cal Review and 199 from American Journal of
Sociology. We then read each article to determine
its central focus and eliminated articles that were
not strictly about inequality. On this basis, we
eliminated 24 articles from the analysis (16 for
American Sociological Review, 8 for American
Journal of Sociology).

We used a simple coding scheme. For each
article, we asked whether the authors used so-
cial psychological theories and concepts and, if
so, whether the authors acknowledged relevant
social psychological work. The resultant codes
were: no social psychology, implicit social psy-
chology (social psychological ideas represented
without acknowledgment), explicit social psy-
chology (social psychological ideas represented
with acknowledgment). Three examples from
2001 clarify the coding scheme. McCall’s (2001)
article on racial wage inequality in metropoli-
tan labor markets was coded as having no social
psychological content. In the article, McCall
considered industrial restructuring, immigration,
black population concentration, and the “new”

economy. Although discrimination was men-
tioned in passing, it was not discussed in depth
nor its role in wage inequality elaborated. Budig
and England’s (2001) study of the motherhood
wage penalty was coded as having implicit so-
cial psychological content. The authors presented
discrimination and status (social psychological
concepts) as explanations for the wage penalty
but made no reference to relevant social psy-
chological research (e.g., Ridgeway’s research).
Cunningham’s (2001) article on parental influ-
ences on the gendered division of housework was
coded as explicitly social psychological because
the author presented socialization, gender role
attitudes, and perceived equity as explanations,
and referenced relevant social psychological re-
search.

Table 1 summarizes our analysis. (A complete
list of articles and codes is available from the
authors, including the list of articles that were
omitted.) The second row presents results for
American Sociological Review. Of 257 articles
concerned with inequality, 43.6% referenced
social psychology explicitly, 31.1% referenced
social psychology implicitly, and 25.3 % did not
reference social psychology. Of those articles
that did not reference social psychology, 39 of
65, or 60 %, focused on super-individual units of
analysis (e.g., neighborhoods, regions, nations)
for which social psychological theories may be
less relevant. Of those articles that did reference
social psychology in some way, 58.3 % (112/192)
did so explicitly and 41.7% (80/192) did so im-
plicitly. Results for American Journal of Sociol-
ogy were similar, as seen in the third row, with
a slightly higher representation of explicit social
psychological content.
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These results support three conclusions. First,
most articles concerned with inequality invoke
social psychological concepts. This suggests that
social psychological ideas are widely accepted by
the sociological mainstream. Second, despite the
pervasiveness of social psychological concepts
in contemporary scholarship on inequality, cov-
erage of the concepts is often disconnected from
the relevant social psychological literatures. This
suggests that social psychology, as a subfield of
sociology, is under-recognized in scholarship on
inequality. Third, a sizable minority of articles
on inequality do not reference social psychol-
ogy at all. Although a high percentage of these
articles focused on nations, firms, or other super-
individual units, a surprisingly high percentage
(33 %) focused on individuals—a unit of analysis
where we might expect social psychology to be
well-represented. In short, social psychological
concepts are visible in contemporary scholarship
on inequality, but not as visible as they could be.

To answer our second question—how well
are sociological theories and concepts related to
inequality represented in social psychological re-
search?—we conducted a parallel analysis of ar-
ticles in Social Psychology Quarterly from 2001
to 2012. Here, too, we identified relevant articles
by searching for the following terms in abstracts,
titles, and keywords: inequality, stratification,
race, gender, class, socioeconomic status. We
eliminated from the analysis Cooley-Mead award
addresses as well as the brief “Openings” articles
that Gary Alan Fine introduced under his editor-
ship. This search returned 99 articles. We then
read each article and eliminated nine articles that
were not strictly about inequality, leaving us with
90 articles to code. For each article, we asked
whether the authors referred to mainstream soci-
ological theories and concepts and, if so, whether
the references indicated serious engagement. The
resultant codes were: no reference to mainstream
sociological work, brief reference (theories and
concepts represented without serious engage-
ment), and serious engagement with the concepts
or theories (i.e., the concepts or theories shaped
the analysis and the results were discussed with
reference to them).

Ofthe 90 articles in our analysis, 58, or 64.4 %,
seriously engaged with mainstream sociological
theories and concepts, 29, or 32.2 %, referred to
mainstream sociological theories and concepts,
and 3, or 3.3 %, did not reference mainstream so-
ciological work at all. These results suggest that
sociological social psychologists engage more
seriously with sociological theories and concepts
related to inequality than the reverse, although
there is still room for improvement. As Hunt and
colleagues (forthcoming) note in their analysis of
the representation of race in sociological social
psychology, “social psychologists are complicit”
in “sociology’s general failure to acknowledge
and capitalize on social psychological scholar-
ship.”

In this volume, we aim to bridge sociology
and sociological social psychology by encourag-
ing deeper engagement with general questions
of inequality among social psychologists and by
highlighting the contributions of social psycholo-
gy to research on the nature of inequality and the
processes through which inequality is produced
and sustained.

Goals and Organization of this
Handbook

We organized the Handbook into five major sec-
tions that move progressively from basic social
psychological concepts through contemporary
theories and concepts on how and why inequal-
ity persists, the application of those theories and
concepts to understanding inequality in specific
life domains, inequality along specific dimen-
sions, and research on the consequences of in-
equality.

We took an inclusive approach to selecting
topics and authors. Some topics fit squarely with-
in the consensual definition of sociological social
psychology (e.g., self and identity, socialization),
others do not (e.g., power, social networks and
social capital). Similarly, some authors identify
primarily as social psychologists and others do
not. Indeed, several of our invitations were met
with claims that the authors did not know enough
about social psychology to contribute meaning-
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fully to the Handbook. (You will see that they
do.) We could debate why social psychology has
been constructed in such narrow terms within so-
ciology. We do not pursue that debate here but,
instead, focus on what social psychology contrib-
utes to the study of inequality.

Orienting Perspectives and Concepts

The first section of the Handbook introduces
major social psychological concepts that are rel-
evant to the study of inequality, including status,
power, stigma, justice, and intersectionality. Each
chapter in this section traces the early roots of
the concepts in sociology, discusses how they
relate to the study of inequality, and describes
major empirical approaches to analyzing them.
As a group, these chapters highlight the social
psychological underpinnings of classic sociology
theory, and assert the centrality of sociological
social psychology to contemporary scholarship
on inequality.

Status and power, two of the orienting con-
cepts, can be traced to the very origins of the
discipline of sociology. Weber’s writings on sta-
tus underpin contemporary scholarship on status
differences between and within groups, as well
as early social psychological research on small
groups (Ridgeway & Nakagawa). Weber’s writ-
ings on the effects of economic change on power
and resource inequality presaged contemporary
research on social exchange, and Marx’s work
on power as it relates to control over the means
of production resonates with contemporary con-
cern with network location and power (Thye and
Kalkhoff). The concept of justice has even ear-
lier origins, traceable at least to Aristotle’s con-
ceptualization of different types of justice (e.g.,
particular justice, distributive justice; Hegtvedt
and Isom). Although stigma and intersectionality
entered the social science lexicon more recently,
they connect to classic social psychological con-
cern with the nature of difference.

The classic roots of contemporary social
psychology run through the chapters in later
sections as well. For example, Cook’s chapter
on social capital locates the origins of contem-

porary scholarship in Durkheim’s discussion of
anomie, Marx’s writings on class revolution, and
Simmel’s work on the structure of interpersonal
relationships. Hunt’s chapter on ideology begins
with Marx’s writings on ideology, class, and con-
sciousness and Weber’s writings on the role of
ideologies in legitimizing social arrangements.
Walker’s chapter on legitimacy draws extensive-
ly on Weber’s analysis of legitimized rule-gov-
erned systems. Foy and colleagues trace interest
in the emotional consequences of inequality back
to Marx’s writings on alienation, Weber’s and
Durkheim’s writings on the role of emotions in
religious movements, and Simmel’s discussion
of emotional expression in interactions. These,
and other chapters, make plain the classic socio-
logical roots of contemporary social psychologi-
cal scholarship.

The deep roots of social psychological con-
cepts imply that social psychology has much to
contribute to mainstream sociological research on
inequality. Evaluations of competence, relations
of exchange and dependency, perceptions of fair-
ness, the marking of others as different, the con-
struction of inferiority, and the complex nature of
identities have been referenced in virtually every
American Sociological Association presidential
address in recent memory (e.g., Glenn 2011; Col-
lins 2010; Piven 2008 are but three notable ex-
amples), although not often with reference to the
relevant social psychological writings. Through
their in-depth treatment of these orienting con-
cepts, these chapters speak directly to fundamen-
tal concerns of our discipline, and lay the founda-
tion for the sections that follow.

Creating, Reproducing, and Resisting
Inequality

The second section of the Handbook covers
general social psychological processes through
which inequality is created, reproduced, and re-
sisted in interpersonal interaction. In keeping
with the complex nature of inequality, this sec-
tion covers a range of topics and theories, draw-
ing from diverse social psychological traditions
and, at the same time, building connections
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among those traditions. All of the chapters incor-
porate relevant empirical results, but some (e.g.,
Friedkin, Walker) are more heavily oriented to-
ward formal theory. These chapters, in particular,
illustrate the precision in explanation that group
processes research and formal modeling offer so-
ciological research on inequality.

By their nature, social psychological theo-
ries direct us to place interpersonal interaction
at the center of analysis. The building blocks of
inequality—status (Ridgeway and Nakagawa),
power (Thye and Kalkhoff), justice perceptions
(Hegtvedt and Isom), and social categories (Link,
Phelan, and Hatzenbuehler; Howard and Ren-
frow)—are fundamentally social psychological
phenomena that are produced through interper-
sonal interaction. Research from diverse social
psychological traditions, but especially from
symbolic interactionism and group processes
studies, demonstrates that social categories, sta-
tus, and power are defined in the context of in-
terpersonal and small group interactions, and are
reinforced by the same.

Interpersonal interactions are embedded in
social networks that give them form and con-
tent (Cook). Wilkins and colleagues note that
homophily in social networks discourages the
social comparisons that might otherwise lead
subordinates to challenge the status quo. Cook
analyzes the social network origins of access
to material and cultural resources, connect-
ing research on exchange networks to research
on social capital (see also Thye and Kalkhoff).
Coming from a more formal theoretical tradition,
Friedkin elaborates how networks of interaction,
attitudes, and accorded influences shape interper-
sonal influence processes and the development
and maintenance of social justice cultures. Both
the informal social controls that are supported
by such cultures, and the potential of emergent
cultures to encourage social change, place them
squarely in the center of inequality studies.

The content of interpersonal interaction mat-
ters as well. Wilkins, Molborn, and B6 present
a comprehensive overview of the construction
and perpetuation of difference. Drawing on re-
search from psychological and sociological tra-
ditions, they describe how social categories are

constructed in interaction as people try to make
sense of the world. When categories become so-
cially meaningful, they trigger stereotypes and
biases that produce and reproduce inequality. In-
teractional challenges to inequality are possible,
but are discouraged by interactional practices
that reward subordinates who play by the “rules
of the game” (as when women “trade” attractive-
ness for protection by powerful men).

Moreover, people learn to coordinate ordi-
nary, everyday interaction in ways that reproduce
existing inequalities. Dramaturgical research at-
tends to the interactional rules and procedural
forms that are used to create meaning (Schwalbe
and Shay). When people fail to follow rules, for
example, by failing to display gender normative
behaviors, they may be held accountable (i.e.,
asked to provide an account) for their deviance
and sanctioned. Thus, accountability protects
those of higher status from challenges by those
of lower status by threatening the construction
of creditable selves (see chapters by Kroska and
Lively, Oslawski-Lopez, and Powell for addi-
tional discussion of “doing gender”). Interaction-
al rules for talk have received sustained attention
from social psychologists (Hollander and Abel-
son). Turn-taking, rates of participation, and the
frequency of affirming or challenging responses
all contribute to the reproduction of dominance.
For example, dominant interactional partners can
effectively silence subordinates by failing to re-
spond to conversational overtures.

Emotions play a central role in all of these pro-
cesses. Category labels, category memberships,
and categorical identities are imbued with evoca-
tive power that heightens their personal relevance
(Wilkins et al.). Affect control theory provides a
formal account of how affective meanings asso-
ciated with social categories (e.g., that employ-
ees are less good, less potent, and less lively than
managers) shape interpersonal interactions so as
to reinforce those meanings (Foy et al.). Accord-
ing to this account, events that generate impres-
sions that are inconsistent with those meanings
(e.g., an employee confronts a manager) gener-
ate restorative actions (e.g., the manager puts
the employee “back in his place”) that reproduce
status hierarchies. But emotions contribute to



XX

J.D. McLeod et al.

inequality in other ways as well. Anger, disgust,
anxiety, and other negative emotions shape be-
havior toward the stigmatized person (Lin, Phel-
an, and Hatzenbuehler). Powerful emotions, such
as anger, signal high status and, when consistent
with identity expectations, can be used to claim
value and reinforce dominant status positions.
Emotion management practices alleviate anger in
response to injustice (as when wives develop jus-
tifications for their inequitable contributions to
household work), thereby making subordination
more tolerable and diminishing resistance. There
are emotional risks of challenging status hierar-
chies (Schwalbe and Shay); for example, nega-
tive emotional responses to subordination, such
as anger expressed by a Black man, may confirm
stereotypes and reinforce stereotypes (Link et al.;
Foy et al.). Yet the motivation to create a credit-
able self and generate positive self-feelings can
drive social change (Schwalbe and Shay).

As this last point suggests, the processes that
produce and reproduce inequality also implicate
the self. The social categories that define hierar-
chical relations are the basis for identities, de-
fined by differential value and power, which in
turn shape feelings of mastery and self-esteem
(Callero). Yet self-processes can also support re-
sistance. People may actively work to change the
meanings (e.g., value, power) of social categories
with which they are identified, or they may claim
membership in more valued categories (Wilkins
et al.). People engage in stigma management to
avoid negative interactional sanctions, as when
women athletes feminize their self-presenta-
tions to avoid being viewed as overly masculine
(Schwalbe and Shay) or people with mental ill-
ness withdraw from relationships (Link et al.).
Importantly, as Callero notes, systems of inequal-
ity and selves maintain a dialectical relationship:
“Relationships of inequality emerge from self
and identity processes, but these structures also
work back to enable and constrain human per-
sons.”

Implicit in much that we have discussed, and
explicit in Mortimer and McLaughlin’s chap-
ter, is the central role that socialization plays in
producing and reproducing inequality. Whether
formal or informal, vertical, horizontal, or recip-

rocal, in anticipation of or during the occupancy
of social roles, socialization processes reproduce
judgments of the relative value and power of so-
cial groups and convey knowledge about how to
succeed within societal constraints. Through so-
cialization, we learn how to feel, what to think,
and how to behave—in short, how to “participate
in social life.” Inasmuch as social competence
requires an understanding of social hierarchies
and our locations within them, socialization pro-
cesses are fundamental to social inequality. (See
Foy et al. for a discussion of the socialization of
feeling rules and emotional displays.)

Underlying all of these processes are belief
structures that support (and sometimes chal-
lenge) dominant groups. Ideologies regarding in-
dividualism and egalitarianism, racial ideologies,
and political ideology importantly influence so-
cial policy attitudes, formal and informal politi-
cal behaviors, and emotional experiences (Hunt).
As Hunt notes, however, “ideological legitima-
tion is neither automatic nor inevitable.” Walker
carries this point forward in his multiple-source,
multiple-object theory of legitimacy, which con-
siders the conditions under which legitimacy is
established. According to Walker’s theory, new
regimes (“rule-governed system of positions, re-
lations between positions and position-specific
acts”) acquire legitimacy when they are conso-
nant with already-legitimized norms, beliefs, or
practices, when their subjective elements come
to be defined as objective fact, when they ap-
peal to general rather than specific interests,
and when they are collectively acknowledged
as valid. Using this theory, Walker analyzes why
an “equal results” affirmative action regime has
been unable to replace the “equal opportunity”
regime and the implications for the reproduction
of inequality.

Contexts of Inequality

Chapters in the third section review social psy-
chological research on how inequality is created
and reproduced in specific institutional and inter-
actional contexts, covering research from differ-
ent traditions in sociological social psychology
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and drawing on the concepts introduced in earlier
chapters. Of special interest in these chapters are
the unique contributions of social psychology
to advancing general sociological understand-
ings of how inequality “comes to life” in diverse
contexts. Here, in especially vivid form, we see
how social psychology has and has not been in-
corporated into mainstream sociological research
and what sociology stands to gain from greater
attention to social psychological concepts and
theories.

One major conclusion we take from this sec-
tion is that place matters for how inequality is
produced and reproduced. As the context de-
fined most closely by interpersonal relationships,
families are thought to contribute to the produc-
tion and reproduction of inequality through vir-
tually every process discussed in the previous
section (Lively et al.). In the case of the unequal
household division of labor alone, scholars have
sought explanation in theories of “doing gen-
der,” status construction, affect control, identity,
and equity. In contrast, studies of schools, work,
and neighborhoods emphasize a different set of
processes, and more often without explicit refer-
ence to social psychology (Schneider, Judy, and
Burkander). Studies of schools as contexts for
inequality look to identity, parental involvement,
student engagement, and teacher expectations
to explain gaps in achievement. In the domain
of work, studies of personnel practices draw on
the concepts of status, social identities, and cog-
nitive biases, but studies of job satisfaction and
organizational commitment are less strongly
connected to social psychology (DiTomaso and
Parks-Yancy). Studies of neighborhoods focus on
local norms, network exclusion, and social con-
trol as processes through which neighborhood
disadvantage produces individual disadvantages
(Quillian). Research on non-family contexts also
gives careful attention to the processes through
which people are sorted into those contexts, in-
cluding how knowledge and resources affect par-
ents’ abilities to choose schools, and how racial
attitudes influence neighborhood preferences
and neighborhood stereotyping (see also Samson
and Bobo). Sorting processes often implicate the

family, thereby demonstrating the inherent con-
nections among these distinct contexts.

Dimensions of Inequality

The chapters in the fourth section support a
similar conclusion: how inequality is produced
depends on the dimension under consideration.
These chapters cover research on specific differ-
entiating characteristics that serve as the basis for
hierarchical social relations, giving special atten-
tion to what is unique about how each charac-
teristic becomes a basis of inequality. Each set
of authors identifies belief systems or ideolo-
gies that support specific forms of inequality—
e.g., ethnoracial attitudes for race (Samson and
Bobo), individualism for social class (Milkie
et al.), heteronormativity for sexualities (Schrock
et al.), and the naturalization of the life course for
age-based inequality (Falletta and Dannefer)—as
well as the processes through which these ideolo-
gies are enacted and perpetuated within specific
contexts. For example, Kroska reviews research
on how toddlers are taught gender appropriate
behavior in preschool and by parents. Milkie and
colleagues describe how parenting practices dif-
ferentially prepare children from different social
class backgrounds for educational and occupa-
tional success. Schrock and colleagues identify
public discrimination against lesbian, gay, and
bisexual people as one process through which
heteronormativity is enacted. Drawing on formal
theoretical propositions, Jasso presents hypoth-
eses regarding the influence of the relative im-
portance of status, justice, and power in societies
on the social distance between natives and im-
migrants.

Although the chapters emphasize different
specific processes, what is equally clear is the
central importance of generic processes to the
production and reproduction of inequality. By
generic processes, we mean processes that tran-
scend specific interactional settings (Schwalbe
et al. 2000)—othering, boundary maintenance,
negative social comparisons, stigmatization, net-
work exclusion, and the like. Although discussed
more explicitly in some lines of research than
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others, these processes apply across all dimen-
sions of inequality, linking them to each other
and to fundamentally social psychological con-
cerns.

The chapters in this section are also linked by
the authors’ recognition that the experiences of
disadvantaged groups vary depending on their
other group memberships. Although the authors
agree about the value of taking an intersectional
approach, the paucity of relevant research limits
their reviews. We see this as an important next
step for social psychological research on inequal-
ity. Per Schrock and colleagues, “incorporating
an intersectional sensibility may enable social
psychologists to better illustrate how various axes
of inequality are similar, different, and linked.”

Outcomes of Inequality

The final section of the Handbook includes chap-
ters that discuss the consequences of inequality for
individuals and societies. Because the outcomes
of inequality are of interest to scholars from many
different backgrounds, these chapters are espe-
cially critical to establishing the broad reach of
social psychological theories and concepts.
Inequality imposes heavy costs on those who
are disadvantaged. Several chapters in earlier
sections highlight the negative emotional con-
sequences of inequality (Foy et al.), stigmatiza-
tion (Link and colleagues), and perceived injus-
tice (Hegtvedt and Isom) as well as the potential
damage that social disadvantage does to the self
(Callero; Milkie et al.). The chapters in this final
section emphasize two specific negative out-
comes—criminal involvement and poor health—
both of which have been linked to emotions and
self. Matsueda and Grigoryeva develop a theory
of criminal involvement that links inequality to
criminal involvement through participation in
groups (e.g., peer networks, neighborhoods) that
are either organized in favor of crime or organized
against crime. Participation in groups produces
identities, preferences, and habits that either pro-
mote or discourage criminal behavior; these be-
haviors, in turn, reinforce group norms. McLeod
and colleagues review research on six key fac-
tors that have been proposed to explain health

inequalities—stress exposures, environmental
exposures, psychological dispositions, social re-
lations, health behaviors, and health care interac-
tions—as well as social comparison processes.
Both chapters demonstrate that inequality affects
feelings, beliefs, and behaviors for reasons other
than simply material deprivation, and point to the
importance of interpersonal interactions, identi-
ties, and symbolic meanings in these processes.

While much social psychological research
emphasizes the costs of inequality, chapters in
this section also acknowledge the potential for
change, resistance, and mobilization. This po-
tential comes through most clearly in Snow and
Owens’s chapter on social movements. Through
framing processes, identity work, and the devel-
opment of participatory incentives, experiences
of inequality are constructed as injustices and ac-
tors are mobilized to seek redress. Although we
often associate these processes with progressive
movements, Snow and Owens caution that the
same processes are used by right-wing and reac-
tionary movements. McLeod and colleagues also
show complexities in the relationship between
inequality and health, with social support, salu-
tary identities, and positive social comparisons
serving to mitigate the health-damaging effects
of social disadvantage.

Although each section of the Handbook ap-
proaches the social psychology of inequality
from a different vantage point, they are linked by
four common themes that highlight the unique
contributions of sociological social psychology:
the implicit nature of the processes that support
inequality; the centrality of meaning in these pro-
cesses; the shaping of human agency by culture
and social organization; and the ability of social
psychology to connect levels of analysis.

Cross-Cutting Themes in the Social
Psychology of Inequality

Implicit Processes

While inequality often arises and is reproduced
through deliberate, conscious oppressive action,
it is also supported by unconscious, implicit
processes. Sociological social psychology offers
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a variety of tools for analyzing these processes.
For example, status construction theory provides
an account of how social differences become as-
sociated with perceived competence and worth in
repeated encounters and, in turn, lead to shared
status beliefs that become self-perpetuating
(Ridgeway and Nakagawa). Theories of social
cognition locate the origins of social categories
in people’s needs to make sense of the world and
coordinate behavior (Wilkins et al.). Dramaturgy
(Schwalbe and Shay) emphasizes tacit normative
and procedural rules of interpersonal interaction
that reinforce inequality. Exchange theory (Thye
and Kalkhoff) directs us to consider how struc-
tured relational dependencies influence power
and the distribution of resources, independent of
the conscious exercise of power. Although differ-
ent in their assumptions, these diverse traditions
are united in the belief that the production and
reproduction of inequality depend on processes
that exist outside of conscious awareness. The
implicit nature of inequality echoes through the
Handbook, in research on language, interper-
sonal influence, socialization, self, emotions, and
ideologies, among other processes.

The implicit nature of inequality processes
helps us understand how people in disadvantaged
positions can inadvertently contribute to their
own oppression. As Snow and Owens note, expe-
riences of inequality do not necessarily mobilize
grievances; people must come to see inequalities
as unjust before they will seek redress (see also
Hegtvedt and Isom; Hunt). Widely held beliefs
about the relative status of social groups bind
dominants and subordinates, as do ideologies
that attribute disadvantage to individual failure
(Ridgeway and Nakagawa; Hunt). While these
beliefs can be learned, they are also reinforced in
interaction. People may fear sanctioning by pow-
erful authorities or social ostracism for rejecting
dominant ideologies (Hegtvedt and Isom). In this
way, subordinates learn not to challenge the ex-
isting order.

Other processes also encourage subordinated
groups to participate in the perpetuation of differ-
ence (Wilkins et al.). Hegtvedt and Isom note that
perceptions of relative deprivation depend on
social comparison processes that are shaped, in

turn, by social proximity and information avail-
ability. Homophily of social networks masks
inequalities between groups (Wilkins et al.) and
discourages negative social comparisons (Milkie
et al.). Emotion management strategies make
subordination more tolerable and, thereby, dis-
courage dissent (Foy et al.). Subordinated groups
may find validation for their devalued identities
by accepting stigma and internalizing negative
stereotypes (Callero; Foy et al.). More generally,
subordinated groups are rewarded in interaction
for “playing their part” (Schwalbe and Shay).
Beliefs about inequality and the behaviors that
reinforce them are learned through deliberate so-
cialization (as when middle-class parents encour-
age activities that promote cognitive and social
development) but also through direct experience
(as when children learn to disengage from school
when they encounter unfamiliar expectations;
Mortimer and McLaughlin). The insidious nature
of these processes contributes to the intransigen-
cy of inequality.

Meanings

Inequality depends on the recognition of differ-
ence. The definitions of social categories and
the meanings those categories are assigned arise
from and reinforce political and economic hier-
archies. Many chapters in this volume draw from
Mead’s insight that meaning is not inherent in
objects, persons, or situations; rather, meanings
are constructed by social actors engaged in in-
teraction (see also Blumer 1969). Because mean-
ings are socially constructed, they are subject to
change, as individual and collective actors jockey
for relative advantage. By implication, the status
order needs to be reaffirmed continually through
the construction of difference and supporting ide-
ologies. As Hunt states, although force and mate-
rial incentives can be used to perpetuate inequal-
ity, ideologies are an “efficient means of promot-
ing social stability.”

Not all human differences have social sig-
nificance. Wilkins and colleagues assert that the
differences that matter most involve observable
characteristics that have consequences for basic



XXiv

J.D. McLeod et al.

social functions, such as reproduction and the
production and consumption of goods. Theories
of stigma posit that differences have greater sig-
nificance (i.e., are more likely to trigger stigma)
when they cannot be concealed, are irreversible,
disrupt interpersonal interactions, trigger dis-
gust, and induce fear (Link et al.). In both ac-
counts, differences are constructed as meaning-
ful through historical processes that justify them
with reference to ideologies of superiority/infe-
riority and resource inequalities. Through these
processes, differences come to be seen as natural
and, therefore, valid.

The meanings of life conditions are negotiated
as well. Objective circumstances and subjective
perceptions do not always correspond (Hegtvedt
and Isom; Hunt; Lively et al.; Snow and Owens).
Men and women do not always perceive unequal
divisions of labor as unjust (Kroska; Lively et al.).
As a result, people who are disadvantaged do not
always seek redress (DiTomaso and Parks-Yancy;
Snow and Owens). At the same time, the negoti-
ated character of meaning implies that the recon-
struction of meaning can be a source of resistance.
Workers can personalize the workplace to assert
their humanity (Callero). Activists can challenge
stratification ideologies, destabilizing society and
encouraging demands for change (Hunt).

Inequality operates through self-meanings as
well as the meanings ascribed to others. In Cal-
lero’s words, “the meanings and social practices
that frame and define interaction are expressed in
terms of social identities, and many categories of
identity are the product of inequality processes.”
Salient meanings for inequality include value
(respect, prestige, honor) and power (authority,
control), both of which communicate relative
social standing. In short, through the process
of meaning construction, selves are constituted
in ways that reproduce social structures. In that
way, meaning connects larger social structures
and ideologies to the self.

The Shaping of Human Agency

People actively participate in the creation and re-
production of inequality, but not under conditions

of their own choosing. These conditions shape
the values, attitudes, beliefs, self-conceptions,
and feelings that form the basis for how people
create, experience, and reproduce inequalities.
This is not to say that social structures are merely
constraining; they are simultaneously enabling,
providing us with the tools—language, theories,
conventional ways of doing things together, ma-
terial resources—that make effective social ac-
tion possible. Human agency, in other words, is
always given form and direction by culture and
social organization. Social psychology is the
discipline that gives the greatest attention to the
processes through which this shaping of human
agency occurs.

These processes are most visible in the chap-
ters devoted to specific dimensions of inequality
and the contexts in which inequality is produced
and reproduced. Here we can trace how cultur-
al ideologies regarding motherhood contribute
to gender wage inequality (Lively et al.); how
heteronormative high school cultures diminish
the academic performance of sexual minority
students (Schrock et al.); how cultural ideals of
manhood shape dominance behavior (Schwalbe
and Shay); and how individualism disadvantages
people who do not have the resources or informa-
tion that facilitate good choices (Milkie et al.).
Here, too, we see how the availability of resourc-
es shapes parents’ abilities to support their chil-
dren’s academic and social development (Milkie
et al.), how residing in disadvantaged neighbor-
hoods reduces the probability of high school
graduation (Quillian), and how racial hierarchies
support discriminatory actions that create racial
inequalities (Bobo and Samson).

These serve as powerful examples of the
ways in which social hierarchies and cultural
ideologies channel human agency. The differen-
tial opportunity structures and meaning systems
that derive from unequal social arrangements re-
inforce inequality, discourage challenges to the
social order, and produce dramatic variations in
life chances. Although this volume provides evi-
dence for the creative efforts of disadvantaged
persons and groups to improve their lives, it also
reminds us not to lose sight of the limits to those
efforts. Social psychological theories facilitate
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analysis of people’s efforts to make sense of their
worlds and to act efficaciously in the face of con-
straint.

Linking Levels of Analysis

The final theme that links the chapters in this vol-
ume follows from the previous section. In main-
stream sociological parlance, social psychologi-
cal research links macro, meso, and micro lev-
els of analysis. The multi-level nature of social
psychological research runs through all of the
chapters, from Ridgeway and Nakagawa’s asser-
tion that “status is a multilevel, actor-group re-
lation” to Snow and Owens assertion that social
movements are “some of the primary bearers,
and sometimes even creators, of knowledge and
understanding about social inequality.” Social
psychological processes connect structural and
cultural systems, local contexts, and individual
experience.

Because of its multi-level nature, research
on inequality integrates the “three faces of so-
cial psychology” (House 1977), now most ac-
curately defined as symbolic interactionism,
group processes research, and social structure
and personality. Perhaps more explicitly than
the other faces, the social structure and person-
ality tradition directs us to identify the specific
large-scale social arrangements of interest, and
the specific proximate social contexts through
which they operate, but it is symbolic interaction-
ism and group processes research that provide
the conceptual tools with which to analyze what
happens within those contexts. Harkening back
to House (1977), by focusing on their common

interests in status, power, and difference, social
psychologists can work collectively to develop
a comprehensive and compelling account of in-
equality. This account is grounded not just in
material arrangements, not just in conscious acts,
and not just in overt conflict, but in the subtle,
insidious processes through which actors work
together to construct a stratified world.
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Orienting Perspectives and Concepts

The chapters in this section introduce major so-
cial psychological concepts that are relevant to
the study of inequality, including status, power,
stigma, injustice, and intersectionality. Some of
the concepts (status, power) have their roots in
classic works of sociology—Durkheim, Marx,
Weber, Simmel—or philosophy (injustice).
Others (stigma, intersectionality) have more
contemporary origins. All reverberate through
the contemporary sociological literature. As a
group, the chapters cover a wide range of social

psychological theories, including expectation
states, social exchange, equity, labeling, and
social categorization. They draw on research
reflecting the three main approaches to socio-
logical social psychology—group processes,
symbolic interaction, and social structure and
personality—as well as from psychological so-
cial psychology. Readers of the section will see
how social psychology speaks to the fundamental
concerns of sociology, making central contribu-
tions to the study of inequality.



Status

Cecilia L. Ridgeway and Sandra Nakagawa

Introduction

When people discuss inequalities in contempo-
rary societies, they easily grasp how these can
be created by differences in the possession of re-
sources, like money, or positions of power, like
the one a boss might have over an employee. But
how are significant inequalities produced by sta-
tus—differences in esteem and respect? Status is
a ubiquitous and ever present form of inequality
in all human societies (Fiske 2010). Yet it is often
so taken for granted that people don’t explicitly
consider how much it matters. As we shall see,
status has multiple, sometimes subtle but accu-
mulatively powerful effects on who is listened
to, who is taken seriously, and who ends up in
advantaged versus disadvantaged positions in
society. What then is status? How does it work?
Why do people care about it and what are its con-
sequences for unequal life chances in complex
societies? These are the questions this chapter
will address.

Status can be defined as a social ranking of
individuals, groups, or objects as superior or in-
ferior according to a shared standard of social
value. As a ranking, it is an inherently compara-
tive relation of higher or lower status associated
with one person, group, or object, compared to
others. Status is revealed in the esteem, honor,
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respect, and deference accorded to the person,
group, or object in comparison to others.

Several aspects of this definition are worth un-
packing. Note, first, that status involves actors at
one level who are nested within an encompassing
group that shares a socially defined standard of
value. Thus, status is a multilevel, actor-group re-
lation that necessarily implicates social psycho-
logical processes linking individuals to groups.
Second, note that a person’s (or group’s) status
is revealed through and dependent on the evalu-
ations and actions of others toward them. Sta-
tus cannot be possessed like material goods (cf.
Goffman 1956). Rather, status is like a reputation
that a person can take action to claim, but that
must be granted through others’ responses to that
claim. Finally, note that status is at root a socio-
cultural process rather than a material one. It is
based in cultural beliefs that members of the en-
compassing group presume they share both about
standards of value (what counts) and the relative
rank of actors according to those standards (who
is considered better at what counts).

The cultural, rather than directly material na-
ture of status inequality may account for why
people find status inequality harder to grasp im-
mediately than they do wealth or power. More-
over, once status develops, it often co-occurs with
wealth and power, making it difficult to identify
pure status processes in day to day life (Magee
and Galinsky 2008). This does not mean, how-
ever, that people do not care about status. Status
is a form of inequality that is rooted in people’s
sense of the comparative value in which they are
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held by the groups that matter for them. To the
extent that people know that they need others and
care about what others think of them, they end
up caring about status, whether they wish to or
not. Teenagers seek “respect” on the streets, but
so do students in the classroom or CEOs in the
boardroom. For this reason, status inequalities
have potent implications for the self—for how
people perceive themselves and feel towards oth-
ers (Callero, this volume).

As our definition indicates, in addition to in-
dividuals, status involves evaluative rankings
between groups in a community or society. For
example, status differences in contemporary
US society can be observed between men and
women, whites and nonwhites, professionals and
laborers, and elite and non-elite business firms.
Status can also involve evaluative rankings
among objects or products, such as BMW versus
Chevrolet automobiles or Godiva versus Hershey
chocolates. Most fundamentally, however, status
is a hierarchical relationship among individuals.
As we shall see, the shared cultural status be-
liefs that rank groups do so by ascribing more of
“what counts” to the people that belong to one
group (men, whites, professionals, elite firms)
than those that belong to another group (women,
people of color, laborers, non-elite firms). Simi-
larly, objects acquire status value by their asso-
ciation with people and groups of high or low
status. For these reasons, we will focus on inter-
personal status hierarchies—that is, a hierarchy
of esteem among individuals in a group based on
who is perceived as “better at what counts”—as
the core of status processes more generally. Inter-
personal status processes are also most relevant
to the social psychological focus of this chapter.

An important quality of interpersonal status hi-
erarchies is that they function not just as a form of
inequality among individuals, but also as a means
by which people organize themselves together to
achieve collective, shared goals which they value,
but cannot achieve on their own. It is no accident
that status processes arise most sharply when peo-
ple are interdependent in regard to shared purpose
or goal (Bales 1950; Berger et al. 1974). Achiev-
ing positive rather than negative outcomes on a
valued goal leads people back to questions about
who can contribute more or less to the goal and

how to coordinate their joint contributions into a
shared effort. These questions in turn foster evalu-
ative rankings among them and give rise to the
status hierarchy. Thus an interpersonal status hi-
erarchy is not just a form of invidious compari-
son among individuals. It is also an organization
for “productive exchange” to create an outcome
whose benefits (or losses) will be shared among
them and have consequences for the group as a
whole, not merely for the individual (Halevy
et al. 2011). It may be that interpersonal status hi-
erarchies are so ubiquitous partly because people
are so frequently interdependent with others to
achieve what they want and need.

In addition to being important in their own right,
interpersonal status processes mediate people’s
access to other significant aspects of inequality—
resources and power. Interpersonal status process
taking place, for instance, in a job interview or the
classroom, direct people towards or away from
organizational positions of power and resources.
Furthermore, as we will discover, how individuals
fare in interpersonal status processes is powerfully
shaped by the status of the social groups (e.g., gen-
der, race, occupation) to which they belong. Thus,
status between individuals within a group and sta-
tus between groups in a society are reciprocally
linked in a multilevel process.

This reciprocal link has its own important im-
plications for inequality. To the extent that sta-
tus beliefs about the groups to which individuals
belong similarly shape interpersonal status hier-
archies across multiple contexts, these multiple
interpersonal hierarchies will help reproduce the
larger patterns of inequality between the groups.
And, on the other side, the repeated enactment
of differences in status, influence, and deference
between individuals from different groups helps
sustain the cultural beliefs that create status dif-
ferences between the groups by giving those be-
liefs the appearance of plausibility and social va-
lidity. Interpersonal status processes, then, play
a significant role not only in the life outcomes
of individuals but in maintaining long standing
structures of inequality based on status valued
social distinctions such as gender, race, occupa-
tion, and class background (Bobo 1999; Chan
and Goldthorpe 2007; Ridgeway 2011; Ridge-
way and Fisk 2012; Weeden 2002).
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History

The modern study of social status begins with
Max Weber (1968) who famously pointed out
that status is a form of inequality in complex so-
cieties that is distinct from, although related to,
power and wealth. In contrast to wealth or access
to powerful positions in the dominant institutions
of society, status, he argued was enacted through
inclusive networks of people (status groups)
who share elite cultural practices and use those
practices to maintain social closure against those
from less elite groups. He observed that groups
in society commonly gain wealth or power first
and then over time develop the cultural distinc-
tiveness of status. Weber argued that after status
is acquired, it gives the high status person a new
type of social advantage over those that have just
as much money or power, but lack the social sta-
tus. Thus, status can solidify power and wealth
advantages as well as give the appearance that
those advantages are legitimate because of the
superior nature of the high status group (Tilly
1998). Weber’s work provides a foundation for
understanding the “between-groups” aspect of
status inequality as well as how status inequal-
ity is intertwined with inequality based on wealth
and power. His focus on status groups and the
processes of gaining and maintaining status
through association with high status others and
peers is carried out in contemporary work on sta-
tus among business firms (Podolny 2005), social
closure among occupations (Weeden 2002), and
class and status (Chan and Goldthorpe 2007).
The study of interpersonal status hierarchies,
the “within-groups” aspect of status, has more
recent roots in mid-twentieth century sociologi-
cal investigations of “small groups.” Early on,
Whyte’s (1943) ethnographic account of a street
corner gang powerfully demonstrated how ev-
eryday behavior in the gang was organized ac-
cording a status hierarchy in which, among other
things, group members implicitly and explic-
itly pressured one another to keep their perfor-
mances at shared group activities in line with
their status in the group. Bales’ (1950, 1970)
classic studies of small, socially homogeneous,
and initially leaderless decision-making groups
followed soon after. These studies demonstrated

that inequalities in interaction developed quickly
among group members, stabilized, and then guid-
ed subsequent group interactions. One member
typically emerged who talked considerably more
than the others, and the more a person talked in
the group, the more likely the person was to be
rated as having the best ideas and doing more
to guide and influence the group (Bales 1970).
If inequalities in participation, evaluations, and
influence develop so rapidly even in unstructured
groups of social equals, Bales (1950) argued that
status hierarchies are likely to emerge in any
goal-oriented group.

About this same time, Goffman (1956), from a
different but not inconsistent perspective, offered
an insightful account of how the implicit rules by
which we organize everyday social interaction
include “status rituals” enacted through displays
of deference and demeanor towards those who
are socially defined in the setting as more or less
esteemed. Goffman’s emphasis on the coordina-
tion of interaction through a “working consen-
sus” that actors use as a basis for acting (whether
or not they endorse it) presaged current work that
we will review on status and coordination.

Finally, another well known study of this era
provided the first clear demonstration of the sta-
tus generalization process. This is the process by
which the status of the groups to which individu-
als belong in the larger society shape the influ-
ence and status they attain in a local interpersonal
group. Strodtbeck et al. (1957) studied mock ju-
ries and found that jury members’ occupational
status and gender predicted how active and in-
fluential they became, how competent they were
rated by the others, and their likelihood of being
chosen foreman of the jury.

These early studies provided powerful de-
scriptive evidence that status hierarchies develop
quickly in goal-oriented interpersonal groups and
form a significant component of everyday inter-
action; that they consist of inequalities among
the members in esteem, influence, evaluation,
and participation; that they guide behavior once
they emerge; and that they are shaped by outside
status differences the members bring with them
into the group. The question that remained to be
answered, however, was to explain zow these sta-
tus hierarchies emerge and shape behavior in the
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group. Joseph Berger, Bernard Cohen, and Mor-
ris Zelditch, who had been graduate students at
Harvard at the time of Bales’ studies, formulated
expectation states theory in an effort to answer
this explanatory question (Berger et al. 1974,
1977; Berger and Webster 2006). Over the fol-
lowing decades, this theory developed into the
dominant and empirically best supported socio-
logical account of interpersonal status processes.
For that reason, we will review it in some detail
in this chapter.

In more recent years, however, other social
psychological approaches to status have devel-
oped as well and become influential in the re-
search literature. In psychology, the importance
of cultural stereotypes in creating bias and dis-
crimination against people from some groups led
Susan Fiske and colleagues (2002) to investigate
the content of stereotypes for a wide range of so-
cial groups in the contemporary U. S. They found
that status and warmth were fundamental dimen-
sions of group stereotypes and that status was
directly associated with beliefs about differences
in competence. We will consider ramifications of
this research as well. Finally, as we shall see, a
range of scholars in sociology and organizational
behavior have recently reached beyond classic
approaches to reconsider how interpersonal sta-
tus hierarchies develop and organize behavior in
a broad range of contexts.

Expectation States Theory
Basic Approach

Expectations states theory is a distinctive theory
of interpersonal status in that it is formulated in
terms of a formal, logical structure of assumptions
and propositions and has been developed through
experimental tests of its predictions (Berger et al.
1974, 1977; Berger and Webster 2006; Correll
and Ridgeway 2003). It explicitly limits its scope
to situations in which actors are task oriented in
they are addressing a task for which there are bet-
ter or worse outcomes and collectively oriented
in that they believe they must take each other’s
contributions into account in order to succeed at

the task. Thus, the theory applies to a wide range
of interpersonal contexts, including work groups,
study groups, committees, juries, a family plan-
ning a vacation, and friends planning a party.
But it does not apply to purely social interaction
such as might occur at that party. The theory is
highly relevant to inequality processes, however,
because goal-oriented interactions nested within
work, education, or health institutions mediate
people’s access to significant life outcomes such
as income, positions of authority, social prestige,
or health.

The theory argues that status hierarchies de-
velop out of a classic interactional process de-
scribed by symbolic interactionists (Stryker
and Vryan 2003). This is the process of trying
to figure out how others will behave in order to
decide how to behave one’s self. Under circum-
stances in which actors are focused on a collec-
tive task, the theory posits, this process causes
actors to develop implicit, often unconscious
anticipations of how useful each person’s con-
tributions to the task will be compared to their
own and others in the group. These rank-ordered
performance expectations for self and others in
the group then shape the actors’ task-oriented
behavior towards one another in a self-fulfilling
manner, as expectations have been shown to do
(Miller and Turnbull 1986). Thus, for instance,
the lower the performance expectation one actor
forms for herself compared to another, the more
likely she is to hesitate and wait for the other to
speak up first. When the other does speak up,
the more likely she is to positively evaluate the
task suggestion the other makes. And when dis-
agreements develop, the more likely she is to
back off from her own arguments and change to
agree with the other, granting the other influence
over her. In this way, then, the theory argues that
rank-ordered performance expectations shape
members’ task-oriented behaviors to be more
or less deferential or assertive, causing a status
hierarchy of participation, evaluation, and influ-
ence to emerge among them. While performance
expectations help actors coordinate behavior, it
is easy to see how their self-fulfilling nature can
quickly give way to increasingly large inequali-
ties between individuals.
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Performance Expectations
or Dominance?

Note that expectation states theory’s account of
the emergence of status hierarchies through self-
other performance expectations suggests a more
or less cooperative process by which such expec-
tations elicit assertion and deference. It is worth a
brief digression to consider whether this is plau-
sible. An alternative possibility is that the appear-
ance of cooperation in the interest of achieving
shared goals actually masks a competitive domi-
nance struggle in which members seek, through
the social signals they display, to intimidate oth-
ers into granting them influence and control over
the group (Mazur 1985; Schwalbe and Shay, this
volume). After all, while members have an inter-
est in deferring to those who seem more compe-
tent in order to maximize success at the goal, they
also have a more egoistic interest in maximizing
their own status, attention, and influence in the
group.

To resolve these issues, Ridgeway and Dieke-
ma (1989) pointed out that it is useful to consider
not just what members want for themselves in
the group, but how they want others to behave
as well. Whatever actors want for themselves,
they want others to defer on the basis of per-
ceived ability to contribute to the task in order
to maximize the group’s success and the rewards
that result. As actors pressure others to defer on
the basis of performance expectations, however,
they will in turn be pressured by those others to
defer on that basis themselves. In this way, ac-
tors create implicit norms that pressure them to
“cooperatively” defer to one another on the basis
of expected task performance. Experimental tests
of these arguments showed that efforts to claim
status and influence through direct dominance
rather than the appearance of task competence
elicited sanctions and failed (Ridgeway 1987,
Ridgeway and Diekema 1989). More recently,
Anderson and Kilduff (2009) similarly found
that the association between the personality trait
of dominance and status in groups is mediated
by the dominant person’s efforts to appear com-
petent.! These studies support expectation states
theory’s basic account of status as influence and

deference that arises from self-other performance
expectations. As they do so, however, they also
highlight the collective, implicitly normative
processes through which interpersonal status hi-
erarchies develop.

Sources of Performance Expectations

Since, by expectation states theory’s account, in-
terpersonal status hierarchies emerge from and
are governed by the implicit performance expec-
tations group members form for one another in
task-oriented settings, the theory naturally turns
to specifying the social factors that shape perfor-
mance expectations. Expectation states research
has delineated three broad classes of factors: (1)
status characteristics, which are socially sig-
nificant characteristics of individuals that carry
status value in the surrounding society; (2) be-
havioral interchange patterns among the actors,
and (3) social rewards that actors possess. In five
basic assumptions or propositions, the theory de-
scribes how the status information in such factors
becomes salient for actors in a situation, shapes
their implicit performance expectations, and
drives their task-oriented behaviors (Berger and
Webster 2006). We will describe these assump-
tions as we review research on status characteris-
tics and then turn to behavioral interchange pat-
terns and rewards.

Status Characteristics

In the status generalization process, the status
of the groups to which individuals belong, such
as their gender, race, or occupation, shapes the
esteem with which they are treated in interper-
sonal contexts, whether their ideas are heard,
and whether they become influential. This fun-
damental status process not only affects the life
chances of the individuals involved, but also re-
produces larger structures of inequality between
groups in society. Status characteristics theory,
which is a subtheory of expectation states, devel-
oped to explain how status generalization occurs
(Berger et al. 1972a, 1977; Berger and Webster
2006; Webster and Foschi 1988). Not surpris-
ingly, given the importance of the problem, these
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are the arguments for which expectation states
theory is best known.

Status characteristics are attributes on which
people differ, such as those that signal their mem-
bership in important groups like gender or race,
but other attributes too, like computer expertise.
What makes these attributes status characteris-
tics, however, is that there are widely held beliefs
in the culture (status beliefs) that associate great-
er worthiness and competence with one catego-
ry of the attribute (e.g., men, whites, computer
experts) than another (women, people of color,
computer novices) (Berger et al. 1977; Correll
and Ridgeway 2003). That cultural beliefs about
status are closely linked to assumptions about
differences in competence is supported by Fiske
and colleagues’ research on the stereotypes of
status-ranked groups in society (Cuddy et al.
2007; Fiske 2011; Fiske et al. 2002). According
to expectation states theory, then, whether or not
a given social difference acts as a status charac-
teristic for a community of people depends on
whether they hold and believe others hold status
beliefs about that difference. As a result, new sta-
tus characteristics can emerge in a society and
old ones can fade in significance.

Status characteristics can be diffuse or spe-
cific depending on the nature of the competence
associations they imply. Specific status character-
istics, like computer expertise or athletic ability,
carry expectations for competence and perfor-
mance in a specific range of task contexts. Im-
portant social distinctions like gender, race, edu-
cation or occupation, however, are diffuse status
characteristics that carry not only expectations
for specific types of expertise, but also expecta-
tions for general competence at “most things,”
especially those tasks that “count most” in soci-
ety. Diffuse status characteristics potentially af-
fect performance expectations over a very wide
range of tasks and contexts.

The theory links status characteristics to ac-
tors’ self-other performance expectations and
subsequent influence and deference through its
five basic assumptions. Together, these assump-
tions offer a situationally specific account of how
status characteristics shape emergent status hier-
archies in one type of social context compared to

another. The first assumption states that, to affect
performance expectations, a status characteristic
must become salient for actors in the situation,
either because they differ on it (e.g., gender in
a mixed sex group) or because the characteristic
is culturally linked to the situational goal (e.g.,
a gender typed task). There are some situations,
then, when people are aware of their status val-
ued characteristic (e.g., gender in a group of
women with a gender neutral task), but it does
not become a salient basis for status hierarchies
among them.

Once salient, however, the second, burden-
of-proof assumption states that the competence
associations of actors’ status characteristics will
shape performance expectations for them un-
less some information in the situation explicitly
blocks this from happening. Status character-
istics that are salient but logically irrelevant to
the task or goal in the situation will nevertheless
implicitly shape actors’ expectations for others’
performance compared to their own. On a mixed
sex jury, for instance, gender will create expecta-
tion advantages for men’s performance over that
of otherwise similar women even if the case at
hand is unrelated to gender. It is through this bur-
den-of-proof process that race, age, education,
gender, and other diffuse status characteristics
have modest but pervasive effects on the status
and influence actors attain across a wide range of
social contexts.

The third sequencing assumption specifies
what happens over time if some actors leave and
others join the group or new status information is
introduced. The basic point is that the expectations
from the prior encounter carry over to the new one
and shape the treatment of the new person or new
information. Thus, if a woman performs very well
on a mixed sex work team and then is replaced
by another woman, the team’s expectations for
the new woman will be a little higher than they
would have been otherwise because of the team’s
experience with the previous woman. Expecta-
tion states researchers have used this effect to in-
tervene against the status generalization process,
although the effects of these status interventions
weaken over time unless repeated (Markovsky
et al. 1984; Pugh and Wahrman 1983).
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Since people are inherently multiattributed,
it is common for multiple status characteristics
to be salient in a given situation, along, possibly,
with other status information such as that based
on social rewards (e.g., pay differences). Ac-
cording to the fourth, aggregation assumption,
people combine the positive and negative perfor-
mance implications of all salient status informa-
tion, each weighted by its relevance to the task,
to form an aggregate performance expectation
for each person in the situation compared to self
and others. This is a slightly simplified statement
of the theory’s precise aggregation formula (see
Berger et al. 1977; Correll and Ridgeway 2003).
An important implication of this assumption is
that status characteristics that are culturally con-
sidered more relevant to a task setting have a
more powerful impact on performance expecta-
tions in those settings compared to less relevant
status characteristics. Thus an African-American
female physician working with a white male pa-
tient will be more advantaged over the patient by
her occupation than she will be disadvantaged by
race and gender. But she still will nevertheless be
less advantaged over that white male patient than
a comparable a white female or white male phy-
sician would be. Furthermore, status characteris-
tics that advantage an actor in one goal-oriented
setting can disadvantage the actor in another. As
a result, even powerful diffuse status characteris-
tics such as race or gender do not have uniform
effects across settings. Their effects depend on
their salience in the setting and their positive or
negative relevance to the task.

The theory’s fifth assumption, translation, de-
scribes how aggregated self-other performance
expectations translate to assertive versus defer-
ential task behaviors in the situation. The higher
(lower) the aggregate performance expectations
held for one actor, compared to another, the
greater that actor’s expectation (dis)advantage
over the other. The greater an actor’s expectation
advantage over another, the more likely she is to
receive opportunities to contribute to the task, to
make task contributions, to receive positive eval-
uations for those contributions, and to become
influential over others in the group. Thus differ-
ences between actors in participation, evaluation,
and influence, and assertive versus deferential

verbal and nonverbal behavior more generally,
are assumed to be a direct function of the differ-
ential performance expectations held for them.

A variety of research supports expectation
states theory’s account of how status generaliza-
tion occurs in goal-oriented interpersonal con-
texts. Driskell and Mullen’s (1990) meta-analysis
of studies examining diffuse (educational attain-
ment, race, gender, military rank) and specific
(pretest scores) status characteristics found sup-
port for the theory’s basic claim that status char-
acteristics affect deference and influence behav-
iors indirectly through the performance expecta-
tions group members form for each other rather
than directly. Experiments also show that simple
knowledge of an interactional partner’s status
characteristics relative to their own is sufficient
to affect actors’ willingness to accept influence
from that partner in task decisions (for educa-
tional attainment, Moore 1968; age, Freese and
Cohen 1973; race, Webster and Driskell 1978;
gender, Pugh and Wahrman 1983; specific abili-
ties Wagner and Berger 1982; Webster 1977).
Supporting the burden-of-proof argument, this
occurs even when the status characteristic is
not initially task relevant (e.g., Pugh and Wah-
rman 1983; Webster and Driskell 1978) as well
as when it is. These studies confirm that status
characteristics shape interpersonal status via per-
formance expectations and cannot be accounted
for by possible correlated differences between
actors in behavioral assertiveness or nonverbal
style. Rather, differences in verbal and nonverbal
assertiveness are largely driven by differences in
performance expectations (which are shaped in
turn by status characteristics), as the theory ar-
gues (Dovidio et al. 1988; Ridgeway et al. 1985).
Finally, studies confirm that people form influ-
ence hierarchies as though they were combining
positive and negative status information as the
aggregation assumption states, with task relevant
status characteristics having a stronger impact
than non-relevant characteristics (Berger et al.
1992; Wagner and Berger 1982; Webster and
Driskell 1978).

As this review suggests, status characteristics
theory has been used to account for the interper-
sonal effects of a wide range of status charac-
teristics. However, the theory has been applied
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most extensively to gender in an effort to explain
gender differences in interpersonal behavior,
evaluations of performances, attribution of abil-
ity, influence, and leadership, all of which have
consequences for gender inequality (Kroska,
this volume; Ridgeway 2001, 2011; Ridgeway
and Correll 2004; Ridgeway and Smith-Lovin
1999; Wagner and Berger 1997). The theory pre-
dicts a systematic pattern of gender status biases
in task-oriented settings. In mixed sex, gender
neutral task contexts, men will be modestly ad-
vantaged over similar women; this advantage
will be stronger in masculine-typed contexts.
In feminine-typed contexts, women will have a
modest advantage over men in expected perfor-
mance (but not authority, as we will see later).
Reviews of the extensive research literature on
gender, interaction, performance and evaluation,
and influence, including many meta-analyses,
show strong support for this pattern of effects
(Ridgeway 2001 2011, pp. 56-91; Ridgeway and
Smith-Lovin 1999). Further applications of these
arguments suggest that gender status effects, act-
ing in sites of economic and social innovation,
play a role in perpetuating gender inequality in a
changing society (Ridgeway 2011).

As a direction for future research, it would
useful to see a similarly extensive application
of status characteristics theory to the effects of
race on interactional status, influence and inter-
action. While race effects have been documented
within the theory (Goar and Sell 2005; Webster
and Driskell 1978) much more should be done. It
would valuable, for instance, to examine the in-
tersectional question of whether race and gender
combine as the theory predicts.

Behavioral Interchange Patterns

As important as they are, status characteristics
are not the only factor that shapes performance
expectations in goal-oriented settings. As Bales
(1970) documented early on, status hierarchies
develop rapidly and reliably even among peers.
Furthermore, even in groups in which some
members differ in salient status characteristics,
there are some members who do not. How do
differences in performance expectations develop
among social peers?

The theory argues that patterns of behavioral
interchange among group members can them-
selves create differences in performance expec-
tations (Berger et al. 1974; Fisek et al.1991). In
task-oriented groups, a common sort of behav-
ioral interchange consists of one member initiat-
ing a task suggestion (e.g., “here’s an idea...” or
“maybe we could do this”) and another (or mul-
tiple others) reacting positively (“that’s a good
point”) or negatively (“I don’t know about that”),
effectively accepting or rejecting the first mem-
ber’s influence attempt. Studies show that North
American cultural schemas of status relations as-
sociate more assertive behaviors, including such
influence attempts, with higher status (Conway
et al. 1996) and a variety of evidence suggests
that more assertive behaviors give an impression
of greater confidence and competence (Fiske
2010, pp. 946-947). In a similar vein, expecta-
tion states theory argues that if two actors fall into
a pattern in which one initiates task suggestions
and the other agrees with those suggestions and
this repeats, this cycle constitutes what the theo-
ry labels a status related behavioral interchange
pattern. As this behavioral pattern repeats, at
some point it will become salient for both the
actors and others in the group. When it does, it
will evoke cultural schemas of leader-follower
behavior which, in turn, will evoke assumptions
about greater or lesser task ability and lead to dif-
ferentiated performance expectations for the two
actors (Fisek et al. 1991).

The theory argues that for actors who are peers,
behavioral interchange patterns form the basis of
the status positions they develop. When actors
differ in status characteristics, however, those
differences drive their assertive and deferential
behavior (cf. Ridgeway et al. 1985) so that their
behavioral interchange patterns typically corre-
spond to their status characteristic advantages or
disadvantages and, thus, have little added effect
on their relative status positions. Of course, when
actors’ assertive or deferential behaviors are, for
whatever reason, clearly inconsistent with their
status characteristics, this behavior can poten-
tially modify their status differences. This can
be complicated, however, because, as we shall
see later, assertive or deferential behavior that is
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inconsistent with an actor’s status characteristics
can sometimes be perceived as illegitimate and
evoke negative reactions from others. A test of
this argument about how behavioral interchange
patterns independently shape performance ex-
pectations found general support for it (Webster
and Rashotte 2010). Behavioral interchange pat-
terns demonstrate the pervasiveness of interper-
sonal status inequality even among initially equal
interaction partners.

Social Rewards

Status hierarchies typically distribute rewards the
group controls, both material and symbolic (e.g.,
a corner office), to their members in proportion to
their status in the group, as early studies showed
(Homans 1961). Expectation states theory ac-
counts for this by arguing that performance ex-
pectations give rise to corresponding expecta-
tions for rewards in the group (Berger et al. 1985).
The theory argues that what makes something a
“reward” for status purposes is that its possession
is socially valued by group members. Thus a ma-
terial resource like money is a reward for status
purposes not only because it can buy something
but also because people value having it. For the
same reason, people also value more symbolic
goods such an office that is seen as better than
other offices.

Expectation states theory’s most interesting
argument about rewards is that, because perfor-
mance and reward expectations are interdepen-
dent, the allocation of more rewards to some
members instead of others can independently
create performance expectations and, thus, status
differences. Reward allocations can also modify
existing status differences. Thus, as several stud-
ies show, pay differences or differences in other
rewards lead to corresponding differences in
presumptions about who is more capable and de-
serving of esteem and status (Cook 1975; Har-
rod 1980; Stewart and Moore 1992), implicitly
legitimating the material difference. Another im-
plication of this reward expectation argument is
that when a status characteristic is salient, those
disadvantaged by it will have a lower sense of en-
titlement to rewards than those advantaged by it.
Studies of gender and sense of entitlement sup-

port this argument (Bylsma and Major 1992; Jost
1997). While we have seen how status inequal-
ity is produced through interaction, the work on
social rewards demonstrates how the mutually
reinforcing relationship between status and so-
cial rewards can maintain inequalities while also
making them appear more legitimate.

Other Developments in Expectation
States Research

In addition to the basic account of performance
expectations and status hierarchies, expectation
states researchers have addressed several other
status related problems that have implications for
social inequality among individuals in groups.
Some of these further developments document
additional affects of status characteristics, spe-
cifically, on actual task performance, on double
standards for judging ability from task perfor-
mance, and on power. Other developments ex-
amine techniques for intervening against status
generalization and the power of “second order”
expectations. We briefly review each of these
below.

Shaping Actual Performance

When a status characteristic is salient in a situ-
ation, its effects on performance expectations
not only create self-fulfilling effects on evalua-
tions of a person’s performance, they have also
been shown by expectation states researchers
to affect the actual quality of a person’s perfor-
mance itself. Lovaglia and colleagues (1998),
for instance, found that study participants’ status
characteristic advantages or disadvantages in a
situation affected how well they performed on an
1Q test. The extensive psychological research on
stereotype threat documents what is essentially
the same effect (Steele 1997; Steele and Aronson
1995).

Stereotype threat refers to the anxiety or fear
an individual experiences at the possibility of
confirming negative stereotypes about a group
to which she belongs. Typically these negative
stereotypes are beliefs about the group’s relative
competence. Stereotypes about a group’s compe-
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tence, as research shows, are closely related to
beliefs about the group’s status in society (Fiske
et al. 2002) and, thus, are what expectation status
researchers label “status beliefs.” For example,
African Americans may fear doing poorly on a
test because doing so would confirm stereotypes
that they are less intelligent. Previous work has
shown that when minority students simply mark
their race before beginning an exam, or when
they are told that a test measures their ability,
they suffer performance deficits relative to non-
minority members and control condition subjects
(Steele 1997). Research has demonstrated ste-
reotype threat effects for several status disadvan-
taged groups including minorities and low SES
individuals and also for women in math (Croizet
and Claire 1998; Steele 1997). Importantly, these
effects persist even if the individual does not be-
lieve in the relevant stereotype, suggesting the
importance of widely held cultural beliefs in
shaping individual action.

Double Standards

In another important discovery, Foschi (1996,
2000) documented that status characteristics
have the further effect of creating double stan-
dards for judging ability from a performance of
a given quality. Thus, when a person who is dis-
advantaged by her status characteristics performs
well in a situation, others, and even she herself,
may implicitly think, “prove it again” before as-
suming she actually has high ability. The status
advantaged are not held to such high standards.
Studies have documented such double standard
effects for both race and gender (Biernat and
Kobrynowicz 1997; Foschi 1996) and Correll
(2001) has shown that double standards bias
women’s self assessments at male-typed tasks.
Biased attributions of ability from performance
have significant consequences for inequality be-
cause they affect outcomes such as who is hired
and promoted, how much they are paid and what
the person herself pursues.

Legitimacy

Status characteristics have also been shown to af-
fect the legitimacy of high ranking members of
a status hierarchy (Berger et al. 1998; Ridgeway
and Berger 1986; Ridgeway et al. 1994; Walker,

this volume). Legitimacy allows high ranking
members to go beyond influence and persuasion
to exercise directive authority in the group and
receive compliance. Thus it is central to the rela-
tionship between status and power in groups, is
intimately involved in leadership, and it affects
the stability of interpersonal hierarchies (Walker
and Zelditch 1993; Weber 1968). Expectation
states research has shown that, other factors
equal, high status members backed by advantag-
es in diffuse status characteristics are treated with
greater legitimacy than more strictly “meritocrat-
ic” high status members who have proven skills
but lack status characteristic advantages (Ridge-
way et al. 1994). The argument is that, because
people expect those with advantaged states of
diffuse status characteristics to be in higher sta-
tus positions, when this happens in their group,
they more readily treat it as “right” (Berger et al.
1998). This argument is similar in some ways to
Jost and Banaji’s (1994, Jost et al. 2004) system
justification theory in psychology. An implica-
tion is that status atypical group leaders, such
as a woman or an African American, will be
treated with less deference and compliance than
an equivalent, more typical male or white leader
would. It is also consistent with recent research
on “backlash” to highly assertive women. This
research demonstrates that backlash is prompted
by the sense that women’s highly assertive be-
havior is “not right” given the gender status hier-
archy (Rudman et al. 2012).

Power

Status characteristics not only affect legitima-
cy, they affect power in social exchange as re-
cent studies have shown (Thye 2000; Thye and
Kalkoff, this volume; Thye et al. 2006). Thye
(2000) has demonstrated that when an actor is
advantaged by status characteristics, that status
advantage spreads to the resources the actor con-
trols, so that others will pay more for those re-
sources just because of their added status value.
Thye (2000) showed this by giving participants
in an exchange experiment an initial supply of
poker chips of equal point value, but the chips
given to those with status characteristic advan-
tages, while of equal value, were of a different
color. In the bargaining that ensued, participants
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offered more points to acquire chips of the color
initially given to higher status actors despite the
fact that the chips were not actually worth more.
The spread of status value from high (or low)
status actors and groups to the objects (or other
actors and groups) associated with them is a fun-
damental process in status relations which affects
the associations and resources people seek as
well as avoid (Berger et al. 1972b; Podolny 2005;
Weber 1968). Status characteristics shape power,
then, both by affecting the value of the resources
actors control as well as by shaping the influence
they wield over others (Thye et al. 2006).

Interventions Against Status
Generalization

Given the wide ranging and often unjust effects
status characteristics have on influence, respect,
power, and rewards, it is not surprising that ex-
pectation states researchers have also used the
theory to devise interventions against status
generalization. One obvious possibility would
be to manipulate behavioral interchange patterns
by encouraging actors with disadvantaging sta-
tus characteristics to speak up more assertively.
However, due to the legitimacy processes just
discussed, this does not always work because as-
sertive behavior from an apparently “undeserv-
ing” low status actor can elicit resistance (Cohen
and Roper 1972; Rudman et al. 2012). Research
has shown two ways around this. The most di-
rect technique is for some powerful authority or
evaluator to modify not only the performance
expectations the low status person holds for him-
self, but also those the high status actors hold for
him by introducing new specific status informa-
tion (skills, accomplishments, test scores) that
advantages the low status actor over the high sta-
tus actor (Cohen and Lotan 1997; Wagner et al.
1986). Cohen and Lotan (1997) adapted this
approach to equalize interaction among socially
heterogeneous students in the classroom. In a sec-
ond technique, the status disadvantaged person
assuages others’ resistance to their more assertive
behavior by combining it with expressions of co-
operative rather than self-interested concerns in
the group. Studies of women attempting to gain
influence in mixed sex groups confirm the effec-

tiveness of this technique, although note that it
requires the lower status person to be “nice” as
well as competent to gain standing in the group
(Carli et al. 1995; Ridgeway 1982; Schackelford
et al. 1996).

Second Order Expectations

A final development in expectation states re-
search brings us back to the questions we began
with about how status hierarchies emerge from
rank-ordered performance expectations through
an apparently cooperative but implicitly norma-
tive process. In addition to the performance ex-
pectations actors personally form for themselves
compared to another (first order expectations),
Moore (1985) pointed out that actors are also
likely to form expectations about how the other
ranks the two of them, called second order ex-
pectations. People tend to overestimate the ex-
tent to which others view things in the same way
they do. As a result, actors’ first order and second
order expectations typically align (Troyer and
Younts 1997). But what happens when, for what-
ever reason, an actor has a clear sense that oth-
ers rank her expected performance capacity dif-
ferently than she does herself? Research shows
that when second order expectations about what
the other expects conflict with an actor’s own
first order expectations, it is these second order
expectations that most powerfully shape the ac-
tor’s deference and assertive influence behaviors
(Kalkoff et al. 2011; Troyer and Younts 1997;
Webster and Whitmeyer 1999).

As Troyer and Younts (1997) point out, draw-
ing on Goffman (1967), the problem of anticipat-
ing how others will react in order to know how to
act in turn gives power to the implicit “working
consensus” in the situation that is represented by
“what others expect” (i.e., second order expecta-
tions). In support of this argument, Anderson et al.
(2012) experimentally demonstrated that second
order rather first order expectations are in fact
what drives actors’ apparently cooperative defer-
ence to those expected to be more competent than
them at the shared task. When study participants
knew that they had scored lower than others on a
pretest of ability at the group task, but this infor-
mation was private so that others did not share it,
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the participants continued to express a preference
for high status and influence. Only when the par-
ticipants knew others in the group knew this in-
formation as well did they voluntarily defer to the
higher scoring others. The study of second order
expectations opens up our understanding of the
processes by which group members, in the pro-
cess of forming shared status hierarchies, coor-
dinate their behaviors through an implicit norma-
tive consensus represented by what actors expect
that others expect and, therefore, what others will
support or sanction. This theme of status and co-
ordination is further developed in several recent
strands of status research both within and outside
of expectation states theory.

Status Construction Theory

Given the widespread and powerful effects of
status characteristics on virtually all aspects of
evaluation, influence, and power among indi-
viduals, it is reasonable to ask how cultural status
beliefs develop about social differences in the
first place and how they become widely shared
in a population. Status beliefs are distinctive in
that people from different groups (e.g., different
sexes, different ethnic groups, different occupa-
tions, different religions) must form shared be-
liefs that “most people” would see those in one
category of the group difference as more status
worthy and generally more competent than those
in another category of that difference. Thus, sta-
tus beliefs involve more than simple favoritism
for one’s own group (“we are different and my
group is better””) which is a common reaction to
different others (Tajfel and Turner 1986). For
status beliefs to form, not only must one group
(say, men for the social difference of sex) believe
that they are “better” but the other group (i.e.,
women) must also come to accept, as a matter
of social reality, that their own group is not seen
as better, at least by “most others,” but rather,
viewed as less esteemed and less competent than
another group (men). How could such shared sta-
tus beliefs form?

Status construction theory argues that one way
this happens is through the goal-oriented encoun-
ters that take place between people from socially

different groups in the course of their daily expe-
rience (Ridgeway 1991; Ridgeway et al. 2009).
As we have seen, interpersonal hierarchies of
influence and esteem tend to develop quickly in
goal-oriented encounters and, so, are likely to
develop in these encounters between actors from
different groups as well. The theory argues that
if something about the circumstances of these
encounters gives those from one group a system-
atic advantage over those from another group in
appearing competent and becoming influential in
the encounters, then these encounters will foster
shared status beliefs about the social difference
favoring the advantaged group.

A variety of circumstances, such as greater
wealth or control over valued information or
technology, could give those from one group
an advantage in seeming competent and gain-
ing influence in their encounters with those in
another group. But influence hierarchies, even
when shaped by such “biasing” factors, tend to
develop through small behaviors that are rarely
obvious to the participants. Because the source of
the influence hierarchy between them is implic-
it, but their social difference is highly salient to
them, the theory argues that participants in these
encounters will associate their social difference
with the differences between them in apparent
competence and esteem. In this way, they begin
to form a status belief about the social difference.
When future encounters with those from the
other group repeat the same association between
apparent competence and influence and the so-
cial difference, the status beliefs come to seem
socially valid to the actors. Eventually, even
those in the group the beliefs disadvantage are
forced to accept, as a matter of social reality, that
“most people” would see the typical member of
other the group as more esteemed and competent
than those from their own group. Through this
process, shared status beliefs develop in which
people from both the advantaged and the disad-
vantaged groups come to agree that the advan-
taged group is viewed by society as “better.”

Recall that Weber (1968) suggested that social
groups in society (say, a new immigrant group
or a new occupation) typically gain wealth first
and then only over time become high status. Ini-
tial tests of status construction theory followed
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Weber’s (1968) suggestion by examining wheth-
er, if people from one group gained, on average,
greater material resources than those from an-
other group, that would systematically bias per-
formance expectations and influence in their en-
counters and lead to widely shared status beliefs
favoring the resource advantaged group. Experi-
ments created a group difference between partici-
pants by giving them a test of “personal response
style” that classified them into two types and pay-
ing those from one type group more than those
from the other type. After only two encounters
in which pay differences led to influence differ-
ences between participants who differed in type
group, the participants formed clear status beliefs
about the response style difference (Ridgeway
et al. 1998). Further experiments demonstrated
that any factor (e.g., superior technology, infor-
mation), not just material resources, that gave
members of one group a systematic influence
advantage over those from another group in their
encounters would lead to status beliefs about the
difference (Ridgeway and Erickson 2000; Web-
ster and Hysom 1998). Berger and Fisek (2006)
argue as well that when actors from one group are
advantaged in diffuse status characteristics, the
status value of those characteristics will spread to
the group difference, creating status beliefs about
it.

Status beliefs are beliefs about what “most
people” think, not just expectations about what
the specific others in a local encounter think
(second order expectations). For this reason,
Ridgeway and Correll (20006) call status beliefs
third order beliefs. They argue that people in
encounters infer third order status beliefs from
the apparent consensus among the specific oth-
ers in local encounters. In a given encounter,
this consensus is represented by the apparently
uncontested influence hierarchy that the partici-
pants enact between people from one category
of a social difference compared to another, say
between men and women. When the association
between influence and the social difference (in
this example, sex) repeats in subsequent encoun-
ters, the local consensus about the esteem and
competence difference between men and women
seems even broader. The need to make sense of

this apparent consensus and coordinate with oth-
ers beyond the local group causes participants to
assume that “most people” would also associate
men and women with differences in esteem and
competence, creating a “third order” status be-
lief. An experiment confirmed that when the ap-
parent consensus about the association between
a social difference and apparent competence in
the situation was challenged by a participant,
status beliefs did not emerge even though they
did when there was no such challenge (Ridgeway
and Correll 2006). Thus status beliefs are formed
from and rest upon the appearance of social con-
sensus about a link between a social difference
and esteem and competence. The appearance of
consensus gives that link social validity.

Once people form status beliefs about a social
difference, other studies show that they treat oth-
ers according to those beliefs in subsequent en-
counters and, by casting those others as high or
low status in the encounter, effectively “teach”
the status beliefs to those others (Ridgeway et al.
2009; Ridgeway and Erickson 2000). In this way
people spread their status beliefs through their
social encounters. Through the diffusion process
that results, status beliefs formed in encounters
can spread to be widely held in a population, as
computer simulations confirm (Ridgeway and
Balkwell 1997). Status construction theory pre-
dicts that the stronger the association between
the social difference and the biasing factor (e.g.,
wealth) and the higher the rate of encounters
between people from different categories of the
social difference, the more likely this diffusion
process is to produce widely held status beliefs
about the social difference. Using cross-cultural
data, Brashears (2008) reports support for these
predictions of the theory about the conditions of
association between social groups that are more
and less likely to foster widely held status beliefs.

New Directions

As we have seen, several decades of expectation
states research have provided a logically rigorous
and empirically well-documented account of sta-
tus processes that fall within the theory’s specifi-
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cally defined scope conditions. In recent years,
however, new directions in status research have
developed that expand the frame drawn around
status processes by asking further questions that
fall outside the traditional domain of expectation
states theory. Some of these new approaches go
back to basic questions about interpersonal status
hierarchies and productive exchange, others look
at status process in larger, more diffuse networks
and communities, and still others ask how status
shapes individual emotions and perceptions. A
final approach examines how status processes
mediate inequality in the workplace.

Expanding the Frame on Basic
Questions

As we have seen, the conditions that create in-
terpersonal status hierarchies—interdependence
in regard to a shared, valued goal—create basic
organizational problems. One is to coordinate
the actions and contributions of individual group
members into a collective goal effort. Another is
to manage the inherent conflict this creates for
members between maximizing shared group in-
terests in goal success (perhaps by deferring to
another) and maximizing self interests in per-
sonal status, power, or rewards. The expectation
states account of status hierarchies implicitly
addresses these problems through shared, rank-
order performance expectations. These expecta-
tions have the effect of coordinating task efforts
while also binding self interests to group inter-
ests by encouraging actors to compete to offer
the most valuable contributions to the task effort
in order to gain personal status and rewards. Yet
the expectation states tradition has not directly
and explicitly taken these problems on. Recently,
however, status researchers outside the expecta-
tion states tradition have done so. Their results
expand and deepen our picture of the collec-
tive and implicitly normative processes through
which status hierarchies coordinate behavior and
manage tensions between group and self inter-
ests.

We saw earlier that second order perfor-
mance expectations, what actors assume other

group members expect for self compared to an-
other, most powerfully drive deference behavior
(Anderson et al. 2012; Troyer and Younts 1997).
Deference behavior, of course, is the key to the
coordination problem as well as to the problem
of constraining self-interest for the sake of group
interest. A study by Anderson and colleagues
(2006) clarifies how second order performance
expectations have their effects on deference. In
an examination of actual, on-going interpersonal
work groups, the researchers showed that peo-
ple were quite accurate in assessing how others
viewed their status standing in the group. They
had good reason to be accurate. When people
overestimated their standing in the group (self-
enhancers) they tended to be less liked and ac-
cepted in the group. Thus people were sanctioned
for not “knowing their place” (Anderson et al.
2006). This study illustrates how closely attuned
people are to the implicitly normative process
that constrains deference and coordinates indi-
vidual actions into a collective effort.

Other recent research has examined status pro-
cesses in situations that exacerbate the group-self
interest conflict inherent in collective, goal-ori-
ented efforts. Collective action problems involve
situations in which people would benefit from
contributions to a shared group good (e.g., ef-
forts toward a valued goal that would benefit all)
but contributions are costly to the individual and
risky because if others do not join in, the shared
group good may not be obtained. In such situ-
ations, studies by Willer (2009) and Hardy and
van Vugt (2006) have shown that group members
award status (esteem and influence) to those who
demonstrate group orientation by making contri-
butions to the group goal despite personal cost.
Willer (2009) found that group-orientation was
more important for status in such situations than
a member’s apparent task skill.

As has long been argued, there is in fact a
risk inherent in productive exchange of granting
status and influence to someone who, although
highly skilled, cannot be trusted to use that in-
fluence in the group’s shared interest (Ridgeway
1982). By examining situations in which this risk
of self over group interest is exacerbated, Willer’s
(2009) study demonstrates that, in granting status,
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groups weigh not only task competence but mo-
tivation to use that competence to help the group.
How does this fit with the view (and evidence)
of status based on performance expectations?
One possible answer is that group-motivation is
actually an implicit part of performance expecta-
tions themselves, understood as an anticipation
of the likely usefulness of one member’s task
contributions compared to another’s. Research
supports the idea that performance expectations
involve not merely expectations of task ability
but also effort to apply that ability to the group
goal (Correll et al. 2007; Ridgeway and Correll
2004). Group-motivation, and the willingness to
pay the cost (but also earn the rewards) of putting
effort into the group may be part of what people
assess when they implicitly judge the expected
performance of one actor compared to another
and award status accordingly.

Status Beyond the Immediate Group

Other strands of recent research have looked for
status processes in more diffuse networks or com-
munities of people such as open source program-
mers or online music markets. These contexts
go beyond the traditional, scope defined, inter-
personal groups that are the focus of expectation
states theory in ways that help us understand the
actual range of status processes. In these commu-
nities, actors still share a valued goal (creating
good programs, finding good music) and know
that the consequences of their own efforts to
achieve these goals depend on the reactions of
others. Thus the actors in these settings are still
task and collectively oriented, but the interaction
among them is often indirect, as in a market, and
they may not all know each other personally.
Revealingly, these studies show that status
processes not only emerge, but have powerful
effects in coordinating and organizing people’s
actions in these more complex and diffuse con-
texts. Clark et al. (2006) show that when some
actors are publically evaluated as “better” at the
goal activities, this bestowal of status enhances
their prominence and likelihood of being copied
above and beyond their actual “quality.” High
status actors or objects become a shared focus

of attention [i.e., a Schelling (1960) focal point]
that people copy partly because they expect that
others will copy it so that they must take that
into account in their own behavior (Correll et al.
2012). In an experimental online music market,
Salganik and Watts (2008) show that when a
piece of music is labeled as popular, it has self
fulfilling effects on others’ consumption of the
music independent of the “quality” of the music.
Stewart (2005) demonstrates that software pro-
grammers in an online community evaluate each
other’s reputations through publically available
“peer certificates” that reinforce one another and
act as status characteristics. In another study of
open source programmers, Simcoe and Wagues-
pack (2011) found that attaching the name of a
high status programmer to a programming sug-
gestion increased its likelihood of acceptance
through a classic status process. The prominence
of the high status name increased attention to the
suggestion, which increased feedback, which al-
lowed the programmer to improve quality, which
further increased the chances of acceptance of the
suggestion for publication.

These studies show that while goal orienta-
tion and collective interdependence with regard
to goal attainment may be necessary for status
processes to emerge, direct interpersonal rela-
tions are not. Furthermore, these studies high-
light how status evaluations act as public signals
that members of the community use to coordinate
their own actions with others in an effort to man-
age their interdependence in the situation and
achieve better outcomes. Whether coordination
through status evaluations actually leads to better
outcomes for them or the community, of course,
is another question, one that raises the issue of
status and “quality” which we consider next.

Status and “Quality”

Expectation states theory treats the evaluation
of “quality,” that is, assessments of who or what
can best contribute to positive goal outcomes, as
thoroughly socially constructed because status
has self-fulfilling effects not only on evaluations
but also on contributions and actual performance
(Correll and Ridgeway 2003). Other status re-
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searchers, however, have asked how actors who
have an interest in maximizing goal attainment
and, therefore, are merit oriented could be misled
for long by non-merit based status evaluations
(e.g., Gould 2002; Podolny 2005). Why wouldn’t
“real” quality break through? As Gould (2002)
and others (Lynn et al. 2009; Podolny 2005) have
shown, part of the reason is that people, in mak-
ing their own evaluations of the “quality” of a
given choice, rely on status information as a
guide to others’ prior evaluations of the quality
of that choice. Considering others’ evaluations is
not irrational in itself but it allows errors to creep
into the process that are not checked but rather,
endogenously perpetuated. Examinations of this
process, however, show that the more “oft” these
errors are from true quality, the more likely it is
the status system based on them will eventually
collapse (Lynn et al. 2009; Salganik and Watts
2008).

Recent research, however, suggests that this
“socially endogenous™ errors process is not the
only process that maintains status hierarchies
independent of “quality.” Recall that actors not
only use public status evaluations to make their
own judgments about quality, they also use sta-
tus information to coordinate with others whose
reactions to their choices will be consequential to
them (e.g., Clark et al. 2006). Widely shared sta-
tus beliefs (e.g., public status evaluations) are, as
we saw earlier, beliefs about what “most people”
believe about quality. Correll et al. (2012) argue
that even when actors personally judge a lower
status option to be high quality, they have reason
to choose the higher status option, even if they at
first thought it was not as good, in order to bet-
ter coordinate their choice with others in the situ-
ation whose reactions will be consequential for
them. Correll et al. (2012) offer experimental evi-
dence that actors use status information, indepen-
dent of actual quality or prior personal judgments
of quality, to align their choices (and often their
own final quality assessments as well) with others
with whom they are interdependent. For reasons
of coordination with others then, as well as sta-
tus biased quality assessments, status hierarchies
show considerable stability and insulation from
challenge on the basis of “actual” quality.

Status, Emotions, and Legitimating
Ideologies

Since status involves the rank-ordered esteem in
which a person is held in the group as well as the
extent to which she is allowed to exercise influ-
ence over or expected to defer to others, it nec-
essarily evokes emotions among those involved
(Foy et al., this volume; see Fiske 2011; Ridge-
way 2006 for reviews). Research suggests that the
characteristic pattern of emotions evoked by status
differs slightly depending on whether the person
is in a classic, goal-oriented, interpersonal status
hierarchy or is responding to the status of self and
other in less interdependent, collectively oriented
circumstances. In interpersonal status hierarchies,
high status actors are expected to be agentic and
competent and experience emotions compatible
with that (Ridgeway and Johnson 1990). In a
vignette study, Tiedens et al. (2000) showed that
people expect high status actors to feel pride
when things go well and anger towards oth-
ers when problems develop. Low status actors,
in contrast, are expected to feel appreciation
for others for positive outcomes and more self-
blaming feelings like sadness and guilt when
things go badly. Lovaglia and Houser (1996)
similarly find evidence that high status positions
are more “compatible” with the experience of
positive self-focused emotions while low status
positions elicit more negative self emotions. It
seems clear that, in comparison to low status peo-
ple, high status people experience more elicitors
of positive emotion (attention, agreements from
others, positive evaluations) and fewer elicitors
of negative emotions (e.g., disagreements) but
are freer to respond with anger to those negative
events they do experience (Conway et al. 1996;
Kemper 1990; Ridgeway and Johnson 1990).
Note that this suggests that low status members
experience more negative emotions, but are con-
strained from displaying negative, angry emo-
tions towards other members by the status hierar-
chy and its legitimating assumptions about who
is more task competent.

In contexts in which people are not bound to-
gether by a collective task, evidence marshaled
by Fiske (2011) suggests that constraints on ex-
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pressions of negative emotions are relaxed and
status differences become more openly divisive
between people. Even without the need to ad-
dress a shared goal, people attend to each other’s
established status characteristics (gender, race,
education, class, and so on), Fiske argues, as
part of the process of anticipating how to relate
to the other. People implicitly judge, “friend or
foe?” and “does the other have the capacity to
carry out her intentions?” as indicated by relative
status which implies competence (Cuddy et al.
2007; Fiske 2011). Out of this social comparison,
higher status people, when outside the norma-
tive constraints of productive exchange with the
other, exhibit scorn for lower status people, often
expressed as a dismissive lack of interest in or re-
spect for them. On the other side of the compari-
son, lower status people feel envy for the higher
status, an emotion that involves elements of hurt
and anger at what is experienced as an unfair
threat to a deserving self (Fiske 2011, pp. 12—-16).
This research suggests that everyday encounters
between people from status differentiated social
groups in society will carry an undercurrent of
negative, divisive emotions which may accumu-
late and affect the self over time.

Research by Major and colleagues suggests,
however, that the consequences of the nega-
tive emotions created by status comparisons
depends to some extent on whether individuals
endorse ideologies, such as a belief in meritoc-
racy and individual mobility, that legitimize the
status differences between social groups (Hunt,
this volume; Major et al. 2002; Schmader et al.
2001). While people are motivated to protect the
esteem of themselves and their in-groups, they
also have powerful needs to believe in a just
world, as research on system justification has
shown (Jost and Banaji 1994; Jost et al. 2004).
Not surprisingly, people from high status groups
more strongly endorse legitimating ideologies
than those from low status groups (Major and
Schmader 2001). But ironically, individuals from
low status groups who do believe in individual
mobility are less likely to perceive discrimina-
tion (which is associated with negative emotions)
and, possibly because of that, sometimes are bet-
ter able to achieve (Major et al. 2002).

Status Processes that Mediate
Inequality in the Workplace and
Elsewhere

The promise to show how larger structures of so-
cial inequality are carried out through interper-
sonal relations has been a major part of the ap-
peal of research on status. Several decades of re-
search on the status generalization process have
provided a valuable model of the status processes
involved. Only more recently, however, has the
knowledge gained about status generalization
been systematically applied to the institutional
contexts, such as educational, employment, or
health organizations, that mediate people’s ac-
cess to the outcomes by which we judge social
inequality: income, positions of power and pres-
tige, and personal health. Much of this focuses on
how status beliefs about gender reproduce gen-
der inequality (see Ridgeway 2011 for a review)
but there has been some attention to class-based
status processes as well (e.g., Lutfey and Freese
2005).

A well known institutional factor in gender
inequality, for instance, is the relative lack of
women in the math-based science and technol-
ogy fields that are associated with well paying,
high status jobs. Part of the problem, argued Cor-
rell (2001), is that math is a male-typed task in
the U.S., which causes girls to self-assess their
ability at math as lower than boys do from the
same actual performance. Self-assessments of
ability, in turn, affect girls’ and boys’ career as-
pirations. Using longitudinal data on a represen-
tative sample of high schoolers, Correll (2001)
documents such gender status biased self assess-
ments in math ability and shows that they pre-
dict students’ persistence in math and science
fields. In a follow-up experiment, Correll (2004)
showed that such biased self assessments are the
result of double standards for judging ability ac-
tivated by gender status beliefs, as expectations
states theory would argue.

Another factor that affects gender inequality
in the workforce is women'’s status as mothers of
dependent children. Budig and England (2001)
documented a “wage penalty for motherhood”
of about 5% per child for employed women. To
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explain this, Ridgeway and Correll (2004) pos-
ited that motherhood is a status characteristic,
in addition to gender, that negatively affects the
expected effort component of workplace perfor-
mance expectations. Supporting this argument,
Correll et al. (2007) demonstrated that simply
adding evidence of parenthood to a job applicant
resume reduced a woman’s (but not a man’s) per-
ceived hireability, appropriate wages, and suit-
ability for promotion in an experiment. In an as-
sociated audit study, it reduced the likelihood that
real employers would call the woman back for
an interview. Other researchers have examined
how gender status processes affect women’s pro-
motions in the professions (Gorman 2006) and
shape the processes by which gender inequality
is recreated in innovative work settings such as
high-tech start-ups (Ridgeway 2011).

Recent research has begun to investigate how
social class also acts as a status characteristic
that biases interpersonal outcomes in consequen-
tial institutional contexts (see Fiske and Markus
2012; Milkie et al., this volume). Lutfey and
Freese (2005), for instance, suggested that status-
based assumptions that doctors make about the
competence of working class versus middle class
patients are a mediating factor in the well-known
association between social inequality and health.
In a qualitative study of routine clinic visits, they
showed that doctors, following such competence
assumptions, tended to prescribe simpler, but
slightly less effective treatments to working class
diabetes patients.

Studies of interpersonal status processes that
take place in consequential institutional contexts
hold the potential to make major contributions to
the study of social inequality among individuals
and social groups. While there have been a num-
ber of such studies in regard to gender, there have
been few studies of this sort based on the equally
important status distinctions of race and class.
Further research in this area would be highly
valuable.

Conclusion

As this review has shown, status is a form of
social inequality that is virtually everywhere
in our daily lives and deeply consequential for
the life outcomes we attain. And yet it is oddly
overlooked as a significant determinant of so-
cial inequality. Perhaps this is due to the subtlety
and complexity of status dynamics. As we have
seen, status inequality is an inherently multilevel
process that reciprocally interconnects the rank-
ordered relations between groups in society with
the rank-ordered relationships between individu-
als within groups. Furthermore, although status
is closely linked to power and wealth in social
relations, it is itself primarily a sociocultural pro-
cess rooted in the shared beliefs of groups and
societies. Finally, although inherently multilevel,
many of the most consequential aspects of status
inequality are carried out through implicit social
psychological processes at the interpersonal level
that are often unnoticed at the time by those who
participate in them.

The seeming ubiquity of status inequalities
may arise from the fact that status evaluations
and status hierarchies develop out of people’s ef-
forts to coordinate their actions into a collective
attempt to achieve valued goals. In the process,
whether inadvertently or not, these efforts pro-
duce shared, rank-ordered cultural evaluations of
who (which individuals, which groups?) is more
competent, more useful, more valued to the group,
and therefore, more esteemed and respected. For
the individual, being evaluated by the group as
less able, important, and socially valuable than
others goes to the heart of the experience of in-
equality. And yet, the fact that these invidious
status rankings arise from and are intertwined
with people’s efforts to manage their interdepen-
dence with others to achieve shared goals gives
these rankings powerful, self-fulfilling effects. In
interpersonal contexts, status-based performance
expectations powerfully shape who speaks up or
hesitates, who is listened to or ignored, whose
suggestions are praised, who performs better
or worse, who becomes influential, and who is
evaluated as having high ability. Furthermore,
as we have seen, the status-based performance
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expectations that are formed for individuals are
themselves powerfully shaped by the status of
the social groups to which they belong in soci-
ety—their gender, race, occupation, education,
class background, and age.

If we take these self-fulfilling effects of sta-
tus evaluations and place them within the inter-
personal relations that occur in educational, em-
ployment, and health institutions, we can begin
to appreciate how consequential status processes
are for social inequality (see Schneider, Judy
and Burkander; DiTomaso and Oarks-Yancy;
McLeod, Erving and Caputo, this volume). These
are the institutions, after all, through which peo-
ple gain access to significant life outcomes by
which we judge inequality, like health, wealth,
power, and prestige. For individuals, the subtle,
sometimes modest effects of status biases in a
given encounter repeat over multiple encounters
in the classroom, in the doctor’s office, in job in-
terviews, in work groups, in performance evalu-
ations, in promotion decisions, and accumulate
to direct them towards better or worse outcomes
over their life course. For groups, these same re-
peating processes systematically smooth the way
for the members of higher status groups while
erecting barely seen barriers that hold back those
from lower status groups, continually reproduc-
ing the status inequality between the groups
and causing it to align with group differences in
wealth, power, and health. For society as a whole,
these reproducing effects of interpersonal status
processes stabilize and legitimate material and
power inequalities among groups and individuals
by giving them the appearance of reflecting dif-
ferences in competence and merit. Clearly, then,
we cannot understand and will not be able to ef-
fectively counter social inequality, either at the
individual or societal level, without taking into
account the role status processes play in creating
and sustaining it.

Notes

1. Research on social dominance theory has
shown that individuals vary not just in their pref-
erences for personal dominance, but also in their

general belief in and preference for hierarchies
between social groups such as between races or
the sexes (Sidanius and Pratto 1999; Sidanius
etal. 2001). Individuals high in social dominance
orientation more strongly endorse beliefs that
some groups in society are inherently better than
others so that social hierarchy is inevitable and
they react more negatively to challenges to estab-
lished group hierarchies. People from more sta-
tus advantaged social groups in society are more
likely to be high in social dominance orientation
than are those from less advantaged groups (Si-
danius and Pratto 1999). Thus, individuals may
attempt to assert status in interpersonal settings
to assert the status of their social group as well
as themselves. However, Anderson and Kilduff’s
(2009) findings suggest that whatever their mo-
tivation, assertions of status generally must give
the appearance of competence to be successful.
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Theoretical Perspectives on
Power and Resource Inequality

Shane Thye and Will Kalkhoff

Introduction

Sociological questions about the nature of power
and resource inequality are as old as the disci-
pline itself. Inspired by the rise of the industrial
revolution and the widespread expansion of the
colonial empires in Europe, early thinkers in so-
ciology grappled with “big picture” questions of
how modernization, cultural expansion, and mass
production would influence gradients of power
and resource inequality across the globe (Marx
[1867] 1967, Weber [1918] 1968). Since then,
sociological analyses have become more finely
focused and refined. In what follows we examine
sociological conceptions of power and resource
inequality with the primary intention to overview
the main perspectives within social psychology
on these topics. We begin by generally defining
the phenomenon of interest and covering some
of the thematic threads woven throughout this
literature. In each section we review both histori-
cal conceptions of power and more contempo-
rary theories of power and inequality that have
emerged within the last half century. Overall, this
chapter is organized by how various theorists
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conceptualize and theorize power and resource
inequality as interrelated phenomena.

Defining Power: Various Views

In writing this chapter one of the first roadblocks
we encountered was how to define “power”
and “resource inequality.” In the broadest sense
power refers to the ability to create or have some
impact on the world, and resources refer to any-
thing of value. Arguably, most if not all of soci-
ology can be seen as addressing some facet of
power and resource inequality. To get a handle
on this vast sociological terrain, we decided to
begin reviewing the literature to see how others
have defined these terms, and we discovered that
they are sometimes closely linked. First, power
and resource inequality are inherently relational
phenomena. To say that one has power or an
unequal share of resources is to imply that one
has an advantage over or beyond another entity.
Theories of power and inequality, as such, tend to
focus on relational qualities (i.e., how resources
flow through power relations or networks, how
definitions or meanings are constructed and
controlled across relations and over time). In
terms of relational qualities, power historically
has been defined in terms of either control or
benefit (see Willer 1999 for a good discussion).
Weber defines power in terms of control. For
Weber, power is “the probability that one actor
within a social relationship will be in a posi-
tion to carry out his own will despite resistance”
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([1918] 1968, p. 53). Lukes echoes Weber in that
“A exercises power over B when A affects B in
a manner contrary to B’s interests” (1974, p. 37).
Many other social theorists, including French
and Raven (1968), Wrong (1979), Dahrendorf
(1959) and Dahl (1957) link power to some form
of agency or control. Power in this sense implies,
but does not require, resource inequality. Other
theorists link power more directly to resource
inequality or benefit. Hobbes ([1651] 1985) as-
serted that power is “a man’s present means to
any future goods.” Thus, the acquisition of goods
(i.e., resources) is a function of power, and thus
power and resource inequality are inextricably
related. Many modern theorists have continued
in this tradition. For instance, in contemporary
social exchange theory power is (i) a structural
capacity linked to exclusion or dependence, or
(ii) a concrete event in which one individual ben-
efits at the expense of another. Modern theorists
refer to the former as structural power or power
potential, and the latter as power use or power
exercise. Although the terms are sometimes con-
flated, power is theoretically distinct from other
relational concepts such as influence (which is
voluntarily accepted), force (wherein the tar-
get has no choice but to comply), and authority
(which involves a request from a legitimate so-
cial position). French and Raven (1968) recog-
nized these distinctions over 4 decades ago and
they remain useful today (Zelditch 1992).
Although there are many ways to dissect the
literature on power and resource inequality we
see four broad themes that traverse the social psy-
chological landscape. We explore and elaborate
each of these themes, in turn, in the sections that
follow. First, perhaps the most prevalent idea in
this literature is that power has the capacity to di-
vide, create differential benefits, or be an exploit-
ative force in social relationships. Here power is
presumed to be the causal agent that produces
resource inequality (but see Berger et al. 1985 for
the converse argument). This theme appears in
the conflict approaches of Marx where power and
resource inequality reside with those who control
the means of production, in Dahrendorf’s (1959)
thesis that class-based power resides with those
who control and define authority, and in the many

network approaches that seek to predict resource
inequality from the power associated with net-
work location. The second theme emphasizes the
human capacity to create, control, and reproduce
symbolic meanings in establishing power rela-
tions. This perspective focuses on the capacity
for powerful people to symbolically define situ-
ations in ways that foster and maintain resource
inequality. A key issue in this tradition is to deter-
mine how symbolic interpretations at the micro
level interact with or are affected by larger mac-
ro-structural constraints. The third theme stands
in direct opposition to the first and is perhaps the
most counter-intuitive. This line of inquiry docu-
ments how power can create solidarity, unity,
and cohesion among individuals (Bacharach and
Lawler 1980, 1981; Durkheim 1915). The fun-
damental insight is that power can be a positive
force that brings individuals together around a
common task or activity, and as a result, creates
positive emotional experiences, a sense of soli-
darity or cohesion, and increases long term com-
mitment. The final theme we cover represents
more of an ontological approach than a unified
and coherent body of theory and research. Many
researchers over the past half century have sought
to document how power processes connect with
or produce a variety of other social psychological
phenomena such as status distinctions (Lovaglia
1994; Thye 2000), emotional reactions (Lawler
2001), perceptions (Simpson and Borch 2005),
and perceived legitimacy (Della Fave 1980). We
provide a select review of these areas focusing on
the more contemporary findings.

The Differentiating Aspects of Power

Given the focus of this volume our emphasis
will obviously be on the social psychological
mechanisms that undergird power and resource
inequality. At the same time, to provide a com-
prehensive and more balanced approach we seek
to anchor our review in the broader sociological
landscape. Social psychologists have a diverse
set of opinions regarding how power processes
are transformed into resource inequality (see also
Hunt’s chapter on ideology in this volume). One
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basic question that inevitably comes up is how
power and resource inequalities are maintained
over time. Why is it that those exploited by power
and resource divisions do not leave the relation or
revolt in an effort to restore equality? Numerous
social psychological mechanisms have been pos-
tulated to support the temporal stability of power
and resource inequality. For instance, Marx pos-
tulated that a sense of false consciousness—the
idea that those exploited are unaware of their
exploitation or lack of upward mobility—cre-
ates a kind of panacea for those who are lower in
power. Della Fave (1980) theoretically illustrates
that individuals who occupy powerful positions
in social networks can be seen as more deserving
of their resource accumulations, and thus their
power exercise comes to be seen as legitimate.
Stolte (1983) tests and finds support for Della
Fave’s assessment. More recently, Sutphin and
Simpson (2009) argue and present experimental
data suggesting that resource inequality is seen
as legitimate when self-evaluations are congruent
with resource levels (see Walker, this volume).
Over time a variety of other mechanisms includ-
ing status, emotions, cohesion, trust and reciproc-
ity are theorized to emerge and to some extent
stabilize power relations (see Berger et al. 1998;
Lawler and Yoon 1996; Molm 2003a, b). We re-
view these other correlates in a later section of
this chapter.

Exchange Theories of Power
and Resource Inequality

Perhaps the most formal and well-tested theories
of power and resource inequality can be found in
the social exchange tradition. Contemporary ex-
change theories of power and resource inequal-
ity can be traced to the early work of Homans
(1958), Blau (1964), Coleman (1963), and Dahl
(1957). Adapting ideas from behaviorism and
operant psychology, Homans and Blau empha-
sized the behavioral underpinnings of power and
exchange. In particular, a number of assertions
characterize this overall approach, including the
ideas that (i) rewards determine the probability
of an action, (ii) stimulus-response connections

generalize to other similar stimuli, (iii) more val-
ued actions are more likely to be performed, and
(iv) the more often a person receives a reward, the
more satiated the person becomes. Early scholars
adopted a strategy of theory building that entails
a kind of psychological reductionism predicated
on the idea that psychological propositions are
the most general in form, and thus, social rela-
tions are best studied in behaviorist terms.

Based on the exchange framework, Thibaut
and Kelley (1959) offered what was perhaps
the first formal theory of power and resource
inequality. They assert that individuals evaluate
their current relationship against some standard,
or comparison level (CL). The theory claims that
actors assess the attractiveness of a relationship
by comparing their focal relationship to the ben-
efits expected from other relations (CL,; ). The
power of actor A over B is defined in terms of
benefit: power is “A’s” ability to affect the quality
of outcomes attained by “B.” The theory suggests
two ways by which this may occur. Fate control
exists when actor A affects actor B’s outcome by
changing her/his own behavior, independent of
B’s action. For example, if irrespective of what
B does, B receives $ 10 when A chooses behavior
1, and $ 20 when A chooses behavior 2, then A
has fate control over B. Behavior control exists
when the rewards obtained by B are a function
of both A and B’s behavior. To illustrate, when
A can make rewards obtained by B contingent
on B’s actions (A dictates that behavior 1 by B
yields $ 20 for B, while behavior 2 by B yields
$ 40 for B), then A can control the behavior of B.
In retrospect, this theory is notable as it is one of
the first to highlight the importance of relational
interdependence among agents.

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Richard
Emerson (1972a, b), along with several of his
students, developed a theory of power that had
a major influence on scholarship relating power
and resource inequality (Cook and Emerson
1978; Stolte and Emerson 1977). His power
dependence theory is an extension of the earlier
work of Homans, Blau, and others in the behav-
ioral tradition. At the time, most prior work on
power in exchange and rational choice theory ap-
plied to dyads. Emerson cast power processes in
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broader terms. His fundamental insight was that
dyads do not exist in a vacuum. Rather, dyads are
most often embedded in some sort of social net-
work. Thus, in analyzing a dyad, he asserted that
one must consider how dyads are connected to
other dyads—that is, the larger network in which
any focal dyad is embedded. Emerson theorized
two kinds of connections among dyads. A nega-
tive connection exists when interaction in one
dyad reduces interaction in another (e.g., dating
one partner normally reduces other dating rela-
tions). A positive connection exists when interac-
tion in one dyad promotes interaction in another
(e.g., exchange with a dean normally entails ex-
change with her or his assistant). The attention to
dyadic connectedness gave Emerson’s theorizing
a decidedly structural theme; his were essentially
network-embedded dyads. Emerson’s fundamen-
tal insight shifted the focus of theory and research
over the next several decades.

The original power dependence theory con-
ceptualizes two actors, A and B, who possess
commodities x and y, respectively. Power depen-
dence theory asserts that the power of A over B
(P,p) is a function of the dependence of B on A
(Dga)s such that P, s =Dy ,. Dependence, in turn,
is a function of two key factors: the availability
of alternative exchange relations and the extent
to which the actors value those relations. To illus-
trate, imagine a computer manufacturer (A) who
must purchase specialized parts from a supply
dealer (B). When computer parts are not wide-
ly available from other suppliers, but there are
many computer manufacturers who need parts,
then due to limited availability of parts the com-
puter manufacturer (A) is more dependent on the
supplier (B), or Dyz>Dp,. When the computer
builder values parts more than the supplier values
customers, then A is again more dependent on B
(Dpog>Dgy)- In both cases the theory predicts B
has power over A.

Emerson’s original power dependence theory
has given rise to numerous other lines of work
on power and resource inequality. For instance,
Molm (1988, 1990) has used the power depen-
dence framework to explicate differences in re-
ward-based power (i.e., when A’s power resided
in B’s dependence on A) and punishment-based

power (i.e., power based in A’s decision to punish
B or not). She finds that punishment-based power
is exercised less frequently than reward-based
power because it entails potential costs (Molm
1997a). Along these same lines, Lawler (1992)
has developed a theory of power that includes
both dependence-based power and punitive-
based power. This work shows how structures
of interdependence can promote either punitive
or conciliatory bargaining tactics. Bargaining
tactics, in turn, are theorized to mediate power
exercise in negotiations. Both lines of work ex-
tend the basic power dependence framework and
affirm the importance of dependence in the over-
all production of power and resource inequality.

Owing to its behavioral roots, Emerson’s
(1972a, b) power dependence theory relies heav-
ily on the principle of satiation to predict how
resource inequalities emerge. Moving from the
dyad to the simplest network structure of two
“connected” dyads, consider the following sim-
ple 3-branch network, A|—B—A,. Assume that
in this simple market B can exchange with one A
or the other, but not both. Both Stolte and Emer-
son (1977) and Cook and Emerson (1978) found
that in this network, B earns significantly more
resources than A. Both results are consistent with
Emerson’s satiation model in that B is exchang-
ing more frequently, and therefore is satiated
more quickly. By definition, as satiation occurs
B should demand more of the resources to con-
tinue exchange. At the same time some exchange
theorists questioned whether or not satiation is
the principle driving power use.

Willer and associates have asserted that exclu-
sion, not satiation, is the basis for network-based
power. Brennan (1981) conducted what turned
out to be a critical test between “satiation” and
“exclusion” as the basis of power in the 3-branch
structure. In that test, B could exchange indepen-
dently with each of the As on each round. (i.e.,
the central actor could exchange with both con-
nected partners at every opportunity). In terms of
satiation, this means the central actor has more
opportunity to earn money compared to the pe-
ripheral actors, and thus should be satiated more
quickly. If the central actor is satiated with the
acquisition of money, then money should be-
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come less valued to the central actor over time
(again, by definition). As such, the peripheral ac-
tors would need to offer more money to complete
each subsequent exchange. However, when this
test was actually conducted, power for the central
actor did not emerge, as As and Bs exchanged at
even rates over the course of the study. However,
when only one exchange was allowed per round,
B had a significant amount of power and earned
more resources than either A. The comparison be-
tween these two simple conditions suggests that
exclusion, not satiation, is the mechanism driving
power and resource inequality in networks of ex-
change. In conditions where the peripheral As are
excluded because one or the other (but not both)
may exchange with B, there emerges a classical
bidding war among the As. As each peripheral es-
sentially tries to outbid the other by offering more
and more profit to the central actor, the central
actor enjoys increasing levels of resources. Thus,
exclusion appears to be the mechanism driving
power. The significance of this is not to suggest
dependence is unimportant (as those who can be
excluded are still more dependent), but rather to
illustrate that it is the properties of structures that
create power, not the underlying behavioral prin-
ciples. With respect to the exchange of money
(which may or may not produce satiation) the
lesson is that the ability to exclude others from
profit places one in a powerful position.

The idea that exclusion drives power is the cen-
terpiece of Willer’s Elementary Theory, which is
ultimately based on the classical understandings of
power and resource inequality found in Marx and
Weber (Willer 1999). Elementary theory anchors
power in the ability for some actors to exclude oth-
ers from valued goods. The theory identifies three
kinds of social relations, defined by the kinds of
sanctions found in each. A sanction is any action
transmitted from one individual and received by
another. Exchange occurs when A and B mutually
transmit positive sanctions (e.g., I buy the wings,
you buy the beer). Coercion occurs when a nega-
tive sanction is transmitted for a positive sanction
(e.g., as when a thief threatens bodily harm for
your wallet). Conflict occurs when A and B each
transmit negative sanctions (e.g., when soldiers in
foxholes throw grenades at one another).

In addition to these three types of sanctions,
elementary theory identifies three kinds of power
structures. Strong power structures are those that
only contain only two kinds of positions: high-
power positions that can never be excluded and
low-power positions, one of which must always
be excluded. The classic example is the 3-person
dating network in which B can date one A, but
not both (A\—B—A,). B is powerful because
B is always guaranteed a date on any particu-
lar night, while one A must be excluded. Strong
power networks promote extreme levels of re-
source inequality. In experimental tests, where
participants must negotiate the division of 24
points on each relation, both simulation and em-
pirical data find that resource inequalities emerge
where B earns nearly all of the profit (Markovsky
et al. 1988). Equal power networks contain only
one set of structurally identical positions, such
as dyads or triangles. Positions in equal power
networks are said to be structurally isomorphic.
In weak power networks no position must be ex-
cluded, but some positions can be excluded. The
simplest weak power structure is the 4-actor line
(A—B—C—D). Note that if B and C exchange,
A and D are excluded. Studies find that this pro-
duces a slight power advantage for the positions
that need not be excluded (B and C in this case).

At the heart of elementary theory is a resis-
tance model that takes into consideration (i) the
maximum profit one could earn from exchange,
(i1) the profit one would earn if no exchange is
completed, and (iii) the offer that is currently on
the table. An actor i s resistance to exchange is
defined using the following equation:

_ Pmax-P
" P-Pcon

P, max represents is best hope or maximum
profit from the exchange, P, represents the pay-
off if the offer on the table is accepted, and P,con
represents the payoff when exchange is not com-
plete. The numerator captures how far away the
current offer (i.e., the offer being considered) is
from one’s best hope. The denominator repre-
sents the benefit of consummating exchange rela-
tive to no exchange at all. The model assumes
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that actors balance these motives when negotiat-
ing exchange. The theory predicts that when two
actors, i and j, exchange, they do so at the point
of equi-resistance. That is, exchange is predicted
when the resistance is mutually balanced for i
and j such that

_Pmax-Pp _ P max-F
' P —Pcon P, —Pcon /

Overall, elementary theory has been tested in a
variety of contexts and using a variety of differ-
ent experimental protocols. To date, it is perhaps
the best overall predictor of power and resource
inequality in social networks (see especially
Skvoretz and Willer 1991, 1993; Willer 1999).

Sparked by Emerson’s network-oriented view,
much theoretical activity in the 1980s and early
1990s was devoted to the following question:
How does the shape of any given social network
affect power and the division of resources when
the occupants negotiate exchanges with one an-
other? Competing mathematical indices were
offered from equidependence theory (Cook and
Yamagishi 1992), game theory (Bienenstock and
Bonacich 1992), utility theory (Friedkin 1992),
identity theory (Burke 1997) and network ex-
change theory (Markovsky et al. 1988). Each
index or measure of power offers unique predic-
tions for power exercise based on the shape of the
network and rules of exchange (see Skvoretz and
Willer 1993 or van de Rijt and van Assen 2008
for comparisons and tests of various measures).
In 1992, an entire issue of Social Networks was
devoted to comparing and contrasting these ap-
proaches. In retrospect, the significance of this
competition was to promote rapid theory growth,
increased formalization, and aid in the discovery
of new phenomena.

Overall, the above branches of social psychol-
ogy have much to say about the connections be-
tween power and resource inequality. Work in the
power dependence tradition points to relational
interdependencies as the basis of resource in-
equality. Simply stated, those who have greater
access to valued goods or themselves possess
highly valued goods have power over those who
do not. From this perspective, to have power is

to use power, and this itself produces resource
inequality. Elementary theory tells us that often-
times those dyadic interdependencies are func-
tions of the capacity for the network to produce
the exclusion. The resistance model implies that
the material conditions around us (what is my
best hope or maximal profit in this relation ver-
sus what happens if I fail to make an exchange)
determines your level of power in relations. Like
power dependence theory, the presumption is
that those who have power will use it, and again,
this is the basis for resource inequality. Further,
if one can quantify those best hopes and worst
fears, the resistance model makes precise, ratio-
level predictions for exchange outcomes and re-
source inequalities. The next section focuses not
on material conditions and dependence, but on
the meanings and interpretations associated with
power and resource inequality.

The Symbolic Aspects of Power

As within the social exchange tradition, there has
been considerable debate among symbolic inter-
actionists concerning the nature of power and its
relation to resource inequality. In addition, sym-
bolic interactionists have been at pains to deal
with criticisms that crescendoed in the 70s and
questioned whether the perspective has the means
to say anything useful about power beyond the
immediate situation, thereby (allegedly) posing
a serious challenge to its sociological relevance
(Meltzer et al. 1975; see also Coser 1975 and
Worsley 1974). Yet a number of theoretical and
empirical advances, reviewed below, explicitly
or implicitly call the challenge itself into ques-
tion, pointing out that its bases reflect misrep-
resentations and the fact that work rooted in the
interactionist tradition can (and has) been used to
further our understanding of power and resource
inequality. Moreover, whether these approaches
are situated squarely within the interactionist tra-
dition or whether they offer unique syntheses that
incorporate concepts and theoretical views from
other perspectives, what these theories have that
other theories of power and resource inequal-
ity mostly lack is patently interactionist. The
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foundational ideas are that (i) power is an ongo-
ing and collectively negotiated social process,
and (ii) power rests largely on the ability to de-
fine the situation and establish shared definitions
of reality. That is to say, this tradition emphasizes
that power cannot be understood without taking
meanings into account. Yet, as clarified below,
interactionist approaches to power and resource
inequality also share some points of focus with
other approaches that we review. To the extent
that this fact is more widely recognized and ap-
preciated, the cross fertilization of approaches
through simultaneous attention to both struc-
ture and process, however conceived, promises
a more refined understanding of power and re-
source inequality in small groups and larger
organizational institutions.

Whatever the specific approach taken, inter-
actionist examinations of questions surrounding
power and resource inequality all agree, either
explicitly or implicitly, that the longstanding cri-
tique of an astructural bias (Meltzer et al. 1975)
inherent in the interactionist perspective is false,
at least partially so. In other words, symbolic in-
teractionism (SI) does not fail to deal adequately
with the opportunities and constraints of social
structure. To show why, symbolic interactionists
provide a variety of analyses of power and re-
source inequality, and support them with much
empirical work and original evidence (reviewed
below). While in agreement in their response to
the (unfounded) critique of astructural bias, in-
teractionist approaches disagree on what issues
should be addressed in analyses of power and
resource inequality, how these issues might be
most fruitfully examined, and how future theo-
retical and empirical research ought to proceed.
For the most part, points of overt or implied de-
bate concern two broad issues: (i) the most pro-
ductive way to conceive the link between power
at the local level and extra-local inequalities—
including whether making a conceptual distinc-
tion between “micro” and “macro” is even ana-
lytically desirable; and, (ii) the concept of power
itself—namely whether past interactionist work
already supplies a clear and useful concept of
power, or whether the concept must be fleshed
out. In addition, some interactionist approaches

to understanding power and resource inequality
draw explicit attention to the fact that power as
a process of negotiation can be both divisive as
well as integrating. This unique insight, as we
shall see, stands as one obvious and important
point of overlap between interactionist treat-
ments of power and resource inequality and those
tied to other theories within social psychology.

Linking Power and Resource Inequality

In his description of “New Directions Within
Symbolic Interactionism,” Musolf (1992) sum-
marized and synthesized a decade-and-a-half of
what he took to be SI’s best efforts to address the
once accurate criticism of astructural bias. Such
efforts involve the articulation of links between
what the perspective knows best (negotiated
communication processes at the micro level) and
what it formerly had, in Musolf’s view, all but
neglected (community structures at the macro
level). According to Musolf, the direction that
SI had taken retained its traditional focus on
negotiated meaning, human agency, and inde-
terminism, while incorporating a new focus on
structural constraints; i.e., a “macrosociological
concern with conflict, power, institutions, and
ideology” (p. 173). In doing so, SI had begun to
evolve a view of power as a process involving
human agency, struggle, and resistance playing
out within the broader terrain of institutions,
structural inequalities such as gender and race,
and cultural ideology. The result, in Musolf’s
view, was a realigned SI that had much to say
about how macrosociological inequalities are
reproduced and sometimes resisted and changed
through their repeated local negotiation in every-
day life. Properly understood, SI conceives of
social attributes such as gender, race, and class
as structural categories that impose overarch-
ing constraints on everyday interaction in terms
of the ability to influence the construction of
shared definitions of reality. This contributes to
the reproduction of inequality in micro relations
but also, in terms of agency, provides the larger
context within which the less powerful struggle
against resource disadvantage by attempting to
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negotiate the meanings of structural categories
and attendant situational realities. As Musolf
(1992) argues, for example, Hammond’s (1980)
research shows how female medical students, in
order to level the playing field and increase their
chances of success, have had to invoke special
“vocabularies of motive” during interaction with
male peers to redefine the situation and counter-
act the environing belief that females, because
they are female, do not have what it takes to be
doctors. Thus for SI, power and its relation to
resource inequality (e.g., attaining the degree re-
quired to have a rewarding career in medicine)
involves a dynamic interplay of both processual
and structural forces and should be analyzed as
such. So, if the criticism of astructural bias were
once true, it no longer applied so obviously at the
time of Musolf’s (1992) review. That said, Mu-
solf concedes that SI could still do more to elu-
cidate the interplay of structural constraint and
meaning negotiation as the thrust of its develop-
ing contribution to a multi-level understanding of
power inequalities.

More recently, Dennis and Martin (2005)
offered another argument against the alleged
criticism that SI is “unable to adequately
conceptualize ‘macro’ phenomena such as so-
cial structure, patterns of inequality and power”
(p- 191). However, whereas Musolf had argued
that the criticism was originally on target and
had only been overcome through a concerted
theoretical and empirical response, Dennis and
Martin (2005) argue that SI has never neglected
matters of power, resource inequality, and social
structure, but rather it has addressed them on its
own idiographic terms—terms that “reflect the
fundamental premises of...its pragmatist tradi-
tion” (p. 196). When it comes to studies of de-
viance and education, for instance, Dennis and
Martin describe how interactionists have exam-
ined power relationships and their uncertain,
contingent, and unanticipated consequences in
“real-life settings,” showing the myriad ways in
which meanings delivered from larger “cultural
patterns and institutional constraints” are actively
negotiated by individuals in situ, and all without
reifying concepts such as power and structure
in the mode of sociology proper (p. 201). Thus

while interactionist studies of deviance, educa-
tion, and other social phenomena may well have
“deepened macrosociological analyses of power
and inequality,” asking interactionists to do even
more to shore up mainstream sociology is anti-
thetical to the perspective’s role as a “coherent
theoretical alternative to those [mainstream] ap-
proaches [original emphasis]” (p. 204). In short,
Dennis and Martin prescription for SI’s role in
conceptualizing and analyzing power and re-
source inequality is this: “[E]nduring differen-
tials in the capacity [emphasis added] of some
people to do things to others...must be under-
stood as the outcomes, over time, of social pro-
cesses—often quite prosaic—which ultimately
produce patterns of decisive advantages and dis-
advantages, often involving the accumulation (or
loss) of significant resources—money, land, mili-
tary might, prestige, and so on” (p. 208). These
processes and highly variable, situationally nego-
tiated capacities, they argue, cannot be described
with universals and cannot be abstracted from
their moment-to-moment creation, and so trying
to fit SI into the current of mainstream sociology
or social psychology (e.g., Musolf’s effort) is a
sell-out that betrays the perspective’s theoretical
and philosophical foundations of Mead’s prag-
matism.

In yet another interactionist approach to ana-
lyzing power and inequality, Schwalbe and col-
leagues (2000) agree with Dennis and Martin
(2005) on two key points: (i) inequalities cannot
be understood apart from the face-to-face pro-
cesses of negotiation that (re)produce them; and,
(i1) from the standpoint of SI, it does not make
sense to try and link micro action to macro struc-
ture in the usual sense. However, Schwalbe et al.
(2000) offer a unique take on the micro-macro
issue that is quite distinct from the resolutely an-
ti-nomothetic neopragmatism underlying Dennis
and Martin’s reading of SI. In short, Schwalbe
et al. (2000) argue that “the problem is not one of
linking action to structure, but one of linking ac-
tion across times and places [emphasis added]”
(p. 439). Theoretically, the problem is resolved
by focusing on how action and the negotiation of
meaning in a local setting is linked to the actions
or anticipated actions of people outside the setting
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based on their resources. Thus the structural force
that guides or constrains action in a local setting
is actors’ sense of what others outside the setting
will do, or could do, to define the situation given
their resources. When it comes to conceptualiz-
ing and analyzing power and resource inequality,
then, “the key analytic question is not about re-
sources [per se] or their distribution, but about
how resources are used [original emphasis], in
any given time and place, to create and reproduce
patterns of action and experience,” including in-
equality (p. 440). But unlike Dennis and Martin,
Schwalbe and colleagues do not view such use
of resources as beyond any sort of “bird’s eye”
comparison across time and place, but instead see
four “generic processes” at the heart of the repro-
duction of inequality across settings: othering,
subordinate adaptation, boundary maintenance,
and emotion management. While we will not go
into the details of these processes here, the point
is that Schwalbe and his colleagues, in our view,
offer something of a meta-theoretical compro-
mise that stresses the contingencies of interaction
and meaning negotiation in local settings but also
the usefulness of identifying universal processes
that capture interaction. Such an approach fa-
cilitates the development of general sociologi-
cal knowledge (Cohen 1989), and in so doing
helps makes sense of the body of interaction-
ist research by revealing “the common analytic
ground of qualitative studies of disparate settings
and groups” (Schwalbe et al. 2000, p. 421).
Unlike Schwalbe et al. (2000) and Dennis and
Martin (2005), other contemporary theorists bring
us full circle to Musolf’s (1992) approach insofar
as they have not seen it fit to reject differentia-
tion among theoretical explanations in terms of
the scale of analysis. For example, Hallett (2007,
p. 148) provides a “meso-level account of the
interactional-institutional link” in application to
power processes within an educational institution.
In this account, Hallett cleverly integrates Goft-
man’s micro-social analysis of the “interaction
order” with Bourdieu’s institutional-level analysis
of symbolic power, capitalizing on the strengths
of each, and in such a way that overcomes the
limitations of both the former (i.e., too heavy a
focus on the “here-and-now”) as well as the latter

(i.e., over-determined structuralism). The result
is a distinctive “negotiated order” synthesis that
explains how micro interactions involving defer-
ence and demeanor are “enabled and constrained
by institutional pressures, local contexts, and
features of the immediate situation” (p. 149). In
short, economic capital, cultural capital, and so-
cial capital are all resources existing in “social
space” that shape specific patterns of deference
and demeanor in micro-interactional settings.

Conceptualizing Power

Despite their differences on the micro-macro
issue, the interactionist approaches to power and
resource inequality reviewed above are unified
in their view of society as a “negotiated order.”
However, one of the drawbacks of this orienting
strategy, generally speaking, is that it is limited
by a rather poor conceptualization of power (Hall
1997; Hallett 2007). Hallett (2007) addresses this
issue head on, and in fact, the overarching goal
of his integration of Bourdieu’s arguments and
Goffman’s interactionism is to provide a clear,
usable conceptualization of symbolic power with
broad application. In line with Lukes’ (1974)
analysis of the consequences of take-for-grant-
ed background meanings, “power is symbolic
[original emphasis], it involves control over the
meanings and definitions that provide a guide
for action” (Hallett 2007, p. 166). Despite their
differences in articulating the link between struc-
tural and processual contingencies of power and
resource inequality, Hallett’s definition clarifies
SI’s unique contribution to the study of power
and resource inequality: SI is the perspective that
treats symbolic meanings and definitions and
their consequences for action most seriously.
Years earlier, Luckenbill (1979) was among the
first to raise the spectre of the conceptualization
issue by arguing that interactionism “lacks a coher-
ent conception of power” (p. 97). To that point, he
argues that interactionists had either failed to de-
fine the concept in their work despite its central im-
portance, or they had borrowed an existing atomis-
tic conception of power (usually from psychology)
that was not consistent with the basic assumptions
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of SI. In an effort to correct this problem, Lucken-
bill offered a precisely defined concept of power
that he argued is consistent with the interactionist
perspective. Specifically, he argued that in order to
line up with SI, “power should be defined as a par-
ticular relation which develops and changes over
the course of joint action, not simply as some at-
tribute or capacity which people acquire and use
against others” (p. 98). Stated differently, power is
a collective transaction that occurs between actors
in a relational unit who jointly coordinate their ac-
tions toward a common objective. One of the main
strengths of this conceptualization, according to
Luckenbill, is the fact that its key terms are ab-
stract. Accordingly, the framework can be used just
as easily at the largest level (international power)
as it can be at the smallest level (interpersonal
power), thus showing its utility in providing an an-
swer to the micro-macro issue as well. However,
Luckenbill pointed out that processes at higher
levels are likely to involve additional complexi-
ties. For example, “... the larger the transaction
[i.e., representatives of political states compared
to individuals representing their own interests], the
more extensive the decision-making processes of
the source and target” (p. 109). The insights that
Luckenbill (1979) offers along these lines may
have important implications for perspectives on
power and resource inequality beyond interaction-
ism, especially the structural social psychological
approaches reviewed earlier in this chapter given
they are characteristically multi-level in their foci
(Lawler et al. 1993). To illustrate, Luckenbill’s
(1979) claim suggests that, in Emerson’s (1992a,
b) terms, when total mutual dependence is high
we should expect to see more careful deliberation,
increased cognitive activity, and longer transaction
times. Congruently, Luckenbill sees his concep-
tual framework as particularly promising where
the emphasis is on understanding how power as a
“joint act” unfolds (p. 110).

From Power to Cohesion
Among interactionist and even other approaches,

Luckenbill’s conceptual framework stands out in
emphasizing that power and resource inequal-

ity can be seen as involving more than conflict
processes and zero-sum outcomes. In his view,
individuals can also use their resources to foster
integration in social relations. In fact, it is rather
surprising that more interactionist approaches to
understanding the nature of power and resources
have not focused more on the integrating, order
producing aspects of power, especially given that
SI has “traditionally emphasized the harmonious
side of social life” (Luckenbill 1979, p. 97).
There are other notable exceptions besides
Luckenbill, however. Hallett (2003) states that
one of the “virtues” of his theory of symbolic
power and organizational culture is that it has
“the capacity to explain conflict and integra-
tion [emphasis added]” (p. 129). He predicts, for
example, that the likelihood of integration (as
opposed to conflict) among those with greater
and lesser power to define the situation increases
as the number of “audiences” in the social set-
ting decreases—in essence, as heterogeneity is
reduced. There is an interesting link between
this strain of SI research and a body of work in
network theory. While not widely recognized
as an interactionist theory, Friedkin’s social in-
fluence network theory (e.g., Friedkin 1998,
this volume; Friedkin and Johnsen 1990, 1999,
2011) provides a multi-level account of how, for
example, the “centrality” of a person’s position
in a larger social system (i.e., a person’s power
and control of resources, such as information and
skills) enters into the macro process by which
patterns of agreements emerge in the system as
well as the interactional process by which more
and less powerful persons “‘mutually adjust’ to
one another’s attitudes and cognitively integrate
conflicting viewpoints” (Kalkhoff et al. 2010).
Building upon SI’s focus on the importance of
the process by which shared understandings
come about in complexly differentiated social
systems, an important implication of the theory
is that the content of shared norms in groups, sub-
groups, and larger organizational forms “must be
consistent with the social stratification (or more
general pattern of inequality) of interpersonal
influences” (Friedkin 2001, p. 167). Attention
to the cooperative aspects of power in work that
draws on the basic principles of SI is the bridge
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to theoretical formulations in social psychology
that highlight the role of “mutual dependence”
and integrating emotional processes in explana-
tions of power and resource inequality. We now
turn to these topics.

The Cooperative Aspects of Power

Whereas our review to this point illustrates how
power can be an exploitative differentiating phe-
nomenon, as Friedkin (2001) and strands of sym-
bolic interactionism suggest, power processes
also have the capacity to unite, coalesce, and bring
individuals together through structures of mutual
dependence. Recall that power in the network
tradition is defined as a structural capacity linked
to dependence or exclusion, and this is distinct
from force wherein the target has no choice but to
comply. The fundamental insight from this line of
work is that power relations that entail high mu-
tual dependence (i.e., in which people need one
another) can unleash emotions and perceptions
that bring people together around common tasks
or activities. In the early 1980s, Bacharach and
Lawler theorized the distinction between relative
power and total power (Bacharach and Lawler
1980, 1981; see also Emerson 1972b, p. 63). Rel-
ative power entails a zero-sum notion of power
that captures one individual’s power vis-a-vis
another person’s power. It is defined as the dif-
ference between A’s dependence on B, versus B’s
dependence on A. Generally speaking, most of
the work in contemporary exchange theory, the
social networks arena, symbolic interaction, and
organizational theory is directed at understanding
relative power differences. Total power is defined
as the sum of each actor’s power (see Bacharach
and Lawler 1981; Molm 1987). Total power is
essentially “mutual dependence” in Emerson’s
(1972a, b) terms, which he conceived of as the
structural foundation for social cohesion. In rela-
tions where total power is high, individuals are
more dependent on one another for valued goods
compared to relations where total power is low.
The overall implication is that greater total power
generates more commitment behavior, in part be-
cause there is more at stake and individuals need

one another to produce benefit. Thus, there is a
direct theoretical link between power and the
production of commitment. Next we briefly flesh
out the alternative mechanisms through which
the two are connected.

Commitment is broadly defined as the strength
of an attachment to another social unit such as
a group, organization, or community (Kanter
1968, 1972). In the abstract, commitment repre-
sents a person-to-group bond that is distinct from
inter-personal bonds. Parsons (1951) suggested
that person-to-group attachments could involve
instrumental (i.e., utilitarian), affective (i.e.,
emotional), or normative (i.e., legitimated) bonds
and saw these as an important foundation for
social order. Kanter (1968, 1972) echoes these
distinctions in her discussion of commitment as
continuance, cohesion, and control. Important
for our purposes, both Parsons (1951) and Kanter
(1968, 1972) recognize the instrumental and af-
fective foundations for commitment.

The traditional exchange-theory explanation
views power linked to commitment via instru-
mental conditions, in particular, uncertainty re-
duction. The argument is that commitment de-
velops because repeated exchanges foster a sense
of predictability in the situation (Emerson 1981;
Kollock 1994). Consider a watch manufacturer
who repeatedly buys parts from a supply dealer.
Given a series of successful transactions, the two
should come to learn more about one another, de-
velop a common set of procedures or expectations
for the exchange, and perhaps learn to trust one
another given a history of successful encounters.
These represent “benefits” in an uncertain mar-
ket of power relations where the properties of
alternative partners are unknown or unknowable
(Kollock 1994, 1999).

An alternative (though not competing) link-
ing of power and commitment is found in the
theory of relational cohesion (Lawler et al. 2000;
Lawler and Yoon 1996, 1998). The theory of re-
lational cohesion explicitly links conditions of
power (interdependence) to relational outcomes
(cohesion and commitment) through the emo-
tions produced by social exchange. Dependence
here is defined as the extent to which one actor
can provide another with valued outcomes, and
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Fig. 2.1 The theory of
relational cohesion

High Total Power

Equal Relative Power /

vice versa. The theory employs the concepts of
relative power as well as total power, as defined
above (Emerson 1972b; Lawler 1992). Emotions
are conceptualized in terms of pleasure/satisfac-
tion and interest/excitement. Relational cohesion
is defined as a perception of the relation itself
as coming together or becoming more unified.
Commitment is measured behaviorally. In the
past, measures of commitment have included (i)
staying in the relation given an alternative, (ii)
giving small, token unilateral gifts as a symbolic
gesture of the relationship, and (iii) cooperat-
ing under conditions of risk or malfeasance (i.e.,
cooperating in a social dilemma). The theory is
shown in Fig. 2.1.

The theory presumes that actors are moti-
vated to exchange so they can produce benefits
not otherwise attainable. The theory also recog-
nizes, however, that actors have the ability to
experience, interpret, and reproduce emotional
reactions to exchange outcomes. The orienting
idea is that the very act of exchange represents
joint social activity characterized by problems
of coordination and uncertainty. As such, when
exchange is successful, actors should experience
positive emotional reactions; when exchange is
unsuccessful, actors should experience negative
emotional reactions. At the heart of the theory,
then, is an endogenous process that links condi-
tions of power (dependence or interdependence)
to behavioral outcomes (commitment) through
positive emotions. This process is conceived as
a sequence of moments or steps that must occur
for commitment to emerge. That is, repeated ex-
changes generate positive emotions that, in turn,
produce perceptions of relational cohesion. Equal
power conditions are predicted to produce more
commitment because equal power produces more
frequent exchange, thereby unleashing the first
step in the endogenous causal chain. This emo-
tional/affective explanation is complementary to

Endogenous Process ]

Relational
Cohesion

Positive
Emotion

Exchange
Frequency
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> Behavior

the traditional exchange theory account of stabil-
ity and commitment that centers on how repeated
exchange produces uncertainty-reduction (e.g.,
Kollock 1994). Relational cohesion theory asserts
that repeated exchange not only reduces the un-
certainties, but it also produces positive emotions
that enhance relational cohesion and make the re-
lational tie expressive. Over the years a number
of empirical tests have found consistent support
for the theory (Lawler et al. 2000, 2006, 2008;
Lawler and Yoon 1996, 1998; Thye et al. 2011,
Thye et al. 2002; Yoon and Thye 2002). In sum-
mary, the theory of relational cohesion provides
an account for how power-dependence relations
can produce positive emotions and commitment
when mutual dependence is high and there are
no relative power differences. Power is linked
through resource inequality via dependence,
and the message is despite power and resource
inequalities positive emotions and commitment
can nonetheless emerge.

Recent studies in social neuroscience further
confirm the fundamental roles of emotions (as
opposed to cognitions) and cohesion in contexts
where resources are exchanged. Sanfey et al.
(2003) used functional magnetic resonance im-
aging (fMRI) to explore the neural substrates of
cognitive versus emotional processes involved
in decision-making during an exchange task. In
response to unfair offers from “power hungry”
(simulated) human partners, brains scans showed
activation in three areas: the insula (an area asso-
ciated with emotions such as anger and disgust),
the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (associated
with deliberate cognitive processes such as goal
maintenance), and the anterior cingulate cortex
(associated with conflict monitoring). However,
activation of cognitive centers during unfair of-
fers was not associated with subsequent behavior
(i.e., whether participants accepted/rejected of-
fers). Only activation in the emotional centers
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(i.e., the insula) was associated with offer accep-
tance/rejection. The study suggests that in com-
parison with cognitive considerations, emotions
play a more vibrant role in determining responses
to power-related actions during the exchange of
resources.

A second line of exchange research in social
neuroscience examines a phenomenon known as
inter-brain synchronization. /nter-brain synchro-
nization occurs when brain wave activity across
multiple individuals becomes “phase locked,”
which is sometimes even visually detectable to
some extent when raw electroencephalogram
(EEG) signals for electrode pairs across two indi-
viduals begin to “dance” in harmony as if being
driven by a single person (Condon and Ogston
1966). It is well-known across a number of dis-
ciplines that “synchronization,” generally speak-
ing, is an elemental characteristic of human in-
teraction and bonding—one that is present from
the earliest moments of life (Condon and Sander
1974) and takes many rich and varied forms (see
Kalkhoff et al. 2011).

In terms of resource exchange, Yun et al.
(2008) conducted a study in which 13 pairs of
participants sat face-to-face and played one
single trial followed by 10 sequential trials
of the Ultimatum Game, an exchange task in
which two players (a proposer and a responder)
explicitly negotiate how to divide up a given
sum of money. If the responder accepts the pro-
poser’s offer, the sum is split accordingly; if
the responder rejects the proposer’s offer, both
receive nothing. In terms of relational cohesion
theory, actors in the Ultimatum Game are equal-
ly dependent (i.e., have equal relative power)
because neither receives anything if they fail
to reach agreement, and total power is fixed as
the amount split does not vary. Yet from a tra-
ditional exchange-theoretic perspective, the ra-
tional strategies in the game are for the proposer
to exert power and offer the smallest possible
amount (e.g., $1 if dollars are the smallest di-
visible unit) and for the responder to acquiesce
and accept that minimal offer. Yet typically this
is not what happens. Meta-analysis reveals that
proposers avoid being so greedy and tend to
offer what they believe to be fair (about 40 %),

no matter what size the “pie” (Oosterbeek et al.
2003). Shedding light on this interesting fact,
EEG results from the Yun et al. (2008) study
showed that higher frequency (beta and gamma)
oscillations across the exchange partners’ fron-
to-central electrode sites were closely related to
the social interaction and exhibited the greatest
synchronization. Viewed through the lens of
RCT, this makes sense because it is well known
that beta band activity correlates with atten-
tional focus (Sanei and Chambers 2007), while
gamma band activity has been linked to emo-
tions (Muller et al. 1999; Keil et al. 2001). Be-
tween-brain synchronization in these bands may
be seen as a reflection of common attentional
foci and moods. The significance of this re-
search, in relation to this volume, is to illustrate
how power dynamics played out in the Ultima-
tum Game produce common attentional foci
and synchronized (positive) emotional reactions
during the exchange of resources, even in a con-
text where the potential for self-driven behavior
looms large. The larger implication is that there
may be deep biological processes that support
positive emotions and commitment even in the
context of power and resource inequality.

Power, Resources and Other Social
Psychological Processes

The concept of power has been widely studied,
and there are many literatures in psychology and
sociology showing that power is correlated with
a variety of phenomena. Here we review how
power and resource inequality relate to other
social psychological processes and connect to
other social phenomena. Because in many em-
pirical contexts power and resource accumula-
tion is associated with status, honor, or prestige,
there has been substantial work examining the
relations among power, status, and resource
inequality (see also Ridgeway and Nakagawa,
this volume). We begin with work that links
power, status, and resource inequality, and then
we move to recent evidence linking power and
perception.
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Status, Power and Resource Inequality

Probably because the two often co-vary in every
day social relations, there have been multiple
efforts to describe the relations between power
and status. Kemper and Collins (1990) assert that
power and status are central and independent di-
mensions of social interaction. Kemper (2011)
goes even further, asserting that status and power
are the central constructs that drive ritual inter-
action and guide the emotions that link each of
us to socially relevant reference groups. Other
work examines the relationship between status,
power, and resource inequality. For Weber and
Homans, power that is used consistently over
time is predicted to produce status. Lovaglia
(1994) was perhaps the first contemporary theo-
rist to formally link status, power, and resource
inequality. He asserts that there are conditions
under which those with power are also afforded
high status. The idea is that when powerful peo-
ple exercise power and amass resources, others
may (correctly or not) presume that they are also
highly competent. Expectations of competence,
in turn, are one of the fundamental determinants
of status, honor, or prestige (Berger et al. 1977).
Thus, power confers status. Yet if those who are
disadvantaged by the power differential (i) ex-
perience negative emotional reactions to power
use, or (ii) have knowledge that the basis for
power is either random or structural in nature
(i.e., not based on talent or ability), then the rela-
tion between power and status is predicted to be
attenuated. Lovaglia (1995) tests and finds partial
support for these ideas.

Other work sees the converse effect—i.e.,
that status itself can directly produce power
and resource inequality (see also Ridgeway and
Nakagawa, this volume). The status value theory
of power (Thye 1999, 2000; Thye et al. 2006) ex-
plains how status characteristics like race, age,
and gender affect the perceived status value of
resources, and subsequently, the development of
power and resource inequality in exchange rela-
tions. The theory applies to relations in which
actors (i) are differentiated by multiple salient
status characteristics, (ii) have accurate knowl-
edge regarding the status characteristics of each

exchange partner, (iii) exchange nominally dis-
tinct resources with one another, that are (iv)
relevant to the status of each actor. One example
would include a setting in which an African-
American woman seeks to buy a car from a white
male car dealer.

The status value theory of power can be
expressed as a series of three logically linked
assumptions. The first assumption of the theory
claims that the status value associated with ac-
tors’ characteristics will spread to exchange-
able resources (Berger et al. 1972; Berger and
Fisek 2006; Thye 2000). For example, a set of
golf clubs once owned by former President John
F. Kennedy sold for many thousands of dollars
when they went to auction. The theory suggests
that clubs are highly valued for two reasons.
First, President Kennedy is one of the most pres-
tigious of all U.S. presidents, and the activity of
golfing is highly relevant to the presidency. In
one controlled test, participants in a laboratory
study could exchange their own blue poker chips
for (i) purple poker chips held by a higher status
partner, or (ii) orange poker chips held by a lower
status partner (Thye 2000). The results show that
participants tried harder to acquire the purple
chips, assumed they were generally more impor-
tant than orange chips, and were willing to accept
less money to get them. Importantly, these effects
were observed even though all participants were
fully aware that orange and purple chips both
gave exactly the same payoff at the end of the
study. In short, the status of the individual seems
to affect the value of things related to that indi-
vidual. More generally, the results indicate that
status characteristics alter the perceived status
value of resources.

The second assumption claims that actors who
control status-valued resources have a power ad-
vantage over those who control less valued re-
sources. Virtually all exchange theories agree
that individuals who possess highly valuable
goods can extract higher prices for those goods
(i.e., as when drug dealers benefit from the sale
of narcotics in areas where they dominate the
market) (Blau 1964; Burke 1997; Cook and Ya-
magishi 1992; Emerson 1972a, b; Homans 1958;
Molm 1987, 1997b; Thibault and Kelley 1959;
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Willer 1999). Even so, value as a determinant of
power has been largely unexamined in the ex-
change tradition. Most exchange theorists simply
“fix” the monetary value of goods by holding the
payoff constant for each resource unit (Bonacich
and Friedkin 1998; Willer 1999). At issue for the
status value theory is whether status characteris-
tics incrementally inflate or deflate the perceived
value of items held by higher and lower status
individuals (Heckathorn 1983a, b). To determine
if the value of an object is inflating or deflating,
Thye (2000) began by assigning equal monetary
value to all resources. These resources are then
made relevant to status characteristics, which,
according to assumption one above, should in-
crease or decrease their perceived status value.

The final assumption links structural power
potential to behavior, stating that actors who have
a power advantage receive more resources rela-
tive to those who do not. A long history of research
indicates that actors in powerful locations do in
fact receive favorable exchange rates and thus
earn more resources (Willer and Anderson 1981;
Cook et al. 1983; Markovsky et al. 1988; Lawler
1992). Thye (1999, 2000; Thye et al. 2006) has
shown that status-advantaged actors also receive
more resources. In a series of laboratory experi-
ments, the highest status participant received the
greatest share of profit from exchange in both
dyads and triangles. Thye (2000) reports that in
a status-differentiated dyad, the high status mem-
ber earned 19.05 of 30 points representing sig-
nificant power use. The same pattern occurred in
a status-differentiated triangle (H, L, L) where
each person could negotiate with both others. A
third experiment demonstrated that status effects
countervail “weak power” in the simplest weak
power structure, the 4-line (A,—B,—B,—A,).
The central Bs who normally earn slightly more
than the peripheral As were believed by the As
to be low status; at the same time the As, who
are structurally disadvantaged, were believed by
the Bs to be high status. That is, the status as-
signments opposed structural power. The results
indicate that “weak power” differences were vir-
tually eliminated; the A-B exchanges were near
equality. Overall, the evidence suggests higher
status actors earn more in exchange.

Later investigations found a second mecha-
nism linking status to power and resource in-
equality. Thye et al. (2006) develop a theory of
status influence to show how this occurs. That
theory asserts that salient status characteristics
activate performance expectations in exchange
relations, and in turn, those performance expec-
tations affect the beliefs and aspirations of status
differentiated exchange partners. There are two
corresponding mechanisms. The first is that high-
er status others should have greater aspirations in
the exchange (i.e., expect to earn more). The sec-
ond is that higher status others should be more in-
fluential when they communicate with low status
others. Thye et al. (2006) investigated two simple
dyadic structures that manipulate the status of the
occupants. In each dyad, the goal is to negotiate
the division of 25 points when one person has
a standing outside offer worth 10 points in the
event no agreement is made. The status assign-
ments (H=High, L=Low) in those dyads were
as follows: H—25—L—10 and L—25—H—10.
It is important to note that the peripheral actor
had no knowledge of the standing outside offer,
but before each exchange round, the central actor
could send a message to the partner indicating,
“My outside offer is X,” where X is an amount
chosen by the central participant. The results in-
dicate two significant trends. First, focusing only
on the centrally located participants, high status
individuals inflate the communicated size of the
actual outside offer while low status actors de-
flate that value (11.32 versus 9.83, respectively).
In short, high status actors lie about the size of the
outside offer in a self-serving manner whereas
low status actors self-deprecate. Second, commu-
nications from high status individuals had greater
influence than those from low status individu-
als, and this translated into a resource advantage
for those with high status (14.62 points versus
13.10). In symbolic interactionist terms, higher
status others in centrally powerful locations had
a greater ability to define the situation, determine
how actors value items, and in turn, use that local
definition to impart power in the immediate situ-
ation. Overall, this provides a complementary
pathway through which status differences repro-
duce gradients of power and resource inequality.
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The implication is that status itself is a resource
that actors can use to create and maintain re-
source inequality. The fact that status is a valued
resource explains, for example, why individuals
may be willing to exchange money for temporary
status recognition (Huberman et al. 2004).

Perception, Power and Resource
Inequality

Finally, there is one additional topic that has re-
ceived broad attention from psychologists and
sociologists in recent years. At issue is how
power affects perspective taking or the ability to
imagine the emotions, motivations, and perspec-
tives of others. The importance of this issue is
relevant to a variety of theoretical traditions. An
exchange theorist might ask if powerful individu-
als can sympathize with or imagine the frustra-
tion or shame experienced by those excluded
from interaction. The symbolic interactionist
might question if powerful people have trouble
engaging in imaginative rehearsal, role-taking, or
viewing the interaction from the perspective of
a generalized other (Franks 1976). In both cases
the implication is that power presents challenges
to interaction, renders tasks of coordination more
arduous, and generally hinders perspective tak-
ing and empathy.

Recent evidence suggests that indeed, power
reduces the ability to take other individuals’ per-
spectives. In a series of recent experiments, Ga-
linsky et al. (2006) asked undergraduate subjects
to think of a personal incident in which they had
power over another person. They are then asked
to draw the letter “E” on their forehead with a
non-permanent marker as quickly as possible.
One way to do this is to draw the E as if you
are reading it yourself, which produces a back-
ward E for any external viewer. The other op-
tion is to draw the E from the perspective of the
observer, which then yields a backward E from
your own perspective. The results indicate sub-
jects primed with power are almost three times as
likely to draw the E in a self-oriented direction,
suggesting that power limits the ability to take
the perspective of another. Follow up studies by

Galinsky and associates (2006) indicate that high
power individuals are more likely than lower
power individuals to (i) focus more heavily on
their own vantage point and not take into consid-
eration that others lack information they possess,
and (ii) misunderstand the emotional expressions
of others and thus have a more difficult time ex-
periencing empathy. On the whole, this line of
research suggests that power impacts the ability
to understand how other individuals see, think,
and feel.

In a similar line of work, Simpson, Markovsky,
and Steketee (2011) argue that low-power actors,
in general, have more accurate perceptions of the
social ties that exist in groups because lacking
power leads to more effortful and deliberate (and
less automatic) social cognition. Results from
an experiment confirmed the argument put forth
by Simpson et al. (2011) linking low power to
more accurate social (network) perceptions. This
finding is important because those who have ac-
curate perceptions about networks are regarded
by others as more powerful in a social setting
(Krackhardt 1990). Thus the motivation to form
accurate perceptions of social networks may be
an important, even deliberate, means by which
initially low-power actors attempt to “reign-
in structurally determined power processes”
(Simpson et al. 2011, p. 166). The recent work
of Galinsky and Simpson along with their col-
leagues reflects a more general trend in exchange
and networks research from structural themes to
more agentic ones in explanations of power and
resource inequality and related phenomena. We
discuss the broader significance of this trend in
the following section.

Conclusion

The theories of power and resource inequality
reviewed here are as varied and diverse as the
sociologists who produce them. As with all the-
ories in science, sociological theories of power
and resource inequality are lenses through which
to view the world. All theories systematically
sharpen and focus in on certain phenomena while
excluding others. Exchange theoretic accounts
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focus on the interdependences that link dyadic
encounters (Emerson 1972b) and the capacity for
structures to produce exclusion (Willer 1999).
Much of the theoretical and empirical activity
in the exchange tradition over the past two de-
cades has focused on precision; that is, the ability
to predict exactly how much resource inequality
will emerge in any given structure. That theories
in this tradition are capable of predicting ratio-
level outcomes, often with accuracy to within a
few tenths of a point, is a testament to how far our
knowledge of power and resource inequality has
evolved since the founding fathers of the disci-
pline began to think systematically about power
and resource inequality (see Willer and Emanuel-
son 2008 for a test of ten distinct theories). The
emphasis has been squarely on structure and re-
source differences that emerge over time, and the
capacity to predict the latter from the former.
Symbolic accounts of power emphasize the
micro aspects of power, negotiation, definition
of the situation, and the interplay of social con-
text and social interaction. Power is seen as a
dynamic and ever-changing property that evolves
in context and cannot be simply reduced to so-
cial structure. Despite some disagreement, we see
a sort of consensus that has emerged in the past
decades. With issues of astructural bias somewhat
laid to rest, there has been movement from more
idiosyncratic to more systematic accounts of
power. Schwalbe et al. (2000), Hallet (2007) and
their predecessor Luckenbill (1979) in particular
seem to have struck a balance between the overly
myopic “nothing is predicable” stance and the
overly tolerant “it is simply a matter of structure”
position. Power based on symbolic interaction has
become increasingly understood in terms of the
opportunities and constraints presented by con-
text, institutional pressures, and other forces that
set the stage for social interaction. In this sense,
those who study the symbolic aspects of power
have moved a bit closer to the intellectual tradi-
tions of exchange and rational choice theorists.
Other theorists focus on the positive phe-
nomena that can sometimes emerge from power
relations. There has been much agreement that
certain exchange structures produce dynam-
ics that bring people together around common

tasks and activities (Lawler and Yoon 1996;
Molm et al. 2006, 2007). This has been the case
in both the exchange and symbolic interaction-
ist approaches examined here. In the exchange
tradition it has been long understood that high
mutual dependence can produce interactions
laden with positive emotions, and these emo-
tions have the capacity to produce trust, cohe-
sion, solidarity and commitment behavior. Power
as such is construed as a positive force in social
interaction. The finding that power and positive
emotions can produce phenomena like solidarity
or organizational commitment has been demon-
strated in both laboratory experiments (Lawler
et al. 2008; Lawler and Yoon 1996) and in the
field (Yoon and Thye 2000). More recently, the
emphasis in this arena has shifted from the link
between power relations and commitment to
other forms of social interaction. For instance,
recent studies have asked how altering the basic
forms of exchange affect the link between power
and resource inequality (Lawlerv et al. 2008;
Molm et al. 2003a, b). In examining variation
across fundamental forms of exchange (i.e.,
negotiate, reciprocal productive, and general-
ized) studies in this tradition have become more
“interactionist” in flavor.

Across the social psychological traditions we
see many common themes and points of overlap.
All social psychological accounts of power and
resource inequality deal, at least implicitly, with
the tension between structure and agency. This
contrast is most evident in the symbolic account
of power and resource inequality. For symbolic
interactionists social structure has been conceptu-
alized as institutional norms or pressures, contex-
tual constraints on interaction, extant inequalities
produced by institutions such as race and gender,
and larger cultural ideology. Agency is the human
capacity to define meanings and situations and to
create and reproduce patterns of action and ex-
periences through negotiated communication at
the micro level (Musolf 1992). The primary issue
has been to incorporate structure into theories
that focus heavily on agency. For exchange and
rational choice theorists, structures are presented
in relational terms—as networks of opportunities
and constraints that impact the pattern of social
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interaction. Historically, exchange theories af-
ford much less room for agency as structures
are conceived as more predetermined and less
fluid. Network structures are typically theorized
as more static and less variable (see Willer and
Willer 2000 for an exception that explores dy-
namic social networks). However, in contempo-
rary work there is much more room for emotion,
trust, risk management, and other perceptual and
cognitive processes. In short, exchange theories
have become more focused in recent years on the
concept of human agency in structures (see Cook
et al. 2009 for an example). This shift moves the
concerns of exchange theorists much closer to
those of symbolic interactionists and mirrors the
SI trend that has moved, some would argue, from
agency to structure. In this sense we see a sort
of intellectual convergence taking place across
these very diverse traditions.

In this chapter we, as most sociologists do,
assume that power produces resource inequal-
ity. At the same time we note that the converse
can sometimes occur (i.e., resource inequality
may also produce power). At the macro-level,
resource dependence theory suggests that orga-
nizations that control resources have a basis of
power over those who are dependent on those
resources (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978). At the
micro-level, reward expectations theory (Berg-
er et al. 1985) suggests that those who possess
high levels of rewards are expected to be more
competent, and thus have more power and influ-
ence. Surprisingly, there has been very little so-
cial psychological work on the manner in which
resources produce power, despite the old adage,
“You gotta have money to make money.” In the
future we suggest that investigators may examine
more carefully the link from resource inequality
to power. Borrowing from resource dependence
theory, we hypothesize that resource inequality
may impact power through levels of dependence.
Consider the difference between a resource rich
boat owner and a resource poor boat owner. One
can image that a rich captain may need to sell the
boat less than a poor one. In this sense, having
access to resources may reduce dependence and
increase power in the parlance of exchange the-
ory. Framed somewhat differently, having access

to resources may allow the former boat owner to
better define the situation and frame meanings in
the context of the negotiations. Thus, the symbol-
ic aspects of the interaction may also be affected
by the level of held resources. Both hypotheses
deserve future investigation.

We began this chapter by pointing out that
one of the first roadblocks we encountered was
how to define “power” and “resource inequality.”
As our work on the chapter unfolded, the larger
roadblock we encountered was to see the vari-
ous social psychological perspectives on power
and resource inequality in a fresh light—to see
the larger unifying picture reflected in what ap-
peared to be very diverse perspectives at first
blush. Indeed, research on power and resource
inequality within social psychology can itself be
conceived in terms of the various perspectives
and theories we use to study these central topics.
If scientists in these traditions continue to “take
the role” of other perspectives, this will surely
accelerate the erosion of intellectual divides and
increase a sense of mutual dependence. To illus-
trate, structural theories of network power (e.g.,
power dependence theory, elementary theory,
the status value theory of power) emphasize the
importance of how people perceive the value of
goods to be exchanged. Symbolic interactionists
focus precisely on how powerful individuals con-
trol the definition of value in social relations. And
while there is little or no cross-fertilization across
these areas, there should be. Besides making for
a more pleasant and sociable experience at the
annual meetings, multi-perspective approaches
to power and resource inequality and other kinds
of integrative efforts will undoubtedly pay great
dividends when it comes to advancing social psy-
chological theory, methods, and application.
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Stigma and Social Inequality

Bruce G. Link, Jo C. Phelan and Mark L. Hatzenbuehler

Over the past 50 years, “stigma” has become an
extraordinarily widely used concept. Before the
publication of Goffman’s book, Stigma: Notes
on the Management of Spoiled Identity (1963)
the term was used in the social sciences to mean
something quite close to its current meaning, but
was used only infrequently. A Google Scholar
search for the period 1900-1960 returns numer-
ous scientific articles using the word “stigma,”
but the vast majority of these refer to botany (the
receptive apex of the pistil of a flower) or biology
(a small mark, spot, or pore) rather than to social
scientific meanings of the term. In sharp contrast,
a Google Scholar search of the concept in the
current era reveals the dominance of the social
scientific meaning and its application to a vast
array of stigmatizing circumstances. One indica-
tor of the large increase in interest is the number
of published articles with the word “stigma” in
the title or abstract. In 1980 the number stood at
19 for Medline and 14 for Psych Info, but rose
dramatically by the end of the century to 114 for
Medline and 161 for Psych Info in 1999 (Link
and Phelan 2001). Incredibly, by 2010 the num-
bers were more than five times as high as in
1999: 758 for Medline and 851 for Psych Info.
Our aim is to engage this enormously successful
concept, describe it, and gauge its relevance for
understanding the production and reproduction
of inequality.
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Origins—Goffman and the Labeling
Debate

In the mid-1950s, Erving Goffman was a research
fellow at the Laboratory for Social and Environ-
mental Studies at the National Institute of Mental
Health. The unit was headed at the time by sociol-
ogist John Clausen, and it was during this period
that Goffman did his ethnographic work at Saint
Elizabeth’s Hospital that lead to his influential
book, Asylums (1961). Stigma was on the minds
of the small but enormously generative group
at the Laboratory for Social and Environmental
Studies, especially in the context of qualitative
studies they were undertaking concerning wives
of men who were hospitalized for mental illness.
Whereas the term “stigma” was not in wide use
in the social sciences at the time, one exception
was a paper from this group authored by Char-
lotte Green Schwartz (1956) entitled “The Stig-
ma of Mental Illness.” She indicated that stigma
had “two connotations: first, that in the minds of
others the person is set apart—that is different
from the so-called normal person; second that he
is set apart by a ‘mark’ which is felt to be ‘dis-
graceful,” or even ‘immoral,” by which he can be
judged to be ‘inferior’ (Schwartz 1956, p. 7).
Exposed to these ideas and drawing on his eth-
nography in Saint Elizabeth’s hospital, Goffman
(1963) produced his highly influential introduc-
tion to the stigma concept. Goffman’s descrip-
tion was comprehensive, and it is difficult to find
any current rendering of the concept that is not
presaged in his 1963 treatise. It is in this work
that perhaps the most influential definition of the
concept was provided: “an attribute that is deeply
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discrediting” and that reduces the bearer “from a
whole and usual person to a tainted, discounted
one” (Goffman 1963, p. 3).

Subsequent to its introduction, stigma played
a central role in the so-called labeling debate
that emerged during the 1960s. Scheff (1966)
constructed a formal labeling theory of mental
illness that pinned the origin of stable mental ill-
ness on societal reactions including stigmatiza-
tion. The essence of his theory is captured in the
following quote:

In a crisis, when the deviance of an individual
becomes a public issue, the traditional stereotype
of insanity becomes the guiding imagery for action,
both for those reacting to the deviant and, at times,
for the deviant himself. When societal agents and
persons around the deviant react to him uniformly
in terms of the stereotypes of insanity, his amor-
phous and unstructured rule-breaking tends to
crystallize in conformity to these expectations,
thus becoming similar to behavior of other devi-
ants classified as mentally ill and stable over time.
The process of becoming uniform and stable is
completed when the traditional imagery becomes
a part of the deviant’s orientation for guiding his
own behavior. (Scheff 1966, p. 82)

The theory is called “labeling” theory because
of the centrality it gave to the social definition
of deviant behaviors (see Matsueda and Grigo-
ryeva, this volume). As one of the originators
of labeling theory put it, “The deviant is one to
whom that label has been successfully applied;
deviant behavior is behavior that people so label”
(Becker 1963, p. 9). The debate concerning the
role of labeling in mental illness involved both
informal labeling processes (e.g. spouses’ label-
ing of their partners) and official labeling through
treatment contact (e.g. psychiatric hospitaliza-
tion). In Scheff’s theory, the act of labeling was
strongly influenced by the social characteristics
of both the labelers and the person being labeled,
and by the social situation in which their inter-
actions occurred. He asserted that labeling was
driven as much by these social factors as it was
by anything that might be called the symptoms
of mental illness. Moreover, according to Scheff,
once a person is labeled, powerful social forces
come into play to encourage a stable pattern of
“mental illness.” Stigma was a central process in
this theory as it “punished” people who sought

to shed the identity of mental illness and return
to normal social roles, interactions and identities.

Critics of the theory, especially Walter Gove,
took sharp issue with Scheff’s characterization of
the labeling process. Gove argued that labels are
applied far less capriciously and with many fewer
pernicious consequences than the labeling theory
claims (Gove 1975). In Gove’s view, research
supported the idea that if people with mental ill-
nesses are rejected, it is because of responses to
their symptomatic behavior rather than because
of any label they received. Moreover, he argued
that labeling is not an important cause of further
deviant behavior. “The available evidence,” Gove
concluded, “indicates that deviant labels are pri-
marily a consequence of deviant behavior and
that deviant labels are not a prime cause of devi-
ant careers” (Gove 1975, p. 296). For some period
between the late 1970s and early 1980s, profes-
sional opinion swayed in favor of the critics of la-
beling theory. Certainly the dominant view during
that time was that stigma associated with mental
illness was relatively inconsequential. For ex-
ample, when a group of expert stigma researchers
was summoned to the National Institute of Men-
tal Health in 1980 to review evidence about the
issue, the term “stigma” was intentionally omit-
ted from the title of the proceedings. Apparently,
the argument that behaviors rather than labels are
the prime determinants of social rejection was so
forcefully articulated that the editors of the pro-
ceedings decided that stigma was not an appropri-
ate designation when “one is referring to negative
attitudes induced by manifestations of psychiatric
illness” (Rabkin 1984, p. 327). It was within this
context that so-called “modified labeling theory”
emerged in response to the then dominant anti-
labeling, stigma-dismissing stance.

“Modified labeling theory” derived insights
from the original labeling theory but stepped
away from the claim that labeling and stigma are
direct causes of mental illness (Link 1982, 1987;
Link et al. 1989). Instead, the theory postulated a
process in which official labeling through treat-
ment contact and the stigma that accompanies
such labeling jeopardizes the life circumstanc-
es of people with mental illnesses by harming
their employment chances, social networks, and
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self-esteem. By creating disadvantage in these
domains and others like them, people who have
experienced mental illness labels are placed at
greater risk of the prolongation or reoccurrence
of mental illnesses. The modified labeling theo-
ry also provided an explanation for the way in
which labeling and stigma might produce these
effects and how key concepts and measures could
be used in testing the explanation with empirical
evidence.

But these developments in the sociology of
mental illness were far from the only develop-
ments spurring an explosion of research about
stigma. Although it is impossible to quantify pre-
cisely, the onset of the AIDS epidemic appears to
have played a major role in bringing stigma to the
fore because of its potential role in the progres-
sion of the epidemic (Herek 2007). The same is
true with respect to the obesity epidemic and the
role of weight stigma in that epidemic (Carr and
Friedman 2005). Moreover, social movements
aimed at reducing stigma, such as the gay rights
movement, have used the language of stigma to
address the circumstances they confront. And
while the anti-smoking movement may not have
intended it, the stigma of smoking has become a
prominent feature in the current era (Stuber et al.
2008). Moreover, once created and disseminated,
stigma concepts have become useful to people
experiencing a long, long list of circumstances
ranging from the stigma of incarceration to the
stigma of incontinence. Stigma concepts have
provided a way to capture what is experienced
and to specify how people are affected by those
experiences. But what are the concepts that have
been so useful? To provide some accounting, we
offer answers to the following questions: What is
stigma? How do stigmatizing circumstances dif-
fer one from the other? Why do people stigma-
tize? How does stigma produce inequality? And
how do people seek to resist stigma?

What Is Stigma?

In the literature on stigma, the term has been used
to describe what seem to be quite different con-
cepts. It has been used to refer to the “mark” or

“label,” the linking of the label to negative ste-
reotypes, or to the propensity to exclude or other-
wise discriminate against the designated person.
Even Goffman’s (1963) famous essay includes
several different, albeit very instructive, defini-
tions. As a consequence of this variation, there
has been confusion as to what the term stigma
means. Moreover, an intense distaste for the con-
cept emerged in some circles for at least two rea-
sons. First, it was argued that the stigma concept
identifies the “attribute” or a “mark” as residing
in the person—something the person possesses.
The very reasonable objection to this conceptu-
alization was that it took for granted the process
of affixing labels and did not interrogate the so-
cial processes that led to such labeling (Fine and
Asch 1988). In particular, far too little attention
had been focused on why social audiences seem
to select certain characteristics for social salience
from a vast range of possible characteristics that
might have been identified instead. Second, it
was argued that too much emphasis in the lit-
erature on stigma had been placed on cognitive
processes of category formation and stereotyp-
ing, and too little on the broad and very promi-
nent fact of discrimination and the influence that
such discrimination has on the distribution of life
chances (Oliver 1992).

In light of this confusion and controversy,
Link and Phelan (2001) put forward a conceptu-
alization of stigma that recognized the overlap in
meaning between concepts like stigma, labeling,
stereotyping and discrimination. As described
below, this conceptualization defines stigma as
the co-occurrence of interrelated components
of labeling, stereotyping, separating, emotional
reactions, status loss and discrimination. The
approach also responds to the criticism that the
stigma concept locates the “mark™ or “attribute”
in the person by making it clear that such “marks”
(or “labels” as designated by Link and Phelan) are
selected for prominence by social processes from
among many possible human traits that might
have been selected. Finally by incorporating dis-
crimination into the concept, and by focusing on
the importance of social, economic and political
power in the production of stigma, the definition
responded to the criticism that the stigma concept
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was too narrowly focused on cognitive processes.

In keeping with these considerations, Link and

Phelan conceptualized stigma as follows:
In our conceptualization, stigma exists when the
following interrelated components converge. In
the first component, people distinguish and label
human differences. In the second, dominant cul-
tural beliefs link labeled persons to undesirable
characteristics—to negative stereotypes. In the
third, labeled persons are placed in distinct cat-
egories so as to accomplish some degree of sepa-
ration of "us" from "them." In the fourth, labeled
persons experience status loss and discrimination
that lead to unequal outcomes. Stigmatization is
entirely contingent on access to social, economic
and political power that allows the identification of
differentness, the construction of stereotypes, the
separation of labeled persons into distinct catego-
ries and the full execution of disapproval, rejec-
tion, exclusion and discrimination. Thus we apply
the term stigma when elements of labeling, stereo-
typing, separation, status loss and discrimination
co-occur in a power situation that allows them to
unfold. (Link and Phelan 2001, p. 367)

A detailed exposition of each of these compo-
nents is available elsewhere (Link and Phelan
2001); here we provide a brief description of
each so as to convey the scope of stigma process-
es involved. The components are presented in an
order that helps communicate the stigma concept
we seek to elucidate. The order is not meant to
suggest that the first one listed occurs first, the
second, second and so on. Instead, there are
likely strong feedback loops between the com-
ponents that achieve a mutual influence between
components (Link and Phelan 2001).

Distinguishing and Labeling Differences The
vast majority of human differences, e.g., big toe
length, vegetable preferences, or favorite kind
of pet are not considered to be socially relevant
across many circumstances. However, some dif-
ferences, such as skin color and sexual prefer-
ences, are currently awarded a high degree of
social salience. Both the selection of salient char-
acteristics and their labeling are social achieve-
ments that must occur for stigma to be realized.
In many situations this social selection of human
characteristics is so apparently obvious as to be
taken for granted: there are blind people and
sighted people, black people and white people,

people with one leg and people with two. It is
more apparent when people are befuddled as
to how to categorize someone, as occurs when
a child is born with ambiguous sex and people
need to decide whether to assign male or female
to the infant. But whether taken for granted or
not, such social selection must occur for stigma
to emerge.

Associating Differences with Negative Attri-
butes In this component, the labeled difference is
linked to negative stereotypes. Examples are the
stereotype of laziness and intellectual inferiority
applied to African Americans, the dangerousness
and incompetence of people with mental ill-
nesses, and the gluttony of people who are obese.
A label can be linked to many stereotypes or
to just a few and, as our examples suggest, the
content of the stereotype can be different for dif-
ferent labels (lazy, dangerous, incompetent or
gluttonous). The link between a label and a ste-
reotype can vary in strength, conferring more or
less certainty that the labeled person has the attri-
bute in question and should be treated in accor-
dance with that possibility. However, in the Link
and Phelan definition, for stigma to exist there
must be some linking of a label to a stereotype.

Separating “Us” from “Them” A third aspect
involves a separation of “us” from “them.” Cen-
tral to early and nearly all definitions of stigma
(e.g. Jones et al. 1984; Schwartz 1956), this com-
ponent is also reflected in more recent writings
by social psychologists under the rubric of “oth-
ering” (Schwalbe et al. 2000). Examples can be
found with respect to certain ethnic or national
groups (Morone 1997), people with mental ill-
ness, or people with a different sexual orientation
who may be considered fundamentally different
kinds of people from “us.” The degree of separa-
tion can vary from milder instances of separation
to an extreme in which the “them” are seen as not
really human. The designation of a “them” that
can be treated differently and worse (often much
worse) than “us” has supported, for example, the
exploitation of African Americans in the era of
slavery and the arrogation of Indian lands.
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Emotional Responses The Link and Phelan
(2001) conceptualization of stigma was sub-
sequently expanded to include emotional
responses. Link et al. (2004) noted that, from the
vantage point of a stigmatizer, emotions of anger,
disgust, anxiety, pity and fear are possible. These
emotions are important first because they can be
detected by persons who are stigmatized, thereby
making a stigmatizer’s response salient to them.
Second, emotional responses may shape subse-
quent behavior toward the stigmatized person or
group through processes identified by attribution
theory (Dovidio et al. 2002; Frable et al. 1990;
Weiner et al. 1988). From the vantage point of the
person who is stigmatized, emotions of embar-
rassment, shame, fear, alienation or anger are
possible. Emotions are important for inequality
because they strongly communicate “up and nor-
mal” and “down and different” through subtle
cues that lie below overt and obvious forms of
behavior (see Foy et al., this volume).

Status Loss and Discrimination When people
are labeled, set apart and linked to undesirable
characteristics, a rationale is constructed for
devaluing, rejecting and excluding them. When
devaluation, discrimination and exclusion are
widespread, a persistent pattern of unequal social
relationships arises that creates social structures
of disadvantage. Once in place these structural
arrangements (segregation, exclusion, down-
ward occupational placement) feed back to rein-
vigorate the labels, stereotypes, setting apart and
emotional reactions that disadvantage stigma-
tized groups.

The Dependence of Stigma on Power Differences
Between Groups Link and Phelan’s (2001) con-
ceptualization introduced the idea that the defini-
tion of stigma must include the observation that
stigma is entirely dependent on social, cultural,
economic and political power. Lower-power
groups (e.g., psychiatric patients) may label,
stereotype and separate themselves from higher-
power groups (e.g., psychiatrists) by perhaps
labeling the psychiatrists “pill pushers,” stereo-
typing them as “cold” and “indifferent,” and see-
ing them as a separate group that is distinct from

“us.” But in these cases, stigma as we define it
does not exist, because the potentially stigmatiz-
ing group (the psychiatric patients) does not have
the social, cultural, economic and political power
to imbue its cognitions (labels and stereotypes)
with serious discriminatory consequences. The
psychiatrists are not severely damaged by the
patients’ views of them. Stigma is dependent on
power.

The forgoing conceptualization provides a
definition of stigma in a set of interrelated pro-
cesses and specifies some conditions that must
be present for stigma to occur. As such, these
processes represent building blocks that can help
us understand how stigma produces inequality.
But, while the concepts provide some purchase
on what the essence of stigma is—what we must
observe to declare that a group is a stigmatized
group—they are not particularly adept at helping
us understand how stigmatizing circumstances
differ from each other. As we probe for the spe-
cifics about how stigma leads to inequality, we
should have concepts that usefully differentiate
between stigmatizing circumstances.

How Do Stigmatizing Circumstances
Differ from each Other?

In Social Stigma: The Psychology of Marked Re-
lationships, Jones et al. (1984) developed a set of
concepts that are especially useful for understand-
ing how stigmatizing circumstances differ. They
conceptualize six dimensions—concealability,
course, disruptiveness, aesthetic qualities, origin,
and peril—that can be used to characterize a par-
ticular stigmatizing circumstance and to assess
how it differs from other such circumstances.
Concealability refers to how apparent or de-
tectable a characteristic is to other people. Some
stigmatizing circumstances like mental illnesses
or prison incarceration are concealable (at least
to some degree) whereas others such as facial
disfigurement and limb loss are not. People who
have the option to conceal must decide whether
and to whom to disclose their stigmatized status,
how much information to disclose, and what the
timing of any disclosure should be. For example,
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a dating situation for a person who has been hos-
pitalized for mental illness or incarcerated for
burglary would likely raise many issues regard-
ing concealment of this history. People may also
have to concern themselves with circumstances
in which their history might be revealed by a
clumsy confidant or through records as might
happen if a local pharmacist or general-practice
physician notices a prescription for an antipsy-
chotic medication. People who cannot conceal
are often burdened by the need to anticipate and
manage adeptly the reactions of others (Goffman
1963; Pachankis 2007).

Course refers to the extent to which the stig-
matizing circumstance is believed to be revers-
ible. For example, short stature, Down syndrome,
and having one leg instead of two are not revers-
ible, whereas with modern medical interventions,
a cleft palate, warts, and diarrhea usually are. Ad-
dictions (smoking, heroin), serious mental illness
and criminality lie somewhere in between these
poles and are subject to some degree of contes-
tation with respect to this dimension of stigma.
To the extent that the course cannot be reversed,
the label and associated stercotypes are likely to
stick as in the assertion “once a schizophrenic al-
ways a schizophrenic.”

Stigmatizing circumstances can also be dif-
ferentiated from one another by disruptiveness,
which is the extent to which such a circumstance
strains and adds to the difficulty of interpersonal
interactions. For example, people who are in the
presence of someone with an extreme facial dis-
figurement such as a cleft palate may feel uncom-
fortable and become acutely aware of where their
gaze is focused. If a concealable condition is suc-
cessfully hidden, disruptiveness can be avoided.
In general, disruptiveness is probably strongly
linked to people’s expectations about the way
things “should be.” When these expectations are
challenged, smooth interaction becomes difficult.

Aesthetics refers to the extent to which dif-
ferent marks elicit an instinctive and affective
reaction of disgust. Cleft palate, facial scarring,
severe psoriasis or the lesions of leprosy are con-
sidered unaesthetic, whereas other stigmatized
circumstances are much less so. While the most
obvious examples are physical expressions, the

aesthetics dimension can also be relevant to situ-
ations that involve situations such as pedophilia
or the smell of some homeless people.

Origin refers to how the stigmatizing circum-
stance came into being and especially the extent
to which the stigmatized person’s behavior may
have caused the condition. Some circumstances
such as short stature and birth defects are thought
to be entirely out of the person’s control, whereas
others such as substance abuse and obesity are
not. According to attribution theory (Weiner et al.
1988) more blame, anger and punishment are di-
rected to persons whose stigmatized circumstance
is deemed to be under his or her control. In the
area of the mental illnesses, strong public educa-
tion efforts have aimed at advancing a biomedical
perspective on the origins of mental illnesses by
emphasizing genetic and other biological causes
of such disorders. Interestingly, while this effort
appears to have some positive consequences with
respect to aspects of stigma related to origins, the
effort also makes the course aspect more salient.
When a condition is described as genetic in ori-
gin, people see it as more firmly fixed within the
person, part of their essential make up that cannot
be reversed (Phelan 2005).

Peril refers to the extent to which the condi-
tion induces fear or perceived threat in others.
People with mental illnesses, substance abuse, or
a criminal history may be feared if their history
of these conditions is revealed whereas people of
short stature and Down syndrome are much less
likely to be viewed as dangerous. When it is pres-
ent, the dimension of peril is a major contribu-
tor to people’s desire for social distance from an
individual who bears a label that confers fear or
danger (Link et al. 1999; Pescosolido et al. 2010;
Phelan et al. 2000).

The Jones et al. conceptualization is useful for
understanding stigma-generated inequality be-
cause it helps identify the specific circumstances
that may lead to devaluation, exclusion or rejec-
tion. For any selected stigmatizing circumstance
one can consider whether it is (1) concealable,
(2) reversible, (3) disruptive, (4) aesthetically
challenging, (5) under the person’s control, or (6)
perilous in some way. The resulting profile can
then sensitize the analyst to the ways in which
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these aspects of stigma are related to inequal-
ity. So far, our exploration of stigma has pro-
vided concepts that seek to identify the essence
of stigma—what must be present for stigma to
exist (Link and Phelan 2001) and how stigmatiz-
ing circumstances might differ one from the other
(Jones et al. 1984). What remains unexplored is
the question of why people stigmatize.

Why Do People Stigmatize?

Phelan et al. (2008) propose three ends that peo-
ple can attain through stigma-related processes:
(1) exploitation/domination or keeping people
down; (2) enforcement of social norms or keep-
ing people in; and (3) avoidance of disease or
keeping people away.

Exploitation and Domination Wealth, power,
and high social status can be attained when one
group dominates or exploits another. Ideologies
involving stigmatization develop to legitimate
and perpetuate these inequalities with the group
designated as the one to be kept down being
deemed to be inferior in terms of intelligence,
character, competence and the basic human
qualities of worthiness, and value (Phelan et al.
2008). Classic examples are the racial stigmatiza-
tion of African Americans beginning in the era of
slavery, the Europeans’ colonization of countries
around the globe, and U.S. whites’ expropriation
of the lands of American Indians (Feagin 2009).
Thus one reason people might stigmatize others
is to create an inequality that benefits them.

Enforcement of Social Norms People construct
systems of written and unwritten rules governing
everything from how business deals can be con-
ducted to what constitutes an impolite intrusion
on another’s privacy. Some degree of investment
in norms like these develops; people come to
count on them and to be disturbed when they are
violated. Failure to comply with these norms is
often cast in terms of the flawed morality or char-
acter of the transgressor (Goffman 1963; Morone
1997), and stigma processes are deployed as
a corrective mechanism. One way that stigma

is useful, then, is that it imparts a stiff cost, in
the form of social disapproval that makes subse-
quent transgressions less likely. If the transgres-
sor responds by conforming, he or she may be
allowed to re-join the in-group, achieving what
Braithwaite (1989) termed “reintegrative sham-
ing.” In this use of stigma, people are kept in
by influencing the behavior of the norm viola-
tor. A related use is that the people around the
norm violator are kept in by learning the bound-
aries of acceptable behavior and by observing
what happens to someone who goes beyond
those boundaries (Erikson 1966). In this instance
stigma creates the capacity to extrude and to
assign vastly lower status to people who violate
cherished social norms. The resulting inequal-
ity reinforces dominant norms and reduces the
power of those who would violate those norms.

Avoidance of Disease Many illnesses and dis-
abilities (e.g. psoriasis, dwarfism, limb loss) do
not seem to be stigmatized in order to exploit or
dominate or in order to directly control behavior
and enforce norms. Kurzban and Leary (2001)
provide another explanation for stigma in these
circumstances by arguing that there are evo-
lutionary pressures to avoid members of one’s
species who may spread disease. They focus on
parasites, noting that infection can lead to “devi-
ations from the organism’s normal (healthy) phe-
notype” (Kurzban and Leary 2001, p. 197) such
as asymmetry, marks, lesions and discoloration;
coughing, sneezing and excretion of fluids; and
behavioral anomalies due to damage to muscle-
control systems. In this way, the advantage of
avoiding disease might have led to a distaste for
deviations from the way humans are supposed
to look or carry themselves (Kurzban and Leary
2001). Thus, a broad band of deviations might
lead to a visceral response of disgust and a strong
desire to keep the person carrying such a devia-
tion away.

The key point to be taken from Phelan et al.’s
(2008) conceptualization is that whether it is to
keep people down, in, or away, there are motives
or interests lying beneath the exercise of stigma.
With clear motivations identified, we might ex-
pect people to use stigma processes to achieve
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the ends they desire. In what follows we explore
four generic ways in which stigma processes pro-
duce persistent, socially patterned inequality.

How Does Stigma Produce Inequality?

We conceptualize four broad mechanisms of dis-
crimination as part of the stigma process: direct
person-to-person discrimination, discrimination
that operates through the stigmatized individual,
interactional discrimination and structural dis-
crimination.

Direct Person-to-Person Discrimination What
usually comes to mind when thinking about dis-
crimination is the classic model of individual
prejudice and discrimination, in which Person A
discriminates against Person B based on Person
A’s prejudicial attitudes or stereotypes connected
to a label applied to Person B (Allport 1954). We
know that this kind of discrimination has occurred
when, in the context of an audit study, it becomes
apparent that an African American couple was
steered away from housing in a white-dominated
neighborhood or a person with a history of hos-
pitalization for mental illness was denied access
to an apartment (Page 1977), or when an anti-gay
epithet is used in the perpetration of hate crime.
This rather straightforward process occurs with
considerable regularity, although it may often
be hidden from the discriminated-against per-
son; one rarely forthrightly learns why one is
turned down for a job, an apartment or a date. We
believe, however, that this relatively straightfor-
ward process represents the tip of the discrimina-
tion iceberg. Much discrimination is hidden in its
manifestation if not in its consequences, and is
often “misrecognized”—that is, it occurs without
full awareness (Bourdieu 1990), as several of the
examples we provide below demonstrate.

Discrimination that Operates Through the Stig-
matized Individual Another form of discrimi-
nation is both subtle in its manifestation and
insidious in its consequences because it oper-
ates through stigmatized individuals themselves
(Freidl et al. 2003; Prince and Prince 2002). One

cannot pinpoint a specific perpetrator of the dis-
crimination. A classic example in the area of rac-
ism is the concept of stereotype threat (Steele and
Aronson 1995). According to this idea, people
know about the stereotypes that might be applied
to them—African Americans know that they are
linked to stereotypes of violence and intellectual
inferiority, gays know that others believe them
to be flamboyant and pedophilia risks, and peo-
ple with mental illnesses know they are seen as
unpredictable and incompetent. Steele and Aron-
son (1995) reveal the power such stereotypes
have for the performance of people affected by
them. They indicate that the stereotype becomes
a threat because one might be evaluated in accor-
dance with the stereotype or might confirm the
stereotype through one’s behavior. The threat
can harm performance in two ways. First, if the
threat is activated in a situation in which one has
to perform, the emotional reaction to the threat
can cause under-performance on the task at hand.
Second, if the threat is repeatedly experienced it
can lead to disidentification with the domain—
one concludes that one is not good at these tasks
and as a result devalues the importance of such
tasks. In a now classic study, Steele and Aronson
showed that, controlling for SAT scores prior to
the imposition of experimental conditions, Afri-
can Americans perform worse than whites when
students are randomly assigned to believe that
the test measures intellectual ability. In contrast,
when students are randomly assigned to a condi-
tion in which the test is explicitly presented as
one that is not diagnostic of intellectual ability,
African American students perform on par with
white students. Following this classic set of stud-
ies, a program of research has developed showing
that stereotype threat has robust consequences
for performance.

A second example of discrimination processes
that operate through the individual is modified
labeling theory (introduced briefly above) (Link
1982, 1987; Link et al. 1989, 1987). According
to this theory, people are exposed to common,
ambient stereotypes about mental illness as part
of their socialization. People form expectations
as to whether most people will reject an indi-
vidual with mental illness as a friend, employee,
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neighbor, or intimate partner and whether most
people will devalue a person with mental illness
as less trustworthy, intelligent, and competent.
For people who never develop a serious mental
illness or enter a psychiatric hospital, these be-
liefs are of little personal consequence. They are
an innocuous set of beliefs about a status one
personally does not have. But for a person who
develops a serious mental illness, the possibil-
ity of devaluation and discrimination becomes
personally relevant. If one believes that others
will devalue and reject people with mental ill-
ness, one must now fear that this rejection will
apply personally. The person may wonder, “Will
others look down on me, reject me, simply be-
cause I have been identified as having a mental
illness?” An immediate consequence might be
for the person to feel a loss of self-regard at hav-
ing accrued a status that he/she knows others de-
value. Then, to the extent that it becomes a part
of a person’s worldview, that perception can have
serious negative consequences. Expecting and
fearing rejection, people who have been hospital-
ized for mental illness may act less confidently
and more defensively, or they may simply avoid
a potentially threatening contact altogether. The
result may be strained and uncomfortable social
interactions with potential stigmatizers (Farina
et al. 1968), more constricted social networks
(Link et al. 1989), a compromised quality of life
(Rosenfield 1997), low self-esteem (Livingston
and Boyd 2010; Wright et al. 2000), depressive
symptoms (Link et al. 1997), unemployment, and
income loss (Link 1982, 1987).

Interactional Discrimination A third type of
discrimination emerges in the back and forth
between individuals in social interaction. The
idea is that people bring to interactions expecta-
tions or schemas relating to characteristics that
are made salient in an interaction. A person inter-
acting with someone who carries a stigmatized
status may behave differently, with hesitance,
uncertainty, superiority or even excessive kind-
ness. The person with the stigmatized status
reacts, responding perhaps with less self-assur-
ance or warmth, causing the interaction partner
to dislike him/her. The end result is an emergent

property of the interaction which if repeated over
multiple circumstances leaves the person with
the stigmatized status excluded—an outsider. It
differs from what we have described as direct
person-to-person discrimination in two ways.
The first is that in interactional discrimination
the stigmatized person takes part in the discrimi-
nation—it is not something that is just done to
him/her. The second is that in direct person-to-
person discrimination the discriminatory intent is
obvious or can become so (as in an audit study),
whereas in interactional discrimination this is not
the case. A classic study that brings this form of
discrimination to light was an experimental study
conducted by Sibicky and Dovidio (1986) that
randomly assigned mixed-sex pairs to one of two
conditions. In one condition, a “perceiver” was
led to believe that a “target” was recruited from
the psychotherapy clinic at the college. In the
other condition, the perceiver was led to believe
that the individual was a fellow student in intro-
ductory psychology. In fact, the target was always
recruited from the class. The results showed that,
in their interactions with therapy targets, perceiv-
ers were less open, secure, sensitive, and sincere,
and that the behavior of the labeled targets was
adversely affected as well, even though they had
no knowledge of the experimental manipulation.
Thus, expectations associated with psychological
therapy color subsequent interactions, actually
calling out behaviors that confirm those expec-
tations. (See Ridgeway and Nakagawa, this vol-
ume, for a related discussion of expectation states
theory.)

Investigations like the one by Sibicky and Dovi-
dio have been relatively rare in the study of mental
illness stigma, and more inquiry in this domain
is needed. One interesting development in this
regard is work by Lucas and Phelan (2012) that
uses the interaction paradigm and integrates para-
digms from the status-characteristics-theory tradi-
tion in sociology (Berger et al. 1972) with work
in psychology on the sources of stigma in interac-
tion processes to investigate whether and to what
extent a mental illness label reduces influence in
interactions and engenders behavioral social dis-
tance. Consistent with the notion of “misrecogni-
tion,” studies of interactional discrimination reveal
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that substantial differences in social influence and
social distance can occur even when it is difficult
for participants to specify a discriminatory event
that produced the unequal outcome.

Structural  Discrimination Finally, structural
discrimination occurs when social policy, laws
or other institutional practices disadvantage stig-
matized groups cumulatively over time. The idea
of structural discrimination has its origins in the
related concept of institutional racism (Hamilton
and Carmichael 1967) but broadens that concept
to include other groups that have experienced a
historical legacy of disadvantage. Structural dis-
crimination that disadvantages blacks is opera-
tive for example when employers (more often
white) rely on personal recommendations of col-
leagues and acquaintances (who are usually also
white and thus more likely to recommend a white
candidate) for hiring decisions. With respect to
sexual minorities, Hatzenbuehler has shown that
rates of anxiety, depression, and substance disor-
ders, as well as health care utilization, are power-
fully shaped by exposure to state-level policies
(e.g., hate-crime laws and employment-discrim-
ination acts) and political conflicts regarding
same-sex marriage (Hatzenbuehler et al. 2009,
2010,2012). Along the same lines, Hatzenbuehler
(2011) also examined the influence of stigma-
tizing social environments on the prevalence
of suicide attempts among LGB youth. Results
showed that the risk of suicide attempts was 20 %
higher among LGB youth living in areas with
high structural stigma (e.g., fewer schools with
Gay-Straight Alliances and anti-bullying poli-
cies, lower density of same-sex couples), com-
pared to those in low-stigma areas. With respect
to mental illnesses, prominent examples of struc-
tural stigma reside in the policies of many health
insurance companies that provide less coverage
for psychiatric illnesses than they do for physical
ones (Schulze and Angermeyer 2003, Gleid and
Frank 2008) or laws restricting the civil rights
of people with mental illnesses (Corrigan et al.
2004). Structural discrimination need not involve
direct or intentional discrimination by individu-
als in the immediate context (Corrigan et al.
2004); it can result from a practice or policy that

is the residue of past intentional discrimination.
For example, if a history of not-in-my-backyard
(NIMBY) reactions has influenced the location
of board-and-care homes over time so that they
are situated in disorganized sections of the city
where rates of crime, violence, pollution, and
infectious disease are high, then people with seri-
ous mental illness are more likely to be exposed
to these noxious circumstances as a consequence.
Again, although the unequal outcomes resulting
from structural discrimination—unequal cover-
age for mental and physical health problems or
undesirable location of board-and-care homes—
may be readily apparent, the fact that these out-
comes represent discrimination is only obvious
upon reflection and analysis.

The forgoing discussion indicates that stigma-
related processes can lead to inequality in mul-
tiple ways—directly from one person to another,
through the stigmatized person, in interactional
contexts and through ambient social structural
circumstances. In most circumstances that fall
within this broad rubric, the exercise of stigma is
not immediately apparent but is instead misrec-
ognized such that the interest of the stigmatizer is
effectively hidden. This is particularly advanta-
geous to stigmatizers because they do not need to
declare their interest nor defend its accomplish-
ment. In light of this reasoning, we conclude that
stigma confers a broadly serviceable set of pro-
cesses that results in massive social inequalities.

How Do People Seek to Resist Stigma?

Given that, as described above, people can be
disadvantaged by stigma in multiple ways, one
question that arises is whether and to what extent
stigmatized people can act to mitigate or over-
come such disadvantage. Certainly we would
expect people to take steps to cope with any
adversity, and as such it becomes important to
understand what they try to do and how effec-
tive it is. On the one hand we can imagine that
a few simple coping efforts might block the ef-
fects of stigma or sharply reduce stigma’s capac-
ity to induce disadvantage. On the other hand we
can imagine that at least some coping efforts are
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ineffectual or actually end up contributing to the
disadvantaged outcomes that stigmatized people
experience. We consider both individually-based
coping efforts and group-based resistance.

Individually-Based Stigma Coping Responses The
idea that people who are stigmatized actively
respond to their situation has been a central ele-
ment of theories about stigma ever since the con-
cept emerged as a critical social scientific idea in
the 1960s. It is, for example, a key component of
classic labeling theory’s concept of “secondary
deviance” as something brought on by “defense,
attack, or adaptation” to the overt or covert prob-
lems produced by societal reactions to “primary
deviance” (Lemert 1967, p. 17). And of course,
Goffman’s (1963) essay is all about the active
“management” of stigma both by those who are
the object of stigma and by those who do the stig-
matizing. This active response to stigma is carried
forward by Link et al. ( 1989, 1991, 2002) in the
empirical elaboration of modified labeling theory
through the conceptualization and measurement of
stigma coping. In earlier work, coping orientations
of “secrecy” (concealing labeling information),
“education” (providing information to counter
stereotypes), and “withdrawal” (avoiding poten-
tially rejecting situations) were measured and
assessed (Link et al. 1989, 1991) followed by the
addition of coping orientations of “challenging”
and “distancing” (Link et al. 2002). Challenging
is the active confrontation of stigmatizing behav-
ior. For example, one might challenge by pointing
out stigmatizing behavior when it occurs and by
indicating that one disagrees with the content of
stigmatizing statements or disapproves of stigma-
tizing behaviors. Distancing is a cognitive sepa-
ration of the potentially stigmatized person from
the stigmatized group. In distancing, one dodges
the stereotype that others might apply or that one
might apply to oneself by essentially saying—"1
am not like them!” “Your stereotypes of them are
misapplied to me.”

But if both classic and modified labeling theo-
ries have emphasized the active response of the
stigmatized, what are the consequences of these
efforts according to these research traditions?
Are individually-based efforts to cope or resist

effective? The concept of secondary deviance
suggests not—at least not always. The responses
of “defense, attack or adaptation” by the stigma-
tized induce additional “secondary” deviance
that further sets the person apart (Lemert 1967).
And, when Link et al. (1991) assessed the coping
orientations of secrecy, education and withdraw-
al, they found no evidence that these approaches
buffered people with mental illnesses from un-
toward consequences, but did find some evidence
that these orientations actually exacerbated nega-
tive consequences. They conclude that individual
coping orientations are unlikely to be effective
because they do not deal with the fundamental
problem of deeply embedded cultural concep-
tions and stereotypes. According to Link et al.
(1991), the best solutions are ones that change
societal conceptions or involve the collective ac-
tion of people with mental illnesses that change
power differentials.

More recently, Thoits (2011) developed
new concepts and theory suggesting the pos-
sibility of “stigma resistance” at the individual
level, particularly as it might protect the self-
esteem of people with mental illnesses. Thoits
points to what she calls a moderate association
between perceived or experienced stigma and
self-esteem, and infers that a less than perfect
association means that some people effectively
counteract the effects of stigma on self-esteem.
Thoits identifies two forms of resistance that
overlap to some extent with Link et al.’s con-
cept of challenging and distancing: “deflecting,
impeding or refusing to yield to the penetration
of a harmful force or influence” and “challeng-
ing, confronting, or fighting a harmful force or
influence” (Thoits 2011, p. 11). In “deflecting,”
a person responds to mental illness and associ-
ated stereotypes by concluding “that’s not me,”
“that is only a small unimportant part of me,” or
that the designation “mentally ill” does not apply
to me because my problems are something dif-
ferent than mental illness. According to Thoits
(2011, p. 14), deflecting strategies offer the pos-
sibility to “dramatically reduce, if not eliminate,
potential threats to self-regard.” “Challenging”
as described by Thoits (2011) differs from de-
flecting in that it involves an effort to change
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other people’s beliefs or behaviors. A person can
challenge by (1) behaving in ways that contradict
stereotypes, (2) educating others to move them
away from stereotyped views, (3) confronting
people who express prejudicial sentiments and
behave in discriminatory ways, or (4) engaging
in advocacy and activism.

Whether, to what extent and under what condi-
tions stigma resistance can protect self-regard or
other potential consequences of stigma is an em-
pirical question that has not been fully resolved.
Our conjecture is that individually-based efforts
will generally fail. We base this in part on Link
et al.’s (1991) study suggesting that at least three
individually-based coping approaches (secrecy,
withdrawal and education) were not effective
in reducing distress or counteracting negative
consequences for employment for people with
mental illnesses. Additionally, although there is
something alluring about the idea that the stig-
matized can fight back or cognitively manipulate
their orientation to stigmatizing circumstances,
one must keep in mind that stigmatizers are ac-
tively pursuing their own interests at the same
time. To the extent that stigmatizers have an in-
terest in keeping people, down, in or away, we
can expect them to counter the efforts of stigma-
tized groups to resist with the exercise of power.
Foucault’s famous aphorism “Where there is
power there is resistance” can be turned around
to read “where there is resistance there is power.”
Agency is operative for both the stigmatized and
the stigmatizer, and it is likely that the ultimate
outcome will depend on the relative power of the
two groups. This leads to our pessimism about
individually-based coping or resistance—the ac-
tions of single individuals are very unlikely to
change the power difference between stigmatized
and stigmatizing groups.

Group-Based Resistance: Social Movements We
are much more optimistic about the long-term
effectiveness of group-based resistance (see
Snow and Owens, this volume). One reason is
that we can point to some social movements that
have been at least partially successful, such as
the civil rights movement and the gay and les-

bian liberation movement. Another reason is that
sustained collective action over long periods of
time affects a mechanism we believe is critical
to the successful production of stigma—it alters
the balance of power between stigmatizing and
stigmatized groups, thereby altering the capacity
of the stigmatizing group to exert their desire to
keep people down, in or away. In the long run it
may even change the stigmatizers’ inclination to
keep people down, in or away. This is not to say
that collective social action proceeds in a linear
fashion toward success. Instead, collective action
proceeds in fits and starts, sometimes gaining
ground, sometimes losing it and sometimes fail-
ing altogether. But social movements usually
aim to directly resist the power of the stigmatiz-
ing groups, thereby seeking changes that can be
sustained over time. Interestingly, research has
shown just how important social psychological
processes are in such social movements (Jasper
2011). For example, social movements of stigma-
tized groups often seek a shift in identity from
shame to pride, set in place interaction rituals
that sustain commitment, and manipulate “moral
shocks” to recruit new members and keep old
ones engaged (Jasper 2011).

In sum, social psychological processes are crit-
ical to understanding stigma resistance, and both
individually-based and group-based resistance
should be studied from a social psychological
perspective. What we expect is that individually-
based efforts will be less effective in resisting
stigma than group-based social movements and
that this will be especially true if one adopts a
long-term perspective.

The Scope of Inequality Consequences
Associated with Stigma

In previous sections, we noted how several of
the mechanisms through which stigma operates
are hidden or misrecognized. So, too, has the full
power of stigma as a significant source of social
inequalities been overlooked and under-recog-
nized in the extant literature. One of the principal
reasons for this obfuscation is that most research
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Table 3.1 Current approaches to studying stigma and inequalities

Stigma circumstance ~ Housing Employment/  Education  Social Behavioral/psy- Health care
income relationships chological stress  access

responses

Mental illness X

Sexual orientation X

Obesity X

HIV/AIDS X

Disability X

Minority race/ethnicity X

Table 3.2 Stigma affects multiple life domains across multiple stigmatized groups

Stigma circumstance ~ Housing Employment/ Education  Social Behavioral/psy- Health care
income relationships chological stress  access

responses

Mental illness X X X X X X

Sexual orientation X X X X X

Obesity X X X X X

HIV/AIDS X X X X X X

Disability X X X X X X

Minority race/ethnicity X X X X X X

proceeds by examining the stigma associated
with only one circumstance (e.g., AIDS, mental
illness, obesity, sexual preference) and only one
outcome (e.g., earnings, self-esteem, housing, so-
cial interactions) at a time (See Table 3.1). Using
this approach, researchers often find an effect
of stigma on the outcome under consideration.
However, many factors other than stigma also
influence the outcome. This can lead to the er-
roneous conclusion that stigma, although it may
contribute to social inequalities, has relatively
modest effects compared to other factors.

In contrast, a very different picture emerges
when we adopt a broader view of the role that
stigma processes may play in generating a wide
array of social inequalities. In a recent review of
the literature, Hatzenbuehler et al. (2013) exam-
ined multiple stigmatized statuses together with
multiple stigma-related outcomes, and found that
stigma disrupts multiple life domains for mem-
bers of multiple stigmatized groups. In this paper,
the authors chose six stigmatized statuses/char-
acteristics that were the focus of recent quantita-
tive (i.e., meta-analytic) and qualitative reviews
and examined the range of outcomes with which

these statuses/characteristics were associated.
Table 3.2 depicts the results (the “X” in the table
denotes when a review paper documented that
stigma influenced a particular outcome, for ex-
ample, diminished employment or impaired cop-
ing behaviors).

The results of this review highlighted two
very important points with respect to stigma as
a source of inequality. First, when trying to un-
derstand the impact of stigma for a particular cir-
cumstance, it is important to keep in mind that it
can affect many life chances, not just one. Thus,
a full accounting must consider the overall effect
of stigma on a multitude of outcomes. Second, in
studying a particular outcome, such as employ-
ment, many stigmatizing circumstances may be
involved. A full assessment of the impact of stig-
ma on such an outcome must therefore take into
account that many stigmatizing circumstances
may contribute to that outcome and not just the
one selected for a particular study. Given the per-
vasiveness of stigma, its disruption of multiple
life domains (e.g., resources, social relationships,
and coping behaviors), and its corrosive impact
on the health of populations, Hatzenbuchler
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et al. (2013) concluded that stigma should be
considered alongside the other major organizing
concepts for research on social determinants of
health and other inequalities.

Conclusion

Prior to the publication of Goffman’s essay in
1963, the use of the term “stigma” was uncom-
mon in the social science literature. Over the past
50 years the concept has experienced enormous
success both within the social sciences and the
broader domain of general public discourse.
Whereas Goffman’s essay comprehensively
captured the broad terrain of stigma, subsequent
research has codified its components so that in
the current era we have concepts that help us un-
derstand what stigma is (Link and Phelan 2001),
how stigmatizing circumstances differ one from
the other (Jones et al. 1986), why people stigma-
tize (Phelan et al. 2008), how stigma is involved
in the production of inequality (Hatzenbuehler
et al. 2013), and how people seek to cope with or
resist the stigma others seek to confer (Link et al.
1991, 2002; Thoits 2011).

With respect to this volume’s emphasis on so-
cial psychology and inequality, our chapter and
its coverage of current concepts of stigma make
two essential points. First, social psychological
processes are critical components of every as-
pect of stigma we have identified—what stigma
is, how stigmatizing circumstances differ, why
people stigmatize, how stigma creates inequal-
ity and how people seek to cope or resist. While
research underlies all of these concepts, they
remain much more of a road map for future re-
search than anything like a completed picture or
account. They are useful tools that can be applied
in future studies. Second, stigma is a powerful
source of human inequality—substantially larger
than many have conceived it to be. Our review
provides conceptual tools to identify what stigma
is and how it can be deployed to achieve the de-
sired ends of stigmatizers. Then when we further
note that these concepts apply to a broad band
of stigmatized circumstances and to multiple do-
mains in which inequality can be expressed we

see that, writ large, stigma can be considered a
major source of inequality.

There are two ways that social science research
in general and social psychology in particular
can address the role stigma plays in the produc-
tion of social inequality. The first is through the
development of a language of stigma that allows
people to identify the precise processes that dis-
advantage them. Whereas 50 years ago the word
was used only infrequently, now a broad band of
groups can use the general terms and concepts as-
sociated with stigma to describe their life experi-
ence. And, in many instances, people can point to
research that confers some validity to those con-
cepts and thus to their expression of discomfort
or anger at being stigmatized by others. The more
thorough, precise and convincing social-science
research on stigma becomes, the more useful its
concepts are in this way. The second affects the
capacity of stigmatizers to achieve ends surrep-
titiously. When social science research uncovers
stigmatizers’ interests in keeping people down,
in or away and shows precisely how such aims
are achieved, the processes involved become
more apparent and more difficult or embarrass-
ing to pull off. Difficult because, once exposed,
the underlying logic justifying the stigma may
be weak—embarrassing because, once revealed,
the less than noble interests driving the motiva-
tion to stigmatize are revealed for others to see.
Such revelations of motives and actions are, of
course, no panacea, as processes are replace-
able and new hidden ones can take the place of
older exposed ones (Hatzenbuchler et al. 2013).
Still, careful scrutiny of these processes is likely
to render them less effective, essentially reduc-
ing the power of those who would stigmatize by
making their interests and efforts apparent. Of
course neither an effective language of stigma
nor a thorough uncovering of stigma processes
will address stigma-related inequality on its own.
Our framework identifies key drivers of stigma-
generated inequality in (1) the motivation to stig-
matize and (2) the power to effectively act on
that motivation. It follows that the reduction of
stigma-generated inequality ultimately rests in
either eliminating the motivation to stigmatize or
the power to carry it off.
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Inequality: A Matter of Justice?

Karen A. Hegtvedt and Deena Isom

Introduction

Like many parents, Wanda and Darryl in the
comic Baby Blues make concerted attempts to
ensure that equality, and by implication fairness,
characterize their approach to raising their off-
spring.! Unfortunately, their children Zoey and
Hammie do not always see it that way. Rather,
cries of “It’s not fair” ring throughout the house-
hold. For example, those cries emerge when
Wanda serves pieces of birthday cake carefully
cut to be of equal size and with equal amounts of
frosting, and Hammie whines that “it’s not fair”
that Zoey’s piece has the vowels and he has none.
In another strip, Hammie comments to Zoey,
“You look mad, what’s wrong?” Zoey replies,
“Mom wouldn’t buy me anything at the store.”
And, while Hammie does not think that is so bad,
when Zoey informs him that she also did not buy
him anything, he complains, “NO FAIR!!” Al-
though Wanda tries to divide treats equally and
to treat her children equally, their emotional and
perceptual assessments indicate otherwise, high-
lighting one of the fundamental aspects about the

! See Baby Blues at http://www.babyblues.com/. “Cake”
strip published 7-20-2007 and “shopping” strip 1-27-
2011.
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relationship between equality and justice: the two
are not always equivalent.

Philosophers and social scientists offer equal-
ity as a central principle of justice (e.g., Deutsch
1975; Leventhal et al. 1980; Solomon and Mur-
phy 2000). Yet as their arguments detail and em-
pirical studies show, equality constitutes justice
only under specific conditions. Moreover, people
focus on different elements of equality, even
within a single situation. What is equal may refer
to something about a distribution of outcomes (as
in the case of the cake pieces), decision-making
procedures, or the treatment of individuals (as
signified by Wanda’s decision not to buy either
child anything). The Baby Blues examples high-
light the correspondence (or lack of it) between
equality and justice at the individual level, while
newspaper headings about healthcare benefits,
decisions to close schools, CEO income levels,
or the tax burden of the middle class compared to
the “1 percent” draw attention to that relationship
at the group level. Indeed, people cast social in-
equalities—based on differences between groups
in terms of gender, race, or class—implicitly, if
not explicitly, as matters of justice.

To address how inequality is a matter of justice
requires consideration of the different types and
the levels of equality/justice and associated pro-
cesses. Justice scholars examine three types: dis-
tributive, procedural, and interactional (see e.g.,
Colquitt et al. 2001; Jost and Kay 2010). They
address justice at the micro-level of individual
or interpersonal processes as well as the macro-
level, focused on group differences (Brickman
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et al. 1981). Most social psychological justice
research focuses on the micro-level, yet the two
levels connect. The aggregation of micro-level
outcomes or procedures may or may not ensure
macro-level justice (see Jasso 1983). And, philo-
sophical prescriptions of the “just society” lay
the basis for social psychological conceptual-
izations of justice that inform “what people be-
lieve” about their lot compared to another person,
members of their social group, or society at large.
Such beliefs ultimately have implications for the
maintenance of the status quo—existing arrange-
ments of outcomes, decision-making procedures,
and interaction rules—or for social change.

Most approaches to justice—regardless of
the type or level—recognize a key distinction
between objective circumstances and subjective
assessments. The former represent what can be
based in fact and are likely to be judged simi-
larly across all individuals using the same metric.
Whether a set of outcomes, like incomes, or pro-
cedures, such as access to a particular resource,
are equal may be objectively determined. Thus
equality or inequality between people or social
groups might reflect that which is objective. In
contrast, whether the same equal outcomes or
procedures are fair is a matter of subjective as-
sessment. Indeed, few dispute the cliché that
“justice is in the eye of the beholder” (see e.g.,
Choi 2008; Hegtvedt 2006; Molm et al. 2003),
meaning that although individuals may be guided
by shared justice principles, ultimately their as-
sessments reflect individual, interpersonal, and
contextual factors, as filtered by cognitive pro-
cesses. Thus, it is no wonder that Hammie and
Zoey have different perceptions of whether their
mother’s distribution of cake slices is fair, despite
equality in size and frosting, or that CEOs con-
tend that their compensation is fair even though
rank and file members of the same organization
might judge their pay as exorbitant and unfair.
Importantly, justice assessments “mediate be-
tween objective circumstances and people’s reac-
tions to particular events or issues,” (Tyler et al.
1997, p. 6).

Given the subjective nature of justice, it is
misleading to claim simply that equality is just
and inequality is unjust. Rather, to grasp the rela-

tionship between inequality and justice requires
responses to three questions. First, when are in-
equalities perceived to be just or unjust? Clearly,
in western societies, inequalities in income are
expected and often justified as fair. Likewise, in
dyadic relationships, people endure inequalities
in, for example, the division of household labor.
The social psychology literature on justice iden-
tifies factors influencing when inequalities are
judged as fair. Second, how do people respond to
unfair inequalities? Responses may be both at the
individual and collective levels, the latter hav-
ing implications for justice in society. And, third,
why do people fail to redress unfair inequalities?
Even though inequality is not always perceived
to be unfair, when it is, the expectation is that
people will do something to rectify the situation,
to right the wrong of injustice. Yet as both history
and empirical studies show, such responses may
fail to emerge owing to countervailing beliefs
and justifications, inhibiting situational or struc-
tural circumstances, and legitimation processes
that uphold the status quo.

Below we first present a conceptual overview
of equality and justice from select philosophical
roots and from social psychology. We then iden-
tify theoretical work, generated by both sociolo-
gists and psychologists, related to each of these
fundamental questions. Although disciplinary
roots lay different initial pathways, many empiri-
cal studies draw from both traditions. Thus, for
each of the fundamental questions, we highlight
empirical work that specifically bears upon the
linkage between equality and justice.? In doing
so, when appropriate we consider both micro and
macro issues. Our conclusion focuses on themes
regarding structures and processes of inequality/
injustice relevant to future research.

2 Although, in sections on empirical work, we circum-
scribe our review to studies pertaining to the relationship
between equality and justice, there is a great deal of ad-
ditional work on justice. We use some of these studies to
support theoretical tenets described in the sections on so-
ciological and psychological approaches. Existing over-
views of the justice literature include: Colquitt et al. 2000;
Cook and Hegtvedt 1983; Fischer and Skitka 2006; Hegt-
vedt 2006; Hegtvedt and Cook 2001; Jost and Kay 2010;
Tornblom 1992; Tyler et al. 1997.



4 Inequality: A Matter of Justice?

67

Conceptualizing Justice and
Equality: Philosophical and Social
Psychological Roots

Philosophers have debated “what is justice” for
at least two millennium; social psychologists
joined the fray in only the last 100 years. Some,
but not all, parts of those discussions address the
correspondence between justice and equality. We
highlight elements of that correspondence first
from its philosophical roots and then from social
psychology. The approaches vary in a funda-
mental way. While philosophers analyze justice
as an essential virtue and offer prescriptions of
the “just society,” social psychologists focus on
issues confronting people in relationships and
social groups and practical problems within a
society. Nonetheless, philosophers’ abstract con-
ceptualizations underpin, directly or indirectly,
social psychological theoretical and empirical
investigations of justice and equality.

Philosophical Roots of Justice
and Equality

In Solomon and Murphy’s (2000) outline of the
trajectory of philosophical ponderings on justice,
they identify Aristotle as the first to link justice
with equality. Aristotle distinguishes a “particu-
lar justice” (in comparison to a general concept
of justice as lawful) as representing “fair and
equal,” with a focus on distributions and trans-
actions. With regard to distributions, he suggests
“that equals deserve equal but unequals deserve
unequal, in proportion to their merit,” (Solomon
and Murphy 2000, p. 35). His notion of distribu-
tive justice is, more accurately, one of propor-
tionality stemming from differences in merit,
rather than one of equality of outcomes, and thus
is akin to social psychological notions of equi-
ty. With regard to transactions or what he terms
“rectificatory justice,” he argues that the law
treats two people as equals if they have commit-
ted the same crime and, if a person has harmed
another creating an inequality, some attempt (by
a judge) should be made to restore equality. Such
writings hint at issues of procedural justice and,

more generally, third party responses to injus-
tice. Importantly, to determine distributive jus-
tice requires comparisons of levels of merit and
concomitant outcomes while rectificatory justice
involves comparisons of harm-inducing actions.
Such comparisons are fundamental to social psy-
chological approaches to perceptions injustice.

Aristotle essentially suggests that an unequal
distribution (owing to differences in merit) is
just. Later social contractarian philosophers, such
as Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau, likewise wran-
gle with how equality and inequality can be si-
multaneously considered just. They contend that
the state or “society” establishes rules that spec-
ify types of equality. For instance, in the United
States, the Declaration of Independence explic-
itly affirms that “all men are created equal,”
constitutional amendments imply “equal rights,”
regardless of property, race, gender, or ethnicity
for U.S. citizens, and other legal dictates pave
the way for notions of “equality of opportunity”
(e.g., Title IX prohibits sex-based exclusion from
participation in educational programs or activi-
ties receiving federal assistance). Presumably,
such equality ensures a sense of community and
harmony, much like social psychological re-
search reveals.

Yet, social contractarians also flag the rela-
tionship between the legitimacy of the state (or
decision-makers more generally) and justice.
They note that a legitimate state may invoke laws
presumed to constitute justice but that allow for
deviations from equality. While people may be
equal in their humanity, they differ in terms of
their needs, talents, merit, or contributions and,
in some situations, such differentiation is argu-
ably just, as Aristotle implies. To the extent that a
state promotes free market principles, talent and
contributions merit higher rewards, making out-
come inequality normative, though rationalized
by the purported existence of equal opportunity
to enter the market (Solomon and Murphy 2000).
Thus, even though the social contract underlying
the just society produces a legitimized state, rules
for decision-making or distribution may not al-
ways result in equality.

Indeed, other philosophers point out that rules
stemming from processes involving the free mar-
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ket (Adam Smith) or utilitarianism (John Stuart
Mill), or that reflect emphasis on individual lib-
erty and private ownership (e.g., Hume, Nozick)
create legitimated inequalities. Of course, others
such as Kant, Hegel, and Marx critique that em-
phasis. Marx in particular eschews capitalism as
a source of inequalities. In doing so, he under-
scores how the wealthy and powerful set the rules
that allow for the exploitation of others. To com-
bat inequality, he calls for revolution and the de-
velopment of a classless society—a declaration
that rings of egalitarianism. His dictate of “from
each according to their abilities, to each accord-
ing to their needs,” however, suggests a principle
distinct from egalitarianism per se.

Rawls (1971) offers a theory of justice that at-
tempts to “find a proper ordering between equality
and liberty with a particular concern for the needs
of the least advantaged in society” (Solomon and
Murphy 2000, p. 6). Rawls proposes that rational
decision-makers in the “original position” (with-
out knowledge of their own characteristics yet in
recognition of common humanity) behind a “veil
of ignorance” (which inhibits strategizing about
social arrangements beneficial to oneself) will
opt for principles that require equal liberty for
all and allow the least advantaged in society to
benefit. Even if inequalities emerge, those worse
off will not suffer. Thus, Rawls’s theory echoes
what is implicit in Aristotle’s approach: that both
elements of equality and inequality may be just.
Moving beyond Aristotle’s prescriptions, Rawls
also demonstrates how rational decision-making
can produce a contract that makes assurances of
a “floor” of benefits, despite inequalities in re-
sources. In so doing, he also promotes impartial-
ity in decision-making, a key element to social
psychological procedural justice approaches.

Although forceful, these arguments about
constituting a just society typically presume a
shared understanding of benefits, burdens, merit,
actions, and the like. Walzer (1983) challenges
this presumed consensus, arguing instead that
the benefits or burdens constituting the focus of
any distribution have social meaning. As a con-
sequence, justice principles must be sensitive to
meanings arising from the situations in which
they are embedded, which may constitute dif-

ferent “spheres of justice.” Such a philosophical
position parallels social psychological work on
determining when a particular distribution, pro-
cedural, or treatment rule is just.

Thus, in many ways, social psychological ap-
proaches reflect the issues debated by Western
philosophers who laid the ground work for un-
derstanding when equality and inequality are just
and unjust, between individuals and across social
groups. Focused on the interpersonal level, social
psychological work grapples with perceptions of
particular rules as just, responses to the violation
of those rules, and consideration of the impact
of ideological and legitimacy processes on those
perceptions and responses to injustice.

Social Psychological Approaches to
Justice with Considerations of Equality

Social psychological approaches generally repre-
sent a state of affairs as just when an observed
distribution, procedure, or interaction meets the
expectations set up by relevant and shared rules
(see Cohen 1982; Hegtvedt and Markovsky
1995; Jasso 1980). Distributive justice pertains
to the allocation of benefits and burdens in social
groups, ranging from the dyad to the nation state,
whereas procedural justice focuses on decision-
making practices that shape such allocations or
provide the pathway to some action. Interactional
justice is more narrowly focused on the interper-
sonal treatment of individuals within groups. So-
cial psychologists have offered rules to capture
each type of justice.

Distributive justice principles include equal-
ity, equity, and needs (Deutsch 1975), which
may apply at both the individual or group level.
Equality dictates the same absolute level of out-
comes for all “actors,” whether an individual or a
social group. Though philosophers allude to jus-
tice of this sort, most, as noted above, fail to ad-
vocate equal outcomes as a requirement for a just
society. Equity, in contrast, corresponds to the
Aristotelian notion of “equality.” Adams (1965)
specifically characterizes equity as equality be-
tween the outcomes/inputs ratios of two actors
(i.e., O,/1,=0g/ly), where outcomes represent
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received benefits or burdens and inputs include
contributions or relevant individual characteris-
tics such as experience, education, status, or the
like that entitle recipients to benefits or obligate
them to burdens. Such a principle ensures that
equals receive equal outcomes, and unequals re-
ceive unequal ones. And a needs based principle
suggests that outcome levels depend upon actors’
needs for the particular benefits. Of course, those
with equal needs would receive equal outcomes.

An array of procedural principles ensure
preservation of “basic rights, liberties, and en-
titlements of individuals and groups” governing
various forms of decision-making (Jost and Kay
2010, p. 1122). Leventhal et al. (1980) offer six
such rules: (1) consistency of procedures across
actors and time; (2) representativeness of the par-
ticipants to a decision; (3) bias suppression; (4)
information accuracy; (5) correctability (being
able to change bad decisions); and (6) ethicality
of standards. A few of these principles are argu-
ably relevant to issues of equality. Consistency
and bias suppression (effectively, the Rawlsian
ideal of impartiality) hint at equality in terms of
gathering information for decisions and applying
decisions in the same manner across all relevant
actors. Similarly, representativeness or “voice”
suggests equality of opportunity to contribute
information to a decision. Application of these
three principles has implications for how people
perceive that they are treated by others, authori-
ties in particular.

Interactional justice (Bies 2001) specifically
refers to the dignified and respectful treatment
of people, involving truthfulness, honesty, and
the provision of rationale for decisions (i.e., jus-
tification). Tyler and Lind (1992) also promote
neutrality as a key to what they call the interper-
sonal dimension of procedural justice. Akin to
decision-making bias suppression or impartial-
ity, they argue that neutrality engenders equal
treatment of all parties. In addition, they suggest
that an authority’s trust in subordinates or subor-
dinates’ beliefs in an authority’s trustworthiness
ensures fair treatment in the immediate situation
and in the future.

Although different elements of each of the
three types of justice resonate with various con-

ceptions of equality, not all inequalities consti-
tute injustice. Theoretical arguments pertaining
to how people perceive injustice and how they
respond to it help to indicate when objective
inequalities are unjust. In addition, just as phi-
losophers offer the social contract as a means to
legitimate certain inequalities as just, social psy-
chologists analyze factors that affect the nature of
people’s responses to various types of injustice or
inhibit those responses.

Perceiving Inequalities as (Un)Just

Both philosophical arguments and distributive,
procedural, and interactional justice rules indicate
that “equality” is only one among many, though
other principles imply types of equality. To assess
when individuals perceive inequalities as just or
unjust depends on responses to two questions: (1)
which rule is salient in a given situation? and (2)
how do people determine the meanings of the el-
ements (e.g., benefits, burdens, contributions, so-
cial processes) implied by the salient rule? These
meanings underlie whether people perceive the
actual situation to correspond to or violate expec-
tations based on the justice principle.

The first question hints at what Walzer
(1983) suggests with regard to the spheres of
justice and the impact of community in defining
those spheres. Relatedly, social psychological
justice scholars in the 1970s frequently debat-
ed the question of “which rule?”(e.g., Deutsch
1975; Leventhal et al. 1980). Leventhal et al.
(1980) offer an expectancy-value model sug-
gesting that people develop hierarchies of dis-
tribution and procedural preferences stemming
from their expectancies about which rule is most
likely to lead to the achievement of their goals
(including combinations of fairness, self-inter-
est, obedience to authority, expedience, and the
like). Their model stems from work demonstrat-
ing that individuals, especially those who do not
directly benefit in the situation (i.e., impartial
third parties), believe that justice emerges with
the pairing of the following situational goals
and distribution rules: productivity and equity;
social harmony and equality; and social welfare
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and needs. Emphasis on productivity and equity
compared to harmony and equality also captures
cultural differences in beliefs about which distri-
bution principles constitute justice (see Morris
and Leung 2000).

Such a debate over rules did not unfold in
discussions of procedural (e.g., Lind and Tyler
1988) and interactional justice (Bies 2001; Bies
and Moag 1986). Instead, attention focused on
the centrality of particular procedural rules as ex-
erting the greatest impact on justice judgments.
Lind and Tyler (1988) identify consistency and
representativeness, especially as activated by
giving “voice” to the opinions of the individuals
affected by the decision, as central to third par-
ties” evaluations of procedural justice. Likewise,
respect is fundamental to assessments of interac-
tional justice (see Miller 2001).

Identifying salient justice principles provides
a basis for responding to the second question
about how people interpret the correspondence
between the actual situation and expectations
based on the given principle. Below we review
sociologically-oriented justice evaluation per-
spectives that largely focus on distributive jus-
tice and psychologically-oriented frameworks
pertaining to multiple forms of justice. These
approaches, coupled with empirical work, raise
key considerations for understanding how people
perceive justice, even if outcomes, procedures, or
treatments represent inequalities.

Sociological Approaches

The contributions of sociologists to the under-
standing of justice and, by implication, its rela-
tionship to issues of equality and inequality stem
from unexpected empirical observations as well
as explicit theoretical developments. In some
cases, justice concerns emerge secondary to un-
derstanding other processes pertaining to human
interaction.

Stouffer and his colleagues’ study of soldiers’
adjustment to life in the United States army
(Stouffer et al. 1949) offered an early glimpse of
how individuals assess the fairness of their out-
comes, despite the lack of any specified distri-

bution principle. When asked about their satis-
faction with the army’s promotion system, what
mattered for respondents was how they stood
compared to soldiers around them, not the level
or rate of their promotions themselves. Emphasis
rested on the comparison group, not the rewards
in the larger system. As a consequence, even if
by objective standards individuals had done well,
they could feel dissatisfied owing to receiving a
lower level of rewards than others in their com-
parison group. Stouffer called this phenomenon
“relative deprivation.”

Sociologists elaborated on the comparison
processes that underlie individuals’ feelings of
being relatively deprived. Davis (1959) theo-
retically distinguishes the subjective feeling of
deprivation resulting from comparisons within
one’s own group and feelings of subordination
or superiority when comparisons are made with
other groups. Runciman (1966) offered a pivotal
distinction between individual-level or egoistic
comparisons, which pertain to one’s own experi-
ences, and group-level or fraternal comparisons,
which encompass the experiences of one’s group.
Williams (1975), one of the coauthors of the
American soldier study, followed up on Runci-
man’s distinction by proposing the consequences
of different types of comparisons, with egoistic
comparisons propelling individual responses and
fraternal shaping collective responses. Moreover,
he distinguished among different forms of de-
privation based on receiving less than what: (1)
one desires; (2) one expects; and (3) is socially
mandated. The third form, he argues, constitutes
injustice. And he is among the first to identify the
key issue of the factors, such as salience, social
proximity, and information availability, affecting
comparison choice.

Work by psychologically-oriented scholars
built upon these early insights. Crosby (1976,
1982) identifies conditions under which egoistic
comparisons have the greatest impact and applies
relative deprivation to understanding when work-
ing women are and are not likely to feel relatively
deprived. And by focusing on fraternal or inter-
group comparisons, Pettigrew and his colleagues
clarify dynamics of intergroup prejudice (see
Pettigrew 2002; Pettigrew et al. 2008).
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The comparisons that form the core of rela-
tive deprivation approaches focus on outcome
levels between individuals or between groups.
Individual or group characteristics that may af-
fect outcome levels are not explicitly highlight-
ed. Rather, relative deprivation emerges when,
in effect, “people like me” receive different and
higher levels of rewards or, borrowing from Ar-
istotle, when “equals are treated unequally.” To
diminish arousal of feelings of deprivation, pre-
sumed equals should receive equal rewards. Such
a premise, however, begs the question: what con-
stitutes “equality” among potential recipients?

Social exchange approaches (Blau 1964;
Homans 1961/1974; see Thye and Kalkhoff this
volume) consider not merely outcome equiva-
lency, but also what individuals bring to a situa-
tion that entitles them to the outcomes. In social
exchange, an individual gives up or contributes
something to another person, who provides
something in return. At the core of Homans’s
approach is the notion of rationality: people pur-
sue exchanges that produce the most value and
are most likely to be achieved. Both Blau and
Homans aim to move from elementary forms of
interaction, largely focusing on direct exchanges,
to larger social units.? They contend that follow-
ing norms of fairness (Blau 1964) or the rule of
distributive justice (Homans 1961/1974) lends
stability to emergent structures. Blau further
states that as a social norm “fairness...prescribes
just treatment as a moral principle” (p. 157) and
as such has implications for how people who are
unaffected directly by a distribution might re-
spond to others who enact unfair treatment. Blau
essentially adopts Homans’s definition of distrib-
utive justice and elaboration of unfair exchanges
for group social dynamics.

Homans’s rule of distributive justice speci-
fies that what a person gets from exchange (i.e.,
the reward) is in line with what is given in ex-

3 While Blau and Homan focus largely on direct ex-
change, Molm (2006) outlines other forms of exchange.
She contrasts direct negotiated and reciprocal exchanges
as well as indirect forms of generalized and productive
exchanges. Most of the work on justice, however, focuses
on negotiated or reciprocal exchange.

change (i.c., contributions in the situation, like
hours worked or objects produced, and invest-
ments linked to the person, which are ascribed
[gender, race] or achieved, such as job seniority
or education). He states this rule more formally
as P,/P,=R,/R,, where P refers to the two people
engaged in exchange and R captures the level
of each person’s rewards. Thus, like Aristotle,
Homans asserts an equality of proportions, not
absolute rewards. Homans (1974), however, cau-
tions that acceptance of a rule of distributive jus-
tice does not ensure agreement on a fair distribu-
tion of outcomes: “Even if [people] concede that
the reward should be proportional to investment
and contribution, they may still differ in their
views of what legitimately constitutes invest-
ment, contribution, and reward, and how persons
and groups are to be ranked on these dimensions”
(p. 250). Here, Homans indicates a rule of fair-
ness that calls attention to interpersonal compari-
sons between at least two people and recognizes
the likelihood that individual cognition about
rewards, contributions, and investments play a
major role in perceptions of justice. Although he
does not elaborate on the role of such cognitions,
his claim exemplifies the challenge of determin-
ing the meaning of the elements of the salient
rule and resonates with Walzer’s concern about
spheres of justice.

Although Homans claims that his rule of dis-
tributive justice also dictates status congruence
(though not all status congruence instances are
justice issues), his exchange emphasis typically
involves interpreting rewards and contributions
in terms of their quantifiable, economic value
(e.g., hours work for pay received). In contrast,
Berger et al. (1972) view inputs (contributions,
investments) and outcomes (rewards) in terms
of status value. Consistency between the status
value of a person’s social characteristics and his
or her received rewards signifies justice in their
formulation. Determining such consistency in-
volves activation of referential structures repre-
senting “socially validated beliefs that describe
how the states of valued characteristics that indi-
viduals possess are associated with differences in
reward levels” (Berger et al. 1983, p. 133). The
structures focus on categorical characteristics



72

K. A. Hegtvedt and D. Isom

(e.g., age, race, gender), ability levels for speci-
fied tasks, or performance-outcome relationships
and denote generalized standards providing the
basis for situation specific reward expectations.
Justice assessments involve comparing one’s
own characteristics and concomitant outcomes
with those expected based on the referential
structure.

Thus, equality implicit in the status value ap-
proach is between a person’s immediate situation
and that stemming from the referential structure.
When the status value of individuals’ contribu-
tions vary, the status value of their outcomes is
likely to be unequal yet just. In this way, the sta-
tus value and exchange approaches are similar.
They vary, however, in terms of the comparisons
providing meaning to the justice evaluation.
Toérnblom (1977) attempts to bridge this differ-
ence by combining the exchange-oriented per-
son-to-person comparisons and the status value
referential comparisons into a typology of likely
justice assessments.

Such a typology of comparisons may be in-
herent in what Jasso (1980, 2002) constructs as
a key component of her approach to distribu-
tive justice. She argues that a justice evaluation
(JE) results from comparing the (logged) ratio of
one’s actual share to the just share or JE=In (ac-
tual share/just share). The conceptualization of
the just share captures beliefs reflecting cultural
values, group-level influences, and comparisons
stemming either from the situation or referential
structures. The mathematical formula allows for
a range of departures from perfect justice, ap-
plicable at the individual and group levels. Mar-
kovsky (1985) offers additional refinements that
result in the idea of “justice indifference,” which
allows for a range of outcomes or outcomes/input
ratios that fail to evoke claims of either justice or
of injustice.

In these sociological formulations, equality
pertains not to outcomes per se, but to sameness
with comparison others or structures. Such social
comparisons are fundamental to whether indi-
viduals perceive an actual distribution to be just.
Comparisons provide a basis for determining the
social meaning of actual (distribution) situations.
Homans (1974) hints at the role of cognitive as-

sessments of components (e.g., contributions, in-
vestments, rewards) of a justice evaluation—that
likewise affects social meanings. Psychological
approaches extend this last feature and also in-
troduce notions of procedural and interactional
justice.

Psychological Approaches

Three influences have shaped psychological work
on justice. First, the social exchange perspective
underlies the work of Adams (1965) and Walster
and colleagues (Walster et al. 1978) working in
the area of distributive justice and early formula-
tions of procedural justice (Thibaut and Walker
1975). Second, social identity theory (Tajfel and
Turner 1986) provides the basis for emphasizing
non-instrumental elements of procedural justice
as represented in the group value model (Lind
and Tyler 1988). In turn, key tenets of the group
value model inspire approaches pertaining to the
treatment of individuals and groups. And third,
issues of cognitive processing characterize two
more expansive approaches (Folger and Cropan-
zano 1998, 2001; van den Bos 2005), which
cross-cut types of justice.

Adams (1965) and Walster et al. (1978) de-
fine justice as equity, with equality resting in the
equivalency of the proportion of outcomes to
inputs for two actors (i.e., the exchange partner
or “other” constitutes a local comparison). They
assume that individuals attempt to maximize
their outcomes in the context of a collectively ac-
cepted notion of equity. The main thrust of these
theorists, however, is on reactions to perceived
inequity, detailed in the next section.

Initial attempts to formulate procedural justice
processes similarly reflected emphasis on maxi-
mizing outcomes. Thibaut and Walker (1975)
argue that individuals seek control over the dis-
pute resolution process as a means to achieve
desired, equitable outcomes. In contrast, Lind
and Tyler (1988) emphasize the importance of
procedures in signaling an individual’s value to
his or her group. Decision-making procedures in-
volving consistency and “voice” inherently draw
attention to the equality of those affected by the
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decision and ensure that they feel important to
the group. Extensions of the group value model
(Tyler and Blader 2003; Tyler and Lind 1992) go
beyond decision-making rules and instead focus
on interpersonal elements of procedural justice
that convey information regarding a group mem-
ber’s worth, status, and social acceptance. As
such, these approaches dovetail with principles
of interactional justice (Bies 2001).*

In addition to identifying potential motiva-
tions underlying justice perceptions, including
concerns with self-interest (e.g., maximizing out-
comes) and social standing, psychological per-
spectives also unpack elements of the process by
which evaluations emerge. Van den Bos (2005)
suggests conditions of uncertainty characterize
situations in which people make justice judg-
ments. To cope with the uncertainty, individuals
seek informational cues in the situation to direct
their evaluations. In some cases, such cues may
activate mental shortcuts or heuristics (see Fiske
and Taylor 2013; Moskowitz 2005) as the basis
of their inferences as a means to simplify fair-
ness assessments. For example, in the absence
of comparison information on outcomes, people
rely on the fairness of procedures to evaluate dis-
tributions (i.e., the “fair process effect”).

Besides drawing on informational cues and
employing cognitive heuristics to aid in construct-
ing fairness evaluations, Folger and Cropanzano
(1998, 2001) argue that individuals employ both
deliberate and automatic cognitive assessments
in the form of “if only” or counter-factual state-
ments about a decision-maker or injustice perpe-
trator’s behavior to shape the justice evaluation.
Such statements figuratively “undo” an event by
imagining it otherwise, and in so doing intensify
the perception of injustice (regardless of type).
To the extent that these cognitive assessments ac-
tivate an attribution process directed at determin-
ing the cause for an injustice, they provide the

4 Jost and Kay (2010) discuss the debate regarding dis-
tinctions between the interpersonal elements of proce-
dural and interactional justice. As these authors note: “...
meta-analytic evidence reveals that procedural and inter-
actional justice concerns are indeed correlated and par-
tially overlapping, but they do predict somewhat different
behavioral responses” (p. 1144).

basis of locating blame. When individuals per-
ceive external factors, rather than internal ones,
as responsible for inputs, outcomes, decisions, or
treatment, they are more likely to discount them
as relevant in justice assessments (see Cohen
1982; van den Bos et al. 1999).

An additional part of this cognitive processing
includes determination of what Deutsch (1985)
identifies as the “scope of justice,” referring to
a perceiver’s conception of the community to
which the justice rules apply. The justice scope
activates moral inclusion, which mandates fair
resource allocations to community members and
consideration of sacrifices to ensure the well-
being of the social unit, and moral exclusion,
which relegates a person or group outside of the
perceiver’s community and, as a consequence,
undeserving of fairness, resources, or sacrifices
(Opotow 1995). Such categorization justifies
acts of exploitation and degrading treatment that
by a broader, more encompassing justice reach
would constitute unfair distributions, decisions,
and treatment. The issue of the scope of justice
is highly relevant to justice evaluations in inter-
group conflict situations and may provide a basis
for failing to respond to unfair inequalities.

The psychologically-rooted justice perspec-
tives explicate three issues hinted at by the socio-
logically-oriented approaches. First, by includ-
ing multiple forms of justice, they make explicit
motivations underlying judgments. Although
the pursuit of outcomes and the pursuit of social
standing are consistent with Homans’s emphasis
on rationality underlying evaluations (see Hegt-
vedt 2006), by highlighting social outcomes for
self and possibly for other(s), the psychologi-
cal theories augment the motivational arena for
justice evaluations. Second, consideration of the
scope of justice circumscribes the context of jus-
tice judgments, which has implications for the
availability and appropriateness of social com-
parisons central to sociological approaches. And,
third, psychological approaches hone in on the
cognitive processes by which individuals arrive
at justice evaluations. Generally, the cognitive
processing of contextual information—including
that derived from social comparisons—coupled
with underlying motivations, shapes the mean-
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ing of elements of an actual situation of distribu-
tion, decision-making, or treatment and thus the
perceived equivalency of the actual situation to
that expected based on relevant justice principles.
Empirical work links contextual factors to justice
perceptions through their impact on motivations,
managing uncertainty, or creating meaning.

Empirical Work: Perceptions of Equality,
Evaluations of Justice

The theoretical approaches to justice indicate that
equality takes many explicit and implicit forms:
equal outcomes, equality in proportions of out-
comes to inputs, equal representation in a deci-
sion, equal treatment, and the like. The widely ac-
cepted justice principle of equity, which captures
equality in terms of proportions of outcomes to
contributions across actors, essentially dictates
that inequality in absolute outcomes is fair (ex-
cept when contributions are equal). Even given
an accepted principle, individuals® motivations,
social comparisons, and cognitive processing of
situational characteristics affect how they evalu-
ate whether outcomes, decision-making, or treat-
ment are consistent with the justice rule. Both
sociologists and psychologists conduct micro-
level investigations focusing on all three types of
justice pertinent to different types of equality. In
contrast, at the macro-level, the largely sociolog-
ical research on evaluations of income inequali-
ties explicitly considers the equality of outcomes.
Our intent is to note recent empirical work that
delves into issues of justice and equality per se.’

Micro-Level Studies Studies of perceptions of
justice/equality in small groups often highlight
situational factors affecting underlying moti-
vational, cognitive, and comparison processes.
We begin by focusing on research pertaining to

3 In addition to reviews of justice work noted in footnote
2, other summaries address underlying justice processes:
motivations (e.g., Gillespie and Greenberg 2005), social
comparisons (e.g., Greenberg et al. 2007; Markovsky
1985; Riederer et al. 2009), and cognitive processing
(e.g., Gilliland and Paddock 2005; Janssen et al. 2011; van
den Bos et al. 1999).

notions of equality embedded in distributive jus-
tice and then expand to the fairness of “equality”
in procedures and treatment.

As noted above, Leventhal et al. (1980) sum-
marize early distributive justice work document-
ing that the situational goal of enhancing group
harmony leads to evaluations of equal outcomes
as fair. People also consider such outcomes as
just in the absence of any knowledge about re-
cipients (Messick 1993). When information
about recipients’ contributions or status differ-
ences increases, the question becomes: when do
fair allocations shift from being equal to being
equitable? Using a vignette survey to capture the
effects of different types of situational informa-
tion, Hysom and Fisek (2011) provide evidence
for an equity-equality equilibrium model show-
ing that third party evaluators’ judgments about
pay fairness are dynamic, based on situational
information, not simply individual differences or
cultural values. Their study results suggest that as
emphases on instrumental factors such as produc-
tivity, status differentiation, and task competency
increase, individuals lean toward equity-based
justice whereas when socio-emotive concerns are
prominent, evaluators shift toward equality.

Although Hysom and Fisek (2011) find no
differences between their American and Turkish
study participants, scholars have previously ar-
gued that equality is more likely to define justice
in more collectivist societies whereas equity is
likely to be a guiding principle in individualis-
tic societies. Findings with regard to this propo-
sition are mixed (see Fadil et al. 2005; Fischer
and Smith 2003; Morris and Leung 2000), and
indicate greater complexity in the relation-
ship between culture and just distribution rules.
Drawing on social resource theory (Foa and Foa
1974), Otto et al. (2011) argue that the nature of
the benefits at issue—whether material or sym-
bolic—coupled with the emphasis on each type
within a given society may affect claims for the
justice of a given rule. Results from their surveys
of Canadian and German students indicate that
with regard to monetary rewards, Canadians rate
an equity rule as more just than Germans, whose
evaluations favored equality. In contrast, Canadi-
ans compared to Germans judge equality as more
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just for the distribution of the symbolic benefit
of praise. Consideration of the nature of the re-
source being distributed appears to help sort cul-
tural differences in the fairness of equality and
equity and resonates with the larger philosophi-
cal issue of the social meaning of benefits and
burdens weighed in justice evaluations (Walzer
1983).

Research on fairness in the division of house-
hold labor demonstrates how meanings matter in
justice evaluations. Given the concern for social
relationships in a family, equality—specifically
gender equality—characterizes scholarly discus-
sions of household labor. Classic work by Hoch-
schild (1988) on the “second shift” epitomizes
inequality in the division of household labor. The
working women she interviewed typically did far
more in the home than their spouses, yet many
conceptualized that inequality as fair by altering
the meanings of elements of household labor or
changing the focus of their comparison. For ex-
ample, Nancy Holt categorized the tasks needed
to maintain the upstairs (all the living space) as
equivalent with those relevant to the downstairs
(the garage). When she took care of the upstairs
and her spouse kept up the downstairs, then she
evaluated their division as equal and fair. Other
women would suspend comparing their spouses’
household contributions to their own level but
instead contrast them to that of their fathers or
other men in general. In so doing, they often
could claim that their spouses did more than
other men and thus, even if the household divi-
sion of labor was unequal, they could rationalize
the inequality as fair. Thus selective cognitions
and comparisons created social meanings that al-
lowed for the emergence of evaluations of fair-
ness despite objective inequality in the household
division of labor. (see Lively et al., this volume).

Quantitative studies likewise demonstrate that
perceived fairness of the division of household
labor depends upon individuals’ beliefs, which
affect the nature of the social comparisons and
thus the social meanings underlying evaluations.
Greenstein (1996) shows that women holding
traditional gender role ideologies compare them-
selves to other women whose household labor is
similar and thus perceive little injustice. In con-

trast, women with non-traditional or egalitarian
gender role ideologies compare themselves to
men (their husbands in particular) and thus con-
clude that the inequalities are unfair.

Greenstein (2009) elevates the comparison
referent by assessing the impact of nation-level
gender equity on women’s evaluations of the fair-
ness of household labor divisions. In countries
identified with strong gender equity, women are
likely to perceive increasing levels of inequal-
ity as unfair whereas the extent of inequality has
little impact on fairness judgments in countries
with weak gender equity. Beyond consideration
of comparison type, Dixon and Wetherell (2004)
suggest examination of “everyday discursive
practices in the home...through which couples
define their contributions ...and negotiate ideo-
logical dilemmas about gender, entitlement, and
fair shares” (p. 167). Doing so unpacks cognitive
and interactional dynamics underlying percep-
tions of what is and is not equal, what should and
should not be equal.

These distributive justice studies indicate how
situational and individual-level factors affect ac-
tors’ and perceivers’ interpretations of outcomes
and the fairness of unequal outcomes. The social
meanings derived from underlying cognitive and
comparison processes provide a basis for judging
inequalities as fair. Research on the household di-
vision of labor plainly illustrates this issue while
at the same time signaling how distributive jus-
tice evaluations connect macro-level contextual
factors to micro-level dynamics.

In contrast to the complex relationship be-
tween equality and justice with regard to out-
comes, greater compatibility emerges in the
correspondence between egalitarian notions and
fair procedures and interpersonal treatment. Huo
(2002) assesses how much study participants
willingly extended material resources, procedural
protections, and respectful treatment to members
of another group. She found that people allocated
similar levels of relational and, to some extent,
procedural resources to both an organization that
confirmed their group identity and one that chal-
lenged it. In contrast, levels of material resources
tended to reflect identity-based discrimination.
Such results echo the “inclusiveness” of catego-
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rizing others in terms of their humanity with re-
gard to procedural and interactional rules, but the
“exclusiveness” of categorization when it comes
to material outcomes (see Wenzel, 2000 on how
categorization shapes the meaning of justice
principles and their implementation).

Lind and Tyler (1988) provide evidence that
people in general perceive equal treatment as fair,
even if they stand to gain from inequality. They
argue that such treatment conveys that a person is
a valued member of a group. Individuals specifi-
cally promote equal representation as fair at the
interpersonal level. Such representation grows
more difficult at the group level, when groups
may be of different size. Azzi and Jost (1997)
show that although minority and majority groups
differ in their evaluations of majority voting pro-
cedures and equal versus proportional represen-
tation for groups, they both agree that procedures
to ensure mutual control are fair.

At the micro-level, with regard to procedural
and interactional justice, the meaning of some of
the rules themselves coupled with cultural be-
liefs about humanity ensures the prominence of
equality. With regard to distributive justice, the
fairness of equal outcomes is circumscribed by
certain conditions and types of resources. Con-
ditions amenable to casting equity as just lead
to objectively unequal outcomes. Indeed, Jasso
(1983) illustrates how individual-level “fair”
outcome distribution principles may produce to
unequal overall distributions, which may or may
not be deemed unfair.

Macro-Level Studies Generally, macro-level
studies examine perceptions of income inequali-
ties in the United States and other countries.®
Whether people judge those inequalities as fair
depends upon their structural positions and

¢ Osberg and Smeeding (2006) provide a discussion of
different interpretations of aggregate income inequalities
and ways to measure it. Their detailed analysis, compar-
ing American attitudes toward economic inequality to
those prevalent in other countries, suggests that Ameri-
cans largely are not “exceptional” in their evaluations of
inequality.

beliefs, which shape the meanings they construct
about elements relevant to the distribution. While
most of this work focuses on distributive justice,
some touches upon other types of justice in eval-
uations of equal opportunity policies.

Regarding distributions, many studies con-
firm that people in western societies consider
economic inequality as just, owing to adherence
to the principle of equity with its emphasis on
compensation according to merit, contributions,
and the like (e.g., Huber and Form 1973; Klue-
gel and Smith 1986; Roth 2006; Svallfors 1997).
Even in Chile, a country of high income inequal-
ity, Castillo (2011) finds that people with more
individualistic justice ideologies tolerate larger
earnings gaps whereas those who profess more
egalitarian beliefs support smaller gaps.

People, however, are often not fully aware
of the extent of inequality in income or wealth
distribution (e.g., Kenworthy and McCall 2008;
Norton and Ariely 2011; Osberg and Smeed-
ing 2006). And while some may desire a “more
equal” distribution of wealth (Norton and Ariely
2011), attitudes are polarized on whether and
how to achieve it (Osberg and Smeeding 2006).
Data from the World Values Survey documents
that there is an “increasing taste or tolerance for
inequality in the general population across [west-
ern] nations,” especially those that already have
higher levels of income inequality (Crutchfield
and Pettinicchio 2009, p. 134).

Like in micro-level studies, actual evalua-
tions of the fairness of income inequalities often
depend upon individual and contextual factors.
An individual’s position in the economic sphere
affects evaluations such that the disadvantaged,
compared to the advantaged, tend to hold egali-
tarian ideas of economic justice and to evalu-
ate income inequalities as unfair (e.g., Castillo
2011; Kelley and Evans 1993; Robinson and Bell
1978). And, survey evidence suggests that White
Americans are less committed to equality of vari-
ous sorts than Americans of color (Hochschild
2006). Beliefs about how individuals should be
compensated also affect evaluations of overall
distributions. Simpson and Kaminiski (2005)
show that endorsement of individual-level equal-
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ity norms correlates with viewing aggregated
inequalities as unjust. Although their sample of
union members and managers espoused similar
support for equality as a micro-level compensa-
tion rule, managers advocate more strongly than
workers for equity in compensation.

Studies emerging from the International So-
cial Justice Project, fielded in 1991 and 1996,
provide a glimpse of patterns across countries,
including many former central and eastern Euro-
pean communist states (see Kluegel et al. 1995).
Using those data, Jasso (2000) indicates that “felt
injustice appears to be substantially more sensi-
tive to poverty and scarcity than to inequality”
(2000, p. 113). Comparing the two waves of data
for five post-communist countries and West Ger-
many, Verwiebe and Wegener (2000) conclude
that the nature of the transformation from com-
munist to capitalistic society initially affected be-
liefs about the justice of inequality, but by 1996,
the pattern of beliefs largely reflects the impact
of individual social position rather than transfor-
mative factors. Thus, like results in Robinson and
Bell’s (1978) study, advantaged individuals tend
to tolerate income inequalities. Such findings
dovetail with those of Stephenson (2000) who
demonstrates a parallel in the rise of inequalities
in Estonia and Russia with increases in individu-
alistic explanations for wealth and poverty.

Davis and Robinson (2006) examine simi-
lar issues of economic justice in seven Muslim
countries. While they found that individuals
with high education or income (along, surpris-
ingly, with the unemployed) were less support-
ive of progressive, equality-oriented economic
reforms, they establish that Islamic orthodoxy
(especially in countries with lower standards of
living) corresponds to support for such reforms.
Junisbai (2010) also confirms the link between
religious orthodoxy and egalitarianism in Ka-
zakhstan, with its growing economy, and Kyr-
gyzstan, with its stagnating economy. Yet the
pattern of effects of individual level factors on
egalitarian beliefs is more complicated. In thriv-
ing Kazakhstan, those who are in their prime
working years are less supportive of egalitarian-
ism than are older people, regardless of educa-
tion or income. Those who expect to get ahead

in the future, however, are less likely to support
redistributive policies. In struggling Kyrgyz-
stan, in contrast, people with higher education or
greater incomes are less likely to support egali-
tarianism, perhaps as a means to hold on to their
economic security.

These patterns draw attention to how dramatic
social changes or significant differences in socio-
political or cultural beliefs between countries
stimulate differences in the extent to which out-
come equality is perceived as fair. Plus, espousal
of egalitarian beliefs does not directly translate
into support for government policies pertain-
ing to taxation, redistribution, or support for
the poor (e.g., Bartels 2005; Kluegel and Smith
1986). Hochschild (2006) notes that more peo-
ple of color are likely to support social welfare
policies than are whites. In contrast, other work
shows that support for policies aimed at reducing
inequality may not counter beliefs in merit as a
basis for earnings, even if merit-based distribu-
tions are unequal (Lewin-Epstein et al. 2003).
Essentially, people’s perceptions of the fairness
of income inequalities may only be loosely cou-
pled with their public policy preferences (Norton
and Ariely 2011).

As with the micro-level studies, evaluations
of macro-level outcome inequalities depend upon
“who” the evaluator is. Individuals’ structural
positions and beliefs shape assessments of in-
come inequalities, typically through micro-level
processes regarding motivations, cognitions and
biases, and social comparisons. Thus, analysis
of evaluations of income inequality provides an
opportunity to link micro-macro processes. The
socio-political context in which individuals are
embedded affect their own opportunities, income
levels, and, ultimately, their assessments (much
like arguments about social structure and person-
ality might suggest). In turn, as elaborated below,
those assessments may legitimize micro-level
rules that shape the inequalities and the structure
of the resulting aggregate inequality. Thus indi-
viduals potentially influence the socio-political
context in terms of the distribution policies they
support. As a consequence, responses to macro-
level inequalities may be more muted than objec-
tive inequalities suggest.
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Responding to Unfair Inequalities

Just as fairness perceptions pertain to distribu-
tions and dynamics at micro and macro levels,
responses likewise involve one individual, a
few individuals, or larger groups. Compared to
individual responses, which focus largely on in-
justice about one’s own condition, collective re-
sponses entail additional challenges pertaining to
effort coordination and resources (see Snow and
Owens, this volume). Although theories largely
presume that individuals and groups will seek
to rectify injustice by restoring outcome equal-
ity, ratio equivalencies, or consistency with the
dictates of a particular justice rule, observable
responses may not emerge.

Sociological approaches emphasize reactions
to distributive injustice—inequality regard-
ing the lack of equivalence in outcome to input
ratios or failure to achieve outcomes at a level
commensurate with those of comparison others.
Sociologists consider both individual and collec-
tive responses. Psychological approaches typi-
cally emphasize individual reactions but include
responses to different types of injustice.

Sociological Approaches

Early perspectives on responses to distributive
injustice focused on the individual level. Homans
(1961/1974) spells out emotional responses.
Those who experience distributive justice should
feel satisfied whereas the emotions of others who
experience distributive injustice reflect whether
they are the victim or beneficiary of the injustice.
Individuals who receive less than expected—so
called victims—are likely to “feel some degree
of anger and display some aggressive behavior
toward the source or beneficiary of the injustice”
(Homans 1974, p. 257). In contrast, beneficia-
ries of injustice whose outcomes are higher than
expected may gloat, rationalizing good fortune,
or experience guilt, especially if the individual’s
gain is at another’s loss and thus the beneficiary
fears reprisal from the injustice victim. Homans
additionally notes that the experience and con-
comitant emotional and behavioral response to

injustice depend upon the nature of the social
comparisons that individuals invoke as well as
their attributions of responsibility for their own
and their comparison’s outcome levels.

Likewise, Markovsky (1985) emphasizes un-
derlying comparisons in his approach. Following
Jasso (1980), he links individual-level distribu-
tive justice assessments to group-level conse-
quences. The formal comparison unit may per-
tain to another individual, one’s own group, an-
other aggregate, or a general referential structure.
The underlying mathematical formulation sug-
gests that the greater the incongruence between
an individual’s own reward experience and that
expected based on a comparison, the more likely
individuals will engage in justice restoring be-
haviors. The relevant comparison depends upon
the strength of one’s identification with his or her
group. With weak group identification, injustice
responses are likely to stem from individual-level
incongruence whereas with strong group identi-
fication responses reflect group-level incongru-
ence. Markovsky thus pairs both comparison and
identity concerns.

Early relative deprivation work also hints at
such a pairing. That work illustrates how rising
reward expectations coupled with a sharp decline
in actual gratifications trigger collective unrest
(Davies 1962; Gurr 1970). In effect, these per-
spectives suggest that collective feelings of rela-
tive deprivation result in moral outrage, which
stimulates actions to alter the perceived unjust
distribution (see Tyler and Smith 1998). Recent-
ly, political sociologists have rediscovered the
role of powerful emotions in social protest (see
Goodwin et al. 2001). Yet, as others illustrate, felt
injustice is only one factor that may result in col-
lective action aimed at changing the status quo.
For example, Moore (1978) argues that suffering
injustice alone is insufficient to stimulate large-
scale revolts; individuals must also believe in
the possibility of a less unjust social system and
recognize the need to coordinate actions. Tilly
(1978) further argues that revolutions require
not merely shared interests but also control over
resources, organization, and opportunities to act.
Resource mobilization relies on different types of
networks and organizational structures that trans-
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form the seeds of collective action into social
movements that may redress unjust inequalities
(see Davis et al. 2005).

Sociological approaches clearly highlight
emotions, social comparisons, and factors pro-
viding the basis for movement beyond individual
responses toward collective responses to distrib-
utive injustice. Psychologists likewise empha-
size emotional responses, but also provide more
detailed types of individual-level responses and
responses to different types of injustice.

Psychological Approaches

As noted above, Adams (1965) and Walster et al.
(1978) offer explanations to why people respond
to inequity. Their basic framework has been ex-
tended to other forms of perceived injustice, albe-
it with responses distinct from those focused on
outcome distributions (see Conlon et al. 2005).
And, Skarlicki and Kulik’s (2005) complemen-
tary approach showing how third parties (those
not directly affected by a distribution, decision,
or treatment) respond to injustice highlights a po-
tentially central process for generating collective
responses.

Adams (1965) and Walster et al. (1978) adopt
versions of three key premises. First, they argue
that people who perceive injustice are likely to
experience unpleasant sensations of distress
and tension (akin to the negative emotions that
Homans (1974) suggests). Second, they propose
that distress motivates individuals to restore jus-
tice for oneself or others to eliminate the ten-
sion. And third, following from the rationality
assumption inherent in exchange approaches,
they presume that people will pursue the least
costly means to redress injustice. The goal is to
restore either a psychological sense of justice or
to change the situation to achieve actual justice
(Walster et al. 1978). Adams (1965) specifies
changes in cognitions about one’s own or a part-
ner’s inputs or outcomes as well as opting for a
different comparison other as means to psycho-
logically restore justice. Behavioral responses to
change the situation involve: (1) altering own in-
puts; (2) altering own outcomes; and (3) leaving

the situation. The many variations on these core
responses depend upon the nature of the injustice
(see Jost and Kay 2010; Tyler et al. 1997).

Complaints suffice as a general behavioral
response to all types of injustice. Responses to
procedural and interactional justice typically
focus on organizational contexts (see Conlon
et al. 2005; Tyler et al. 1997). And even though
approaches to these sorts of justice do not stem
explicitly from a premise of rationality, van den
Bos et al. (2001) argue that people nonetheless
cognitively assess the material and social costs
and benefits associated with possible reactions.
Such assessment includes ways for individuals to
re-establish feelings of self worth and ensure that
they feel valued by the group or authority (Tyler
and Lind 1992). Psychological responses may in-
clude changes in the levels of trust in or perceived
legitimacy of an authority. Behavioral responses
often reflect forms of noncompliance (such as
counterproductive work behavior) or pertain to
requests for changes in procedures, structures,
or policies. Bembenek et al. (2007) suggest that
the targets of responses to interactional injustice
are usually individual authorities whereas those
to procedural injustice may also be the organiza-
tion itself. Moreover, they indicate that in some
instances, regardless of type of injustice, victims
will not merely attempt to restore justice, but
may also retaliate against the perpetrator.

In addition to responses, shaped by motiva-
tions, cognitions, and situational factors, to one’s
own injustice, individuals alone or with others
may respond to injustices that they observe oth-
ers to suffer. Skarlicki and Kulik (2005) propose
that while injustices observed by “third parties”
produce weaker emotions than personal ones, by
noting what happens to others, people learn how
they may be treated or rewarded and may assist
in rectifying others’ injustices. Even without con-
trol over outcomes or procedures, observers can
act as agents for injustice sufferers without rais-
ing the specter of material self-interests. Emo-
tions felt toward other group members nurture
the perceptions and responses of injustice ob-
servers (Blader et al. 2010). Ultimately, changes
that third parties effect in their response to others’
injustice may benefit many in the long run.
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Psychological approaches reiterate the cen-
trality of motivations and cognitive processing
to understand responses to any type of injustice.
They share with sociological perspectives on dis-
tributive justice a key emphasis on emotions, but
extend it to all types of injustice. And, although
psychological perspectives tend to focus on indi-
vidual responses, the recent foray into consider-
ation of third party responses provides a means to
bring people together to recognize the injustices
of others and pave the pathway for collective
responses. Empirical work crosses disciplinary
boundaries in considering how comparisons, cog-
nitions, and contextual factors shape responses to
personal injustices and those suffered by others.

Empirical Work: Responses to Injustice,
to Inequality

Much social psychological work, largely by psy-
chologists, has focused on responses to distribu-
tive, procedural, and interactional injustice. Like
research on perceptions of justice and equality,
studies only implicitly address inequality by fo-
cusing on the redress of perceived inequalities in
absolute outcomes, ratios of outcomes to inputs,
representation to decision-making, treatment,
and the like. Typically, study designs allow con-
sideration of a particular form of response, rather
than the array of potential responses suggested
by the theories.

Both sociological and psychological theo-
retical arguments posit that once individuals
perceive injustice, they may respond emotion-
ally, cognitively, and behaviorally. Presumably,
emotional responses mediate between injustice
perception and behavioral response. Yet, it may
be that the emotional experience of injustice pre-
cedes the subjective assessment, especially when
the distribution, procedure, or treatment violates
moral standards (Folger et al. 2005; Scher and
Heise 1993). Cognitive processing of situational
information leading to the injustice assessment
and shaping behavioral responses sometimes
overlaps with actual cognitive responses. We
briefly summarize patterns of responses to injus-
tice and then more specifically review studies fo-

cused specifically on inequality at both the micro
and macro levels.

Micro-Level Studies Research largely supports
the pattern of emotional responses that Homans
(1974) outlines for the equitably rewarded and
those inequitably disadvantaged (e.g., Hegtvedt
1990; Jost et al. 2008; Sprecher 1992). The pat-
tern is less consistent for those who benefit from
inequitable outcomes; guilt feelings emerge
only when inequitable advantage results at the
expense of another person or from violation of
a moral standard (Hegtvedt and Killian 1999;
Peters et al. 2004). Procedural (e.g., Krehbiel
and Cropanzano 2000; Tyler and Blader 2003;
Weiss et al. 1999) and interactional injustice
(e.g., Barclay et al. 2005; Mikula et al. 1998)
also stimulate negative emotions. Activation of
the self amplifies emotional responses to unfair
procedures and outcomes (van den Bos et al.
2011). Evidence also confirms the theoretical
presumption that anger mediates the relationship
between perceived fairness and retaliatory acts or
power-seeking (e.g., Barclay et al. 2005; Foster
and Rusbult 1999). And, with multiple types of
injustice, interactional and procedural injustices
exert greater impact than distributive injustice
on emotions, owing in part to the salience of the
perpetrator and thus the likelihood of perceived
intent (Bembenek et al. 2007).

Indeed, as Homans (1974) suggests, the na-
ture of causal and responsibility attributions for
an injustice affect perceptions of and responses
to injustice (Kidd and Utne 1978; Mikula 2003).
Barclay et al. (2005) show that the more people
blame a perpetrator of injustice, the greater the
likelihood of negative emotions like anger and
hostility. Recognition of the intent of a perpetra-
tor enhances desire for revenge whereas external
attributions for the perpetrator’s behavior de-
crease that desire (Okimoto and Wenzel 2011). In
general, external attributions for inequity attenu-
ate behavioral responses (e.g., Hegtvedt et al.
1993).

Complementing cognitive processing, so-
cial comparisons also shape people’s responses.
Markovsky (1985) compares “worker” (individ-
ual-level) and “office” (group-level) complaints
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about pay. Incongruence between pay and com-
parison-based expectations, especially among
disadvantaged workers, increases total com-
plaints. And activation of group identity increas-
es office compared to individual complaints.
Similarly, group comparisons stimulate collec-
tive action to redress deprivation (e.g., Dubé and
Guimond 1986; Kessler and Mummendey 2001).

Early studies provide support for Adams’s
(1965) predictions of changes in workers’ inputs
or outcomes in response to inequity (see reviews
Cook and Hegtvedt 1983; Térnblom 1992). Simi-
larly, many conditions elicit behavioral responses
to perceived procedural and interactional justice
(see reviews e.g., Colquitt et al. 2001; Jost and
Kay 2010; Tyler et al. 1997). Conlon et al. (2005)
identify studies that demonstrate how different
forms of justice enhance performance and com-
pliance in organizations, as well as solidify rela-
tionships. In contrast, other investigations show
that injustices tend to increase withdrawal behav-
iors and counterproductive work behavior (e.g.,
theft, white collar crimes, rule infractions, abuse
of other workers).

Despite the plethora of research on responses
to injustice, little specifically addresses respons-
es to inequality per se. Stouten et al. (2005, 2006,
2009), however, have examined reactions to vio-
lations of the equality principle in social dilemma
situations. They argue that equality of contribu-
tions is a guiding principle in social dilemmas,
which involves interdependent individuals for
whom short term interests contrast with the long-
term interests of providing a public good for the
group. Stouten et al. (2005) show that individuals
with a pro-social value orientation respond with
more negative emotional responses to unequal
contributions than do those with a social orien-
tation reflecting self interest. They attribute this
pattern to greater emphasis on fairness and well-
being of others among the “pro-socials” whereas
“pro-selfs” tend to support equality as an effi-
ciency principle rather than a fairness one.

Stouten and colleagues (2006) also examine
how external explanations for violating the equal
contributions rule in a social dilemma reduce
negative emotions and retributive behaviors, es-
pecially among “high trusters,” people who have

faith in the honesty of proffered explanations.
Yet, if others believe that the violator intended
a less than equal contribution, responses grow
more negative. Behavioral intolerance of the vio-
lation of equality, demonstrated by lowering of
one’s own contribution, only occurs, however,
when group members interact again with the
violator, not with the entire group (Stouten et al.
2009). When interacting with the group, people
contribute their equal shares to avoid harming
others, even if doing so also benefits the violator.
This series of studies shows how individual char-
acteristics, cognitive processing, and situational
factors converge to shape responses to inequality
in social dilemmas (see Stouten et al. 2007).
Like the explanations examined in the Stouten
et al. studies, investigations of the household di-
vision of labor highlight the role that justifica-
tions for inequality play in reducing responses to
injustice. In a qualitative study, van Hooff (2011)
extends Hochschild’s (1988) work, by focusing
specifically on couples’ responses to inequality
in household chores. She shows that, even though
couples aspire to an equal division of household
labor, equality rarely emerges and yet couples
are not discomfited by the situation. Rather, hus-
bands and wives justify the inequality—in effect,
a form of a cognitive response—by arguing that
women are more competent at household chores
and that the division of chores corresponds to the
hours each partner works outside of the home. In
a quantitative study, Siegel (1992) shows a simi-
lar pattern among men who either deny or justify
the inequality. And even though the women in the
study refused to justify the inequality, they coped
with it at an individual level in a manner that
served their own self interests. These responses
to inequality in household chores allow mainte-
nance of relationships, demonstrating when in-
equality justifications secure social harmony.

Macro-Level Studies Like responses at the
micro-level, research on responses to income
or other aggregate benefit inequalities also taps
into how individual and situational factors affect
emotional, cognitive, and behavioral responses.
Mallett and Swim (2007) focus on whether
groups that benefit from inequalities feel guilty.



82

K. A. Hegtvedt and D. Isom

Guilt increases when members perceive their
group responsible for the inequality and few jus-
tifications for the resource differences exist. In
other words, group-based guilt is stronger when
inequalities cannot be rationalized away. While
no study links group-based guilt to collective
responses, Beaton and Deveau (2005) show that
such actions are more likely when ingroup iden-
tity is strong, advantaged group members note
the relative deprivation suffered by others, and
resources can be mobilized for the action.

Altering income inequalities requires sig-
nificant mobilization of resources in the form of
redistributive social policies. Yet justification of
inequalities occurs owing, in part, to belief in the
procedural principle of equal opportunity (Tyler
2011) or strong “belief in a just world”—that
people deserve outcomes because of who they
are or what they did (Lerner 1980). Malahy et al.
(2009) show that increases in income disparities
over the years correlate with stronger just world
beliefs, even taking into account individual in-
come and political ideology. Hunt (this volume)
identifies other beliefs that also justify income
inequalities.

Research, however, does demonstrate that
those who possess liberal political ideologies
are more likely to support redistributive poli-
cies (e.g., Beckman and Zheng 2007) (although
greater inequality does not consistently stimulate
a stronger desire for generosity in redistributive
policy (Kenworthy and McCall 2008)). Yet the
relationship between liberalism and redistribu-
tion in response to income inequality depends
upon situational factors. Finseraas (2010) shows
that the income inequality and left leaning poli-
tics relationship is weaker when a country’s
politics are polarized on non-economic policy di-
mensions, such as differences over moral issues.

Contextual factors also matters in response to
other forms of macro-level inequality. Pittman
(2008) demonstrates how societal and peer-group
norms impact individuals’ willingness to take on
social justice actions to disrupt various types
of inequality. To the extent that norms promote
changes, individuals are more likely to engage
collectively. Such norms, in effect, legitimize
the actions. Iyer and Ryan (2009) also tap into

the impact of legitimizing beliefs on women’s
and men’s responses to gender discrimination—
a form of unequal treatment—in the workplace.
Shaped by the interests of their own groups,
women were more likely to express intentions to
join collective actions if they appraised the dis-
crimination as illegitimate and felt angry about
it. Men, on the other hand, had to perceive the
inequality as pervasive and feel sympathy for the
victims before indicating intention to respond to
the inequality.

Together, these micro- and macro-level stud-
ies about responses to inequalities provide evi-
dence of the key roles of affect and cognitive
processing of situational information in order to
respond. They also highlight how individual and
structural factors may inhibit responses. Most
of this research, however, focuses on personal
injustices. And despite the growing body of re-
search on third party evaluations of injustice,
little work systematically examines coalitions be-
tween those disadvantaged and those advantaged
by the same unequal distribution, process, or
treatment. Indeed, when observers occupy more
advantaged structural positions than injustice
victims, their involvement provides a basis for
mustering resources for a collective response.’
Yet, given their interests, it is not surprising that
those advantaged by a distribution, procedure, or
treatment do not take up the causes of the disad-
vantaged. It is, however, surprising that even the
disadvantaged often fail to respond to injustice
and in so doing maintain the status quo.

Inhibiting Responses to Unfair
Inequalities

As described above, scholars have provided ex-
planations of why people respond to injustice
and have demonstrated that indeed, under many

7 For example, the fight for racial integration of schools
(Brown v. The Board of Education) entailed efforts by
lawyers and the Supreme Court—those who were ad-
vantaged by inequality in the distribution of educational
resources and opportunities—who acted or exerted deci-
sion-making power to ameliorate a situation that sorely
disadvantaged others.
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circumstances, individuals take actions, alone or
in conjunction with others, to redress perceived
injustices pertaining to distributions, procedures,
and treatment. Even though an equality principle
does not always define justice, types of equality
are implicit in many procedural and interaction
rules, and even in the equity principle. Co-exist-
ing with evidence that people do respond to in-
justice are observations that inequalities (e.g., in
pay, household chores, income, opportunities)—
even those perceived to be unfair—continue to
exist with little fomenting for change. Here we
outline sociological and psychological perspec-
tives that address how social processes and struc-
tures as well as individual beliefs and ideologies
may inhibit responses to unfair inequalities.

Sociological Approaches

Sociological approaches to why people fail to
respond to injustice focus largely on legitimacy
processes (see chapters by Walker and by Ridge-
way and Nakagawa, this volume). In general, le-
gitimacy pertains to behaving in accordance with
the norms, values, practices, or beliefs supported
by a group (Johnson et al. 2006). As such, indi-
vidual beliefs about a particular distribution or
procedure are secondary to “what others think.”
Della Fave (1980, 1986) offers a theory to
explain how stratified structures become legiti-
mated even by the disadvantaged. He argues that
an unequal distribution of resources impacts how
individuals evaluate themselves. Drawing from
work on status processes (Berger et al. 1972) and
symbolic interaction (Mead 1934), he links self
evaluations to the extent to which an individual
possesses resources, and thus lands somewhere
in the social class structure. Those with more
resources come to have higher self evaluations
while those with fewer resources have lower
ones. Self evaluations, in turn, signal future de-
servingness of rewards. To maintain strong self-
esteem, people with lower self evaluations at-
tempt to play their subordinate daily roles well
and in so doing essentially invest in subordina-
tion. He concludes that “acceptance of a stratified
social order as reasonable, though distasteful, by

the disadvantaged is rooted in the very identi-
ties (selves) of the people involved” (Della Fave
1986, p. 494). If identities develop as Della Fave
suggests, then disadvantaged individuals are un-
likely to respond to unjust inequalities.

In contrast to Della Fave’s emphasis on
identities, other sociologists extend Weber’s
(1922/1968) ideas about legitimacy and its con-
sequences. Collective processes of legitimacy
(Dornbusch and Scott 1975; Zelditch and Walker
1984) focus on people’s sense of an obligation
to comply with norms and requests from authori-
ties even when their personal beliefs differ. A dis-
tribution, procedure, or behavior is legitimated
when supported by group authorities who deign
it appropriate and may employ formal sanctions
to ensure compliance (authorization) or by peers
who likewise approve of it and control infor-
mal sanctions (endorsement). Authorization and
endorsement of a group structure that produces
an unequal distribution of outcomes to group
members reduces the likelihood of challenging
the structure (see Zelditch 2006). In other words,
people go along with unfair distributions if they
perceive others to support them (see also Hegt-
vedt and Johnson 2000). Their acquiescence
stems consciously or unconsciously from fears
regarding the sanctions that powerful authorities
might mete out for noncompliance and the social
ostracism they may suffer if they fail to go along
with the norms that their peers support.

The sociological perspectives of Della Fave
and Zelditch and his colleagues imply that power
or status differences within a group stimulate
what gets legitimized and thus potentially limit
responses to injustice. A subordinate may be
more likely to rationalize or justify unfair out-
comes rather than face sanctions. Moreover,
people occupying disadvantaged positions have
less access to knowledge and material resources
needed to create a beneficial change and thus be
challenged to mobilize resources necessary for
collective responses. If the power or status ad-
vantaged have legitimized a particular arrange-
ment of outcomes, rules dictating outcome dis-
tributions, the nature of group decision-making
procedures, or even the rules of interaction, fear
of sanctions for noncompliance may stymie con-
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frontations designed to alter the status quo (see in
this volume Thye and Kalkhoff on power; Ridge-
way & Nakagawa on status). Ideologies may
further reinforce these structural arrangements
(see Hunt, this volume). Psychologists focus on
individual-level beliefs, underlying these ideolo-
gies, to explain non-response.

Psychological Approaches

While sociologists examine collective sources of
legitimacy and attempt to tie them to social struc-
tural factors, psychologists pursue two different
approaches to the relationship between legitima-
cy and justice. One approach analyzes individual
belief systems or cognitive processing resulting
in minimizing perceptions of personal depriva-
tion or discrimination (see Bobocel et al. 2010;
Jost and Major 2001). Another approach high-
lights the role of procedural justice in justifying
unfair outcome distributions (Tyler 2001, 2010).

As mentioned earlier, “belief in a just world”
(BJW) means that people expect others to receive
outcomes or treatment that they deserve and what
they are observed to get reflects their level of de-
serving (Lerner 1980). As a consequence, both
advantaged and disadvantaged people come to
believe that they deserve their respective levels
of outcomes. Observations of injustice victims
who appear to have little responsibility for their
negative outcomes threaten individuals’ just
world beliefs by implying that a similar fate may
befall them. People with a strong BJW separate
from and derogate injustice victims as a means
to guard against suffering in a similar way (see
Hafer and Bégue 2005). Thus, BJW leads to tol-
erance and justification of unjust treatment of
others (Olson and Hafer 2001). A strong BIW
also allows for making internal attributions for
one’s personal injustices, thereby attenuating
negative emotions and accepting unfair lower
outcomes (Hafer and Correy 1999). If people tol-
erate personal deprivation, they are less likely to
help others who experience injustice (Olson and
Hafer 2001).

Failure to perceive others’ injustices may also
stem from Social Dominance Orientation (SDO)

(Sidanius and Pratto 1999). Characterized by
a desire for in-group social dominance and su-
periority as well as a nonegalitarian approach
to social systems, individuals with a strong
SDO exhibit more prejudice and discrimination
against out-groups, especially those representing
disadvantaged minorities. Concomitantly, SDO
correlates with conservative political views and
less support for social policies aimed at ensuring
forms of equality (Pratto et al. 1994). Indeed, ad-
vantaged and disadvantaged people with a strong
SDO justify inequality by relying on arguments
of merit and other “legitimizing” myths.

Such legitimizing myths may serve a “pallia-
tive function,” reducing threat and anxiety (Jost
and Hunyady 2002). More specifically, systems
justification theory (Jost and Banaji 1994; Jost
et al. 2004) addresses what motivates people,
consciously or unconsciously, to defend and
justify existing social, economic, and political
systems—even those that allow inequality and
injustice. Although affected by situational cir-
cumstances (e.g., system threat) and personal
dispositions (e.g., need for closure, openness to
experience), the tendency toward system justi-
fication stems from desires for favorable evalu-
ations of self, one’s group, and even the social
order (Kay and Zanna 2009). The stronger the
motivation to defend one’s social system, the
more likely individuals endorse stereotypes that
legitimize status differences among groups and
thus increase support for conservative political
ideologies and decrease negative affect regarding
a status quo that may violate principles of jus-
tice (see Jost and Kay 2010). By justifying the
system, then, there is no reason to respond to the
injustice that it might create.

In contrast to emphasis on belief systems,
Tyler (2001, 2011) draws attention to the pro-
cedures underlying the creation of unequal dis-
tributions. To the extent that procedures are fair,
then people are more likely to conclude that the
outcomes—even if unequal or unjust—are also
fair. Using procedures heuristically to judge the
fairness of outcomes constitutes the “fair process
effect” (e.g., Tyler and Lind 1992; van den Bos
2005). In addition, Tyler (2001, 2006) argues that
authorities’ use of fair procedures reflects posi-
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tive social values of the group as well as the posi-
tive value of the individuals to the group, thereby
enhancing their self-esteem. Authorities increase
their own legitimacy to the extent that they pro-
vide group members with evidence that they are
valued members of high status groups. Group
members are more likely to comply with what
legitimized authorities ask and to abide by what
they decide, even if that means accepting lower
outcomes. This approach to legitimacy also has
macro-level implications.

Extending his argument to address why peo-
ple hardly respond to income inequalities, Tyler
(2011) contends that people tend to underes-
timate the extent of inequality and exaggerate
market mechanisms that allow for social mobil-
ity through opportunities to which everyone has
access. Such underestimation and exaggeration
lead people to believe that market procedures are
fair, thereby diminishing concern over outcome
inequalities. Thus like the legitimizing myth of
meritocracy, beliefs in the accuracy and fairness
of the “American dream” that good character and
hard work pays off reduce the likelihood that in-
dividuals will protest income inequalities.

More akin to the Weberian-inspired sociologi-
cal approaches to legitimacy, Tyler’s argument
highlights structural factors, dynamics among
members of differentially positioned groups (i.e.,
authorities and subordinates), and explicit link-
ages between micro-level processes and macro-
level implications. And, to some extent the psy-
chological approaches emphasizing individual
beliefs and procedural justice processes dovetail
with Della Fave’s stress on the role of self-evalu-
ation and protection of one’s standing. Together,
the sociological and psychological perspectives
draw attention to structural arrangements and
concomitant social influences propelling ideolo-
gies and cognitive processing that inhibit behav-
ioral responses to inequality.

Empirical Work: Inhibiting Responses to
Injustice, to Inequality

Extensive research programs are associated with
most of the theoretical arguments regarding pro-

cesses that inhibit responses to injustice or in-
equality. Support exists for the basic tenets of
BJW, SDO, system justification theory, and the
impact of fair procedures on evaluation of and re-
sponses to unfair outcome distributions (see Jost
and Kay 2010 and above references). Addition-
ally, Walker (this volume) highlights studies of
the impact of collective sources of legitimacy on
status quo maintenance. Thus below we describe
only a few recent works on how individual be-
liefs and legitimacy processes stymie or thwart
responses to injustice or inequality.

Although, theoretically, perceptions of injus-
tice should stimulate responses to injustice, ironi-
cally, certain justice beliefs—BJW, specifically—
typically inhibit such responses. A recent study,
however, demonstrates how beliefs in collective
political efficacy counteract the impact of BJW
on justifying social inequality. Beierlein et al.
(2011) show that when collective political effi-
cacy is weak, the typical pattern emerges: BIW
exacerbates the likelihood of justifying inequali-
ties and suppresses socio-political participation.
In contrast, when collective political efficacy is
strong, BJW exerts little effect on inequality jus-
tifications and related behaviors. While BJW and
political efficacy shape justification of inequal-
ity, those who most strongly justify inequality are
less likely to take actions to restore justice.

Justification of inequality may reflect implicit
or explicit biases about social groups. In a review
of studies, Dasgupta (2004) argues that uncon-
scious prejudice or stereotypes fuel discrimina-
tion and thus create inequalities. When socially
disadvantaged individuals harbor implicit biases
against their own social group, they may harm
themselves and their group. Yet, awareness of
implicit biases and attempts to control or offset
them with consciously held beliefs provides a
means to foil discriminatory behaviors and the
creation of inequality.

Although the above studies indicate means to
attenuate the impact of justifications for inequal-
ity, Kay et al. (2009) look at consequences of
(experimentally) exacerbating justifications of
the status quo. Results indicate that with such
exacerbation, people saw inequalities in political
power and gender demographics in organizations
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as more desirable and reasonable, and public pol-
icies to ameliorate inequalities as less desirable.
Plus, stronger justifications increased derogation
of others who would act to alter the status quo.
In effect, their manipulation further legitimized
inequalities, which led to sanctioning those with
contrasting beliefs.

Jost et al. (2012) take the impact of system jus-
tifying beliefs one step further, examining their
impact on collective protest, including disruptive
and non-disruptive actions, against implicit in-
group inequalities (e.g., decision to bail out Wall
Street, a teachers’ strike). Evidence consistently
demonstrates that system justification beliefs at-
tenuate collective protest. Situational uncertainty
(study 1) also reduces engagement in disruptive
protest regardless of system justification beliefs;
among low system justifiers, uncertainty also
stymies non-disruptive protests. Exposure to ste-
reotypes consistent with system justification be-
liefs (e.g., describing an individual as “poor but
happy”) decreases anger and the likelihood of
disruptive (but not non-disruptive) protest (study
2). In contrast, exposure to “system rejection”
decreases system justification and increases in-
group identification, which in turn enhances both
non-disruptive and disruptive protest (study 3).
These studies demonstrate the potential to under-
mine collective protest by situationally invoking
system justifying beliefs or to enhance such pro-
test by invoking beliefs rejecting the system. Re-
sults, highlighting cognitive processes underly-
ing protest, also draw attention to different ante-
cedents to disruptive and non-disruptive actions.

While Jost et al. focus on disadvantaged in-
group members, Sutphin and Simpson (2009)
study the impact of variation in structural posi-
tion. Consistent with Della Fave’s (1980, 1986)
claims that self evaluations associated with po-
sitions underlie legitimation of structural in-
equalities, they reveal that occupants of advan-
taged structural positions have more positive self
evaluations than those of disadvantaged positions
(see Callero, this volume). Then, they link self
evaluation to assessments of fairness and legiti-
macy. Results partially confirm Della Fave’s ex-
pectations. The advantaged who possessed high
self evaluations judged the inequality as more

legitimate (but not more fair) than those with
low self evaluations; the disadvantaged with low
self evaluations indicated that the inequality was
more fair (but not more legitimate) than those
with high self evaluations. Thus, through fairness
or legitimacy perceptions, consistency between
position and self evaluation reins in attempts to
redress inequalities by both the advantaged and
disadvantaged.

Previous work in legitimacy (e.g., Thomas
et al. 1986; see Walker, this volume) indicates
that legitimation of a social structure reduces
attempts to alter the structure, even though it
creates outcome inequality. And while Mueller
and Landsman’s (2004) study falls short of ex-
amining reactions to injustice, they demonstrate
that perceived collective legitimacy of reward
procedures enhances perceptions of procedural
justice, which in turn positively affect pay fair-
ness evaluations (as expected by Tyler (2001) on
the positive relationship between procedural and
distributive justice), which logically should deter
negative responses. Moreover, Tyler and col-
leagues explicitly show that perceived legitimacy
of authorities, resulting from employment of fair
procedures, increases rule adherence whether in a
corporate setting (Tyler and Blader 2005) or law
enforcement setting (Tyler et al. 2007).

Many factors, at both individual and group
levels, may inhibit responses to perceived in-
equalities or injustices. Such inhibitions, essen-
tially, allow reproduction of existing inequalities.
Knowing why people are likely to fail to respond,
however, provides a basis for establishing path-
ways to rectify injustice—at least under certain
structural conditions.

Conclusion

As one of the orienting concepts for this vol-
ume, discussions of justice and equality emerge
in foundational philosophical works as well as in
classic and contemporary sociology and psychol-
ogy. Not all justice rules promote equality per se,
though many do so at least indirectly. To con-
clude, we reiterate themes emerging in response
to the three fundamental questions, draw atten-
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tion to issues cross-cutting those themes, and
identify connections between justice research
and inequalities across groups in society charac-
terized by differences in gender, race, age, and
the like that underlie concrete social problems.

Philosophical treatises on justice and equal-
ity provide abstract analyses that have clearly
informed contemporary thinking. Aristotle’s pro-
portionality and Rawls’ impartiality take various
forms in defining distributive, procedural, and
interactional justice. Enlightenment concepts of
(state) legitimation underlie why people come to
believe certain principles to be just, even if the
principles lead to disadvantage. The philoso-
phers’ prescriptive arguments belie the messiness
revealed in sociological and psychological stud-
ies of justice and injustice as perceived by people
structurally positioned and socially situated in or-
ganizations, families, ethnic groups, etc. Schol-
ars attempt to devise explanations regarding the
patterns emerging (or expected to emerge) in the
complexity of factors shaping perceptions and re-
sponses to injustice. And though explanations in
sociology and psychology differentially empha-
size the roles of motivations, beliefs, social com-
parisons, cognitive processing, identity concerns,
affective experiences, and the like, ultimately,
all are essential components to address the three
fundamental questions.

First, these components combine to define the
justice rule salient in the situation and to deter-
mine the nature of elements of the situation that
instantiate the principle, thereby establishing
whether an inequality is just or unjust. How this
myriad of components come together as a subjec-
tive evaluation depends upon situational factors
like the perceivers’ structural positions, “moral
communities,” and information availability. No
one theory addresses all components, but Skitka
et al. (2010) offer a psychological “contingency”
model that attempts to stitch together material,
social, and moral motivations with situational
elements. Second, these components play into
individuals’ assessments of strategies to rectify
perceived injustice. Injustice victims or their ad-
vocates may singly or jointly pursue different re-
sponse strategies, which carry potential social or
material costs to an individual’s own outcomes

or well-being or the status and resources of the
group. Third, the costs and activation of exist-
ing inequality legitimizing beliefs, sanctions, or
structural constraints may inhibit overt behavior-
al responses. As a consequence, existing distribu-
tions, procedures, or treatments remain unchal-
lenged, and unlikely to change.

At the heart of both justice evaluations and
responses is the process of making sense out of
situations (van den Bos et al. 2001). Any sense
making process relies upon an understanding of
who the perceiver is, the context in which the
perceiver is embedded, and how the two come to-
gether. While much of the literature noted above
examines the “who” in terms of structural posi-
tion or underlying beliefs, little of it explicitly in-
vokes considerations of individual identity pro-
cesses (see Burke and Stets 2009). Social iden-
tity processes (Tajfel and Turner 1986), however,
emerge to a greater extent, especially with regard
to procedural and interactional justice. More-
over, such processes help to identify the moral
communities that are likely to be relevant to the
perceiver. Further specification of combined in-
dividual and social level identity processes may
augment our understanding of what elements of
contextual information perceivers consider in as-
sessing the relevant rule and relevant justice ele-
ments. In so doing, identity processes may help
to eliminate various types of uncertainty.

Uncertainty, in its many guises, creates major
challenges for determining what sort of equality
is just and how to respond to unjust inequalities.
Lack of information—about outcomes for self
and others, procedures and reasons behind dis-
tributions, the people or communities to which a
distribution, procedure, or treatment applies (i.e.,
the “scope of justice”), and characteristics of the
situation—create uncertainty about what rules
may constitute justice, what instantiates justice,
and possible responses to perceived injustice.
Information availability coupled with how it is
perceived by individuals who invoke particular
identities within a given context provides the
basis for the creation of social meaning neces-
sary for judgment and action.

Scholars recognize the importance of under-
standing how uncertainty impacts justice pro-
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cesses. Van den Bos (2005), for example, directs
attention to the impact of procedural information
in the absence of information about outcomes for
self and other and the comparisons necessary to
determining distributive justice. Individuals use
such information heuristically to judge outcome
distributions. Indeed, the absence of information
may lead perceivers, unconsciously, to invoke
cognitive shortcuts (see Fiske and Taylor 2013)
and existing beliefs as bases of evaluations of the
situation, potentially creating inaccuracies. Such
lack of information characterizes studies on per-
ceptions of macro-level income inequalities that
demonstrate that people are rarely aware of the
extent of income inequality (e.g. Norton and Ari-
ely 2011). Without adequate information on the
structure of income inequality, people’s assess-
ments may rest with local comparisons or com-
parisons of groups they know well. While such
comparisons are sufficient to judge the fairness
of one’s own outcomes, they fail as a means to
address social justice per se and thus may attenu-
ate the severity of injustice represented by the
distribution.

And, while provision of information on how
others evaluate a distribution, procedure, or treat-
ment may eliminate some uncertainty and so-
lidify people’s own beliefs about and responses
in justice situations, only limited scholarship
to date investigates the influence of “what oth-
ers think”—through legitimacy processes (e.g.,
Hegtvedt and Johnson 2000) or third party pro-
cesses (e.g., Skarlicki and Kulik 2005). Impor-
tantly, third party evaluations reduce the impact
of self-interests on evaluations of fairness and
thus help to identify the sense of what is just for
a group, for a moral community. In turn, estab-
lishment of consensus about a just distribution,
procedure, or treatment may create a normative
standard that constrains personal interests, much
like the social contractarian philosophers would
suggest. Future research needs to specify in more
detail the cognitive and affective ways that peo-
ple fill gaps in the information necessary to make
justice evaluations as well as consideration of im-
plicit or explicit social influence processes. More
solidly situating the individual within a dynamic

group, moreover, may provide the basis for fur-
ther exploring the micro-macro linkage inherent
in justice and equality studies.

Although individuals make evaluations of
inequality, they inevitably have consequences
for macro-level phenomenon. The most obvi-
ous illustration of the micro-macro linkage, as
noted earlier, occurs when individuals’ equita-
ble outcomes produce unequal aggregated dis-
tributions (Jasso 1983). Yet, as argued above,
to the extent that those equitable rewards are
justified by beliefs in meritocracy, macro-level
inequalities are more likely to be tolerated.
Observations of third parties and their role in-
dicated above in creating justice standards is
another means to link micro evaluations with
macro consequences, with regard to both dis-
tributions and procedures. Additionally, active
involvement of third parties in assessing and re-
sponding to perceived injustice—through coali-
tions and collective action—move evaluations
beyond the individual. Importantly, third par-
ties may occupy different structural positions
than injustice victims. Bringing in the “advan-
taged” carries with it potential access to greater
resources, which in turn may direct more sub-
stantive or structural change. To date, research
has concentrated more heavily on individual
victims of injustice. Consideration of the micro-
macro linkage raises an array of directions for
future scholarship that requires analysis of the
dynamics of coalitions, especially between peo-
ple and groups differentially positioned.

Social issues based on gender, race, age, etc.
inequalities (see related chapters, this volume)
revolve around differences between people and
groups and how they interpret the implementa-
tion of justice rules. For example, advantaged
groups justify outcome inequalities as a result of
fair, equity-based compensation in the context of
procedurally just equality of opportunity. In con-
trast, disadvantaged groups identify structural
constraints suppressing the reality of opportunity
equality and point to how aggregated income
inequality fails to correspond with what would
be expected if minority group members’ contri-
butions were valued at the same level as those
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of majority group members. To the extent that
racial or gender biases affect valuation of inputs
and outcomes, the calculus of equity is faulty and
the aggregated distribution inevitably mislead-
ing (see Jones 20006). In other words, while the
typical reason for outcome inequality—meritoc-
racy—ensures distributive justice, failure to use
unbiased procedures in assessing merit results in
social injustice associated with sexism, racism,
and the like.

While sociologists have focused on the dis-
tributive fairness of income inequality, even
across nations, psychologists have drawn atten-
tion to procedural and interactional justice issues.
Yet as the example above illustrates, to under-
stand the confluence of justice and equality con-
cerns requires consideration of multiple types of
justice and the multifaceted processes underlying
them. Unfair procedures and treatment creep into
analyses of social problems regarding inequality
in access to health care, education, and criminal
processing, but rarely do the explicit tools and
empirical findings of justice researchers enter
into these explanations.

Introduction of such tools in the analysis of
social problems might open new avenues of re-
search. In a similar vein, by moving from the
abstract to the more concrete (to some extent
as organizational justice researchers have done
(see Greenberg and Colquitt 2005)) and grap-
pling with the nuances of social problems, justice
scholars may expand their understanding. There
are, as indicated earlier in this section, more
basic research questions to address with regard
to justice and equality processes. Yet the details
of actual cases of social inequalities may reveal
patterns of intricacies to augment future theoriz-
ing. Justice evaluations, ultimately, are both a
consequence of structural dynamics as well as,
potentially, an antecedent, under particular con-
ditions, of social change. Great philosophers,
classic sociologists and psychologists, and Zoe
and Hammie have recognized the value of justice
in society. Transcending disciplinary and sub-
stantive area boundaries, the systematic study of
justice informs the understanding of and means
to grapple with inequality in society.
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Intersectionality

Judith A. Howard and Daniel G. Renfrow

In this chapter we take up a concept that has
become fundamental to understanding inequali-
ties in the late twentieth and early twenty-first
centuries: intersectionality. We begin by reflect-
ing on why this concept has become foundational
and devote considerable attention to its historical
roots and to the various extant definitions. As our
discussion emphasizes, multiple “intersection-
alities” circulate within the academy. We iden-
tify four core tenets shared across most of these
intersectional models. We then take up what is
specific to social psychological perspectives on
intersectionality and discuss how each of the key
theoretical perspectives within social psychology
addresses, deploys, or fails to take full advan-
tage of this concept. We argue that social cogni-
tion, social exchange, and symbolic interaction
each have much to gain from a more sustained
engagement with intersectionality; synthesiz-
ing the intersectional framework’s theoretical
insights and methodological contributions with
these theories takes social psychological analyses
of inequality beyond normative models limited
to the experiences of unmarked, typically hege-
monic, categories.
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Intersectionality in Practice: An
Introductory Example

The election of Barack Obama as the 44th Presi-
dent of the United States was a defining moment
in U.S. history, characterized as it has so often
been as the first time an African American has
been elected to the highest office of the coun-
try. This deep sense of historical achievement
is based virtually entirely on Obama’s race; he
is labeled as Black. His racial categorization is
more complicated, however. His father was Ke-
nyan and Black; his mother was American and
White. He is described as Black because of a
system—historically referred to as “the one drop
rule”—that labels anyone as Black who has any
hint of Black birth. He is, however, what the
census now labels “mixed-race.” Another sta-
tus characteristic that his media staff attempt to
communicate is his social class. He often refers
to coming from a modest socioeconomic back-
ground. The White House website notes that his
grandmother “worked her way up from the sec-
retarial pool to middle management at a bank.”
It adds that Obama worked “his way through
college with the help of scholarships and student
loans.” Compared to many politicians, Obama
does come from a modest class background. Yet
Obama earned a law degree from Harvard and
taught at the University of Chicago Law School,
achievements that suggest a considerable degree
of class advantage. Turning to a third major sta-
tus characteristic, sex, Obama is clearly a male,
with masculine gender. His masculinity is not a
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macho type, though; some have characterized
him as effeminate (professorial!). He is Black,
but not fully Black. He is of a lower-middle class
background, but his contemporary lifestyle sug-
gests greater class advantages. He is male, but in
a somewhat feminized way.

In other words, Barack Obama’s historical
significance reflects his membership in primary
categories—race, class, gender; but it also re-
flects two forms of complexity. Category mem-
berships are not as straightforward as they may
seem, and categories intersect. The full import of
this chapter in American history cannot be under-
stood without relying on the principles of inter-
sectionality. It is all of Obama’s characteristics,
together, that explain this moment. Importantly,
these characteristics and their intersections have
profound interactional consequences. Several
stunning moments of what seem like profound
disrespect, primarily from members of the U.S.
Congress, have occurred. Congressman Joe Wil-
son called out to Obama during a speech: “You
lie!” Speaker John Boehner demanded that
Obama reschedule a speech on the economy
because it conflicted with a scheduled Repub-
lican primary. What enabled such behaviors?
Is it because Obama is Black? Is it because he
tried to “reach across the aisle,” instantiating his
femininity? Is it because he is not (as) monied?
It seems plausible that behaviors such as these,
behaviors one would not expect to be directed
toward a U.S. President, were made legible both
to the actors and to some of the American public,
through the complex combination of President
Obama’s status profile. We cannot understand
this historical moment without using intersec-
tional analyses.

Defining Intersectionality

To understand intersectionality, one must under-
stand a core social psychological principle that
lies at its heart: social categorization (see Wilkins
et al., this volume). Social categorization follows
from the principles of social cognition. Human
cognitive capacities are limited. We cannot pay
attention to all the stimuli around us; we cannot

use all available information in forming infer-
ences; we cannot remember everything. In order
to be able to manage the demands of everyday
interaction, we have to be efficient, to use infor-
mation selectively. Categorization is a key mech-
anism for streamlining information. We organize
information into categories, reducing a larger
number of items into a smaller set to attend to,
to use, to remember. To the extent that one can
assert generalities, it appears that categorization
is a process fundamental to human action and
interaction. However, costs accrue. Categoriza-
tion is a reduction of information; information is
set aside, potentially lost. Such information may
turn out to be valuable in other contexts. More-
over, the categories themselves may become as-
sociated with information that is then applied to
specific instances in which those associations are
inaccurate. Thus, categorization can lead both to
the loss of important information and to the use
of incorrect information.

Further, categorization seems always to be
accompanied by differential evaluation. That is,
a given system of categorization could be neu-
tral; the categories could be equally valued. In
practice, this appears not to happen, at least not
with socially significant categorizations. From
the micro to the macro levels, some races, some
genders, some socioeconomic positions, some
sexualities, are highly valued; others are not.
These differential values guide the differential al-
location of both material and symbolic resources.
Thus processes of categorization and differential
evaluation provide ideological and structural
foundations for social stratification. These dy-
namics become all the more complex when we
consider together the multiple systems of human
categorization, that is, their intersections.

Socio-political awareness of social categories,
and hence, somewhat later, of intersectionality,
deepened markedly during the social movements
of the 1960s and 1970s. Social psychological re-
search on gender, although present to some de-
gree in earlier years, became prominent in the
1970s, presumably due to the broader societal in-
fluence of the second wave feminist movement.
Social psychological research on race also inten-
sified during the 1970s, associated with the civil
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rights movement that began in the 1960s. Impor-
tantly, the nature of the research shifted as well,
moving from an orientation on gender or racial
difference to a focus on inequalities associated
with these systems. Presumably the emphasis on
inequalities is attributable in part to the ideolo-
gies that underlay these social movements.

Early Conceptualizations

The concept of intersectionality originated in
nineteenth century articulations of the relation-
ship between race and gender by anti-racism ac-
tivists such as Anna Julia Cooper and Sojourner
Truth (Harley 1978; Truth and Painter 1998).
Shared concerns inform Du Bois’ (1903) con-
cept of double consciousness, which describes
the dilemma of an identity as both American and
Black, an intersection associated historically with
negative consequences, but for which Du Bois
foresaw the possibility of positive associations.

Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989, 1991, 1993), a
critical race legal scholar, first explicitly named
the concept of intersectionality when referring to
the interweavings of multiple categories of op-
pression. Her emphasis on the interwoven nature
of oppression was a direct response to the then-
prevalent emphasis among feminist scholars on
the primacy of gender oppression. In contrast,
Crenshaw asserted the fundamental ways in
which race and gender discrimination compound
and complicate each other. She opened a space to
recognize that various oppressions work together
to produce a discrimination distinct from that
based on either race or gender alone (Dhamoon
2011).

Working in the substantive arena of rape and
domestic violence, Crenshaw (1991) identifies
three forms of intersectionality: structural inter-
sectionality, the ways in which the location of
women of color in macro-level systems of race
and gender qualitatively distinguishes their expe-
riences of sexual violence from those of White
women; political intersectionality, evident in
the ways in which meso-level anti-sexist and
anti-racist politics can erase the experiences of
women of color; and representational intersec-

tionality, the cultural imagery of women of color,
micro-level representations that often elide the
intersection of race and gender.

The need to explain—and hopefully then to
reduce—inequalities motivated the concept of
intersectionality from the outset. In this sense,
intersectionality is a core orienting concept for
the social psychological study of social inequali-
ties. It is important therefore to define what we
mean by inequality, an idea fundamental both to
intersectionality and to this volume. We suggest
that inequality is less the issue for intersectional
scholars than is injustice. Taking into account
pre-existing differences in available resources,
cultural histories, and/or degrees of need may
mean that unequal allocations of resources or
provisions of opportunities in particular instanc-
es will better forward social justice than will
principles of equality. Crenshaw (1998, p. 285)
phrases this eloquently: “treating different things
the same can generate as much inequality as
treating the same things differently.” Equal does
not necessarily equate to just (see Hegtvedt and
Isom, this volume). Recognition of intersection-
ality highlights that there are multiple statuses
and systems scholars must address in proposing
routes to justice.

As scholars applied the concept and historical
circumstances unfolded, a number of variations
have followed. Patricia Hill Collins uses the con-
cept to refer to “particular forms of oppressions,
for example, the intersections of race and gender,
or of sexuality and nations” (2000, p. 18). In her
early works she emphasizes how Black women
develop worldviews, how Black feminist thought
is generated and communicated. Collins’ focus
on knowledge production of cultural images
and the circulation of this knowledge is clearly
consistent with Crenshaw’s notion of represen-
tational intersectionality. Collins conceives of
intersectionality as micro-level, as expressed in
interpersonal perceptions and biases, exchange
behaviors and symbolic exchanges, cognitive ex-
pectations, and so forth, paralleled by interlock-
ing processes among macro-level structures, in-
stantiated in systems of race (white supremacy),
gender (patriarchy) and other dimensions of in-
equality (capitalism). These multi-level systems
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work together to shape oppressions, creating a
“matrix of domination,” (1990, p. 238) the orga-
nization of intersections. Both Collins (2000) and
Razack (1998) emphasize their interdependence;
these systems literally secure one another. (See
Gender & Society special issue on the contribu-
tions of Patricia Hill Collins, 2012, Vol. 26, p. 1.)

Deborah King (1988) (echoing Du Bois; see
Jeffries and Ransford 1980) highlights the di-
mension of multiple jeopardy. By this she means
the multiplicative, as opposed to additive, charac-
ter of oppressions: “racism multiplied by sexism
multiplied by classism” (p. 47). She argues that
Black women, in particular, define and sustain a
multiple consciousness essential to challenge the
interstructure of these oppressions. Casting this
in social psychological terms, social identities of
race, of gender, of class position, are simultane-
ous and multiplicative. Critiques of the concept
of multiple jeopardy caution that it can too read-
ily be applied as additive rather than multiplica-
tive (Epstein 1973; West and Fenstermaker 1995)
and is in danger of essentializing identities (An-
thias and Yuval-Davis 1983; Yuval-Davis 2009)
rather than seeing them always as contextually
embedded.

Contemporary Conceptualizations

Since the original statement of intersectionality, a
number of theoretical extensions and expansions
have emerged, many of which forward (not al-
ways intentionally) the integration of sociologi-
cal with social psychological approaches to un-
derstanding both intersections and inequalities.
Part of the challenge in offering an overview of
the concept of intersectionality is that the concept
has become so foundational for feminist schol-
ars in particular that the term has been charac-
terized as a theoretical “buzzword” (Davis 2008)
and “hot topic” (Saltzman Chafetz 1997), pres-
ent everywhere, but whose meaning is so varied
that it lacks precision and analytic bite. Similarly,
Knapp (2005) asserts that the triad of race/class/
gender is often mentioned without meaning-
fully addressing the concerns that generated this
triad. Butler (1999) notes that this triad is often

followed by an “embarrassed etc.” which simul-
taneously acknowledges and then ignores other
important identities and social locations. Yet, an
intersectional analytic has not become anywhere
near so foundational among social psychologists,
so articulation of what it does and does not mean,
and what it can and cannot do, does require speci-
fication.

We touch on a number of these contemporary
conceptualizations below; we begin with what
we see as four key tenets that are central to in-
tersectionality. First, intersectionality is about the
perspectives of people shaped by the multiplicity
of categories to which they belong, some mar-
ginalized, some privileged. In its emphasis on
perception and experience, intersectionality is of
great relevance to social psychologists. Second,
the different systems of inequality that come to-
gether are transformed in their intersections; in-
tersectionality is more than the sum of its parts.
Third, intersectionality is not simply a statistical
phenomenon. The transformations of unidimen-
sional systems of inequalities that are instantiated
in intersections merge micro and macro levels of
analysis. In this sense, intersectionality encour-
ages—indeed, requires—that social psycholo-
gists attend to the sociological—structural, insti-
tutional, organizational—contexts in which the
relevant actors live. Fourth, an intersectional ana-
Iytic reveals the simultaneous experience of op-
pression and privilege, complicating the analysis
of inequality. Scholars are divided on the ques-
tion of whether intersectional analyses should
focus on privilege; some worry that greater at-
tention to privilege will lead to lesser attention to
the experiences of marginalized individuals and
thus undermine the emancipatory potential of in-
tersectionality (Levine-Rasky 2011). We argue,
however, that shining light explicitly on the privi-
leges associated with certain social positions is
important to furthering the goal of social justice.

These tenets are evident in several of the more
recent articulations of intersectionality. Choo and
Ferree (2010) offer a scheme for organizing in-
tersectionalities that is based in part on levels of
analysis. One approach focuses on inclusion of
the experiences of multiply-marginalized people
and groups, our first tenet. A second focuses on
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intersectionality as an analytic interaction, a non-
additive, transformative interactivity of effects—
our second tenet. A third addresses institutional
primacy, moving beyond sociological approach-
es that associate certain societal institutions pri-
marily with one type of inequality or another, e.g,
family with gender, then applying intersectional
analysis to explain the “extra” or “secondary”
contradictions for nondominant groups. This is
one aspect of our third tenet.

Dhamoon’s (2011) schematic is similar; she
distinguishes the identities of an individual(s) or
social group that are marked as different (e.g.,
Black women), the categories of difference (e.g.,
race and gender), and the systems of domina-
tion (e.g., racism, patriarchy), but she adds an
important fourth aspect, the processes of differ-
entiation (e.g., racialization and gendering). She
makes the important point that each emphasizes
something different in our understanding of dif-
ference and power, that they do different analytic
work. Translating Dhamoon’s model into social
psychological terms, we see that she identifies
personality/identity, social categories, structural
systems, and in adding process, highlights the
importance of interaction, representation, and so-
cial construction, as well as temporality.

One critical contribution of intersectionality is
that it can illuminate how intersecting forms of
domination produce locations of both oppression
and privilege within a single actor or community
(Zinn and Dill 1994; Dhamoon 2011), our fourth
tenet noted above. Co-incidences of privilege and
marginalization have been under-theorized, yet
are likely ubiquitous in social life (e.g., our ex-
ample of Barack Obama). Wadsworth (2011) of-
fers an insightful analysis of such complexities in
discussing California’s 2008 marriage protection
ballot initiative, Proposition 8. She foregrounds
the potential tension between simultaneously
existing identities: in this empirical case, race
and sexuality. A significant number of people of
color whose views were otherwise on the politi-
cal left voted to restrict marriage to opposite-sex
couples. In attempting to explain this apparent
contradiction, Wadsworth introduces the con-
cept of foundational intersectionality, analyzing
the historical development of the relationships

among these socially constructed categories.
Wadsworth observes that people in subordinated
positions (here, people of color) can “reflect and
uphold certain privileges [here, heterosexuality]
while simultaneously performing a location of
innocence that masks other power relations from
which they benefit,” (2011, p. 204). She notes:
“As the nation’s first African American president
was being elected, significant percentages of left-
leaning people of color stepped to the political
right on Proposition 8...” (2011, p. 201). (Indeed,
President Obama came in for much criticism for
his caution about undoing “Don’t Ask, Don’t
Tell” and his then ambivalent position on gay
marriage.) Wadsworth stresses that unitary cat-
egory analysis cannot explain these political be-
haviors; foundational intersectionality is critical
to understand the effects of these secondary mar-
ginalizations (Cohen 1999). Intersectional schol-
arship has tended to focus analyses primarily on
the stigma of the marginalized and the power of
the dominant, avoiding analysis of the operation
of power within and between stigmatized com-
munities.

Wadsworth’s stress on historical contexts of
particular intersections is a telling reminder of
the temporal dimension of categories and their
intersections. This adds depth to a number of
the other approaches to intersections we have re-
viewed thus far. So, for example, Choo and Fer-
ree’s (2010) point that institutions may be associ-
ated with particular types of categories and in-
equalities can be extended by observing that such
associations themselves may well experience
historical change. The association of family with
women and paid work with men, for example,
has changed significantly in the past decades.
Similarly, the institution of higher education,
once associated primarily with male students, has
become an institution populated more by women
students than by men, a change that has aroused
significant concern on the part of some (Jacobs
2002; Sax 2008; Vincent-Lancrin 2008). Another
telling contemporary example is how the intensi-
fication of transnational flows complicates racial
and ethnic profiles; Purkayastha (2010) notes
that the presence of transnational lives, in which
people live both within and beyond single nation-
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states, makes it possible for them to be simulta-
neously racial majorities and minorities.

Locating Intersectionality in Social
Psychological Concepts and Theories

In this section, we locate the concept of intersec-
tionality explicitly in the language and theories
of social psychology. The terms of intersectional-
ity are closely related to social cognition, as we
have discussed, most evident in the concept of
social categories. Some of the core concepts of
social exchange, particularly power and status,
are theoretically related to intersectionality, but
the empirical work in this tradition has not typi-
cally taken up the kinds of questions that inter-
sectionality informs. Explicit connections could
certainly be made with some subfields within so-
cial exchange, however, especially work on jus-
tice and equity. Symbolic interaction has tended
to emphasize interactional rather than structural
dimensions, but clearly illuminates some of the
micro-level symbolic aspects of intersectionality
through concepts such as social stigma.

Social Cognition

We have already introduced the key principles of
social cognition, because the process of categori-
zation and the operations of social categories are
fundamental to intersectionality. The statuses as-
sociated with social categories, the indicators of
the differential evaluations we have noted, and
beliefs about status, inform the valence of in-
tersections. Considering the processes of social
cognition may shed new light on some aspects
of intersectionality; three key processes are at-
tention—how we direct our cognitive awareness;
information processing—how we make a vari-
ety of judgments, from predictions to decisions
to attributions; and memory—how we store and
retrieve (or forget) information. Theories of at-
tention may help explain what intersections are
especially salient in certain social contexts; theo-
ries of information processing may help explain
the kinds of judgments and inferences that follow

from intersectional identities and group member-
ships; and theories of memory may help explain
the persistence of associations with particular in-
tersecting categories and identities. Similarly, at-
tention to intersectionality could clarify how cat-
egories are created and potentially transformed,
as well as lead to an expansion of the repertoire
of categories. Intersectionality suggests that the
combined categories in any given situation be-
come a new, distinct identity at the individual
level and possible category at the group level.
Interestingly, the implicit association test (IAT)
(Greenwald et al. 1998), one of the most popular
contemporary measures of associations among
mental representations of concepts, continues to
use uni-dimensional concepts, e.g., sample tests
are sexuality (gay-straight); skin-tone (light skin-
dark skin); disability (disabled-abled), despite
the fact that the tool could easily be used to assess
associations among multidimensional concepts.
Intersectionality also highlights the affective va-
lence of categories, an aspect of social cognition
that could profit from greater attention (see Foy
et al., this volume).

Social Exchange

Social exchange theory applies economic mod-
els to everyday decision making, postulating
that interaction takes place when it is mutually
rewarding to the parties involved. Interaction
occurs because people depend on each other for
valued resources. Power, conceptualized in this
perspective as one actor’s ability to achieve a
favorable outcome when desired resources are
finite, is a quality of a relationship (Emerson
1962; see Thye and Kalkhoff, this volume). This
explicit attention to power could have led social
exchange theorists to focus closely on inequali-
ties associated with membership in social cat-
egories, as well as their intersections, but for the
most part, this has not been the case. Most social
exchange theorists do not address the influence
of social categories, and where they do, they tend
to focus on category differences, rather than on
inequalities associated with category member-
ship. More generally, exchange research assumes
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a self-oriented motivation and does not often pur-
sue the possibility of generosity; assumes that ra-
tionality, not emotion or affect, guides behavior;
and tends to operationalize social positions and
social contexts rather narrowly.

Particular exceptions exist within the social
exchange literature, however, notably the con-
siderable body of work on justice and the distri-
bution of resources, and research on status. The
literature on justice addresses perceptions about
the allocation of resources. Defined this way,
justice is subjective. A variety of possible prin-
ciples guide resource allocation (e.g. equality,
need, etc.). Where the justice literature touches
more explicitly on perceptions of inequality is
that membership in particular social categories
affects the perceptions of which rules are fair
and lead to just outcomes. People in advantaged
or powerful positions are likely to perceive an
unequal distribution as just, for example, while
those in disadvantaged positions are more like-
ly to feel it is unjust (Cook and Hegtvedt 1986;
Molm 2006; Hegtvedt and Isom, this volume).
The vast majority of exchange research is done in
laboratory contexts, so the advantage and power
created there are artificial. But studies conduct-
ed outside laboratory settings find parallel per-
ceptions; people in lower social classes are less
likely to perceive inequality to be fair (Robinson
and Bell 1978). Kluegel and Smith (1986) report
that Blacks are far more likely than Whites to
doubt the fairness of the American stratification
system. These are not intersectional analyses, but
one can imagine that incorporating intersection-
ality would offer a profile of perceptions about
justice that is both more complex and more accu-
rate. For example, intersectional analyses of the
perceptions of societal inequalities held by those
among the rather vast population of the 99 % of
the 2012 Occupy movement would likely reveal
many dimensions of social positions and status-
es, rather than a monolithic group.

Expectation states theory, an offshoot of social
exchange, could also connect to intersectionality,
in theory if not in practice (Correll and Ridgeway
2003). This theory holds that individuals form
performance expectations by assessing observ-
able status characteristics and comparing among

group members (see Ridgeway and Nakagawa,
this volume). Individuals look to status character-
istics to evaluate their own and others’ potential
performances. Status characteristics are closely
associated with membership in social catego-
ries. Numerous studies investigate sex category
(Balkwell and Berger 1996; Foschi 1992) and the
effects of other diffuse statuses on performance
expectations (Cohen 1982; Foddy and Riches
2000; Webster and Driskell 1983; Webster et al.
1998). Taken as a whole, this line of research
does illuminate one mechanism through which
micro-interactions facilitate the performance of
social inequalities. However, even these recent
studies do not adopt an intersectional perspec-
tive, considering the real-world coinciding of
various social positions. Intersectionality would
enable more accurate predictions of the effects of
expectations on behavior.

Symbolic Interaction

Fundamental to symbolic interaction is the mean-
ings that social objects hold (Blumer 1969).
Meaning emerges in interactions; interpreta-
tion is central to the processes through which
meanings influence interactions (Snow 2001).
Interpretation entails situational assessment, ne-
gotiations of meaning among actors, and agree-
ment on lines of action. Negotiation, rather than
individual action, is central to this interactionist
perspective. The symbolic interactionist paral-
lel to social identities is role-identities, identi-
ties generated through ties to others (McCall and
Simmons 1978; Stryker 2002). In some strands
of symbolic interaction, role-identities have an
almost functionalist feel, but in others, particu-
larly Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical analyses,
emphasis is on the processes of identity construc-
tion and impression management (see Schwalbe
and Shay, this volume).

One core symbolic interactionist concept,
stigma, facilitates recognition of the affective
depth of inequalities associated with intersec-
tions among identities (see Link et al., this vol-
ume). As defined by Erving Goffman (1963),
stigma is disapproval of people on the basis of
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characteristics that differentiate them from oth-
ers in a particular group. Goffman thought of
stigma as a process by which the reaction of oth-
ers spoils an identity. For stigmatization to occur,
systems of social, economic, and political power
that identify difference, categorization, and the
differential evaluation of those categories must
exist (Garcia Bedolla 2007). What symbolic in-
teraction adds to these cognitive components of
stigma is recognition of the power of social in-
teraction in creating and, in a sense, implement-
ing the stigma. Garcia Bedolla notes that it would
be useful to assess the relative stigmatization
of multiple potential (or actual) group member-
ships. She asserts this would help promote un-
derstanding of the interrelations among identities
and the relative degree of attachment individuals
have to particular group identifications.

These symbolic interactionist principles are
central to one relatively recent theoretical contri-
bution that has been highly influential to work
on the social construction of gender and of in-
equality: “doing gender.” West and Zimmerman
(1987) borrow insights from phenomenology and
from symbolic interaction to assert that gender is
an accomplishment of everyday interaction. In-
dividuals literally “do” gender through the ways
they talk, how they dress, how they move, how
they interact. Subsequent to West and Zimmer-
man’s original articulation of the concept, West
and Fenstermaker extended this approach in their
1995 article “Doing Difference” by addressing
the accomplishment of other key social catego-
ries, specifically race and class. Although this
essay addresses multiple categories, the analysis
is not intersectional; how these categories inter-
lock is not a primary focus. “Doing Difference”
was followed by a symposium of responses,
many of them critical of what they perceived as
an emphasis on difference as opposed to inequal-
ity (Collins et al. 1995). Among the key points of
critique were the failure to focus on the interlock-
ing relationships among systems of inequality,
failure to take the specific historical circumstanc-
es and systems of power into account, failure to
attend to the constraints that material power and
institutions pose on processes of social construc-
tion, and the apparent failure to recognize that

perceptions depend on one’s location in social
structures. Integrating an intersectional approach
more fully into the “doing” perspective would
clearly address many of these critiques; intersec-
tionality is fundamentally about the interlocking
systems of inequality, and is deeply attentive to
systems of power and the differential allocation
of both material and symbolic resources. Empiri-
cal work in this vein is beginning to take shape
(see Utrata 2011; Warren 2009).

A more recent direction is to theorize the “un-
doing” of gender and other forms of inequalities
(Deutsch 2007; Risman 2009; Sullivan 2004). A
synthesis of these two lines of work would pro-
mote the broader social goals of intersectional
analyses, helping to reduce societal inequalities
and promote social justice.

How Intersectionality Advances the
Social Psychology of Inequalities

The intersectional framework offers both con-
ceptual and methodological contributions with
the potential to advance the social psychology of
inequalities. Foremost among these, the intersec-
tional framework guards against three limitations
within mainstream social psychology. First, the
intersectional framework holds the potential to
identify the social mechanisms that produce both
social inequality and social change (Weber 2007).
Acknowledging that differences associated with
race, class, and gender exist is not the same as
showing how power relations are co-constructed,
maintained, and challenged (Anthias 2005). The
intersectional framework is explanatory, not just
descriptive; it takes social psychology beyond
accounts—often ideographic descriptions—of
individual motives to better understand what acts
produce inequality, and which acts produce more
equitable outcomes.

Second, the intersectional framework is mo-
bile, not static; it takes social psychological
analyses of inequality beyond examinations of
social categories themselves (e.g., race) and re-
casts them as dynamic social processes (e.g., ra-
cialization) that link individuals to free standing
systems (Hancock 2007; Ken 2008). Rather than
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engage in a poststructuralist rejection of social
categories, the intersectional framework insists
that group membership matters in two very real
ways: first, attributions of group membership
(e.g., labeling processes) impact one’s social po-
sition and how one appraises and finds meaning
in this position, and second, group membership
partly determines one’s ability to claim and har-
ness this position for political, cultural, or social
change (Anthias 2005; Spivak 2008). Explicitly
acknowledging that social categories are contex-
tually embedded, relational, and contingent insu-
lates social psychological research from reducing
difference to the level of identity alone and from
reifying social categories as the field has done
in the past (Cole and Sabik 2009; Higginbotham
1997). Moreover, the intersectional lens explic-
itly acknowledges and explores variations within
social categories, which destabilizes essentialist
assumptions about these groups (Hurtado and
Sinha 2008; Ramazanoglu 2002). When deploy-
ing social categories, this approach analytically
distinguishes between ‘“social position,” one’s
position in relation to social, economic, cultural,
or political resources, from “social positioning,”
the way one articulates, understands, or harness-
es these positions (Anthias 2005; Levine-Rasky
2011). Thus, the intersectional framework forces
analyses to move beyond social psychology’s
historic fascination with “difference” as a set of
static positions to interrogate the interrelated and
mobile processes of social differentiation and dif-
ferential evaluation.

Third, the intersectional framework guards
against social psychology’s tendency to give
primacy to a single identity, group membership,
or social system when providing an account for
social inequality. Intersectional studies require
that research move beyond “master” categories
to consider the ways that “emergent” and hy-
brid categories produced in everyday interac-
tions complicate social psychological processes
(Fotopoulou 2012; Warner 2008). For example,
Doan and Haider-Markel (2010) use the concept
of intersectional stereotyping to describe the
joint impact of sexual orientation and gender in
shaping respondents’ evaluations of gay and les-
bian political candidates. Studies not informed

by intersectional sensitivities—those that fail to
consider the multiple groups to which targets be-
long—miss the way cross-cutting positions act as
resources in some contexts, but liabilities in oth-
ers. Cross-cutting locations and systems produce
qualitatively distinct patterns, which may not
translate into quantitative variations. Thus, as we
discuss in more detail later, attention to intersec-
tionality requires more than testing for statistical
interaction effects (see Methodologies and Chal-
lenges below).

The intersectional framework enriches the so-
cial psychology of inequality by allowing—no,
insisting—that researchers employ a reflexivity
that goes beyond “giving voice” to those whose
experiences are often excluded in scholarship
(Choo and Ferree 2010; Cole and Stewart 2012;
Perry 2009). Intersectional studies position the
researched as subjects and authorities in their
own right. Moreover, the intersectional frame-
work insists that researchers cast their scholarly
gaze upon themselves to explicitly acknowl-
edge the myriad ways in which the researcher
and the research context impact the production
of knowledge. For example, Bettie’s (2003) eth-
nography of marginalized young women (e.g.,
smokers, cholas, “las chicas,” skaters, and hicks)
at Waretown High in California’s Central Valley
documents their struggle to find their place and
a sense of authenticity through intra- and inter-
group encounters and comparisons. While “giv-
ing voice” is an important intersectional goal in
itself, Bettie’s study goes beyond providing an
account of intersectional invisibility (see also
Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach 2008). Her commit-
ment to an intersectional analysis requires Bet-
tie to be explicitly self-reflexive. She is aware of
and reminds the reader of her own subjectivity
as a raced/classed/gendered sociologist to avoid
providing what Bordo (1990) calls the “view
from nowhere.” Bettie’s multiple social loca-
tions impact her ability to gain access to field
sites, to establish rapport, and to understand and
represent accurately what she observes (see also
Wilkins 2008). Adopting intersectional meth-
odologies offers social psychologists the abil-
ity to theorize and investigate social inequalities
in ways that acknowledge and embrace the full
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complexity of lived experience—including their
own (Fine 2007; Hesse-Biber and Piatelli 2012;
Weber 2007)—as well as making transparent the
ways that intersections shape representation and
the production and dissemination of knowledge
(Collins 2000; Smith 2007). In short, the inter-
sectional framework requires social psycholo-
gists be committed to producing “situated knowl-
edge” (Haraway 1988).

Perhaps most important, the intersectional
framework advances our understanding of the so-
cial psychological foundations of power. While
much of the earlier theorizing focused primar-
ily on oppression (see Early Conceptualizations
above), more recent formulations emphasize
the relational nature of power: privilege and op-
pression are co-constitutive (Steinbugler et al.
20006). Morris’ (2006) study of Matthews Middle
School, where White students and teachers make
up the numerical minority, for example, explicit-
ly analyzes white privilege rather than allowing it
to remain unmarked. Morris describes in rich de-
tail multiple ways that constructions of middle-
class whiteness shape the experiences of students
of color—their attitudes toward and behaviors at
school, as well as the school’s expectations for
and responses toward them.

The intersectional framework advances the
social psychology of privilege/oppression in a
second way. Its attention to multiple social po-
sitions recognizes that cross-cutting social lo-
cations reinforce systems of domination and
subordination, particularly in terms of resource
allocation. Yet contradictory patterns sometimes
occur. Given one’s specific cross-cutting social
locations, the same individual may simultaneous-
ly experience advantage—whether material or
symbolic—by some positions and disadvantage
by others (Shields 2008). These “translocational
positionalities” offer a fruitful site for social psy-
chological explorations of both the dynamics of
social stratification and social integration (Anth-
ias 2005, p. 44) and hold the potential to uncover
important contradictions and unintended conse-
quences that may produce or deepen significant
inequalities, even by well-meaning individuals
or institutions (Morris 2006). This approach re-
jects uni-dimensional models of social inequal-

ity (Browne and Misra 2003). Consequently, the
intersectional framework’s conceptualization of
power challenges static or essentialist perspec-
tives on social inequality, those Keating (2009)
refers to as “status quo stories” that normalize
difference and its effects.

The intersectional framework also holds the
potential to inform enduring concerns within
social psychology at large. Social psychology
attempts to clarify the relationship between in-
dividuals and society, and thus, social psycholo-
gists devote considerable attention to the ways
that individuals’ life experiences reflect both
human agency and external social forces. Nu-
merous studies attempt to integrate the two, yet
most are unproductive because they give primacy
to either agency or structure. The intersectional
framework destabilizes the assumed and taken-
for-granted social psychological binaries of indi-
vidual/society and agency/structure by requiring
scholars to conceptualize race, gender, and social
class not only as identities but also as organizing
principles of social systems (Perry 2009). As a
result, intersectional analyses allow social psy-
chologists to observe agency’s limits and social
structure’s flexibility.

Similarly, the intersectional framework points
to the utility of and need for theoretical synthesis
within social psychology. Despite calls for inte-
gration from sociologists (Hollander and How-
ard 2000; House 1977) and psychologists (Ryff
1987), social psychology remains theoretically,
methodologically, and institutionally fragmented.
Although more than 30 years have passed since
House’s impassioned call to abandon intellectual
and institutional tradition to establish “new in-
terfaces,” social psychology remains largely un-
integrated. Recent intersectional studies offer a
glimpse of hope. Moore’s (2008) mixed-methods
study of Black lesbian stepfamilies, for example,
finds that exchange models designed to explain
power relations within heterosexual couples
do not adequately account for these biological
mothers’ higher levels of household work and
increased decision making power. Moore argues
that social meanings associated with particular
social roles (i.e., mother) and identities (i.e., les-
bian), and the meaning of the work itself com-
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plicate these exchanges. Synthesizing social ex-
change with key principles from symbolic inter-
action to explain this particular experience brings
each theory into conversation with the other to
illuminate theoretical blind spots.

The ideological underpinnings of the inter-
sectional framework—the commitment to so-
cial justice and improving the lives of those who
live on society’s margins—dovetail with recent
movement toward the development of a critical
social psychology that traces power relations
through the construction and application of so-
cial psychological knowledge, and aims for pro-
gressive social change (Cherry 1995; Fox et al.
2009; Ibaiez and Ifiguez Rueda 1997). The ac-
tivist conscience of the intersectional framework
enables scholars to develop “holistic, humane,
and justice-oriented” understandings of social
inequality (Perry 2009, p. 230). Thus, intersec-
tionality not only produces knowledge to aid our
understanding of social psychological phenom-
ena, but also to identify strategies that can help
produce a more promising future for individuals
and their communities.

Methodologies and the Challenges
of Doing Intersectional Research

We turn our attention now to how intersectional
research is actually done. The methodologi-
cal decisions that guide social psychological
research are considerably more than technical
issues. Harding (1987) distinguishes three ele-
ments: epistemology, method, and methodology.
Epistemology is a theory about knowledge, about
who can know what and under what circum-
stances knowledge is developed. Methods are
techniques for gathering and analyzing “data.”
Methodology delineates the implications of an
epistemology for implementation of a particular
method (Sprague 2005). The technical details
are located in their social and political context.
As we have noted, intersectionality emerged as
a product of feminist and critical race theorists’
critiques of the neglect and misrepresentation of
marginalized experiences within mainstream so-
cial science. While social psychologists (like so-

cial scientists more generally) have tended in the
past to see their work as value-free, neutral, and
objective, many intersectional scholars (and con-
temporary social psychologists) question wheth-
er objectivity is possible and/or desirable. In this
section, we interrogate the social psychological
literature in order to identify the methodological
limitations of the past, clarify the challenges of
the present, and speculate about the potential for
the future.

By and large, social psychological (as well as
sociological and psychological) research rarely
deploys intersectionality, for reasons that are
both conceptual and methodological. Luft and
Ward (2009) offer an insightful analysis of sev-
eral conceptual challenges. They are certainly
relevant for, but not specific to, social psycholo-
gists. First, they note the tendency to emphasize
some systems (especially gender and race) over
others, and remind scholars of the importance
of a truly intersectional historiography. Certain
deeply significant categories, social class being a
key example, are constrained in how they can be
studied; although there is considerable sociologi-
cal work on socioeconomic status, interactionist
analyses are challenged by the normative silence
about social class, at least in the U.S. Social class
is noticed, but not discussed. Second, they stress
that intersectionality is not limited to “multiple
jeopardy” (King 1988). Intersectionality is more
fluid, more about mutual constructions of identi-
ties and oppressions, not only a coexistence of
several, simultaneous oppressions. This obser-
vation speaks to the importance of interactionist
perspectives, of putting interaction into cogni-
tion and moving the study of exchange processes
from the lab into real world situations. Acker
(2008) states this challenge articulately: there is
“a continuing problem with the analysis of inter-
sectionality: how to escape thinking about race,
class, gender, and sexuality as separate catego-
ries while, at the same time, recognizing that they
have particular material, ideological and histori-
cal specificities” (citing Andersen 2005).

Third, and echoing Wadsworth, Luft and Ward
(2009) highlight the importance of simultaneous
analyses of both oppression and privilege. Fourth,
they suggest that the most effective approach to
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intersectionality is what they call “not yet/that’s
not it.” In a sense, this is a profound recogni-
tion of the ways in which social context, societal
circumstances, the current histories and the his-
tories about to be created, mean that an under-
standing of intersectionality, and perhaps also of
inequality, is always provisional. This assertion
may well be discomfiting to social psycholo-
gists and social scientists more generally, but it
is an approach that does avoid misidentification.
A closely related point is that as intersectional-
ity has acquired intellectual capital, it has also
become vulnerable to appropriation, that is, to
being used to forward ends that have little to do
with intersectionality or with the understanding
of inequalities. The language of intersectionality
can be used to fend off charges of racism or sex-
ism; intersectional goals can be claimed without
using intersectional methods—so, for example,
when ostensibly intersectional analyses slip back
to the additive, centering one system, then look-
ing at additions of others.

Looking at this from an institutional perspec-
tive, the use of intersectionality is analogous to
the history of the use of diversity. The recognition
of difference does not, in and of itself, change
structural inequalities. This is a point on which
we might critique Luft and Ward, in that the “not
yet/that’s not it” conceptualization of intersec-
tionality could imply that the moment for institu-
tional change will itself never quite be at hand. In
thinking through these challenges, though, Luft
and Ward pose some excellent questions. We
quote at some length: “Form and context, or the
how and why and for how long of intersection-
ality, also matter. They draw attention to ques-
tions of motivation and ownership, but especially
sustainability: Where did this effort come from
and who is invested in it? Who owns it, funds
it, and why? Does it address only the symptoms
(poverty) or also the causes (economic policies)
of intersectional problems?” (2009, p. 24) To
echo this latter question in a social psychological
arena, “Does it address only the symptoms (atti-
tudes and stereotypes about poverty) or also their
causes (the societal narratives about social class
and its determinants)?” (2009, p. 24)

Luft’s (2009) experiences as an anti-racism
activist point to a final challenge to incorporat-
ing intersectionality into social psychological
practice: knowing when and where its deploy-
ment is and is not likely to produce social justice
outcomes. Scholars continue to question whether
intersections are ubiquitous or contingent and
whether and when the intersectional framework
is the most appropriate lens to deploy (Browne
and Misra 2003). Luft (2009) argues that failure
to attend to the unique logics underlying systems
of gender and race can flatten opportunities for
social change. For example, the much lauded
“color-blindness” of the post-civil rights era has
yielded new forms of subtle racism, which must,
according to Luft, be dismantled with race-only
rather than intersectional interventions, in order
to force individuals to confront racial inequali-
ties head on. Consequently, social psychologists,
educators, and activists aiming for social justice
outcomes must seriously consider the logics un-
derlying specific systems of inequality to assess
the framework’s usefulness in particular con-
texts, rather than deploying it indiscriminately.

Shields (2008) points to several methodologi-
cal reasons for social psychologists’ neglect of
intersectionality. First, social science favors par-
simonious models over complex ones. The “best”
models have the fewest variables and pathways;
however, these models often gloss over the mess-
iness of social life. Second, social scientists are
deeply concerned with research controls, wheth-
er through statistical controls holding variables
“constant” across cases, randomly assigning par-
ticipants across experimental and control groups,
or removing social processes from real-world
contexts. Third, scholars often fail to measure
and include “extraneous” variables. As a result,
most research designs define intersectional pro-
cesses as “noise” that must be eliminated or, at
a minimum, reduced. When researchers include
race, gender, and social class measures, they
tend to conceptualize and operationalize each as
“demographic variables” whose meanings are
self-evident rather than contingent, temporary,
and contextual. Last, most social psychologi-
cal research is designed to identify differential
outcomes across social groups or experimental
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conditions. All too often, social psychologists
interpret difference as explanation, failing to re-
alize that difference is descriptive and not nec-
essarily explanatory. Further, this emphasis on
difference often overlooks the possibility of sim-
ilarity. Each of these failures is associated with
and exacerbated by quantitative methodologies’
dominance (i.e., both normative and in frequency
of use) within social psychology.

As these shortcomings illustrate, standard
methods for “doing science” inhibit the develop-
ment of a fully intersectional social psychology.
That said, there are examples of quantitative stud-
ies of inequality that adopt a fully intersectional
perspective. McCall (2001) conducted an exten-
sive multi-group examination of gender, class,
and racial inequalities across geographic/region-
al and economic configurations guided by what
she calls intercategorical complexity, the adop-
tion of existing analytical categories to document
relationships of inequality among social groups
and changing configurations of inequality along
multiple, sometimes conflicting, dimensions.

McCall poses the critical question: can a cat-
egorical approach respect the demand for com-
plexity? Such multi-group studies must analyze
the intersections of the full set of dimensions of
multiple categories and thus examine both ad-
vantage and disadvantage explicitly and simul-
taneously. She addresses the growing earnings
inequality between the rich and the poor and be-
tween the college educated and the non-college
educated (inequality that has deepened consider-
ably in the decade since she published her study).
Because gender inequality appeared to have
declined in the same period, the new inequality
was seen as afflicting White men. She examines
the roots of several different dimensions of wage
inequality—gender-based, educationally-based,
racially-based, intersectional—and then synthe-
sizes these as configurations of inequality in var-
ied regional economies in the U.S.

McCall concludes that patterns of racial, gen-
der, and class inequality vary across geographic,
regional, and economic configurations; deindus-
trialized regions such as Detroit are ripe for com-
parable worth and affirmative action approach-
es to reducing earnings inequality, whereas in

postindustrial and immigrant-rich regions such
as Dallas, more universal or non-gender specific
strategies such as minimum wage campaigns
would be more effective in reducing inequalities.

McCall’s research is unusual in the care with
which she deploys quantitative methods to iden-
tify the impacts of intersectional social positions.
Intersectional scholars remain divided on the
usefulness of quantitative methods for assessing
intersectional processes. While factorial designs
are useful in describing differential outcomes
across primary and emergent categories (i.e., the
“what”), these analyses do not always produce
insight into intersectional processes (i.e., the
“how” and “why”). Similarly, critics argue that
multivariate analyses are not able to adequately
provide an interactive model of race, gender, and
social class because these identities/positions are
confounded within individuals. Moreover, there
is a danger of reducing an intersectional analysis
to statistical interaction effects, which may assess
quantitative impacts of race, gender, and social
class but often miss qualitative impacts. These
shortcomings do not point to inadequacies with
statistical procedure itself, but rather, to scholars’
lack of attention to intersectional processes in in-
terpreting study results. Perhaps most important,
using social categories primarily as independent
variables (as distal rather than proximal causes)
often prevents scholars from asking questions
about the social contexts and systems of power
that give rise to these social constructs.

These critiques lead Shields (2008) to con-
clude that “the theoretical compatibility and his-
toric links between intersectionality theory and
qualitative methods imply that the method and the
theory are always already necessary to one anoth-
er” (p. 306). Proponents of qualitative method-
ologies and methods argue they are better suited
for intersectional analyses because they are less
concerned with testing a priori hypotheses; they
tend to be more flexible and can deal with unan-
ticipated results; and further, they let informants
provide information that they believe is signifi-
cant, and they can isolate individual identities
while also assessing their simultaneous impact.
Cole (2009) and Covarrubias (2011) take the
middle ground and argue that both quantitative
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and qualitative approaches can be useful so long
as researchers are careful in considering inter-
sectional processes when interpreting their data.
Warner (2008), however, cautions proponents
of methodological integration to remember that
these approaches may not be perfectly compat-
ible given their divergent assumptions regarding
the nature of reality and their stance on who can
know what and how one does so (see Sprague
2005; for a critique of this argument, see Stewart
and Cole 2007).

Mapping these critiques of quantitative and
qualitative approaches onto the methodological
preferences of the three primary social psycho-
logical perspectives suggests that symbolic inter-
action, which is more likely to rely on qualitative
methods, is better suited methodologically to an
intersectional perspective. Both social cognition
and symbolic interaction, however, can and do
draw on both quantitative and qualitative meth-
ods. Social exchange relies heavily on labora-
tory experimentation, and thus on quantitative
methods, which could make inclusion of an in-
tersectional perspective all the more challenging.
We stress, though, that the issue is not so much
method as it is how scholars in any of these tradi-
tions think about the social contexts and systems
of power that shape cognition, exchange, and in-
teraction.

Cole (2009) and Cole and Sabik (2009) offer
three guiding questions for social psychologists
who want to incorporate intersectional insights
into their research First: Who is included within
the social category under examination? Second:
What role do power and inequality play? Third:
Where are the similarities across social catego-
ries?

Which categories we use and how we treat
these categories within research designs (i.e., if
and how they are collapsed) hold implications for
both our findings and the interpretations of those
findings. This question encourages scholars to
address issues of invisibility, and the associated
misrepresentation, marginalization, and disem-
powerment (Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach 2008).
Explicitly asking “who is included” helps to
identify which groups have been overlooked and
whose experiences have been misrepresented,

and to offer the opportunity to repair these mis-
representations. For example, in an early study of
attributions about victims of sexual assault, How-
ard (1984) deliberately included male victims, a
group of possible victims of sexual assault that
had been completely ignored. She found that fe-
male victims were held more accountable than
male victims when the assault occurred when
they were hitchhiking, and women were blamed
more in terms of stable personality traits, where-
as men were blamed more for behaviors. In a
study we describe in greater detail below, Moore
(2008) examines lesbian stepfamilies and discov-
ers power dynamics that differ markedly from
those in heterosexual middle-class couples. Ask-
ing who is included also leads to consideration
of who is the appropriate comparison group,
in order to guard against referencing dominant
group norms as benchmarks. At a minimum,
Warner (2008) adds, researchers should explic-
itly provide rationales about why they made par-
ticular decisions, rather than just reporting what
they did.

Answers to the question about who is included
have implications for each stage of the research
process. They transform sampling by enabling us
to consider neglected groups. They transform our
manipulations and the measures that operation-
alize constructs by enabling us to consider them
from the perspective of the group being studied.
As a result, research is more likely to produce a
nuanced understanding of understudied groups
that can lead to the generation of altogether new
hypotheses. Moreover, researchers may gain
insight into the ways that one category impacts
another or uncover social interventions that may
provide benefits across groups.

What role do power and inequality play?
Considering the role that inequality plays in
social processes impacts the generation of hy-
potheses and the interpretation of results. Hy-
potheses must attend to the social and historical
contexts in which inequalities are produced and
sustained. Differences must then be interpreted
with awareness that groups occupy both unique
and complex structural positions. In a study of
perceptions of attractiveness described in fur-
ther detail below, Goff et al. (2008) explore how
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intersections of race and gender effectively erase
Black women. Experimentally manipulating tar-
gets’ skin color, the researchers find that Black
women are miscategorized as effectively being
Black men, particularly when their skin color is
dark. Their focus on intersections and inequali-
ties reveals perceptual processes that underlie
privileges of Whites and men, and oppression of
Black women. Focus on inequality also encour-
ages social psychologists to consider causes that
are “upstream” (i.e., external social forces), not
only “downstream” (i.e., internal to the individu-
al) (Weber and Parra-Medina 2003). Thus, atten-
tion to inequalities facilitates a better understand-
ing of the mechanisms through which difference
operates and holds the potential to identify useful
interventions. Movement in this direction may
offer an effective response to sociological criti-
cism that social psychological research is “reduc-
tionist” and “trivial” (Sprague 2005).

Where are the similarities across social cat-
egories? As we have noted, social psychological
research often relies on hypothesis testing, which
emphasizes differences between groups. A focus
on similarities discourages an overly determina-
tive view of identity. Moreover, attention to this
question has the potential to transform each stage
of the research process. Social psychological re-
searchers may pursue exploratory research rather
than test a priori hypotheses. Samples may in-
clude diverse groups that are connected through
shared social locations vis-a-vis power structures.
Social categories may be conceptualized and op-
erationalized as individual and group practices
rather than as stable individual characteristics. As
one general example, a prevailing cultural con-
ception of people with various forms of disability
treats them as distinct from “able-bodied” and/or
“able-minded” individuals. Yet, we are reminded
all the time of commonalities. Pregnant women
can need more room to get in and out of a car;
older people shopping with a cart (and youth with
skate boards) are appreciative of curb cuts; of-
fice workers with carpal tunnel syndrome need to
take frequent work breaks. Perhaps the greatest
potential for methodological transformation lies
with analysis and interpretation, if researchers
do not allow group differences to overshadow

similarities across groups and differences within
groups.

Identifying points of commonality also dis-
suades dialogues about “whose oppression is
worse” (Moraga and Anzaldua 1981) or what
Martinez (1993) calls “oppression Olympics.”
Most significantly, it makes room for groups to
forge coalitions and partnerships, which can be
an essential element for the development of so-
cial policy aimed at reducing societal inequali-
ties.

Choo and Ferree (2010) offer a number of
recommendations for constructive use of inter-
sectionality, moving forward. They argue for
approaching intersectionality as relational rather
than locational; as transforming the processes
affecting the mainstream as well as identifying
select intersections for “special cases” (see also
Berger and Guidroz 2009). They recommend
that scholars adopt an even more complex view
of intersectionality, focusing on feedback loops
among processes at multiple levels that create in-
teractions among them, as inherent parts of how
they are constituted (see also Winker and Degele
2011). This echoes a message often asserted by
social psychologists: the complexity of social
institutions is obscured when macrostructures of
inequality are separated from the microstructures
of the social construction of meaning. Indeed,
this could be viewed as a 2010 restatement of
Jim House’s legendary “three faces of social psy-
chology” essay, arguing as did House (1977) for
stronger interfaces among these strands. As we
stressed above in articulating the third key tenet
of intersectionality, this approach requires exam-
ination of interlocking oppressions from macro
to micro levels.

Implementing these recommendations is a
tall order. Comparative data are necessary as a
first step, but they are not necessarily sensitive
to context. Methodological advances have iden-
tified interaction-centered analytic strategies
appropriate both to quantitative (from explor-
atory data analysis to hierarchical linear model-
ing) and qualitative (multi-sited ethnographies,
multi-level coding programs) methods. Statisti-
cal programs, such as Mplus, permit researchers
to conduct multiple group analyses (e.g., Harnois
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2009). Mixed method strategies can enable high
quality simultaneous qualitative and quantitative
analyses (Griffin and Museus 2011), although as
we have noted above, their divergent assump-
tions about the nature of reality suggest an under-
lying incompatibility.

Another major challenge lies with the statisti-
cal techniques currently available to social scien-
tists. Statistical power is inversely related to the
number of factors included within a model; thus,
the number of identities or social statuses that
researchers can bring into their analysis is lim-
ited. More common today, however, are claims
that the data necessary for intersectional analy-
ses simply are not available. Scholars assert that
while an intersectional approach is desirable, we
must reserve these analyses for when adequate
data become available (e.g., Shields 2002, p. 25).

That day may be close at hand. One promis-
ing development is the explosion of attention to
what is being called the age of “Big Data” (Hardy
2012; Lohr 2012a). Trends in technology are
generating dramatically more data at rates that
are unprecedented. A flood of digital data is ris-
ing from many sources including the Web, bio-
logical and industrial sensors, and of particular
importance to social psychologists, video, email,
and social network communications. Computer
tools for gleaning knowledge from this vast trove
of unstructured data are increasingly making pos-
sible analyses at a scope heretofore unimagined.
In March 2012 the U.S. federal government an-
nounced a major research initiative in big data
computing, an initiative that includes agencies
such as NSF and NIH, both of which fund a
good deal of social psychological research (Lohr
2012b). Advances in this arena may well enable
analyses of a complexity that will facilitate far
more nuanced research on intersectionalities. We
should add a word of caution, however. The ex-
ponential increase in digital data is generated in
part by an intensifying culture of surveillance;
the age of Big Data could generate new types of
inequalities.

More fully incorporating insights from inter-
sectionality into social psychology does not re-
quire scholars to abandon traditional methods.
What is central, however, is that social psycholo-

gists reconsider the meaning and the conse-
quences of social categories and reevaluate the
strengths and weaknesses of their methodologi-
cal choices. Significant change will require the
efforts of researchers across the quantitative/
qualitative divide. Shields (2008) frames inter-
sectionality as “an invitation to move beyond
one’s own research comfort zone” (p. 309). We
agree.

Empirical Examples

Thus far, we have defined intersectionality, con-
nected it explicitly with other orienting concepts
and theoretical traditions within social psychol-
ogy, and discussed intersectionality as a form of
methodology. We now turn to three streams of
scholarship within the social psychology of in-
equalities that we treat as extended case studies
to illustrate the ways that this framework can en-
rich social cognition, social exchange, and sym-
bolic interaction respectively. In keeping with the
theme of this Handbook, we have selected studies
from research agendas that we believe showcase
the usefulness of the intersectional framework in
clarifying our social psychological understand-
ing of the creation, contexts, dimensions, and
outcomes of social inequalities. These scholars’
careful attention to intersectional theoretical in-
sights and methodological concerns takes each of
these analyses beyond normative models based
on hegemonic categories. Despite limitations—
and in some cases only marginal applications of
the intersectional framework—each piece makes
strides toward a critical social psychology guided
by the goal of social justice.

Social Cognition: Compound Categories
and “Seeing Race”

For the past 100 years, anti-racism and femi-
nist scholars and activists have posed the ques-
tion “Ain’t [ a woman?” to critique the concept
of “global sisterhood,” which assumes that all
women—by virtue of being women—share a
common experience (Mohanty 1988; Spelman



5 Intersectionality

111

1988). Originally posed by Sojourner Truth in
1851, this enduring question acknowledges the
unique dilemma experienced by women of color,
who through their dual membership in two so-
cietally significant and marginalized groups,
frequently find themselves confronted by com-
peting interests (Truth and Painter 1998). Being
women has meant that they are excluded from
race-based social movements; being Black has
meant that they are excluded from gender-based
social movements. The effect of equating wom-
anhood with whiteness and blackness with man-
hood is the erasure of Black womanhood. How
does incorporating the intersectional framework
advance our understanding of the processes of
person perception in particular and social cogni-
tion in general?

Goff et al. (2008) explore these questions in
a pair of experiments assessing the accuracy of
respondents’ initial impressions and higher order
judgments (i.e., attractiveness) of White and
Black male and female targets, as represented
through visual stimuli (e.g., images of faces or
videos depicting body movement) where skin
tone was digitally manipulated to vary from light
to dark within and across target type. Intercat-
egory comparisons (McCall 2005) reveal three
patterns, which together clarify the way intersec-
tions of race and gender contribute to the erasure
of Black womanhood. First, respondents made
more errors when categorizing Black women as
women than when identifying the sex of all other
groups. Second, respondents rated Black men
and women as more masculine than their White
counterparts. Moreover, respondents viewed ra-
cially stereotypical Black targets (e.g., darker
skin) as more masculine than less stereotypical
targets. Third, respondents rated Black women
as less attractive in proportion to their perceived
masculinity. Taken together, these results suggest
that how respondents “see race” shapes how they
“see gender.” As Goff et al. (2008) conclude:
“Rather than being seen as similar to men, Black
women were miscategorized as being men—
which may constitute an altogether different
form of social comparison. Instead of escaping
the gendered harms that women frequently en-

dure, Black women may face unique harms that
can effectively erase their womanhood” (p. 402).

Adopting the intersectional framework com-
plicates existing theories of person perception,
which theorize the ways that our initial categori-
zation of another person influences which details
we attend to and the judgments we make about
this person. Person perception is a function of
the way information is cognitively organized and
interactively applied. Previous studies treat race
and gender—both central to forming impres-
sions, because all people are assumed to have an
identifiable race and gender and because both are
thought to be quickly and accurately ascertained
in an encounter—as singular, discrete “base cate-
gories” into which we sort others and upon which
we construct higher order judgments. The litera-
ture has concentrated on assessing the accuracy
with which we categorize individuals, specifying
the sequence of events in this process, mapping
these processes onto areas of the brain, and con-
necting impressions to real-life outcomes. Find-
ings from Goff et al. (2008), however, suggest
that respondents treat race and gender as intersec-
tional or “compound” categories rather than as
discrete base categories. Moreover, their deploy-
ment of measures for racial stereotypicality elic-
its meaningful empirical variation within social
categories and therefore destabilizes the assump-
tion of a singular Black woman experience. Ad-
ditional research is needed to specify which other
compound categories shape person perception,
to clarify when and under what conditions inter-
sectional versus singular base categories matter,
and to explore how one’s level of familiarity with
particular groups may enhance or inhibit these
processes (see also Groom et al. 2005).

The “seeing race” literature advances social
cognition by clarifying how intersections compli-
cate social categorization (e.g., Eberhardt et al.
2004, 2006). First, results confirm prior cogni-
tion research: cognitive structures organize in-
formation about race and gender into group level
schemas; however, the co-constitutive nature of
race and gender produce intersectional subtypes
(see Deaux 1995; Stangor et al. 1992; Thomas
et al. 2004). Building on this observation, the
study finds that particular configurations (i.e.,
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subtypes) carry normative expectations about
which groups are likely to overlap. Pairings con-
sistent with social expectations facilitate catego-
rization (e.g., blackness and manhood, or white-
ness and womanhood), while contradictions (e.g.,
blackness and womanhood) complicate social
categorization. The streamlining of social cog-
nition through the use of intersectional subtypes
comes at a cost: miscategorization. Second, the
study clarifies the way race/gender intersections
influence cognitive processes such as attention.
In this study, skin tone provides a highly salient
indicator for race, and thus race guides further
cognitive processing, including the way individ-
uals “see gender.” Third, this study contributes
to our understanding of the cognitive foundations
of “doing difference” (West and Fenstermaker
1995). This analysis of intersectional cognitive
structures and processes—those conflating ra-
cial stereotypicality and masculinity—suggests
that race and gender are better conceptualized
as social productions rather than as biological
givens. Such intersectional cognitive structures
and processes hold implications for real-world
outcomes. Future work must identify which con-
texts facilitate or interrupt intersectional cogni-
tive processes.

Social Exchange: Egalitarianism
in Invisible Families

Intimate relationships are often arenas in which
one partner exercises power and control over an-
other. Social exchange theory’s explicit attention
to power makes it particularly well-suited for ex-
ploring the micro-foundations of inequalities in
this context. Moreover, its conceptualization of
power as a relationship makes it consistent with
the intersectional framework. However, the ex-
change literature’s failure to decenter the expe-
riences of White, middle-class families—those
social psychology (and sociology) generally
uses as its benchmark—renders diverse families
invisible. Even the few extant studies of power
relations within lesbian households, for exam-
ple, tend to focus narrowly on White, educated,
middle-class feminists with a commitment to an

egalitarian ideology rooted in second wave femi-
nism. Consequently, we know little about power
relations within multiply marginalized families.
Is a commitment to egalitarian ideology a defin-
ing feature of lesbian households, or are there
variations within the lesbian experience? More-
over, do studies assess ideological preference or
actual practice? Are observed patterns artifacts of
exchange researchers’ over-reliance on quantita-
tive methodologies? Moore’s (2008, 2009, 2011)
intersectional research qualifies our understand-
ing of exchange processes by providing insights
from otherwise “invisible” Black lesbian fami-
lies.

Moore (2008) triangulates survey data with
interview data from 32 lesbian stepfamilies
in which at least one partner self-identified as
Black and in which a partner brought one or
more children into the relationship. She uncov-
ers three patterns regarding power relations.
First, although both partners view one another
as co-providers and survey data suggest they ex-
press verbal support for an egalitarian division of
household labor, actual practice does not reflect
these expectations. Interviews reveal that bio-
logical mothers place more importance on eco-
nomic independence than on an egalitarianism
conceptualized through the equal distribution of
household chores; in practice, these Black les-
bian mothers give priority to self-sufficiency and
autonomy (Moore 2009).

Second, the role of “mother” exerts consid-
erable influence in structuring power relations
within these families. The children within lesbi-
an families often come from prior relationships,
usually heterosexual relationships. Moore sug-
gests that the temporal primacy of the mother’s
identity as a mother as well as her biological tie
to the child(ren) have a significant impact on the
amount and type of household work she does.
Many women identified as “mothers” before they
identified as “lesbians.” Thus, the mother identity
is more salient and central to their sense of self.
By doing more of the household chores, biologi-
cal mothers simultaneously gain influence over
decisions that impact the children and engage in
work that provides evidence that they are “good
mothers.” These responsibilities give biological
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mothers more power within the relationship. The
biological mothers within these families willing-
ly take on more household duties; a more power-
ful partner does not assign this work to them as
we might expect to see in heterosexual families.

Third, the presentation of a gendered self is
linked to the types of household tasks that part-
ners do. Despite the absence of men in these
relationships, gender still matters. Biological
mothers and their partners can find themselves in
a conundrum. Both partners expect to share the
provider role. Yet considerable stigma is associ-
ated with same-sex unions, increasing incentives
to do gender in traditional ways. Through the
type and amount of work that these women con-
tribute, they are able to prove to others and them-
selves that they are appropriately gendered, good
mothers. As biological mothers claim responsi-
bility for household management and childcare,
their partners have less access to power and the
ability to do gender. Unfortunately, a biological
mother’s efforts at being a “good mother” by as-
suming authority over household management
and childcare may position the biological mother
between the children and her partner. Investigat-
ing these power relations within lesbian families
with adopted children would be a useful next
step, enabling examination of these dynamics in
families in which neither partner is the biological
parent.

The importance of Moore’s work extends well
beyond intersectionality’s call to give voice to
experiences that are largely ignored. Her research
suggests that power relations within Black les-
bian stepfamilies do not emerge because of earn-
ings differentials but rather through trade-offs
that biological mothers make in order to have
more say in decisions connected to their chil-
dren’s well-being. For these mothers, these are
the decisions that matter. Moore’s point is clear:
social psychological accounts must go beyond
specifying the type and amount of household
chores that partners do. The meaning associated
with household tasks, identity processes, and so-
cial expectations associated with roles are central
in understanding power relations within intimate
relationships. On these points, Moore’s findings
hint at the potential for social exchange theory to

benefit from more fully incorporating symbolic
interactionist insights. Her work also illustrates
how an intersectional analysis can deepen points
of connection across the three prevailing social
psychological theories. Moreover, her mixed-
methods approach finds that straightforward in-
terpretations of quantitative data may be mislead-
ing. Through her focus on intersections of race,
gender, and sexual orientation, Moore provides a
nuanced and intersectional view of the power dy-
namics in intimate relationships, which extends
social exchange theory’s reach beyond an under-
standing of resource differentials, partner depen-
dence, and the transferability of resources to new
exchange relationships to more fully consider the
way social meanings profoundly impact how so-
cial actors define and enact power.

Symbolic Interaction: Reproducing
and Resisting Identities

Divergent approaches within the symbolic inter-
actionist tradition tend to emphasize either the
structures of identity or the processes of identity
construction. The latter explores strategies that
individuals employ to manage others’ impres-
sions, highlighting the dramatic, performative
nature of everyday encounters (Schwalbe et al.,
this volume). An assumption of human agency
underlies key concepts of negotiation and im-
pression management. Unfortunately, the lion’s
share of theoretical and empirical work concen-
trates on the management of a single spoiled
identity. Can incorporating the intersectional
framework enrich our understanding of privilege
(and oppression)? How do intersections compli-
cate identity processes—particularly those aimed
at resistance?

Analyzing data from 80 interviews and par-
ticipant observation in clubs, malls, and online
forums, Wilkins (2008) documents three distinct
strategies for “doing” whiteness in a northeast-
ern college community. Although they appear to
share little in common, each emerges from the
same dilemma: the standards for teenage “cool-
ness” reside outside of the White, middle-class
mainstream. As an unmarked category, whiteness
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appears cultureless and, other than an association
with conformity and “goodness,” without identi-
fiable content. By contrast, a nonwhite position
provides marginalized teens with a salient iden-
tity, a strong moral position because of historical
and political context, and associations with “bad-
ness” and (sometimes) coolness. Complicating
matters further for White teens, self-presentation
that produces a sense of cool among peers in the
present is strikingly different from the “geeki-
ness” required for material success as an adult
in the future. Consequently, normative white-
ness and the temporality of cool fuel a search for
“badges of dignity” (p. 11). Goth, Puerto Rican
wannabe, and evangelic Christian develop as in-
dividual and collective oppositional identities.
Each provides White teens with membership
within a peer group organized around shared cul-
tural tastes and a sense of moral superiority.

Goths reject mainstream fashion and style in
favor of the dark—in both literal and figurative
senses—in order to shock White, middle-class
peers and adults. Puerto Rican wannabes are
White, middle-class women who date Black or
Puerto Rican men, speak Spanish, and “propel
their own white bodies into [B]lack and Puerto
Rican cool” (p. 251). Highly-stylized self-pre-
sentation permits these groups to cross into racial
and class marginality for the sake of being cool.
By contrast, evangelic Christians narrow the pa-
rameters of middle-class whiteness and opt out
of coolness in favor of goodness. Each of these
identity projects trades on the teens’ middle-class
standing and a certain degree of impermanency.
Class standing enables goth teens, for example,
to acquire the expensive accoutrement necessary
for their “oppositional” performance. Moreover,
numerous markers of goth identity (e.g., clothing,
hair color, make-up, piercings, etc.) are imperma-
nent, offering these young people the ability to
blend in and out of the mainstream during the
course of their everyday lives. With time, many
goths age out completely. While the immediate
costs associated with goth can be substantial, the
long-term costs can be minimal as teens’ future
middle-class position remains secure.

Wilkins® examination of sexual practice un-
covers an unspoken truth: a gender double stan-

dard circulates within all three groups. Goths ex-
periment with polyamory and bisexuality; each
serves as a marker for “cool” because they buck
mainstream values. Yet, this freedom of sexual
choice favors men. They stand to gain more intra-
group credibility because their bisexual encoun-
ters challenge a hegemonic, straight masculinity,
and such acts could be offensive to outsiders’
sensibilities. The boundaries of femininity are
more flexible. Furthermore, goth men are able to
deploy the groups’ shared discourse positioning
polyamory as an “enlightened” approach to ex-
plore their sexual desires without regard for those
of their girlfriend(s). Although goth women ap-
pear to share this freedom through fashion and
sexual experimentation, their acceptance as goth
requires such displays. For them, sexiness is com-
pulsory. Puerto Rican wannabes’ overt sexuality
provides men of color with potential sexual part-
ners and White men with “fallen women” to save.
These stigmatized women serve as foils for the
identity projects of men and women of multiple
races. Evangelic Christians abstain from sex; yet
once again, males are more highly rewarded for
their declarations of abstinence than are females
because of cultural expectations that associate
traditional masculinity with sexual prowess and
conquest. These identity projects require consid-
erable boundary work guided by intersections of
race, gender, social class, and sexuality. Often
these teens transgress one identity boundary in
order to stabilize another (see also Bettie 2003;
Renfrow 2004).

Attention to intersections allows Wilkins to
make numerous contributions to our understand-
ing of identity processes. First, the narratives she
offers suggest that gender, race, and social class
not only produce “invisible competencies” and
a naturalized way of seeing and operating in the
social world, but each is also a strategic perfor-
mance—an act of social positioning—teens use
to either claim or disavow group memberships
(Wilkins 2012a, b). Through their acts of passing,
Puerto Rican wannabes, for example, transgress
racial and class boundaries and raise questions
about how “authentic” group membership is de-
fined. Wilkins’ approach destabilizes categories
themselves, suggesting they are often less abso-
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lute and more contentious than we assume. Sec-
ond, Wilkins’ focus on boundaries is significant
because she finds that they not only delineate one
group from another, but boundaries also inter-
nally stratify groups. Moreover, the boundaries
themselves are local, contingent, and temporary.
Third, these White teens occupy “translocational
positions” such that their borderwork reproduces
their long-term advantage while permitting small
acts of resistance by moving in and out of mar-
ginality as necessary to navigate social interac-
tions in the present.

All three lines of research advance recurrent
themes in the extant scholarship on the social
psychology of inequalities. Synthesizing inter-
sectionality’s theoretical insights and method-
ological considerations with social cognition,
social exchange, and symbolic interaction takes
analyses of social inequalities beyond models
limited to normative experiences. Social cog-
nition attends to the structures and processes
of thought and to the links between cognitive
structures, cognitive processes, and behavioral
outcomes such as discrimination. Goff, Thomas,
and Jackson find that the way we “see race” has
implications for the way we “see gender.” Social
exchange theory examines the conditions under
which individuals make choices about alloca-
tions of resources. Moore finds that power within
Black lesbian stepfamilies does not look like
power in other types of relationships. Symbolic
interactionism examines the ways that meanings
are negotiated and at times resisted through inter-
action. Wilkins’ examination of race/gender/class
identity projects among White, middle-class
teens finds that multiple, intersecting social loca-
tions offers them the flexibility to fashion their
performances in ways that feel authentic and to
make connections with others without forgoing
the advantages of white privilege. These contri-
butions and insights would not have been pos-
sible without the intersectional framework.

Conclusion

Throughout this chapter, we have argued that
the intersectional framework offers us as social
psychologists the potential to capture the com-

plexity of social life and the social inequalities
embedded within it, to clarify the proximate fac-
tors producing injustices, and to work toward
social change. The many examples we have dis-
cussed rely on processes of social categorization,
which lead us to treat race, gender, and social
class categories as if they were stable, mutually
exclusive, and exhaustive. These assumptions,
however, belie a central aspect of the Obama
example with which we began this chapter. Al-
though often self-defined (whitehouse.gov) and
defined by others (Nagourney 2008) as African
American—perhaps because of the legacy of the
“one drop” rule—Obama does not easily fit into
the prevailing racial classification scheme. Com-
peting claims that he is “too Black” or “not Black
enough” point to the insufficiencies of such rigid
social categories in the twenty-first century con-
text. This extended example allows us to draw at-
tention to the challenges facing intersectionality
and other social psychological perspectives that
rely on processes of categorization. In conclud-
ing this chapter we consider how major contem-
porary shifts in systems of social categorization
may affect social psychologists’ conceptions of
categorization, and the effects of these shifts on
the future social psychology of inequalities.
According to demographers, Obama’s biog-
raphy mirrors recent trends within the U.S. U.S.
Census data indicate that the rate of racial/ethnic
intermarriage has risen from .7 % of all married
couples in 1970 (Lee and Edmonston 2005) to
an all-time high of 8.4% in 2010 (Wang 2012).
Following these trends, one in 40 Americans now
self-identifies as multiracial; estimates project
that this ratio will reach one in five by 2050 (Bean
and Lee 2002). Along with these changes in do-
mestic racial composition, Lee and Bean (2004)
report that immigrants and their children current-
ly make up 23 % of the population. Over the past
30 years, a majority (85%) of these “legal” im-
migrants came from Asia, Latin America, or the
Caribbean. Immigrants from Europe and Cana-
da—although the largest group historically—are
now the numerical minority (12%). By the year
2050, Latina/os and Asians will make up approx-
imately one-third of the U.S. population. As these
demographic trends continue, social psychology
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(and sociological racial analyses more generally)
will be forced to move beyond its historic focus
on the Black-White divide.

Research has only begun to investigate how
these demographic shifts are influencing social
psychological processes. One strand focuses on
individuals from racially-mixed families and
finds these multi-racial individuals have con-
siderable variation and flexibility in their racial
identities. Rockquemore and Brunsma’s (2007)
typology for biracial identities includes four dis-
tinct patterns: a singular identity as exclusively
White or Black, a border identity that lies be-
tween existing categories, a protean identity that
varies depending on social context, and a tran-
scendent identity that is raceless. These varied
racial identities destabilize the concept of race
as individuals’ sense of self and social context
interact to blur or erode the boundaries between
existing racial categories or to propose new ones
or even the absence of racial identity altogether.
Findings such as these raise fundamental ques-
tions about the usefulness of race as an orienting
concept within social psychology (see also Har-
ris and Sim 2002; Nobles 2000; Saperstein and
Penner 2012). As social psychologists interrogate
the concept of race in the historical context of
significant shifts, we must consider: Who defines
race and for what purpose? When and where is
race operative? How does race and its use—in-
side and outside of the academy—enhance or re-
duce societal inequalities?

Similarly, recent scholarship traces the desta-
bilization of the distinct but interrelated concepts
of gender and sex. Sociologists conceptualize
gender as a multi-tiered system—individual, in-
teractional, and institutional—that sorts women
and men into two categories, female and male,
and uses these categories to create and then to
justify the unequal allocation of rewards and
resources (Risman 1998, 2004). Most people in
our society think of sex as dichotomous and un-
changeable. Sexual classification, therefore, ap-
pears straightforward: biological characteristics,
such as reproductive organs and chromosomes,
distinguish males and females. However, these
assumptions are not always correct. Intersexed
individuals have sex chromosomes, internal or-

gans, genitals, and/or secondary characteristics
that are both male and female (Fausto-Sterling
2000; Money and Erhardt 1972). Estimated at
2% of all live births (Blackless et al. 2000; Faus-
to-Sterling 2000), intersexed individuals defy
classification into a simplistic sexual binary.

Transsexuals pose another challenge for sex-
ual classification. These individuals surgically
and/or hormonally alter their bodies so that they
appear to be a sex different from that as which
they were born. Because transsexuals have the
genetic structure of one sex, but the body type
and gendered appearance of another, they are not
easily classified as female or male. Classifica-
tion is further complicated by the fact that transi-
tions take multiple forms and can take years to
complete, and that individuals may never fully
transition. Consequently, transsexuals often view
themselves as occupying an emergent or hybrid
category (Dozier 2005; Halberstam 1998). The
cultural resilience of the dichotomous construc-
tion of sex means that others tend to categorize
them as “really” one sex or the other. At a mini-
mum, individuals who live as male at one point
of their life and as female at another—whether
through a sex change of his/her choosing or
whether through medically prescribed ‘“correc-
tive” surgery—disturb assumptions regarding the
“natural” correspondence between sex and gen-
der (Halberstam 1998; Namaste 1996; Prosser
1998; Schrock et al., this volume).

Recent scholarship also highlights the destabi-
lization of the related concept of sexual orienta-
tion, or the match between one’s sex and the sex
of one’s (desired or actual) sexual partners. This
unsettles assumptions that sexual orientation
is dichotomous (Rust 2000) and demonstrates
instead fluidity in desire, practice, and identity
over the life course (Diamond 2008)—fluidity
that also includes the possibility of asexuality
(Bogaert 2012). Out of the need for language
to describe these and other diverse experiences,
transgender has emerged as an umbrella concept
widely used to describe individuals who “cross
over, cut across, move between or otherwise
queer social constructed sex/gender boundaries”
(Stryker 1994, p. 251). These identities and ex-
periences become all the more complex as they
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intersect with race, class, and other statuses (de
Vries 2012).

While race, gender, and other statuses are
more malleable than previously considered, so-
cial class categories appear more rigid than we
have assumed. Many Americans accept the ideo-
logical position that social mobility is possible—
that is, anyone can “pull themselves up by their
bootstraps” if they simply try hard enough. How-
ever, empirical studies report that one’s class
position is determined as much by current and
historical family circumstances, structural bar-
riers, and discrimination as by individual ability
or effort (Domhoff 2009; Feagin and McKinney
2003; Lareau and Conley 2008; Massey 2007).
Consequently, McNamee and Miller (2009) refer
to the assumption of social mobility embedded
within the American Dream as the “myth of mer-
itocracy.” Social psychologists have tradition-
ally considered race and gender to be ascribed
statuses (i.e., relatively fixed characteristics of
individuals), while class has been considered an
achieved status (i.e., relatively flexible). Taken
together, these streams of literature are leading
social psychologists to reconsider previously
held assumptions about the ascribed and achieved
nature of these social categories. If race and gen-
der remain socially significant as the twenty-first
century unfolds, it will be because people con-
tinue to believe that they matter. As the apparent
clarity, social meaning, and material correlates of
these categories change, race and gender may be-
come less relevant (see Bobo and Sampson, this
volume, for a contrasting view of the future rel-
evance of race). In this sense, they will shift from
being ascribed to being achieved. Social class,
by contrast, is in many ways ascribed. Although
individuals may have flexibility in constructing
class identities, material and structural realities
continue to shape lives in ways that are not fully
controllable by perception and symbolic meaning
alone.

Given these challenges, what is the future for
intersectionality as a foundational framework
within the social psychology of inequalities?
Race, gender, sexuality, and social class are all
core concepts whose stability and immutability
have been increasingly challenged. Will intersec-

tionality disappear? We argue that intersectional-
ity will not disappear until categorization itself,
and the unequal allocation of resources that ac-
companies it, disappears. As we have noted,
social categories evolve and the meanings as-
sociated with each continue to change; yet, pro-
cesses of categorization continue to shape social
life. Given that resources are most often finite,
we expect social inequalities to persist because
of processes of social differentiation and differ-
ential evaluation. Which statuses will emerge as
the most important in the twenty-first century re-
mains to be seen. The way social psychologists
choose to use the concept of intersectionality
may be neutral, descriptive, or deeply politicized.
While each approach can make important contri-
butions, we encourage social psychologists to
continue to pursue intersectional theory, method,
and practice that not only advances our under-
standing of social inequalities, but that strives to
interrupt the social psychological foundations of
these systems of inequality.
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Partll

Creating, Reproducing, and Resisting

The chapters in this section analyze social psy-
chological processes through which inequality
is created, reproduced, and resisted. Because in-
equality depends on categorical distinctions, the
section opens with an overview of the historical,
interactional, and individual processes through
which difference is constructed. The chapters that
follow extend that overview by digging deeper
into how these processes operate. Most chapters
incorporate work from two or more traditions in

Inequality

sociological social psychology, although a few
(dramaturgy, interpersonal influence, ideologies,
legitimacy) are, by design, more focused. Two
chapters (social capital, interpersonal influence)
give special attention to the role of social net-
works in the reproduction of inequality. Together,
the chapters demonstrate the analytical power of
social psychological theories and concepts in the
study of inequality.
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Amy C. Wilkins, Stefanie Mollborn and Boréka B6

In this chapter, we discuss the construction of
social differences. There are many ways in which
people are visibly different from each other. We
have natural or constructed variations in our
physical appearance, such as the color of our
skin (a natural variation that we can alter through
ultraviolet exposure), the straightness of our teeth
(a natural variation that is often cosmetically cor-
rected among wealthier people), or the style of
our clothing (which is not part of our body and is
therefore entirely constructed, although wealthier
people have more clothing choice than others).
We also have personal characteristics besides our
appearance that can signal our difference from
other people, such as the language(s) that we
speak and our manner of eating (which can send
messages about our culture of origin or our social
class). We can create observable differences
where none existed before by choosing to exhibit
verbal and nonverbal dominance behaviors, such
as maintaining eye contact and interrupting oth-
ers (Dovidio et al. 1988; West 1984). High-status
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dominance behaviors suggest to others that we
should have more influence in an interaction, and
thus confirms status.

Some observable differences among individu-
als, like eye color or shoe size, have little social
meaning in our society. Many other differences
send subtle cues about a person’s group member-
ship that may not even register consciously in the
mind of other people observing them, but that
add up to a judgment about which social catego-
ries that person belongs to. Tooth straightness,
the style of clothing and jewelry, language, and
table manners are all subtle cues of social class,
a major category of social difference in the Unit-
ed States and in most other cultures. Bourdieu
(1984) considers such visual markers of class,
which can facilitate upward class mobility, to
be aspects of “embodied cultural capital.” These
differences can lead us to classify people as “in-
siders” and “outsiders” (Merton 1972), leading
to a “symbolic boundary” (Lamont and Molnar
2002).

A very few of these differences end up taking
on even weightier social meanings. Research-
ers in social cognition have found that societies
tend to have a small number of social categories,
called “primary categories” or “primary frames”
(Fiske and Taylor 1991; Ridgeway 2011), that
people use to categorize others instantaneously.
In the United States, these primary categories are
age, race, and gender (Brewer 1988; Schneider
2004). Primary categories tend to be linked to
clear visual or social cues that make group mem-
bers easy to identify (Fiske and Taylor 1991).
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Whenever we meet a new person, we immediate-
ly and unconsciously categorize them according
to these three types of social difference and begin
to treat them accordingly. If we cannot categorize
a person we meet, interaction is disrupted and
feels difficult (Wisecup et al. 2005). Once social
differences are entrenched, people tend to essen-
tialize them as biologically based rather than so-
cially constructed (Mahalingam 2007). Jayaratne
et al. (2006) found that white Americans who es-
sentialized racial differences as genetically based
had greater prejudice against Blacks, but when
they essentialized sexual orientation as genetic,
they had less prejudice against gay and lesbian
populations. This shows how even our interpre-
tations of biological difference are socially con-
structed.

Social differences have far-reaching implica-
tions for society. Social categories affect individ-
uals’ sense of themselves, social interaction, soci-
etal structures, and cultural ideals. In this chapter,
we discuss how and why social differences arise,
how people learn these differences and maintain
them by “doing difference” in interaction, and
how people can work to transcend social differ-
ences. Readers can refer to other chapters for
more information on some specific aspects of our
discussion, such as the Ridgeway and Nakagawa
chapter for social statuses, and the Howard and
Renfrow chapter for intersections among social
categories. One goal of this chapter is to create
conversations across subdisciplinary lines. Thus,
we bring together work from experimental social
psychology, group processes, symbolic interac-
tionism, and broader inequalities scholarship.

Creating Difference

Why People Construct Group
Differences

Coordinating Behavior Why do people con-
struct group differences at all? One explanation
is that in order to interact with other people in
an efficient way, we must coordinate our behav-
ior (Brewer 1997; Ridgeway 2011). Imagine that
you are walking down a narrow sidewalk and you

meet someone going in the opposite direction. If
the two of you do not coordinate your behavior,
you may end up crashing into each other or stop-
ping completely to figure out a way around each
other. In this example and many others, shared
cultural knowledge about how you are supposed
to behave in a certain situation can facilitate
smooth interaction (Chwe 2001; Goffman 1967).
In the sidewalk example, the cultural (and some-
times legal) rule in the United States that you
walk or drive on the right side makes most inter-
actions of this type run smoothly. This cultural
knowledge is often unconscious; indeed, many
traffic injuries in left-driving London result from
tourists from right-driving nations who uncon-
sciously look first to the left instead of the right
for oncoming cars when crossing a street (DfT
2001).

Humans’ need to coordinate their behavior
through shared cultural knowledge is one fac-
tor that can eventually lead to the construction
of group differences. People create and use dif-
ferences when seeking to make sense of others
with whom they are interacting (Bettenhausen
and Murnighan 1985; Ridgeway 2006). Psy-
chologists call this interpersonal sense-making
process “social cognition” (Fiske and Taylor
1991). We categorize people to understand who
they are and how we are similar to or different
from them so that we can know how to syn-
chronize our interaction (Ridgeway 2011). This
need to define others in interaction gives rise to
social categorization. The automatic bias that
accompanies social categorization (Fiske 2002;
see more discussion below) gives people access
to stereotypes, which provide culturally-specific
resources for dealing with others. Relying on
stereotypes to smooth interaction is particularly
appealing in cognitively demanding situations,
but stereotypes tend to be a poor substitute for
information about the specific individual with
whom a person is interacting.

Becoming a Socially Meaningful Differ-
ence Although it is clear that only some of the
many differences between humans have signifi-
cant social meaning, it is harder to understand
why some matter but not others. Several types of
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socially meaningful differences are likely to exist
in most human societies, such as gender, age, kin-
ship, and resource differences (which translate
into social class). Eisenstadt and Giesen (1995)
call the construction of collective identities based
on these types of social categories “primordial-
ity.” Even small hunter-gatherer groups include
people of different genders, families, and ages,
and there are usually some differences in the
resources available to people or families within a
society. In many languages, it is impossible even
to talk about or to another person without know-
ing their gender and sometimes their age (such
as saying “you” in French as fu for children and
vous for older people). All of these social cat-
egories have important consequences for group
members’ life situations in terms of reproduc-
tion, production and consumption of goods, and/
or sexuality. As such, observable differences
are particularly amenable to becoming socially
meaningful differences for organizing behavior
and identities within a group (Ridgeway 2011).

Other kinds of important social differences,
such as race, ethnicity, religion, and nativity, are
very meaningful in some societies but are not
likely to be present in every society or social
group. They may also be harder to observe based
on a person’s appearance. For example, construc-
tions of race in the United States are not based on
a clear set of biological characteristics, as people
with similar skin color or facial features can be
classified as belonging to different races (Free-
man et al. 2011). This means that race is not an
casily identifiable difference upon which to base
such a socially meaningful set of categories in
our society.

Then why is race socially important in some
societies but not others? A historical understand-
ing is key for answering this question, as it is for
understanding many socially meaningful differ-
ences. For hundreds of years in the United States,
people of African descent were subject to life-
long slavery, while people from other parts of
the world were not. Smedley (2011) argues that
race cemented a folk idea about human differ-
ences to justify the system of slavery. During this
time, race organized the distribution of resources,
production and consumption of goods, and sys-

tems of marriage and reproduction. This legacy
of racial difference lives on after the abolition of
slavery.

How Hierarchically Ordered Social
Differences Arise

Like other social categories, racial categories
emerge and change in response to shifting po-
litical, economic, and social conditions (DaCosta
2007; Nagel 1996; Omi and Winant 1986). One
example of the emergence of a hierarchically
ordered social difference comes from Sweden,
although others are easily found, such as the
ongoing construction of the pan-ethnic terms
“Hispanic” or “Latino” as racial categories in the
United States (Snipp 2003). In some ethnically
and racially more homogenous societies such as
Sweden, race has not traditionally been as funda-
mental for organizing social interaction (Bochner
and Ohsako 1977), perhaps because it is not a
prevalent basis for rapid differentiation. But race
has become salient over time with changing so-
cial contexts. For hundreds of years Sweden was
a fairly homogenous society, but recent decades
have seen waves of immigration from areas such
as Asia, the Middle East, and South America, with
Asian immigrants surpassing all other immigrant
groups (Martinieollo and Rath 2010). Today, the
percentage of Swedish residents who are foreign-
born, at 11 % (Statistics Sweden 1997, 2000), is
similar to that of the United States (Grieco et al.
2012).

Initially, social difference between the bur-
geoning group of “new” Swedes and the “old”
Swedes was constructed along ethnic or nativity
lines. Ultraconservative political groups pushed
to keep Sweden as the domain of ethnic Swedes.
More recently, though, the idea of race has been
imported into Swedish culture as an additional
social boundary related to immigration. For ex-
ample, the term “whites” (vita) has entered the
journalistic lexicon. With the introduction of ra-
cial difference, all “new Swedes” are not part of
the same category: Immigrants of European de-
scent are grouped with ethnic Swedes, while im-
migrants from the rest of the world are construct-
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ed as a doubly different social “other” in terms
of both ethnicity and race. A third distinction not
discussed further here is religion, with a bound-
ary drawn between Muslims and others and a
contentious debate over banning visible symbols
of Islam such as headscarves, veils, and minarets.

This example shows how a new difference
within a society can be constructed as socially
meaningful during historical moments when the
difference is becoming more prevalent. It also
highlights the global diffusion of ideas (Meyer
and Strang 1994; Smedley 2011; Soysal 1994),
including ideas about which social differences
should matter most. Swedish culture has bor-
rowed racial terminology and distinctions from
other societies, such as the United States, in
which race has important meaning as a social dif-
ference. In the absence of racial delineations of
individuals in societies with which Swedes have
considerable contact (for example, much of the
television content is U.S.-generated), Swedes
might have used some other type of difference to
create a social boundary as the composition of its
society changed.

The Role of Resources in Creating Social Dif-
ference Another key issue that is likely at work
in this example is a struggle over limited soci-
etal resources. For example, Runciman (1966)
articulated how resource deprivation compared
to another social group can lead to “fraternalistic
relative deprivation,” which can heighten group
boundaries through mechanisms like racial dis-
crimination. Intergroup competition for limited
resources can similarly lead to stronger social dif-
ferences between groups (Blumer 1958). Ridge-
way and colleagues’ status construction theory
(see the Ridgeway and Nakagawa chapter) has
focused on how hierarchically ordered social dif-
ferences emerge from the unequal distribution
of resources in groups of people who are mutu-
ally dependent on each other to achieve common
goals. Ridgeway (1991) found that when a group
difference has been identified and when there
are systematic differences in the groups’ levels
of material resources, status beliefs about these
groups arise and spread in a population (Ridge-
way and Balkwell 1997). Status beliefs are con-

sensually held beliefs that judge members of one
group as more competent and influential than
members of another group. Expectation states
theorists have found that these implicit assump-
tions inform social interaction and give rise to
further inequalities (Berger et al. 1974; Correll
and Ridgeway 2003).

It does not take long for a resource difference
between groups to translate into shared status
beliefs. In experiments, after only two interac-
tions with someone from another group, partici-
pants reported that “most people” would con-
sider those with the higher-resource (and thus
higher-status) personal response style to be more
competent and powerful than those from the
lower-resource group. This even held true when
participants were told that they had the lower-
status personal response style, meaning that they
formed status beliefs that disadvantaged people
like themselves (Ridgeway et al. 1998). Jost
and Banaji (1994) attribute this willingness of
lower-status people to uphold a status order that
disadvantages them to “‘system-justification”—
a motivation to keep social arrangements the
way they are. It is not only resource differences
that can lead to the formation of consensual sta-
tus beliefs, but also other inequalities between
groups such as differences in the potential for
physical coercion, or in information or technolo-
gies (Ridgeway 2011).

Once shared status beliefs are established,
they become inextricably linked to social differ-
ences and shape interaction. As soon as a person
categorizes another as a member of a group about
which a status belief is held, that person’s mind
will be unconsciously primed with cultural ste-
reotypes about the status distinction (Banaji and
Hardin 1996; Blair and Banaji 1996). These ste-
reotypes subsequently lead to performance ex-
pectations in interaction, affecting the person’s
behavior, attitudes, and evaluations of others
(Berger et al. 1974).

How Much Emerging Differences Matter in a
Society Researchers have worked to identify the
conditions under which societies will be more ver-
sus less unequal based on social differences. Evi-
dence from modern-day hunter-gatherer societies
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suggests that social inequalities are less severe in
societies with “high-risk environments, ... strong
mutual dependencies and lack of surplus to dis-
tribute to others” (Wiessner 2002, p. 236). Many
larger societies in today’s world would not fit this
description. Henrich and Boyd have created mod-
els suggesting that social stratification is greater
in societies characterized by: “(1) greater surplus
production, (2) more equitable divisions of the
surplus among specialists, (3) greater cultural
isolation among subpopulations within a soci-
ety, and (4) more weight given to economic suc-
cess by cultural learners” (2008, p. 715). These
characteristics do describe many larger societies
today, some of which experience high degrees of
social inequality based on difference.

Linked to these categorizations of societies is
the issue of the distribution of information and
resources through social ties. Sociologists have
long recognized that information and other re-
sources flow through network ties (Cook, this
volume; Emerson 1962; Granovetter 1974). So-
cial capital, defined by Lin (2000) as the resourc-
es that a person has access to through his/her
social network location, is constrained by group
membership in segregated social networks. Wi-
essner’s (2002) and Henrich and Boyd’s (2008)
work suggests that societies with more resources
that flow through more segregated social ties will
have greater social inequalities based on differ-
ence. When people in different social categories
have highly segregated social networks, the lack
of resource and information flow between groups
can lead to inequality (Bourdieu 1977; Mark
1998; Wilson 1987). Social exchange theory
(Cook and Rice 2006) adds a further insight, that
one’s structural location in a social network and
not just belonging to the network drives the re-
sources available to a person. People who have a
higher number of willing exchange partners will
have greater power and access to resources with-
in a social network, especially if those exchange
partners have a lot of resources or if others have
limited access to those partners (Emerson 1962;
McFayden and Cannella 2004). So not all group
members are equal when networks are segregat-
ed by social categories.

Social Differences and Inequalities: The
Chicken and the Egg 1t can be hard to distin-
guish between socially meaningful differenc-
esand social inequalities (Wiessner 2002), espe-
cially because both can be linked to bias. But
evidence has found that once the former arises,
it often turns into the latter. When we clas-
sify people into different groups, we begin to
think about those groups in an evaluative way
and think of our own group as inherently “bet-
ter” (Hogg 2003; Tajfel and Turner 1986). This
bias will lead us to distribute resources more
generously toward in-group members (Tajfel
and Turner 1986), leading to differences in
individuals’ available social capital (Adler and
Kwon 2002). Thus, social identities have real
consequences for the distribution of resources
in society, which then feeds back into status dif-
ferences between groups (see the Ridgeway and
Nakagawa chapter).

Our discussion thus far has implicitly illus-
trated a bidirectional relationship between so-
cial difference and social inequality. It is easy
to come up with examples in which perceived
differences lead to inequalities. For example, es-
pecially in a society like the United States that
does not provide paid parental leave, biologi-
cal differences between the sexes in pregnancy,
childbirth, and breastfeeding may create gen-
der inequalities in the labor market and in the
household division of labor. But frequently and
perhaps more importantly, as Kimmel (2000)
has noted, inequalities lead to perceived differ-
ences. This direction of the relationship between
difference and inequality can be harder to think
about, but several examples discussed in this
chapter highlight how it works. First, the social
inequalities of slavery in the United States gave
rise to the use of race as a “primary frame” for
categorizing people in our society. Second, a
steep increase in immigration from non-Europe-
an countries has been followed by the entry of
racial categorization into the Swedish language.
In both cases, existing social inequalities led
people to create or redefine difference. This em-
phasizes the fluidity and contested nature of dif-
ference.



130

A. C. Wilkins et al.

Why People Participate in Difference

The Legitimacy of Emerging Social Differ-
ences Who creates social differences? In the
Swedish example, did immigrants of color who
perceived a social boundary between themselves
and European-origin immigrants begin to vocal-
ize a racial distinction? Or did the dominant, eth-
nically Swedish group create this delineation to
legitimate their advantages over less powerful
groups? When status differences are created and
widely accepted, there is general consensus about
them among all categories. Even lower-status
group members agree that people like them have
less competence and power than people in the
higher-status group (Berger et al. 1985; Ridge-
way and Berger 1986; Ridgeway and Correll
2006). But emergent social hierarchies are often
contested, both when they form and after they are
entrenched (Phoenix 1998). In such a situation,
the status order has not yet gained legitimacy
(Johnson et al. 2006).

Why People Participate If differences are not
essential but constructed by people, and if they
are implicated in the unequal distribution of
resources, why do people participate in perpetu-
ating them? It is, perhaps, less difficult to think
about the reasons why people in higher-status
categories want to perpetuate difference. For
those people, ideas about difference support
their privileged access to resources and status.
For dominants, a reduction in inequality results
in an inaccurate perception that subordinated
groups are receiving a disproportionate share
of resources (Blumer 1958; Wellman 1997).
Because people experience difference as a group
position, adjustments to that position feel like a
loss. The benefits of being connected to a higher-
status group need not be material, but can also
be psychological. Roediger (1991) describes the
“wages of whiteness” as the psychological ben-
efit of being included in a high status group. In
lieu of increased income, working-class whites
are paid the “wage” of feeling superior.

But why do subordinates, too, perpetuate dif-
ference? Because categories come to feel natural,
people view category membership as inevitable,

normal, and right. And because category mem-
bership is the foundation of social legibility and
interaction, people work to be seen as credible
members of the social categories to which they
are assigned. For example, a person cannot get
the credentials required for social participation—
such as a birth certificate or a driver’s license—
without identifying themselves as a member of a
gendered category—a woman or a man. Mem-
bers of subordinated groups also participate in
difference because they underestimate how much
they are disadvantaged by it. Here we discuss
four processes that encourage subordinate buy-
in. Each minimizes perceptions of inequality.
First, the organization of networks and com-
mon processes of evaluation mask inequalities
between groups. The clustering of categorically
similar people into similar network positions
suppresses cross-categorical evaluations of op-
tions and resources. Because people tend to
compare themselves to similarly situated others,
women typically compare themselves to other
women, rather than to men, and are thus less like-
ly to see their situation as unfair (Burt 1982; see
chapter by Hegtvedt and Isom). In her analysis
of emotion work and labor divisions in marriag-
es, Hochschild (1989) found that husbands and
wives use a mechanism she calls the “going rate”
to evaluate the fairness of their arrangements.
Because the average wife is expected to do more
domestic labor than the average husband, hus-
bands are more likely to be critical of their wives’
contributions even when wives do more than
their share. Emotional practices support these
processes. These emotion strategies make subor-
dination more tolerable by enabling subordinates
to not see, and not feel angry about, conditions of
inequality (see Schwalbe et al. 2000, Fields et al.
2006, and Foy et al. in this volume for reviews).
In Hochschild’s work (1989), above, wives
do emotion work to uphold “family myths” in
which they view their domestic division of labor
as “equal” or “fair” even when it is not. Black
college men engage in strategies of emotional
restraint that allow them to not see everyday rac-
ism, and to view their white peers as innocent and
friendly (Wilkins 2012a). These strategies make
inequality more tolerable by masking it.



6 Constructing Difference

131

Second, sometimes members of subordinated
groups buy into negative images of their group as
well as their damaging connotations, and thus see
inequality as justifiable (Schwalbe et al. 2000).
Pyke (2010) notes that sociologists have shunned
the concept of internalized racism out of fear
that the subordinated will be held responsible for
their own oppression, but, she argues, internal-
ized racism (or sexism, etc.) is an outcome of the
dynamic of hegemony in which dominant groups
determine what is socially valuable, and reward
performances that comply with its expectations.
Internalized racism is not just experienced by the
individual but is embedded in collective social
practice. When Asian Americans call co-eth-
nics with heavy accents “FOBs” (Fresh off the
Boat), they perpetuate dominant norms about as-
similation and confirm stereotypes about Asian
Americans (Pyke 2010). Schwalbe et al. (2000)
describe these practices as “defensive othering.”
Defensive othering occurs when people claim to
be exceptions to group stereotypes, saying, es-
sentially, there may be others who are like this
but I am different. Defensive othering makes
subordination more tolerable while sustaining its
terms.

Third, subordinated groups are compensated
for their lower status position through stereotypes
assigning them areas of specialization (Ridgeway
2011): Women are more nurturing. Asians are
better at math. Black people are better athletes.
These areas of specialization allow subordinated
groups to claim small areas of expertise. At the
same time, however, these stereotypes mask the
work members of these groups put into develop-
ing competency in these “specialties.” Women’s
care work is poorly compensated because it is
seen as unskilled (MacDonald 2010). Black ath-
letes are not seen as hard working but as having
an unfair advantage over white athletes (Azzarito
and Harrison 2008).

Fourth, subordinates can gain additional com-
pensation through “patriarchal (or “hegemonic”)
bargains,” in which they manipulate the rules of
difference in a way that purchases them some ad-
vantage. By agreeing to play by the contextually
specific “rules of the game” that disadvantage
women, individual women gain patronage or pro-

tection, which in turn enhances their life options
(Kandiyoti 1988). For example, sorority women
emphasize their heterosexual attractiveness (dye
their hair blonde, diet, tan, etc.) in exchange for
the status that heterosexual attention from pow-
erful men confers (Hamilton 2007). Such bar-
gains are not always available in the same ways,
however. For example, not all women are able to
achieve the “blonde” look preferred for participa-
tion in the Greek scene described above. Instead,
upper middle-class women “trade” on their class
privilege to secure the patronage of class privi-
leged men. As Hurtado (1989) notes, while white
women may be “seduced” into participating in
patriarchy through romantic or familial relation-
ships with powerful men, women of color are
“rejected” by these same men. Women of color
have not been offered the white women’s “bar-
gain” of patriarchal protection, but instead have
been further victimized by white men (Crenshaw
1991). But women of color, too, often support
men’s patriarchal prerogatives as a means of re-
sisting the racism experienced by men of color
(Collins 2004).

Thus, people participate in difference for a
range of reasons: because they are rewarded for
doing so, because they misapprehend the impli-
cations of difference for inequality, and because
they can manipulate the system to maximize their
rewards. Not everyone is as well situated to ben-
efit from these processes, and some people do not
want the rewards on offer. As we discuss in the
last section of the chapter, these complexities cre-
ate openings for people to challenge categories of
difference.

How Group Differences are Learned

Teaching New Social Differences An important
question in understanding the spread of social
differences and inequalities is how they are
taught to people who are unfamiliar with these
social boundaries. Children, whom we discuss
in detail later, learn social difference in order to
develop as culturally competent members of a
society. But adults also learn new forms of dif-
ference through interactions with others. Status
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construction theory suggests that once people
have learned a status distinction between groups,
they should “teach” it to others in new interac-
tions. Ridgeway et al. (2009) found that after just
two encounters with a new type of social distinc-
tion that was linked to differential influence in
interaction, male study participants “taught” it to
new partners by treating these new partners dif-
ferentially according to their social status based
on this new distinction. For men, this difference
in treatment of a partner in a new interaction
was comparable to their treatment of a partner
who differed from them in terms of education,
an established status characteristic in our society.
So status beliefs can form and spread rapidly,
with men leading the way in the spread of these
beliefs.

What Happens When Someone Learns a Social
Difference When a person is taught that there
is a difference between groups, three types of
category-based bias tend to result (Fiske 1998):
discrimination (behavioral bias), prejudice (emo-
tional bias), and stereotyping (cognitive bias).
Bias can be further divided into conscious and
unconscious forms. In contrast to the consid-
eration of specific information about an indi-
vidual, category-based responses introduce a
greater likelihood of error in making judgments
about that person (Fiske and Neuberg 1990).
Stereotypes are fluid and influenced by context
(Haslam et al. 1992). They are also shaped by
social hierarchies: More powerful people are
more likely to stereotype the people they inter-
act with because they pay less close attention to
other people (Fiske 1993). Thus, powerful people
perpetuate stereotypes, which tend to advantage
their own group.

Rather than being intentionally malicious,
most intergroup bias is “automatic, unconscious,
and unintentional” (Fiske 2002, p. 123). This
means that even among people who do not con-
sciously seek to distinguish among groups, auto-
matic stereotypes from a lifetime of socialization
in a culture that recognizes a social difference
are likely to affect their behavior. Someone who
seeks to be consciously “color-blind” can still
display racist behavior because of the effects of

unconscious bias. Unconscious stereotypes can
activate the amygdala, which is the brain’s cen-
ter of anxiety and fear (Fiske 2002). The good
news is that automatic bias can be overridden in
specific circumstances by people who are aware
of and motivated to overcome their bias. Being
committed to treating people as unique individu-
als rather than members of a group can prevent
the amygdala from reacting (Wheeler and Fiske
2005), suggesting that people who are sufficient-
ly motivated can exercise considerable control
over their unconscious biases. However, it is also
important to acknowledge the real consequences
of conscious, extreme bias. This kind of “hot”
bias, which tends to target more than one out-
group at a time, is linked to harmful aggression
(Fiske 2002).

Doing Difference: How We Construct
Difference at the Individual and
Interpersonal Levels

In this section, we articulate processes through
which people become different. Although formal
structures can encode inequalities and ensure
their survival, everyday social psychological
processes also perpetuate differences in societies.
We first examine the social processes that make
hierarchical categories of difference seem natu-
ral, normal, and inevitable, and then we examine
how people come to see themselves as members
of these categories. We look at the socialization
of children into categories of children, the pro-
duction and reproduction of categorical differ-
ence in everyday interactions, and the centrality
of identities in anchoring our connection to cat-
egories of difference.

Ideologies support the idea that difference is
natural. Religion played a central role in natural-
izing difference throughout the mid-eighteenth
century and retains cultural power in some spac-
es, but in the United States, biology has emerged
as an important means of justifying difference
(Lancaster 2003; Lorber 1994). Indeed, science
has constructed contemporary categories of dif-
ference. The fields of phrenology and sociobiol-
ogy created differences of race, sex, sexuality,
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and class (e.g., Somerville 2000). Biology di-
vides groups into clear, non-overlapping catego-
ries, and also interprets, explains, justifies, and
enforces the content of those categories. Biology
continues to sustain and justify explanations for
gender and sexuality (Schilt 2011). For example,
contemporary scientific endeavors to identify
biological differences between heterosexuals and
homosexuals—such as the claim that lesbians
might have different finger length ratios than het-
erosexual women (Williams et al. 2000)—follow
a similar logic of naturalization through biology.

Racial difference works differently. Today,
Americans use biology to explain racial differ-
ence but culture to explain racial inequality. Sci-
ence and scientific racism has been used to jus-
tify and explain both racial difference and racial
inequality. For example, phrenology “discov-
ered” that Black people had smaller brains and
larger genitals, and thus were naturally suited for
low status work, violent and criminally inclined,
and unable to control their sexuality. However,
after the Civil Rights movement, biological argu-
ments for racial inequality lost favor, replaced by
cultural justifications that blamed persistent Afri-
can-American disadvantage on their “pathologi-
cal” behavior. Cultural explanations hold Black
(and Latino/a) people, in particular, responsible
for their continued disadvantage, contending that
persistent racial inequalities are best explained
through cultural differences between groups.
Cultural explanations contend that Blacks (and
sometimes, economically disadvantaged La-
tinos) have failed to get ahead because of their
“pathological” cultural behavior, including sexu-
al irresponsibility, “emasculating” Black women,
and laziness. The presumed explanatory power of
culture makes sense in a society in which mem-
bers of the dominant group tend to assume that
racial obstacles to progress have been replaced
by a “laissez-faire” market that rewards merit
(Bobo et al. 1997; Steinberg 2011). Different
from biology, cultural explanations coexist with
expressed commitment to equality, but they also
portray inequality as inevitable. (It is worth not-
ing, however, the resurgence of biological mod-
els of racial difference, especially via such pre-
sumably neutral biomedical projects as the map-

ping of the human genome and the heightened
attention to gene-environment interaction even
among sociologists).

Thus, religion, biology and culture all offer
explanations for social differences that support
naturalization. Naturalization, then, is not rooted
in a single ideology but is instead supported by
a range of shifting, sometimes overlapping ide-
ologies. Moreover, naturalization is compatible
with diverse political orientations. It can coexist
with both overt racism and a commitment to ra-
cial equality; with overt sexism and with radical
feminist claims that women make unique moral
contributions; with the pathologization of homo-
sexuality as a mental disorder, and with LGBT
claims to equal treatment on the grounds that,
in pop superstar Lady Gaga’s culturally power-
ful words, homosexuals were “born this way.”
Because naturalization coexists with, and is sup-
ported by, a range of moral and political posi-
tions, it is a particularly pernicious component in
the perpetuation of difference.

In contrast to naturalized ideas of difference,
the notion that difference is socially construct-
ed—that categories of difference are not essen-
tial but are created out of macro and micro pro-
cesses—now dominates academic understand-
ings of core forms of difference like gender and
race. However, these subfields have not equally
elaborated the mechanisms through which dif-
ference is perpetuated at the individual and in-
terpersonal levels. Perhaps owing to the influ-
ence of queer theory, the most scholarship has
been developed in the area of gender, with some
growing attention to the role of membership in
intersecting categories in shaping these pro-
cesses (see the Howard and Renfrow chapter).
Social psychological models of the construction
of race and class, in contrast, are less well de-
veloped. Indeed, it is likely that these categories
of difference do not always work in the same
ways. Relationships of intimacy and kinship, for
example, bring women and men into close, con-
stant contact, while race and class differentiation
have been abetted by patterns of segregation in
which people from different race and class poles
seldom interact. Nonetheless, we seek here to
bridge the different foci, languages, and ways of
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thinking in these related subfields to provide a
comprehensive framework for scholars interest-
ed in understanding how difference is perpetu-
ated in everyday life.

Doing Difference by Constructing
Difference as Natural

Constructing Naturalized Difference Social sci-
entists argue that our naturalized beliefs about
difference are socially constructed. Popular
beliefs attribute differences of gender, race, and
sexuality to biology—chromosomes, hormones,
reproductive systems, musculature—and some-
times to some ambiguous ‘“natural” essence
assumed to be associated with different catego-
ries of people. But while social scientists rec-
ognize that bodies are different in some ways,
those differences do not adequately explain the
level of differentiation or inequality in society
(Bem 1993; Connell 1995; Lorber 1994). Not
only are biological differences within categories
greater than differences between them (Epstein
1990; Gould 1996; Gossett 1997; Lorber 1994),
but “natural” differences are often human-made.
In the United States, the social custom and legal
practice of “hypodescent” assigned children of
mixed-African heritage to the subordinated racial
group, creating them as “colored” (Lopez 1996).
Doctors create sex categories by assigning babies
born with ambiguous genitalia to one category or
another (Kessler 1998). Some contemporary par-
ents (and their doctor co-conspirators) attempt to
delay the onset of early puberty in their daughters
by giving them supplements aimed at suppress-
ing hormones. By manipulating their daughters’
biology, they seek to create “normal” girls (Weil
2012). Thus, people actively manipulate biology
and the meaning of biology in order to create
the perception of unambiguous difference. They
explain away these interventions by claiming
to be fixing “mistakes.” Bodies that violate cat-
egorical rules are labeled unnatural and rendered
“natural” through surgery or legal classification.
To be “natural,” then, is to clearly fit existing cat-
egories of difference.

Naturalization Schemas Naturalization creates
cultural schemas—patterned ways of viewing
the social world that organize our perceptions
of social life (Sewell 1992). Cultural schemas of
naturalization focus attention on information that
confirms our ideas about difference, and ignore
information that does not. People use social
signifiers to make assumptions about the bod-
ies underneath (Garfinkel 1967). For example,
people use facial hair as a kind of “cultural geni-
tal” to categorize a person as male regardless of
conflicting or ambiguous bodies (such as breasts
or large hips) (Dozier 2005; Kessler and McK-
enna 1978). Thus, people use what Sacks (1972)
calls the “if-can” rule—"if people can be seen as
members of relevant categories, then categorize
them that way” (West and Zimmerman 1987,
p. 133)—to confirm the idea that people belong
in one category or another.

Different types of social categorization can
influence each other, however, complicating
processes of categorization. For example, Free-
man et al. (2011) found that visible markers of
socioeconomic status influenced the categoriza-
tions of people into racial groups. People wear-
ing low-status attire were more likely to be cat-
egorized as Black, and those wearing high-status
clothing were more often identified as white. The
influence of these socioeconomic markers on ra-
cial identification was particularly great when a
person’s facial appearance made their race am-
biguous. Thus, category assignments often rely
on biographical or contextual details as well as
bodies. Saperstein and Penner (2010) found that
people who had been incarcerated in the United
States were more likely to identify as Black and
be perceived as Black and less likely to identify
as or be perceived as white, regardless of their
racial categorization in the past. When we place
people into social categories, “categorization in-
volves the match between the object in need of
categorization and a stored ‘image’” represent-
ing that category (Richeson and Trawalter 2005,
p. 518). Because most Americans have an uncon-
scious bias, or “stored image,” associating Black
race with badness (Burston et al. 1995), a person
they know to be a convicted criminal will seem
like a better match for the Black category during
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their social categorization process (Saperstein
and Penner 2010).

We give cognitive attention to or “see” the dif-
ferences between categories rather than the dif-
ferences within them, even though differences
within sex category are much more significant
than differences between them (Fausto-Sterling
2000; Lorber 1994; Messner 2000). For example,
many parents draw attention to small differences
in the behaviors of girls and boys and attribute
them to gender. They do not see or emphasize
cross-gender similarities in children’s behavior
(Messner 1992). Moreover, adults interpret the
same behavior differently, depending on how
they categorize the child. Teachers interpret
(and punish) classroom behavior differently de-
pending on the race of the child; both black and
white adults interpret white boys who act out
(by talking out of turn or chewing gum in class)
as “boys being boys,” but interpret Black boys
who engage in the same behavior as “willfully
bad” (Ferguson 2000). Psychologists have docu-
mented the power of these confirmation biases
in shaping responses to information; people filter
information in such a way that it confirms their
understanding of the world, ignoring discrepant
information (Nickerson 1998).

Structural  Factors  Facilitating  Naturaliza-
tion The organization of space and bodies con-
tributes to these ways of seeing. Workplaces in
which (mostly) women occupy lower-status
jobs and (mostly) men occupy higher-status jobs
reinforce the status belief that men are more
competent than women (Acker 1990). The gen-
der segregation of bathrooms naturalizes the
idea that women’s and men’s bodies are funda-
mentally different. Lining up children by gender
teaches children (and teachers) that gender is a
salient form of categorization (Thorne 1993). In
ostensibly integrated schools, “internal segrega-
tion” via race and class tracking of students into
separate, hierarchically organized classrooms,
perpetuates the association of Blacks and Latina/
os with academic failure and whites and Asians
with academic success (Bettie 2003; Staiger
2004; Tyson 2011). As these examples show,
these processes do not just enable us to “see”

difference but also link difference to hierarchical
status and worth.

Visibility and Invisibility Some practices natu-
ralize by making alternatives invisible. Mothers
naturalize heterosexuality for their children by
failing to show them examples of same-gender
romance, sustaining the invisibility of homo-
sexuality (Martin 2009). Schools naturalize het-
erosexuality through rituals such as prom king
and queen (Pascoe 2007) or father-daughter/
mother-son (but never father-son) dances. Some
practices, however, naturalize by marking sub-
ordinate categories, leaving dominant categories
unmarked. In these cases, the visibility of the
subordinate category reinforces its difference,
sustaining the perception that the dominant cat-
egory is normal. For example, well-meaning
multicultural events in which schools “celebrate”
non-white (or, sometimes, white ethnic) cultural
heritages, but not white American ones, render
whiteness “normal” by leaving it un-marked and
invisible (Perry 2002). In this case, invisibility
sustains categorical dominance. Unmarked cat-
egories are subject to less social scrutiny. Mem-
bers of unmarked groups have greater latitude
in their behavior, which is assumed to be either
individual or a generic characteristic of humanity,
rather than signifying something specific about
the group (Brekhus 1998). Thus, white people do
not worry that their bad behavior will be inter-
preted as confirmation that all white people are
bad. At the same time, individual achievement,
not whiteness, is used to explain their success.
Processes of visibility and invisibility do not
work the same way for each category of differ-
ence. We repetitively name gender categories,
referring to people as boys and girls, men and
women, and referring to items and behaviors as
“girl” or “boy” toys or colors or activities. In the
United States, in contrast, we avoid naming class,
or name it implicitly. People are told to act like
a lady or a man, but not, generally, to act like
a rich person; instead, they learn that things are
tasteless or tacky, classy or cheap. Moreover, in
contemporary American society, class distinc-
tions are often “hidden” under racial distinctions:
Black is equated with poor, white is equated with
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wealth (or the middle class), and so forth (Ortner
1998).

Sustaining Naturalization Ideologies, cultural
schemas, spatial and institutional organization,
and rituals all structure whom we encounter, how
we view them when we encounter them, and
how we explain the differences we perceive, per-
petuating our view of difference as essential and
innate. Through naturalization, humans come
to understand differences to be normal, immu-
table, and reasonable—and often, just—explana-
tions for social inequality. By making difference
moral, processes of naturalization make it more
difficult for people to fight for change; change
becomes associated with perversion and immo-
rality. Naturalization conveys the idea that things
have always been like this, and should therefore
be sustained. Naturalization also provides a pow-
erful incentive for people to participate in differ-
ence. If categories of difference are naturalized,
then failing to conform to them renders a person
not only unnatural or abnormal but also possibly
culturally unintelligible.

Doing Difference in Interpersonal
Interaction

Theories of Doing Difference in Interaction We
have discussed how people learn social differ-
ences and how they are taught to think about them
as natural. But difference is more than that: Once
people have learned differences, they actively
construct them in social interaction. Feminist and
queer theorists, who have led the way in thinking
about interactional constructions of social differ-
ence, have critiqued child socialization and sex
role models as too static. They argue that gen-
der (and other categories of difference) are con-
stituted by, and constitutive of, power, and that
categories of difference are dynamic and fluid,
changing across time, space, and situation. Not
only are there multiple ways to be a woman or a
man (and so forth), but socially competent peo-
ple need to adjust their performances to accom-
modate shifting contexts. These critiques have
pushed scholars to conceptualize difference as

both a performance and an ongoing construction,
one achieved in interaction. In these formula-
tions, people do not just learn how to be women
or men, Black or white, rich or poor, but actively
produce and reproduce these categories in every-
day life. In this sense, difference is something
people do, rather than something they are (West
and Fenstermaker 1993; West and Zimmer-
man 1995). Today, many gender scholars have
moved toward an integrative, multilevel theo-
retical model in which difference is perpetuated
through: (1) individual processes in which people
develop gendered, raced, and classed selves; (2)
interactive processes in which people negotiate
emergent and flexible categorical expectations,
and (3) institutional processes, which allocate
resources and meaning in particular spaces (Con-
nell 2002; England and Browne 1992; Lorber
1994; Messner 2000; Risman 2004).

Individual Processes A rich body of literature
has documented the processes through which
adults, other children, and the media socialize
children into cultural understandings of differ-
ence, which subsequently become bases for both
identities and unconscious biases (Mortimer
and McLaughlin, this volume). Psychologists
Maccoby and Jacklin (1974) identify three pro-
cesses through which children learn to be girls
or boys: imitation, praise and discouragement,
and self-socialization. From birth (or earlier,
with the increasing availability of information
on fetal sex), parents treat girls and boys differ-
ently, dressing them differently, buying them dif-
ferent toys, encouraging different activities, and
interacting with them differently (Thorne 1993).
These cues prompt children to behave in ways
that align with category membership, while toys
and clothing enable and suppress different cog-
nitive and embodied habits. For example, skirts
(especially combined with the exhortation to be
modest) teach girls to move in more economi-
cal ways and to be constantly aware of the audi-
ence’s gaze. Preschools gender children’s bodies
through a “hidden curriculum” which teaches
girls and boys to use their bodies differently.
Admonished for using loud voices or talking out
of turn, girls become quieter and more deferential
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(Martin 1998). By creating bodies that move and
act differently, these practices make adult gen-
dered bodies seem natural (Kroska, this volume).

Lareau (2011) demonstrates how parents
transmit social class to their children. For ex-
ample, by coaching their children to advocate for
themselves with adults, upper middle-class par-
ents impart an upper middle-class way of being
in the world to their children. Their children, in
turn, convey their class location through their
sense of entitlement (Milkie et al., this volume).
Race scholars have documented the ways adults
teach Black children the restraint and deference
required of Black adults in interactions with
whites (Ferguson 2000; Froyum 2010; Tyson
2003), although they have focused less on the
ways children learn to embody these differences.
Thus, socialization does not just happen in homes
but in schools and other institutions.

Children do not just passively receive messag-
es about difference, however. Instead, children
use adult messages about difference as cultural
building blocks with which they construct and
reconstruct their own social realities. Children,
as young as preschool age, manipulate gender,
race, and class categories, using them to negoti-
ate and give meaning to their social worlds (Aydt
and Corsaro 2003; Eder et al. 1997; Ferguson
2000; Maccoby 1988; Thorne 1993; Van Ausdale
and Feagin 1996). Peer cultures create spaces in
which children develop their own social catego-
ries and hierarchies independent of adult efforts
at socialization (Adler et al. 1992). By enforc-
ing gender and other categorical difference in
variable ways, children create novel ways to do
difference (Aydt and Corsaro 2003). Children’s
agency in negotiating these categories points to
the limitations of pure socialization as explana-
tions for the persistence of difference.

Interaction Children do not just internalize role
expectations. They also learn to create identities
in interaction. Part of what children learn is how
to categorize themselves and others by associat-
ing particular identities with different categories.

Through repeated embodied interactions, peo-
ple come to experience themselves as members of
categories—as boys or girls, for example (Kros-

ka, this volume). This happens not just through
the acquisition of specific embodied habits but
also through naming and evaluating those hab-
its. As people and their behaviors are described
as “girls” and “boys,” “girly” or “sissy,” told to
“man up” or that “big boys” don’t cry, they asso-
ciate bodies and performances with categories of
difference. These processes also teach them that
categorical membership requires both confirma-
tion and repudiation: that is, one becomes a boy
by both performing masculinity and rejecting
femininity (Butler 1993). Butler (1990) argues
that what this repetition creates is the illusion
of gender as a stable dichotomous category. In
saying, “he’s all boy,” people ascribe gender to
a child, but they also perpetuate gender itself:
the idea that there is something that can be ac-
curately described as “all boy” and that people
can identify what it is. The illusion of gender, in
turn, perpetuates the notion that biological sex
(female and male) itself corresponds with real
and meaningful differences (Lorber 1994). This
process both commits people to participating in
difference, and further naturalizes it.

Habitus Bourdieu’s (1984) concept of habitus
provides a related understanding of how people
come to embody social class in such a way that
it feels, appears, and becomes real. Habitus refers
to the sedimented habits of movement, sensibili-
ties, dispositions, and taste that correspond with
social class location. Because “practical mas-
tery operates beneath the level of consciousness
and discourse” (Wacquant 2009, p. 142), social
class habitus feels innate. As people grow up in
a particular class milieu, everyday experiences
foster a way of being in the world that comes to
feel natural and taken-for-granted, and is conse-
quently difficult to change. These processes elide
the origins of habits or cultural schemas, attrib-
uting them instead to essential disposition—his
good (or bad) taste, her educational aptitude (or
inaptitude).

Accountability in Performances of Difference It
is tempting to focus only on the embodiment
and performance of difference, to see how a boy
learns to take up space, and to interpret that as his
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successful internalization and creation of a mas-
culine self. But for Butler (1990), gender is dis-
cursive: it is the name given to the performance.
For West and Zimmerman (1987) and West and
Fenstermaker (1995), too, difference itself is an
“emergent feature of social situations” (1987,
p. 126). Difference does not precede interaction
but instead is created as interactions are named
and evaluated. They argue that because catego-
ries of difference like gender, race, and class
are “omnirelevant,” we cannot avoid categori-
cal expectations. Instead, we are compelled to
participate because others hold us accountable
to them. Accountability refers to the fact that
our behavior is always subject to evaluation by
others, who ask (often implicitly): is this how a
man (or a woman and so forth) should behave
under these circumstances? Accountability does
not mean that people always conform to category
expectations, but rather that they are always “at
risk” of such assessment. Thus, if a person is
violating categorical expectations, s/he will still
be evaluated through the lens of existing social
categories. To critique a behavior for not being
ladylike is not to suggest that a social actor is not
in the category woman but rather to perpetuate
ideas about appropriate gendered behavior; thus,
the assessment of even categorically discrepant
behavior perpetuates difference (Schwalbe and
Shay, this volume).

Pascoe’s (2007) ethnography of high school
boys illustrates this process. Pascoe shows how
boys “do” masculinity by holding each other
accountable to behavior that violates masculine
expectations. White boys use the label “fag” and
Black boys use the label “white” to similarly
police the boundaries of appropriate masculine
behavior. Importantly, the recipients of these la-
bels do not adopt identities as “fags” or “white.”
Instead, the “abject” label compels them to bring
their behavior into line with gendered expecta-
tions, while it also constitutes the meaning of
white and Black masculine behavior.

Institutions Processes of evaluation also rein-
force categorical differences by differentially
allocating resources. For example, institutions
evaluate and differentially reward class perfor-

mances. Lareau (2003) argues that educators
perceive children with upper middle-class cul-
tural capital as intelligent, and reinforce their
educational advantages through teacher attention
and support, and by placing them on college pre-
paratory educational tracks. The same process
of assessment compounds the disadvantages
of lower class children, whose habitus is per-
ceived as a sign of inferior educational aptitude
and parental apathy. In her follow up a decade
later, Lareau (2011) finds that upper middle class
children are much more educationally and pro-
fessionally successful. Thus, the performance of
difference works together with the assessment of
difference to reproduce inequalities.

Flexibility in Doing Difference Interactionist
theories account for both stability and change in
categories of difference. Performances of differ-
ence are not isolated but are patterned, occurring
repeatedly across time and space. The repetition
of similar performative acts and iterations gives
rise to durable structures of difference, contrib-
uting to the impression that categories of differ-
ence are natural and normal. Yet, the flexibility
and potential for novelty built into these interac-
tions means that change can, and does, happen,
a point we take up in the next section. When
people encounter new conditions, meanings,
or groups of people, they can and do shift their
performances of difference. In Pascoe’s study,
high school theater offered a space in which boys
could do masculinity in more flexible ways. Mas-
culinities scholars emphasize that there are not
different kinds of men, but rather that masculin-
ity is constituted differently in different spaces
(Schrock and Schwalbe 2009). When people
encounter new conditions and meanings, they
may draw on different strategies of action. The
theatre example emphasizes the context-specific-
ity of the interactional processes that perpetuate
difference.

Structural and Cultural Constraints on Doing
Difference Context is not the only thing that
matters. The kind of difference matters too.
Race scholars argue that theories that emphasize
agency underestimate both the structural condi-
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tions that support racial inequality, and constraint
in the negotiation of racial difference (Andersen
2005; Collins et al. 1995; Thorne 1995). Perfor-
mances of categorical differences are limited by
cultural ideas about what members of categories
are like (Bettie 2003). Collins (2004) argues
that an increasingly global media circulates an
increasingly narrow set of “controlling images”
about Black men and women. Black college
men are expected to conform to the controlling
image of the “thug” despite their discomfort with
it (Ford 2011). The power of this image limits
their ability to create an alternative Black mas-
culinity. Vasquez (2010) finds that both gender
and phenotype condition the volition of racial
classification among Mexican-Americans: In her
study, men and darker-skinned people were more
strongly racialized than women (and in different
ways). Thus, the ways in which people can “do”
difference are variously constrained by interac-
tive expectations.

Race scholars identify the centrality of “ra-
cial commonsense” in organizing perceptions
and accounts of people’s motivations and ac-
tions. Garfinkel (1956, p. 185) defines com-
monsense knowledge as “socially sanctioned
grounds of inference and action that people use
in everyday life, and which they assume that
other members of the group use in the same
way.” In keeping with Garfinkel’s definition,
racial commonsense refers to broad understand-
ings about race that are so taken for granted as
to be invisible, and thus unquestioned, by mem-
bers of society. Critical race scholars note that
racial commonsense has been used historically
to adjudicate claims to category membership in
ways that allow whites to hoard access to rights
and resources. Courts use a number of criteria to
apply racial commonsense, including phenotype,
associations (who the litigant spends time with),
and comportment. Lower court, and some Su-
preme Court, decisions have been based on the
“common sense” that race is something “‘any
white man’ should know when he saw it”. Thus,
racial commonsense creates racial categories by
interpreting performances as signs of race. Ra-
cial commonsense also provides the interpretive
foundation for accounting for social action, in

which people are assumed to have acted in par-
ticular ways because they are Black or white or
Mexican or Asian. People also use racial com-
monsense to “categorize the categorizer” (Sacks
1995); people put others into racial categories
to determine their “perspective” in interaction.
Thus, even if race is irrelevant to a person’s mo-
tivations for action, others will assume racial
motivations and use race to interpret actions or
interactions. This process increases the difficulty
of challenging the logic of racial categorization
(Whitehead 2009).

Summary In sum, this varied literature shows
how people become different by learning to
embody categorical difference, and to discern
and name particular characteristics as signs of
difference. These processes do not just happen in
childhood, but are repetitive, both recurring and
shifting across contexts. Because performances
of difference are interactive, they are contingent
on outsiders’ evaluations. Outsiders adjudicate
categorical performances, assign different mean-
ing and resources to different performances,
and impose more stringent limits on performa-
tive options for some kinds of difference. These
processes, in turn, harness particular bodies to
categories of difference. In the next section, we
examine how identities and identity work further
commit people to categorical differences.

Constructing Difference Through
Identities

Perceiving Socially Constructed Difference as
Reality Gender and other forms of difference
may be socially constructed, but they are pow-
erful illusions. Among the most powerful forms
of resistance to constructionist arguments is the
claim that people know gender (or race or another
category of difference) is real because they expe-
rience it as such. People participate in categories
of difference because those categories seem nat-
ural, normal, or “right.” Category membership
takes on emotional salience, and feels real. Cat-
egories of difference, especially naturalized ones,
anchor identities and provide sources of meaning
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and community. Modern American understand-
ings of identity as “real,” coherent, and unchang-
ing (Irvine 1999; Mason-Schrock 1996) stabilize
categories of difference that are seen as central
to who we are. These identities provide guidance
to people as they map out courses of action, give
meaning to experience and feelings, and make
connections with other people. Moreover, as
Lacy (2007) argues, difference can be a source of
pleasure. In her ethnography of the Black upper
middle class, participants sought connections
with co-ethnics, in part, because they enjoyed
being Black.

Marking Boundaries People create identities
through processes of social connection and dis-
connection. People actively mark difference
by drawing symbolic boundaries to distinguish
between people like us and people like them.
Symbolic boundaries are “conceptual distinctions
made by social actors...that separate people into
groups and generate feelings of similarity and
group membership” (Lamont and Molnar 2000,
p. 28). Boundary work is the process of defining
the content and the people on both sides of those
boundaries. Thus, people claim identities not just
by confirming category membership but also by
repudiating the other category. Category content
is defined in explicit and implicit opposition to
other categories: to be a man is to not be a woman,
to be middle class is to not be poor, and so forth.
Boys reject girls and femininity (Pascoe 2007).
Upper middle class Blacks reject behaviors asso-
ciated with the “ghetto” (Lacy 2007). Boundar-
ies demarcate both category membership—who
is like us—and category meaning—what people
like us are like, and are thus a central means of
creating and cementing difference. For example,
Barth (1969) showed how processes of bound-
ary marking created ethnic groups out of people
who shared interests but had disparate practices,
languages, and histories. By marking and reject-
ing the outside, people construct themselves as a
group. Nagel (2003) argues that gendered sexu-
ality is central to ethnic boundary marking pro-
cesses: Rules about with whom group members
can be intimate communicate group boundaries,
while claims about sexual comportment distin-

guish groups and position them hierarchically
(Das Gupta 1997; Elliott 2010; Le Espiritu 2001;
Wilkins 2004).

Constraints on Identities Interactionist studies
of identity construction have emphasized peo-
ple’s agency in creating identities more than the
constraints they experience. People can create
new identities, but several features of identities
contribute to the illusion of categorical consis-
tency. First, people typically construct autobio-
graphical accounts that emphasize identity conti-
nuity rather than change. For example, in support
groups, transsexuals become skilled at aligning
their biographies to conform to notions of natural
difference: As they participate in these groups,
transsexuals learn to tell stories that emphasize a
continuous (and thus presumably essential) sense
of gender dis-ease. Stories about childhoods spent
participating in cross-gender behavior naturalize
and legitimize the desire to transition across sex
(or gender) categories as adults. This storytelling
not only naturalizes categorical membership to
outsiders, but it also does to the people telling the
stories about themselves (Mason-Schrock 1996).

Second, people often draw on existing tem-
plates for ideas about authenticity. Wilkins
(2012b) shows how Black college women use
controlling images to create collective gendered
racial identities in the face of large differences
in background, experiences, and understandings
about Blackness. By learning and telling a shared
story about interracial relationships, Black col-
lege women claim and develop shared disposi-
tions and interests. The stories they tell confirm
the cultural image of Black women as strong
and outspoken, even when many women are un-
comfortable with speaking out or find the image
burdensome. This example illustrates how iden-
tity processes can perpetuate difference: in the
absence of both diverse models of Black wom-
anhood and shared experiences, college women
rely on a controlling image as a template for fash-
ioning “authentic” gender and race identities. Be-
cause the controlling image of the strong Black
woman is double-edged—a source of pride and
a source of stigma—it is perhaps a more viable
template for authenticity than other, more unam-
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biguously negative images might have been. As
women tell shared stories, they align their inter-
ests with other Black women, drawing boundar-
ies against both Black men and white women.
People embrace these images even when they
disadvantage them. For many Black women, the
idea that Black women should be strong encour-
ages them to shoulder unbearable levels of re-
sponsibility, while preventing them from access-
ing mental health support despite high rates of
depression (Beauboeuf-Lafontant 2009).

Third, to achieve the respect and dignity that
comes with being seen as “real” members of so-
cial categories, people participate in behaviors
that confirm stereotypes and disadvantage them.
Schrock and Schwalbe (2009) describe exagger-
ated performances of masculinity by race or class
disadvantaged men as “compensatory manhood
acts.” By emphasizing “masculine” traits of ag-
gression, emotional invulnerability, or promis-
cuity, race and class disadvantaged men com-
pensate for their exclusion from more socially
valued masculine resources (such as economic
success). In turn, however, they reinforce their
class difference by participating in behaviors at
odds with middle class categorization. Similarly,
members of subordinated groups may develop
alternative “badges of dignity”—criteria for suc-
cess that they can meet (Bettie 2003; Sennett and
Cobb 1972). By revaluing marks of difference,
these processes reinforce difference as a source
of meaning and identity.

Fourth, boundary marking often polices non-
conformity, enforcing compliance to categorical
expectations. But boundary work does not need
to enforce norms to sustain categories. Instead,
the flexibility of the boundary work process al-
lows categories to absorb challenges without
collapsing. Hennen (2008) examines the way
subcultures of gay men align themselves with
masculinity despite their violation of one of its
central tenets: heterosexuality. For example, the
“bear” subculture redefines the boundaries be-
tween masculinity and femininity, defining their
own identities as masculine by emphasizing their
hairy bodies, and distinguishing them from the
feminine through disdain for effeminate gay
men. Rather than challenging the dominance of

masculinity, these gay men do boundary work to
sustain their connection to masculine power.

Thus, identity processes imbue difference
with meaning, give people a felt-connection to
difference, and reconfigure difference to make
it fit more comfortably. People do not just em-
brace their own identities, they also distinguish
themselves from other identities. Boundaries
draw and enforce distinctions between groups,
policing difference by compelling people to dis-
associate from the abject category. Identity work
allows people to reconfigure individual or group
identities, but the emphasis on authenticity often
stabilizes categorical difference. Moreover, not
all people have the same latitude in creating new
identities. In the next section, we turn attention
to the destabilization of difference, examining
individual and group challenges to categories of
difference.

Transcending Difference

Difference is remarkably stable, and yet change
does happen. A quick reading of history confirms
that the meaning and experience of gender, race,
and sexuality are significantly different than they
were 200, 100, 40, or even 20 years ago. In part,
these changes are due to social movements, as
well as to structural or technological develop-
ments, such as the birth control pill, which made
possible the separation of reproduction from
sexual intercourse, opening up new heterosexual
possibilities for women. But these factors do not,
alone, explain how meaning changes in everyday
life for everyday people. In this section, we ex-
amine some of the ways people attempt to tran-
scend difference by challenging the meaning or
boundaries of social categorization.

As noted above, the performative dimensions
of difference itself contain the seeds of trans-
formation. Because people “do” difference in
each interaction, drawing on available cultural
resources, interactions have the possibility of
change. Indeed, difference contains fractures and
instabilities that foment resistance and change,
perhaps especially for people in subordinated
categories. While people are adept at making
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subordination more comfortable, these strategies
do not always work. Moreover, even for people
in dominant groups, category expectations can be
stifling, unrewarding, or at odds with lived expe-
rience, pushing people to work toward transcend-
ing categories or expanding the meaning of cate-
gory membership (Wilkins 2008). Intersectional-
ity—the experience of overlapping categories of
difference—creates experiences and contradic-
tions that lead people to experience categories of
difference in inconsistent ways, and may possi-
bly fracture their commitment to some categories
of difference. People who occupy “borderlands”
may experience cultural, social, or spatial mar-
ginalization that pushes them to resist categories
of difference, or to see these categories differ-
ently (Anzaldua 1999). And as people encounter
new conditions, meanings, and kinds of people,
their ideas about difference may change or ex-
pand (e.g., Rosenfeld 2009).

People and groups challenge difference in a
number of ways. Some cross categories or resist
their particular categorization. Others challenge
the meaning of difference, either expanding the
expectations associated with a category and/or
attempting to reshuffle a category’s location in
moral or social hierarchies. Still others attempt
to burst apart categories altogether, sometimes by
creating new categories that challenge the bound-
aries of existing categories of difference. We ex-
emplify each process below, attending especially
to the conditions and cultural resources associ-
ated with efforts to transcend difference.

Crossing Categories

Groups Crossing Categories History provides
a number of examples of people and groups
who have challenged their location in catego-
ries of racial difference. European-descent Jews,
Irish Americans, and the Mississippi Chinese
(Loewen 1971; Roediger 1991; Saks 1999) all
transformed their racial categorization by mak-
ing claims to whiteness. For both the Chinese
and the Irish, transcending racial categorization
entailed aligning themselves with whites and
distancing themselves from Blacks. By adopting

comportment associated with (even if not always
practiced by) white people, these groups made
bids for their right to be included in the domi-
nant group. For example, the Mississippi Chinese
created social ties with white society by using
white first names for their children. Both groups
also aligned themselves socially with whites by
eschewing intimacy—sexual, familial, and often
economic—with Blacks, and ostracizing group
members who maintained intimate ties with
Black people. The Chinese strategy was some-
what different from the Irish, because the Chi-
nese carved out a distinct space for themselves
as a third racial category in the biracial society of
the Mississippi Delta, while the Irish were even-
tually folded into the white group. While Chinese
groceries often served the local Black population,
the Irish worked actively to suppress Black labor
participation, joining the Democratic Party in an
effort to carve out an economic niche for them-
selves in a class stratified labor market (Ignatiev
1995). Thus, the Irish became white by distanc-
ing themselves from the dire poverty associated
with Blacks. Similarly, Saks (1999) argues that
Jewish entrance into the middle class, largely
as recipients of GI Bill benefits, facilitated their
transition into the racially dominant category. In
these cases, class resources enabled racial trans-
formation.

Individuals ~ Crossing  Categories Individu-
als transcend categories as well. Light-skinned
African-Americans have sometimes “passed” as
white in an effort gain the privileges of white-
ness. Poor and working class people occasionally
cross into the middle class. In both cases, people
who cross categories give up prior social ties and
habits; category crossing thus comes with signifi-
cant personal costs (e.g., Kaufman 2003). Wind-
dance Twine (1997) finds that suburban Afri-
can-descent girls raised by white mothers tran-
scend their categorization as Black by achieving
“race-neutral” identities. For these girls, class
again abets race-neutrality. The girls were able
to see themselves, and be seen, as racially neu-
tral because they have similar consumption
practices as their suburban peers. These girls,
however, were not able to sustain race neutral-
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ity during adolescence, when they were rejected
as possible heterosexual partners by the white
boys in their communities. The transition to col-
lege further marked them as Black. In college,
they chose Black boyfriends to align themselves
with Blacks. Wilkins (2012b) finds that monora-
cial middle class suburban Black girls similarly
experience race-neutral identities in high school;
these identities are facilitated by participation in
middle class activities such as violin and tennis,
and by close friendships with white girls. Like
the women in Winddance Twine’s study, they
became marked as Black in college, primarily
because of white students’ practices of exclusion
and overt racism.

Limits on Crossing Categories These different
examples underscore the importance of class and
sexuality in facilitating efforts to transcend racial
categories. They also illustrate the ways pheno-
type can limit efforts to choose and remake cat-
egorization. As we argued earlier, performances
of difference are constrained by others’ expecta-
tions about how people should behave. Both cat-
egory insiders and category outsiders can enforce
these expectations. In the example above, white
students limited Black women’s identity options,
but Black people can also police Black authen-
ticity. Nicknames like “oreo” and “whitewashed”
communicate perceptions that Black people
should behave in particular sorts of ways. Both
class and sexuality are again at stake in exam-
ples like these. Aimed often at middle class or
class-mobile Blacks, or at Black people who are
involved in romantic relationships with whites,
this kind of boundary work sustains the “isomor-
phism” of race and class (Ortner 1998).

These examples involve people or groups who
attempt to move “up” the racial hierarchy, chal-
lenging their lower categorization. Puerto Rican
Wannabes, young white women who adopt ele-
ments of hip hop culture, provide an example of
people who attempt to cross out of whiteness,
moving into a more socially devalued racial cat-
egory. While it is easy to understand why peo-
ple might want to cross into a more valued cat-
egory—to access more status and resources—it
is often difficult to understand why people seek

to move into a less valued category. Indeed, for
many of their peers, Wannabes raise just these
sorts of questions (Wilkins 2004, 2008). People
are often motivated to cross categories when
they experience their existing categorization as
unrewarding or constraining. In this way, Puerto
Rican Wannabes are not so different from the
Mississippi Chinese. Both groups wanted to rid
themselves of constraints associated with their
current categorization. For the Chinese, being
classified with Black people had social and eco-
nomic costs. For the Wannabes, white girlhood
entails limiting emotional and sexual expecta-
tions. They imagine that Puerto Rican femininity,
in contrast, opens up new behavioral possibilities.
The case of the Wannabes illustrates that people
are not always motivated to transcend categories
by conventional forms of status.

The experiences of transmen and transwomen
provide further evidence of the different ways
outsiders interpret efforts to transcend high-and
low-status categories. Transmen often experi-
ence successful integration into workplaces
while transwomen experience marginalization
(Schilt 2011). While the desire to access mascu-
line privilege makes sense to people, the desire to
become a woman (the devalued category) does
not. Hence, people are more intolerant of trans-
women. Similarly, parents police the boundaries
of masculinity much more than femininity, in-
dulging daughters’ desires to be tomboys but re-
sisting boys’ interest in practices associated with
femininity (Kane 2006). Schilt (2011) argues that
the specific institutional logic of the workplace,
which values masculinity, facilitates the accep-
tance of transmen. Transmen do not fare as well
in other spaces. Thus, the ability to transcend cat-
egories is not only conditioned by the meanings
attached to those categories but also by the inter-
action of those meanings with context.

Transforming Meaning

A second, perhaps more common, way that peo-
ple attempt to transcend difference is by trans-
forming the meaning attached to their category.
After slavery, African American organizations,
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such as the Black Baptist Church, worked tire-
lessly to challenge the association of Blackness
with disrepute. Just as groups like the Mississip-
pi Chinese challenged their racial classification
by adopting white standards, so too did African
Americans claim respectability by aligning their
comportment with white values. Black respect-
ability was not aimed at challenging racial cat-
egorization but at transforming its meaning and
therefore qualifying Blacks for better treatment
(Higginbotham 1993; White 2001). African
American strategies of respectability have been
less successful, however, than the efforts of other
groups to align themselves with whites; control-
ling images of Black men and women continue to
mark them as racially other (Collins 1991, 2004).

Gendered Strategies for Transforming Mean-
ing Ethnic/racial communities’ efforts to chal-
lenge racial stereotypes often focus on girls and
women. Seen as the upholders of morality and
tradition, women are expected to restrain their
behavior to prove the moral superiority of the
ethnic group (Das Gupta 1997). Strategies of
respectability, described above, often targeted
women’s behavior more than men’s. Filipino/a
families also control their daughters’ behav-
ior more than their son’s. Girls’ sexual restraint
is aimed at not only preserving the family but
also at reshuffling ethnic hierarchies: Filipinas
contrast Filipina’s behavior favorably to that of
white girls (Le Espiritu 2001).

Small groups of men have transformed mas-
culinity to include values of caring, commu-
nity and intimacy (Heath 2003; Schwalbe 1996;
Wilkins 2009). Gay fathers have challenged the
meaning of fatherhood beyond paternity and
breadwinning to include direct care for children.
To do this, they had to overcome their own as-
sumptions that gay people cannot be parents and
that men are less adept at parenting (Berkowitz
2011; Stacey 20006). Berkowitz (2011), however,
argues that gay fathers often draw on feminine
metaphors—"“maternal instincts,” “biological
clocks,” and “soccer moms”—to make sense of
their behavior. In this way, they anchor their un-
conventional practices to conventional gendered
meanings.

Intersectionality and Transforming Mean-
ing Intersecting categories of difference facili-
tate and constrain efforts to transcend meaning
(Howard and Renfrow, this volume). Members of
higher-status categories, and higher-status mem-
bers within categories, have more authority to
police the boundaries of category membership,
and more latitude to engage in categorically dis-
crepant behaviors and challenge the acceptable
boundaries of category comportment (McGuffey
and Rich 1999). For example, high-status boys are
able to exhibit more emotional vulnerability than
low-status boys (Pascoe 2003). Multiple forms of
status can anchor one’s identity, enabling people
to challenge category expectations without jeop-
ardizing category membership. Membership in a
low-status category, in contrast, can make one’s
simultaneous membership in a high-status cat-
egory more tenuous: class- or race-subordinated
men have fewer paths to masculinity than high-
status men, and are thus often compelled to “com-
pensate” for these other forms of subordination
by emphasizing “masculine” invulnerability
(Bourgois 1995; Ezzell 2012). In this case, boys
and men work to hold onto masculine “respect”
in the face of race and class disrespect. In some
cases, however, members of subordinated cat-
egories may also feel they have less to lose from
violating category expectations (Wilkins 2008).

Moreover, intersectionality can simultane-
ously facilitate and constrain efforts to challenge
category meanings. For example, elite mothers
are simultaneously better positioned to pursue
careers in male-dominated fields (and to chal-
lenge expectations that mothers should be solely
devoted to their children), while the demands
of their husbands’ elite careers and the specific
upper middle class expectations of intensive
mothering compel them to abandon those ca-
reers and commit to children-focused mothering
(Blair-Loy 2003; Stone 2008). Class resources
facilitate the challenge to conventional feminine
behavior, while concerns about sustaining class
status also undercut these challenges. Thus, loca-
tion in intersectional categories conditions efforts
to remake category expectations.

McGuffey (2005, 2008) documents another
limit on these kinds of category challenges. He
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argues that people may respond to disruptions
in heteronormative gender relations—moments
when things do not go according to expectations,
such as when women become breadwinners—
through gender reaffirmation. Families reaffirm
gender by shoring up conventional gender cat-
egories for both mothers and sons. Searching for
somewhere to place culpability, family members
blame unconventional gender behavior (mothers
working, boys who are too “soft”), and respond
by “reaffirming” the importance of (conventional
ideas about) gender. McGuffey’s work reveals
that when things go wrong, people may reverse
challenges to category expectations.

Other forms of marginality may lead, too, to
the reinscription of categories of difference. Les-
bian and gay families may combat marginaliza-
tion by reifying biological definitions of family
(which include racial sameness) or be emphasiz-
ing conventional gender socialization (Mamo
2007; Ryan and Berkowitz 2009). White women
involved with men of color may, similarly, coun-
teract their racial violations by emphasizing their
conformity to norms of feminine heterosexual re-
straint (Wilkins 2004).

Challenging Categorization

Finally, some people and groups attempt to tran-
scend difference by challenging existing catego-
rization—by questioning whether a given social
difference should exist at all. The multiracial
movement is one such example. This movement
has, in many places, successfully challenged the
cultural and legal practice of assigning people to
only one racial category, effectively challenging
the boundaries between discrete racial groups.
One of its successes was placing a multiracial op-
tion on the 2000 Census (DaCosta 2007). These
challenges are not interpretively straightforward,
however. Traditional race scholarship has long
treated intermarriage and multiraciality as signs
of eroding racial borders (D’Souza 1995; Lieber-
son and Waters 1988; Park 1950), but other work
questions that characterization, finding that mul-
tiracial families themselves can reproduce racial
hierarchies (Sue forthcoming), and that participa-

tion in an interracial partnership does not always
displace patterns of color-blindness (Winddance
Twine 1996). Bernstein and De la Cruz (2009)
argue that the Hapa movement—activism in sup-
port of mixed race identities, particularly among
people of partial Asian descent—simultaneously
deconstructs monoracial identity categories and
constructs new categories of multiraciality. While
this process necessarily erects new boundaries of
difference, it does so by destabilizing old ways of
thinking about racial classification.

Challenging Difference by Challenging
Inequality

The efforts to transcend categories described
above emerge largely out of individual or group
discomfort with their location in categories of
difference. But, to many scholars, the key prob-
lem with difference is its foundational role in
organizing and sustaining inequality. In other
words, some people hope to eradicate difference
altogether rather than challenging the existence
of a particular social difference. As Risman
(2004, p. 431) writes, “the creation of difference
is the very foundation on which inequality rests.”
Scholars, however, do not all agree on how best
to eliminate the inequalities associated with dif-
ference.

Decategorization Some feminist scholars see
decategorization as a necessary precondition for
social justice. Lorber (2005) advocates “deg-
endering” and suggests we begin by eliminat-
ing gender categories from forms and everyday
language. For example, we could use the un-
gendered language of “spouse” instead of the
gendered, power-laden terms ‘“husband” and
“wife.” Deutsch (2007) argues for an empirical
agenda aimed at uncovering moments when gen-
der is “undone” rather than “done.” Under what
conditions, she asks, might gender be irrelevant
or subverted? Risman (2009) suggests that one
way gender is “done” by scholars is through the
tendency to name things “alternative” masculini-
ties and femininities, rather than recognizing the
ways in which practices and interactions chal-
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lenge category meanings. Similarly, some race
scholars have celebrated decategorization in
Latin American race relations, arguing that the
absence of legal racial classifications supports a
society in which race is less relevant to the orga-
nization of life chances (e.g., Tannenbaum 1992).

Critiques of Decategorization Other scholars are
less sanguine about the possibilities of undoing
categories. In her study of race in Mexico, Sue
(2009, forthcoming) finds that a national ideol-
ogy of color-blindness and racial inclusiveness,
combined with policies that do not racially cat-
egorize, does not eradicate the use of race or
color as an everyday mark of difference, or the
differential allocation of resources based on these
markers. For example, Mexicans frequently use
color to single out or make fun of individuals.
They also seek out light-skinned partners, give
preference to lighter-skinned family members,
and use color to discriminate in the labor market.
In the United States, too, color-blindness works
hand in hand with racial commonsense to sustain
difference in the absence of direct racial label-
ing. In her study of debates about sex education
in a southern school district, Fields (2005) finds
that stakeholders use phrases like “children hav-
ing children” to evoke the racialized, gendered
difference of Black and Latina girls without
ever naming them as such. By juxtaposing these
“at risk” girls against the norm of (white girls’)
“childhood innocence,” well meaning advocates
mark and perpetuate raced, gendered difference.
The case of race reveals the limits of thin strate-
gies of decategorization, even when supported by
government policy.

Organizational studies also suggest that strate-
gies aimed at not naming categories may back-
fire. Workplace policies aimed at overcoming
inequalities associated with difference through
merit-based evaluation systems increase, rather
than reduce, inequality in rewards, advantaging
men over women. Castilla and Benard (2010)
argue that meritocratic organizational cultures
that officially disregard social differences actu-
ally introduce unconscious ascriptive bias based
on social difference into the evaluation process.
They do this, they suggest, because when people

believe they are committed to fairness, they do
not work as hard to reduce the effects of bias on
their cognitive processes. Ethnographic work
supports this finding, showing that moral identi-
ties anchored in a commitment to gender equity
facilitate the ability to not see persistent practices
of inequality (Kleinman 1996). Conversely, when
people are aware that their evaluations may be af-
fected by bias, they work harder to overcome that
bias, often in ways that favor lower status groups
(Castilla and Benard 2010). Thus, moral com-
mitments to decategorization can actually trigger
unconscious bias.

Weakening the Link Between Categorization
and Inequality Ridgeway and Correll (2000,
pp- 110-111) argue for a different “vision of uto-
pian change.” They argue that “sex categoriza-
tion in everyday behavior is unlikely to be elimi-
nated.” However, they suggest that the inequality
associated with categorization could be reduced
by reorganizing social situations so that women
are in positions of greater competence relative to
men. The regular interaction of women and men
in situations in which women have greater com-
petence could reduce competency biases against
women, limiting some of the links between
gender and inequality. They advocate structural
changes that would allocate more resources to
women.

Some social psychological research on educa-
tion supports the idea that inequality can be re-
duced by changing the conditions under which
groups encounter each other. For example, under
some conditions, contact between groups can
foster more egalitarian relationships. In schools,
internal segregation magnifies friendship segre-
gation, since students are most likely to befriend
students with whom they share classes. Contact
theory (Allport 1954) suggests, however, that
organizing interracial contact in ways that facili-
tate cooperative interdependence can reduce dif-
ference. For example, racially integrated extra-
curricula bring racially diverse students together
to work on a common goal, increasing their de-
pendence on each other and decreasing status in-
equalities between groups. These strategies work
best when explicitly endorsed by school authori-
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ties (Moody 2001). Thus, it is not just the num-
ber of cross-racial contacts that matter but also
the status conditions under which cross-racial
contact is made. The more vertically organized
a school’s status hierarchy is, the less likely that
cross-racial friendships will occur. Moreover,
more heterogeneous schools, especially those in
which there are more than two racial groups, bet-
ter support interracial friendships. Moody (2001)
suggests that the presence of at least three ethnic/
racial groups reduces the potential for “us/them”
dynamics to occur. Moreover, members of other
ethnic groups can provide “bridges” between
groups with greater degrees of social distance.
Emergent research has begun to examine the
ways the dynamics of interracial contact are also
complicated by gender; boys, for example, are
more likely to participate in interracial extracur-
ricular activities like sports (Barajas and Pierce
2001; Holland 2012; Wilkins 2012b).

If it is not just contact that matters, but contact
in which status hierarchies are reduced, then the
organization of integrated classrooms is impor-
tant. Aronson and colleagues (Aronson and Pat-
noe 1997) have developed a learning model that
they call the “jigsaw classroom” based on their
extensive research on small group dynamics. Un-
like Moody’s focus on interracial friendships, the
jigsaw classroom is aimed at decreasing differ-
ence by improving the academic performance of
racially disadvantaged students, but it operates
on similar social psychological principles. First,
it divides the classroom into small groups, as-
signing each member of the group one part of a
collective task. Second, it evaluates each member
of the group based on their mastery of the over-
all task. Rather than rewarding competition, this
structure rewards students for cooperation. To do
well, each student must not only contribute but
must also value the cooperation of other students.
This technique increases self-esteem, learning,
and the degree to which group members like each
other. Cohen’s program for Complex Instruction
(1999) also seeks to increase learning through
classroom strategies of small group interaction
and cooperation. In Complex Instruction, group
members take responsibility for different tasks
requiring different abilities. This way of break-

ing up tasks allows for a more expansive view
of ability, and for diversely able students to suc-
ceed. Complex Instruction also monitors group
dynamics, to ascertain social and intellectual
status problems that reduce the participation of
some students. Targeted interventions are aimed
at encouraging such students to recognize their
own contributions by creating expansive defini-
tions of ability.

Cohen (e.g., Cohen et al. 2012) finds that in-
terventions aimed at getting students of color to
understand and actively counter stereotype threat
boost their academic achievement. Stercotype
threat refers to the psychological process where-
by “identity contingencies”—situations in which
a person is treated in accordance with an iden-
tity category—cause people to underperform in a
manner consistent with stereotype (Steele 1997).
Stereotype threat explains black students’ under-
performance on standardized testing (Steele and
Aronson 1995), and women’s underperformance
on math testing (Spencer et al. 1999). Cohen
found that when students write a single essay on
why a group stereotype does not apply to them,
it protects them against the negative effects of
stereotype threat for several years. His research
suggests both the protective effects of defensive
othering and the utility of social justice strategies
that entail naming categories, recognizing the
problems associated with them, and deliberately
countering them.

Conclusion

The social psychology of inequality is, by defi-
nition, concerned with the mechanisms that
underlie persistent inequality, and with spaces,
people, and strategies that might undermine or at
least chip away at inequality. As we have shown,
difference is foundational to social inequality.
Although many kinds of difference exist, some
forms of difference take on greater significance
in the organization of social life, assigning people
to categorical roles, status positions, and spaces.
This categorization facilitates social interaction
by providing people with clues about how to
treat other people. Yet categorization also under-
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girds social inequalities. Categorical differences
result in uneven allocations of resources, oppor-
tunities, and status, while inequalities themselves
give rise to, and perpetuate, differences between
people. Inequalities scholars have often focused
on the macro processes that give rise to particu-
lar configurations of difference, but difference
is also created and recreated in everyday life, as
people learn to be different and to assign categor-
ical membership to other people. Because differ-
ence is often internalized and embodied as a core
aspect of self, people often experience difference
as natural rather than constructed. Moreover,
categorical difference is a source of meaning,
used by people to fashion identities and to forge
meaningful connections with other people. Thus,
people often willingly participate in difference,
even when it disadvantages them.

These processes stabilize difference, and yet
categorical differences are also subject to change.
First, the processes whereby people learn to em-
body categories of difference and create differ-
ence in everyday interactions leave room for
improvisation that can change meanings over
time. Second, people sometimes actively resist
categorization, attempting to crossover into other
boundaries, or to alter the meaning of the catego-
ry they are in. Not everyone is able to transcend
difference, however. People’s efforts are con-
strained by the interactive process itself, which
depends on the interpretations of the audience.
Indeed, flexibility and volition about categorical
location and meaning itself seems to be a resource
associated with being a member of a higher status
category. Moreover, efforts to remake difference
often perpetuate other forms of difference. These
dynamics raise difficult questions about the best
ways to reduce inequalities. While some scholars
have called for the eradication of difference, oth-
ers argue that the redistribution of resources and
(crucially) status is a more viable path to greater
equality. In part, the path one chooses depends
on whether one emphasizes the role of difference
in creating inequality, or the role of inequality in
creating difference.

We have contended that more cross-pollina-
tion across literatures would enrich understand-
ings of how and when differences are sustained,

and how and when they might be challenged. We
also believe that a focus on the relationships be-
tween categories of difference has the potential
to add traction to knowledge about the perpetu-
ation and transcendence of difference. One way
to think about relationships between categories
is to document similarities and differences in
their operation. How and when does race operate
differently from gender, for example? Compari-
sons across cases offer one potential avenue for
addressing this question. Another is to focus on
the intersections among categories. While gender
scholars have long pushed for the importance of
the intersectional paradigm, arguing that gender,
race, class, and sexuality are mutually constitut-
ed and thus cannot be analytically disentangled,
a focus on intersectional identities alone only
provides partial answers to questions about dif-
ference. Focusing instead on how shifts in cat-
egories of difference impact other categories of
difference would shed light on how categories of
difference are not just parallel but work together
to stabilize (or destabilize) inequalities. Finally,
we advocate a more sustained focus on age as a
site of difference that intersects in complex ways
with other categories of difference (See Falletta
and Dannefer, this volume). Age is one of the
most basic ways in which people are sorted into
categories. Yet, perhaps because people move
across age groups, it has been taken less seri-
ously as a site of difference with implications for
understanding inequalities not just between gen-
erations but also between other categories of dif-
ference. These questions can best be addressed,
we feel, by coordination across fields of social
psychology.
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Dramaturgy and Dominance

Michael Schwalbe and Heather Shay

The term “dramaturgy” evokes the metaphor of
life as theater. It is not surprising, then, that the
dramaturgical perspective in social psychology is
often reduced to the idea that interaction involves
the use of dramatistic techniques—much like
those used by stage actors—to manage impres-
sions (Baumeister 1982). If this is all there were
to dramaturgy, it would be of marginal value to
social psychology. In fact, by the end of his best
known work, The Presentation of Self in Every-
day Life (1959), Erving Goffman, dramaturgy’s
touchstone theorist, arrived at precisely this
conclusion, referring to the theatrical metaphor
as mere scaffolding for erecting a new theory of
interaction. !

! At the end of The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life,
Goffman (1959, p. 254) says that his use of the theatrical
metaphor was “in part a rhetoric and a maneuver.” He goes
on to say, “And so here the language and mask of the stage
will be dropped. Scaffolds, after all, are to build other
things with, and should be erected with an eye to taking
them down. This report is not concerned with aspects of
theater that creep into everyday life. It is concerned with
the structure of social encounters—the structure of those
entities in social life that come into being whenever per-
sons enter one another’s immediate physical presence.”
Goffman later described himself as doing structural so-
cial psychology and admitted that he didn’t take the term
“dramaturgy” all that seriously (see Verhoeven 1993,
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Erving Goffman’s key insight into human so-
cial behavior was not that life is like theater—the
metaphor predates him by at least two thousand
years—but that the orderliness of everyday life
depends on tacit understandings of normative
rules and the use of standard procedural forms.
As Goffman put it near the end of his life, “The
workings of the interaction order can easily be
viewed as the consequences of systems of en-
abling conventions, in the sense of the ground
rules for a game, the provisions of a traffic code,
or the rules of syntax of a language” (1983, p. 5).
Goffman’s method was to document the ritual
bits of interactive behavior that make up every-
day life and to show how they constitute a sys-
tem of conventions used to coordinate action and
make it meaningful. He saw what he was doing
not as literary interpretation but as structural so-
cial psychology (see Verhoeven 1993, p. 322).

Dramaturgy is often placed under the rubric
of symbolic interactionism. There is indeed a
connection: a common intellectual ancestry in
the work of G. H. Mead, Georg Simmel, Everett
Hughes, and others of the Chicago School; and
overlapping concerns: the self, emotion, and the
creation of meaning in face-to-face interaction.
There is also, however, a difference. While sym-
bolic interactionism calls our attention to mean-
ings, dramaturgy calls our attention to the rules

pp. 320-322; see also Goffman 1981a). Nonetheless, it
is the term by which the social-psychological perspective
we discuss in this chapter has come to be known.
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and procedural forms that are drawn upon to cre-
ate those meanings. By way of linguistic analogy,
symbolic interactionism studies what people say,
while dramaturgy studies not only what people
say but also the rules—both normative and pro-
cedural—that enable the saying of meaningful
things. Hence the affinity between dramaturgy
and ethnomethodology.?

As a practical matter, however, most social
psychologists who embrace the dramaturgical
perspective focus their attention on impression
management or, in more contemporary terms,
identity work. The analytic questions most com-
monly asked in this tradition are about how peo-
ple signify qualities and identities in interaction,
and about the consequences that follow from
these situated acts of self-signification. These
consequences might include, for example, main-
tenance of emotional equilibrium, maintenance
of relationships, and maintenance of organiza-
tions. Dramaturgy’s concerns thus include but go
beyond the techniques individuals use to signify
identities and manage impressions.

Given dramaturgy’s focus on expressive be-
havior, it would seem that, when it comes to
understanding inequality, the perspective is best
suited to analyzing dominance in face-to-face
interaction. And indeed it is useful for this pur-
pose. But the cognitive presuppositions and in-
teractional rules with which dramaturgy is also
concerned transcend situations. Ideas about cat-
egories of persons—for example, male, female,
black, white, gay, heterosexual, married, unmar-

2 There is a long-running debate about the relationship
between ethnomethodology and dramaturgy. The affinity
we refer to in the text concerns the common concern for
understanding social life as accomplished through the use
of rules and standard procedural forms. Ethnomethodol-
ogy nowadays is primarily focused on identifying such
forms and procedures as they are evident, often in seem-
ingly microscopic ways, in conversation. Dramaturgy, per
Goffman, tends to focus on larger ritual forms, without the
close scrutiny of language characteristic of ethnomethod-
ological conversation analysis. Another key difference
is that the self, which is of considerable importance in
dramaturgy, is largely ignored by ethnomethodologists
(but see Malone 1977). For discussions of the overlaps
and tensions between the two perspectives, see Manning
(1992, pp. 23-25), Rawls (1987, 1989), Sharrock (1999),
and Smith (2003).

ried, employed, unemployed—and their unequal
social value are part of the cultural equipment
actors bring to encounters. When this cultural
equipment is used to coordinate situated action,
categories of Others and status hierarchies are
legitimated (implicitly) and reproduced (inadver-
tently). Dramaturgy can thus yield insight into
the microcosociological foundations of macro-
level inequalities.

Situated action is also what maintains the or-
ganizations that allocate societal resources. In
fact, organizations can be seen as consisting of
multiple situations replayed in routinized ways
by networked actors. The power of individual ac-
tors, as well as the power hierarchy itself in an
organization, depend on who can, by virtue of
proper expressive behavior, elicit deference from
whom. Situated action, in other words, typical-
ly has extra-situational consequences, some of
which include the reproduction of material and
symbolic inequalities. Here again dramaturgy
can be useful for understanding how large-scale
inequalities depend on what is accomplished
through expressive behavior in concrete situa-
tions.

In this chapter, we will expand on these argu-
ments. We begin by clarifying the dramaturgical
conception of rules and enabling conventions.
We then discuss how dramaturgy views the self
as both a dramatic and a structural effect, show-
ing how this view of the self is useful for under-
standing the reproduction of inequality. We then
consider how the concept of accountability, as-
sociated with both dramaturgy and ethnometh-
odology, gives us further insight into how un-
equal social relations are held in place. We also
consider the processes of resistance illuminated
by dramaturgy: identity work aimed at counter-
ing stigma; the creation of oppositional subcul-
tures and identity projects; strategic disruptions
of the interaction order; and the use of narrative
self-presentations to advance oppositional social
movements.

Finally, we will suggest how insights from
post-Goffman sources can enhance the power
of the dramaturgical perspective to make sense
of how inequalities are created and reproduced.
These insights include recognition of how bodies
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function as peremptory signifiers; how expres-
sive habitus sustains practices of exclusion; and
how nets of accountability make self-significa-
tion consequential beyond immediate situations.
Much recent work that uses dramaturgy to exam-
ine the reproduction of inequality has focused on
gender (e.g., West and Zimmerman 1987; Fen-
stermaker and West 2002), and we will do like-
wise. But we will also consider how, with some
theoretical updating, dramaturgy can be used to
examine the reproduction of racial and economic
inequalities. We hope to show that dramaturgy is
a still growing perspective within social psychol-
ogy, one well suited to analyzing the interactional
basis of inequality.

Rules and Enabling Conventions

The dramaturgical concept of rules is often mis-
understood. Part of the problem is that the con-
cept of rules in dramaturgy is muddied by folk
notions of rules as explicit prescriptions and pro-
hibitions—in the manner of religious command-
ments, organizational policies, or a list of do’s
and don’t’s on a classroom wall. In dramaturgy,
what is meant by “rules” is different. To explain,
it is helpful to distinguish between normative and
procedural rules.

Normative rules are shared ideas about the
behaviors considered right and proper—tak-
ing actor, audience, and situation into account.
Knowledge of such rules is usually more tacit
than discursive (though such rules can be codi-
fied in books of etiquette). We often know, at a
gut level, that an action is right or wrong, ap-
propriate or inappropriate, without being able
to say precisely why. But dramaturgy does not
say that social life is orderly because people are
programmed to follow rules or abide by norms.
Social life is orderly, dramaturgy says, in part be-
cause rules are used to make behavior meaning-
ful—that is, expressive in intended ways (Bris-
sett and Edgley 1991). If rules were not used in
this way, acts would lose their meaning and joint
action would break down.

So, for example, one should take the prof-
fered hand of a new acquaintance, use honorific

forms of address with status superiors, inquire
(with apparent sincerity) about a friend’s health,
apologize for being late, not stare at strangers too
long in public, not belch during a funeral service.
These are all well-understood normative rules in
U.S. culture. They do not compel behavior but
rather make it meaningful. To extend one’s hand
for a shake expresses respect; to shake the prof-
fered hand expresses respect in return; to fail to
shake it, which is a choice one could make, ex-
presses disrespect. Using normative rules in this
way is crucial for communicating feelings and at-
titudes that are otherwise invisible, and for keep-
ing interaction flowing smoothly by minimizing
the risk of emotional disruption.

Procedural rules are what might be called
“how-to” rules. To know, for example, how to
join a line, how to greet a friend, how to order a
meal in a restaurant, how to run a meeting, how
to end a conversation, how to formulate an apol-
ogy, how to ask for an extension on a deadline, or
how to play a game is to know procedural rules.
Again, this knowledge is usually tacit, like the
knowledge of grammar that enables us to com-
bine words into meaningful sentences. Proce-
dural rules can thus be understood as undergird-
ing basic social competence—the ability to make
sense to others and with others, and to get things
done with others. Generally speaking, procedural
rules are drawn upon to make interaction predict-
able, whereas normative rules are drawn upon to
make action expressive of intentions and charac-
ter.

It is shared knowledge of normative and pro-
cedural rules, including knowledge of how to
flexibly apply them in situationally appropriate
ways, that makes regularized interaction pos-
sible. By applying this shared knowledge we cre-
ate “standard procedural forms” or ritualized bits
of interactive behavior. Much of everyday life is
built up out of such forms—used habitually in
most cases (Goffman 1983, p. 6), consciously
and strategically in others (Goffman 1969). To
use what is considered the correct form in a given
situation is to be credited with social competence
and good character. To use the wrong form is to
risk being seen as socially incompetent or offen-
sive.
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In the dramaturgical view, rules and proce-
dural forms constitute a system of “enabling
conventions.” These conventions, items in the
proverbial cultural tool kit, make possible mean-
ingful joint action—cooperative, conflictual, or
whatever. Just as it is impossible to play a game
without rules, or construct sensible utterances
without grammar, or navigate busy streets with-
out traffic laws, it is impossible to carry on social
life without analogous symbolic resources that
can be drawn upon to organize and coordinate ac-
tion. It should also be understood that, in the dra-
maturgical view, rules and procedural forms do
not simply constrain human agency; rather, they
enable it and shape its expression.> For more on
the matter of rules, as conceived by Goffman and
other dramaturgists, see Manning (1992, pp. 72—
93, 165, 2000).

If dramaturgical social psychology can be said
to have an analytic mission, it is to document the
rules and enabling conventions that social actors
use to construct and interpret expressive behav-
ior, and thereby engage in patterned joint action.
The mission can also be said to include showing
how rules and enabling conventions are gener-
ated, used, and modified, and also examining the
consequences that follow. Our purpose here is to
consider how the rules and enabling conventions
that underlie the interaction order are implicated
in creating, reproducing, and resisting inequali-
ties. To draw out the value of dramaturgy for this
purpose, it is necessary to consider another dis-
tinguishing feature of the perspective: its view of
the self.

3 If we think of human agency as expressed through acts
that are intentional, goal-directed, and intelligible to oth-
ers, then the necessity of shared rules for enabling and
shaping agency should be clear. This is much the same
view of how rules enable and shape agency as developed
in Giddens’s theory of structuration, a view that owes
much to Wittgenstein and Goffman (see Giddens 1979,
pp. 80-81, 1984). The further point can be made that by
drawing upon rules to formulate intelligible, effective ac-
tion, we condition ourselves and make ourselves what we
are.

The Dramaturgical View of the Self

A key difference between symbolic interaction-
ism and dramaturgy is reflected in the latter’s
conception of the self. Symbolic interactionist so-
cial psychology, deriving mainly from the work
of William James, George H. Mead, John Dewey,
and Charles Horton Cooley, has conceived of the
self as patterns of perception and thought (the
self as knower), an inner dialogue (the self as
process), a set of meanings attached to the self as
an object (the self-concept), or some combination
thereof (Callero, this volume). In these formula-
tions, the self, though socially shaped, is inter-
nal to the individual. The dramaturgical view is
radically different. In this view, the self is not a
psychological entity or process but an imputation
of essential character that is generated collabora-
tively in scenes of face-to-face interaction.

Near the end of The Presentation of Self'in Ev-
eryday Life, Goffman offers this summary of the
dramaturgical view of the self:

In this report the performed self was seen as
some kind of image, usually creditable, which the
individual on stage and in character effectively
attempts to induce others to hold in regard to him.
While this image is entertained concerning the
individual, so that a self is imputed to him, this self
itself does not derive from its possessor, but from
the whole scene of his action, being generated by
that attribute of local events which renders them
interpretable by witnesses. A correctly staged and
performed scene leads the audience to impute a
self to a performed character, but this imputation—
this self—is a product of the scene that comes off,
and not a cause of it. The self, then, as a performed
character, is not an organic thing that has a specific
location, whose fundamental fate is to be born, to
mature, and to die; it is a dramatic effect arising
diffusely from a scene that is presented, and the
characteristic issue, the crucial concern, is whether
it will be credited or discredited. (Goffman 1959,
p. 252)

The self is thus defined as a virtual reality, a re-
ality in effect. Moreover, the self is created not
simply by individual performances but by how
those performances—consisting of numerous
bits of signifying behavior—are interpreted as
expressive by an audience in a particular situa-
tion. Selves, in this view, are not brought to situa-
tions; they are created in and by situations.
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While this view of the self diverges from that
of symbolic interactionism, it nonetheless retains
a concern for the creation of meanings in inter-
action. Dramaturgy is especially concerned with
the meanings that attach to individuals, meanings
that are created by situated expressive behavior
and the interpretation thereof. These are mean-
ings that matter—the selves imputed to individu-
als being the basis on which individuals are treat-
ed. Whether one is respected or reviled, accepted
or rejected, jailed or set free, depends on impres-
sions created in interaction. Dramaturgy seeks
to understand how these impressions are cre-
ated through situated action that (a) draws upon
shared cultural equipment and (b) is enabled and
constrained by social organization.

The latter point bears emphasizing because it
reminds us that the dramaturgical self is not only
a fleeting dramatic effect but also a relatively
stable structural effect (Gonos 1977; Schwalbe
2013). It is a structural effect in four senses: the
expressive behavior through which selves are
created requires rules and conventions that tran-
scend situations; selves are attributed to individu-
als based in part on the roles they play in rou-
tinized activity systems; selves are attributed to
individuals based in part on membership in broad
social categories; and for action to be taken as in-
dicative of character it must be seen as volitional,
which requires a sphere of autonomy within an
institutional framework. The situationally imput-
ed self thus depends on extra-situational features
of culture and social organization.

Self, Identity, and Inequality
in Dramaturgical Perspective

A creditable self is one that is seen as worthy of
the full measure of respect, or social value, nor-
mally accorded to persons in a given social po-
sition. “Social position” here refers to category
membership (e.g., white, male, American) and
role in a routinized activity system (e.g., pro-
fessor, truck driver, nurse). As noted above, the
selves attributed to individuals depend not just on
expressive skill but on the social categories and
roles with which they are associated. To the ex-

tent that these categories and roles are unequally
valued, so too are the selves attributed to the in-
dividuals who occupy them. Status hierarchies
matter, in other words, for the kinds of selves
people can create in an encounter (Wilkins et al.,
this volume).

Dramaturgical analysis suggests why such hi-
erarchies often go unchallenged. As Ann Brana-
man has argued, the rules that underlie the inter-
action order and the use of those rules to protect
emotionally-charged self-images have a conser-
vatizing effect:

To avoid the embarrassment or humiliation of

having one’s projection of self rejected by others,

or to “maintain face,” individuals are advised to

present themselves in a way that others will be

prepared to accept. Typically, this means that indi-
viduals are compelled to present themselves as
persons of a level of worthiness compatible with

the visible or discoverable status characteristics
they are said to possess. (Branaman 2003, p. 93)

The implication, as Branaman goes on to point
out, is that existing hierarchies tend to be pre-
served because the basic rules of interaction—do
not invite embarrassment by claiming unsupport-
able social value for one's self; respect the social
value claimed by others—protect those of higher
status from challenge by those of lower status.
Such challenges are generally avoided because
they risk damage to the feelings attached to the
self-images of both the strong and the weak.

Morally-valenced interaction rules (i.e., nor-
mative rules) have a conservatizing effect in
another way. To the extent that these are rules
upon which everyone relies to signify creditable,
moral selves, they are not easily given up. With-
out them, one would be at a loss to know how
to signify to others that one is a well-demeaned,
respectable person. Thus even when interaction
rules compel submission to hierarchies of dubi-
ous legitimacy, those rules may continue to be
embraced because they enable sensible self-pre-
sentations that elicit a modicum of respect and
avoid offending powerful others. As a result, hi-
erarchy itself is preserved.

By highlighting the importance of emotion
and the self, dramaturgy helps makes sense of
the reproductive force of normative structures.
As noted earlier, it is not simply that people “fol-
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low rules.” Rather, rules are used—drawn upon
as shared symbolic resources—to facilitate inter-
action in ways that protect the powerful feelings
attached to self-images (Goffman 1959, p. 243,
1961a, p. 23, 67, 1961b, pp. 103-104, 1967,
p. 6, 31, 43). Without this protection, the emo-
tional risks of interaction would be overwhelm-
ing. Minimizing these risks has the inadvertent
consequence, however, of reproducing a social
order in which some categories of persons, and
some selves, are more highly valued than others.
One price we pay for emotional safety in face-to-
face interaction is thus the reproduction of larger-
scale inequality.

Though it might seem obvious, it is perhaps
worth noting why category membership is so im-
portant. As suggested above, this is in part be-
cause categories of persons are unequally valued,
implying an unequal distribution of respect. But
there is more at stake than emotional rewards.
Category membership can have material conse-
quences when access to jobs, exercise of political
rights, or protection under the law depends on the
racial, ethnic, sex, or gender category to which a
person belongs. As Tilly (2005) argues, opportu-
nity hoarding, as a way in which inequalities are
entrenched, depends on some people establishing
membership in privileged groups and categories,
while denying membership to others (see also
Massey 2007). We should not take for granted,
however, that there exist, for example, such peo-
ple as “heterosexual white males.” Dramaturgy
reminds us that reproducing such a category, es-
tablishing legitimate membership in it, and ben-
efiting from that membership require a great deal
of identity work.

The link between identity work and inequal-
ity is clearly evident in formal organizations.
Signifying a categorical identity may be crucial
for getting hired and for gaining access to inter-
nal networks. Advancement may then depend, in
addition, on the imputations of character elicited
through strategic and habitual acts of self-signi-
fication. This is a matter of creating the impres-
sion that one has the right character, the “right
stuff,” to perform well and to effectively rep-
resent the organization at higher levels. Robert
Jackall’s (1988) Moral Mazes, a study of high-

level corporate managers, offers a classic illustra-
tion. Upward mobility in the corporate hierarchy,
Jackall shows, depends on cultivating an image
of being dedicated, trustworthy, morally flexible,
and loyal to one’s boss. Competence matters, but
image matters more. If there is a general principle
operating here, it is that deriving rewards from
organizations—where others control the distri-
bution of these rewards—depends on signifying
both categorical identities and a kind of self.

In Asylums, which might be considered an
early application of dramaturgy to organiza-
tional analysis, Goffman argues that inmates
are stripped of their “identity kits”—the fashion
props, volitional behaviors, respectful forms of
address—normally relied upon to create the im-
pression of possessing a creditable self (Goff-
man 1961a, pp. 20-23, 1967, p. 92). Inmates
thus become non-persons, or less-than-full per-
sons. While mental asylums are extreme cases,
Goffman’s analysis can be generalized to other
settings. To be denied autonomy and control in
any workplace is to be denied the opportunity for
volitional behavior—that is, behavior that can be
read as expressive of a self. To be constrained in
this way is to have one’s possibilities for self-
creation limited (Rogers 1980).

In his essay “Role Distance,” Goffman (1961b,
pp- 85-152) makes the point that roles in routin-
ized activity systems are understood to imply the
possession of a kind of self. To play the role of
surgeon, to use one of Goffman’s examples, is
to elicit the attribution of being smart, exacting,
serious, demanding. This is a cultural stereotype,
to be sure. But it is also a consequence of how
the activity system called “surgery” is organized.
To the extent that any activity system is orga-
nized such that some roles require great skill and
knowledge, and others little, there will be a cor-
responding distribution of admirable selves. To
be confined to a menial role is thus another way
to have one’s possibilities for creating a self cir-
cumscribed.

When attributions of competence, morality,
or both are compromised by cultural stereotypes,
we can speak of stigma. To be stigmatized is to
suffer the devaluation of one’s self, in the eyes
of a particular audience, because of how some
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behavior or biographical fact (real or imagined)
is interpreted. Depending on who is stigmatiz-
ing whom, the result may be more than fleeting
psychic discomfort. Stigma is often the basis for
exclusion from jobs, from legal protections, and
from networks through which social rewards are
distributed (see Link et al., this volume). How
some groups gain the power to stigmatize oth-
ers is a matter for historical study (e.g., Oliver
1990). What dramaturgy can help us see is how
stigmatization, as a process enacted in everyday
life, serves to perpetuate unequal structural ar-
rangements.

The flip side to stigma is the creation of pow-
erful virtual selves. This refers to the dramaturgi-
cal work done by elites to elicit attributions of
strength, competence, wisdom, morality, or, per-
haps, ruthless amorality (Schwalbe et al. 2000,
pp. 424-425). The purpose of such dramaturgical
work, which is often done by use of mass media
and public relations firms, is to secure allegiance
or, at least, compliance. When it succeeds—when
political and economic elites create the impres-
sion that their power and privileges are rightful
rewards for their superiority—the status quo is
legitimated and preserved (see Hunt, this vol-
ume). It is possible, however, for the status quo
to be upset if the dramaturgical fronts of elites are
shattered. To prevent this, to hide venality and in-
competence, elites try to protect their backstage
areas from public view.

The dramaturgical perspective thus suggests
several ways of seeing how the self is implicated
in the reproduction of inequality. To the extent
that impressions are managed to protect the pow-
erful feelings attached to self-images, status hi-
erarchies are protected as well. We stay in our
places, in other words, because to do otherwise
is to risk emotional damage. This in turn suggests
how normative structure—the system of morally-
valenced rules drawn upon to coordinate interac-
tion and create creditable selves—tends to repro-
duce political and economic arrangements. Just
as status hierarchies are maintained when people
stay in their places, so too are authority relations
in organizations and, on a larger scale, capitalist
relations of production.

Dramaturgy also suggests that the systematic
discrediting of selves—stigmatization—is part of
how inequality is reproduced. This can take the
form of devaluing whole categories of people as
away of legitimating exclusion or exploitation. It
can also take the form of discrediting those who
challenge inequality. If dissidents can be stigma-
tized as irrational, chronically malcontented, or
mentally ill, their challenges need not be taken
seriously. Similarly, challenges to inequality can
be forestalled by the identity work of elites. By
creating impressions of competence and morali-
ty, by creating intimidating or charismatic selves,
those who benefit from existing inequalities can
often secure the obedience or allegiance of those
whom they subjugate. The creation of virtual
selves is thus a central dynamic in the creation of
both symbolic and material inequalities.

Accountability

The concept of accountability is usually associ-
ated with ethnomethodology. Unfortunately, the
concept has been largely confined there, and so
its more general sociological value has not been
fully appreciated. What “accountability” refers to
is the condition of being potentially subject to a
demand to explain or justify one’s behavior—in
light of what an audience considers proper, given
one’s social identity and the situation in which
the behavior occurs (Heritage 1984). This might
seem pedestrian, yet it is key to seeing how nor-
mative rules shape interaction in ways that per-
petuate inequality. Perhaps the best example,
drawn from dramaturgical analysis over the last
thirty years, is gender (see Kroska, this volume).

Integrating ideas from ethnomethodology
(Garfinkel 1967; Kessler and McKenna 1978)
and dramaturgy (Goffman 1977, 1979), West and
Zimmerman (1987) have argued that gender is not
a quality that inheres in male and female persons.
Rather, it is an interactional accomplishment that
requires ongoing signifying behavior. Our way of
putting it is to say that “doing gender” involves
signifying membership in sex categories (female,
male) and gender categories (women, men), and
also signifying a gendered (feminine, masculine)
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self. These acts of signification are normatively
governed and highly ritualized, and are in fact all
that we see when we imagine that we see gen-
der in the world around us. What we see, in other
words, are patterns of expressive behavior, on
the basis of which we attribute different kinds
of selves to humans in the categories “female,”
“male,” “boys,” “girls,” “women,” and “men.” *

The problem, of course, is that the catego-
ries in question are not merely different but un-
equal—the categories “males” and “men” gener-
ally being more highly valued than “females” and
“women.” This is not the place to catalog the type
and magnitude of the gender inequalities that
exist in the world today (see Berg 2009; Doug-
las 2010). The key point is that these inequalities
depend on the acts of self-signification through
which individuals claim membership in gender
categories, and thereby keep these unequal cat-
egories alive in collective imagination. It is no
mystery why those who can successfully claim
membership in privileged categories (males/
men) would want to preserve these arrangements.
But what are the interactional dynamics that pro-
duce near universal acquiescence, even among
those who are disadvantaged?

Part of the answer has to do with accountabili-
ty. As West and Zimmerman (1987) argue, we are
always potentially accountable for our gender en-
actments. If our claimed gender identity, or some
aspect of our gender display, is not consistent
with an audience’s expectations, we can be called
to account for it. This doesn’t necessarily mean

99 < 2 <

4 A similar view of gender as ritualized performance can
be found in Judith Butler (1990), whose writings are bet-
ter known in literary studies, cultural studies, and wom-
en’s studies. A key difference between Butler and Goff-
man is that whereas Butler sees the “gendered subject” as
existing only as a matter of performance, Goffman does
not collapse the human individual into the virtual self
created by expressive behavior (cf. Brickell 2005). The
individual, in Goffman’s social psychology, is a symbol-
using biological unit in which has been instilled habits of
thought, feeling, and behavior, and a unique set of memo-
ries (Schwalbe 1993). As we argue in the text, the habits
instilled as a result of an individual’s assignment to sex
and gender categories constitute a gender habitus rooted
in the body (McCall 1992). In this sense, gender includes
not just doing, but also the being that is shaped by doing.

being asked for an explanation (though it might).
It could mean simply being seen as strange, even
if nothing is said. Harsher reactions—being seen
as immoral or insane—are also possible. Deviant
gender display can thus diminish the social value
of the self attributed to an individual. Depending
on the magnitude of the deviation and how it is
interpreted, it might prove impossible to coordi-
nate action with others. Gender deviants might be
avoided or excluded entirely.

Failing to do gender properly can thus have
noxious emotional consequences—humiliation,
embarrassment, shame—and material ones aris-
ing from exclusion, exploitation, or physical
abuse. The foreknowledge that our gender en-
actments are always subject to evaluation, and
that failing to meet an audience’s expectations
can have high costs, tends to compel conformi-
ty. Audience expectations vary, of course; what
is deviant in one place is normal or laudable in
another. Nonetheless, gender remains, in all cul-
tures wherein one finds creatures called women
and men, “omnirelevant,” meaning that there is
no exemption from accountability for enacting it
in some fashion, even if fashions vary.

Although we have stressed the importance of
establishing category membership in interaction,
we should note that West and Zimmerman (1987)
do not say that gender enactment is simply a mat-
ter of claiming to be male or female, a man or
a woman, or signifying a masculine or feminine
self. Nor do we. Such enactments are always a
mix of ritual and improvisation, always adapted
to situations, and, when it comes to signifying
a gendered self, often ambiguous. In fact, a key
insight of West and Zimmerman’s perspective is
that gender enactments are fluid rather than fixed.
The perspective also reminds us to take intersec-
tionality seriously, in that gender enactments are
always inflected by the class, race, ethnic, and
sexual identities of actors and audiences, even
if these identities are only presumed or inferred
(see Howard and Renfrow, this volume).

It follows, however, that if people are always
potentially accountable for signifying an appro-
priately gendered self, there will be, in every
situation, evidence from which to infer that
selves are indeed gendered; that is, there will be
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evidence from which to infer that males/men and
females/women are essentially different types of
human beings (Goffman 1977, 1979). Learned
styles of expressive behavior thus become—
upon forgetting that they are learned styles of
expressive behavior—evidence that women and
men are naturally different, an idea that can then
be invoked to explain gender inequality. It is not
so much that we believe in the reality of gender
because it is plain to see, but rather, as Lorber
(1994) puts it, we see gender because we believe
in its reality. The illusion is sustained because we
also hold each other accountable for fashioning
self-presentations based on belief in the reality
of gender.

The concept of accountability helps us to see
how tacit interactional rules give rise to tangible
consequences. Widely shared ideas about what
is proper, about which procedural forms should
be used when and with whom, are guides for
action—symbolic resources that enable smooth
and emotionally safe interaction. These rules,
as noted earlier, transform behaviors into acts
that can be interpreted as expressions of what
is otherwise invisible: values, attitudes, beliefs,
memories, and selves. If what is expressed vio-
lates audience expectations, there may be a subtle
or overt demand for an account. This is a crucial
moment in an encounter, because how such a de-
mand is signaled, perceived, and handled deter-
mines whether the normative breach is repaired
and whether the selves created are creditable or
not (Orbuch 1997).

We have used gender as an example to discuss
accountability, suggesting that situationally im-
proper gender displays may elicit subtle or overt
demands for an account. Gender is a complex case
because accountability applies to sex-category
membership (we are expected to identify and be
identifiable as male or female); to gender-catego-
ry membership (we are expected to identify and
be identifiable as men or women); and to char-
acter (we are expected to construct masculine or
feminine selves in accord with gender-category
membership). Failing to embrace this system of
unequally valued categories and attributes—fail-
ing to use it to construct selves in everyday life—
can lead to stigma, discrimination, and exclusion.

Accountability is thus crucial for understanding
how gender inequality, and inequalities related to
gender, are reproduced interactionally.

In principle, we can be held accountable for
behaving in accord with the normative expecta-
tions attached to any social category. Such ex-
pectations might be more or less clear and taken
more or less seriously depending on the situation
and the category in question. Nonetheless, every
category, by definition, implies a set of expec-
tations about the identifying signs its occupants
should display or be able to display. It is possible,
then, to be held accountable for properly signify-
ing identities linked to racial, ethnic, economic,
sexual, national, religious, or other systems of in-
equality. To violate these expectations is to court
interactional trouble. To meet them is to inadver-
tently help reproduce the system.

Systems of inequality, however, consist of
more than unequally valued categorical identi-
ties. Such systems also consist of institutional-
ized relationships among types of social actors.
In reference to gender, we can say that the so-
cietal gender order consists of more than situ-
ated gender enactment (Connell 2002). This is
why it is not correct to say that being held ac-
countable for signifying categorical identities is
all that holds male supremacy, white supremacy,
or capitalism in place (see, e.g., West and Fen-
stermaker (1995); but see also Fenstermaker and
West (2002, pp. 205-216)). Accountability in-
deed helps to perpetuate social categories, status
hierarchies, and group boundaries—all of which
are essential to upholding large-scale systems of
inequality. But there is more to the process than
what happens in face-to-face encounters. There is
also the regularized coordination of action across
situations, time, and space.

So, to be clear: dramaturgy does not hold that
capitalism, for instance, consists of nothing but
the situational display of economic identities—
capitalist, manager, supervisor, employee, etc. As
a system, capitalism cannot be understood simply
as a matter of identity work. Systems must be un-
derstood in systemic terms, which means look-
ing at formal legal relationships among classes,
organizations, and groups. It also means looking
at how groups coordinate action, across time and
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space, to hoard opportunities, control resources,
and define reality. The same principle applies to
gender, race, and sexuality. These, too, require
analysis as systems, not just encounters. Yet it is
also clear that systems exist only because of what
happens in interaction (Schwalbe et al. 2000).
What is therefore necessary is a way to link en-
counters to systems. As we will propose later, an
expanded concept of accountability fits this theo-
retical bill.

For now, we can summarize by saying that
accountability has cognitive, affective, and inter-
actional aspects (cf. Hollander 2013). The cogni-
tive aspect concerns shared understandings about
how category membership can and should be sig-
nified; the affective concerns the anticipated or
actual emotional costs of being called to account,
given the importance of a particular audience and
the identity at stake; and the interactional con-
cerns how accountability is signaled, perceived,
and handled in encounters. We have suggested
that the emotional and material costs of being
called to account are often avoided by choosing
to conform, even if this choice ultimately per-
petuates a larger system of inequality. If the risk
of non-conformity is taken nonetheless, the result
may be devaluation, exclusion, or incarceration.

Resistance

The dramaturgical perspective illuminates key
processes whereby inequality is reproduced. It
can also be useful, therefore, for understanding
how inequality is resisted. As Goffman (1967,
pp. 85-86) observed, to know how to handle a
sacred object respectfully is also to know how
to desecrate it. Analogously, to know how to
use the rules underlying the interaction order to
reproduce the status quo is to know how to use
those rules to disrupt it, or at least symbolically
challenge it. The four processes of resistance we
will consider are identity work aimed at counter-
ing stigma; the creation of oppositional cultures
and identity projects; strategic disruptions of the
interaction order; and the use of narrative self-
presentations in social movements.

Countering Stigma

Resistance to inequality can take the form of
trying to repair or revalue a discredited or stig-
matized self. Attempts to counter stigma and re-
value the self can be undertaken by individuals
in isolated encounters, or they can be undertaken
collectively by members of stigmatized groups
who want to improve their public image. Both
processes have been studied extensively (for
reviews, see Link and Phelan 2001; Major and
O’Brien 2005; Link et al., this volume). A dra-
maturgical approach focuses on resources and
identity-work strategies. Snow and Anderson
(1987), for example, found that homeless men
salvaged feelings of self-worth by distancing
themselves from other homeless people, portray-
ing themselves as resourceful free spirits, and
telling self-aggrandizing stories. Suffering social
devaluation because of their economic plight, the
men used the main resource available to them—
talk—to construct selves worthy of respect.

Resistance can also arise when people are
held accountable for signifying membership in
unequal social categories. Here again gender
provides examples. Women who fail to do gen-
der properly may be compelled to engage in com-
pensatory stigma management, as Trautner and
Collett (2010) observed among female college
students who strip; as Ezzell (2009) observed
among women who play rugby; and as Lafferty
and McKay (2004) observed among women who
box. The women in these cases feminized their
self-presentations to deflect stigma and thereby
avoid or attenuate negative sanctions (for a dif-
ferent kind of example, see Riessman 2000). The
paradox is that while rejecting some of the usual
strictures of patriarchy, the women’s compensa-
tory identity work implicitly affirmed conven-
tional beliefs about masculinity, femininity, and
proper gender display.

Marginalized men often use gender as a re-
source for resisting local inequalities. Lyser
(2003) describes the case of male mental patients
disempowered by a hospital’s control regime.
The men reacted by using sexist and homophobic
language, asymmetrical touch, and rough play
to signify masculinity. Ezzell (2012) describes
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similar behavior in a residential drug treatment
program. Male residents were denied opportuni-
ties to signify manhood through control, physical
prowess, or heterosexual conquest, and so they
engaged in “compensatory manhood acts” that
took the form of aggressive verbal confrontations
in unguided group therapy sessions. Henson and
Rogers (2001) report similar patterns of compen-
satory masculinity display among male clerical
temp workers. In these cases, the meanings un-
dergirding one system of inequality—gender—
are used to resist another. Machoism in revolu-
tionary movements and social change organiza-
tions is another form of the same phenomenon
(see, e.g., Brown 1993).

Individual identity work in face-to-face in-
teraction can be an effective counter to social
devaluation. By using the rules underlying the
interaction order to display good demeanor,
members of stigmatized groups can sometimes
elicit respectful attention and signify creditable
selves. Yet dramaturgy complicates our view of
what constitutes successful resistance. While
good demeanor might elicit polite responses in
an encounter with members of dominant groups,
it does not alter the larger status hierarchy within
which the encounter occurs; the categories that
limit the creditability of different kinds of selves
remain intact.’ Moreover, as suggested above,
resistance that succeeds situationally can, by af-
firming conventional ideologies and normative
rules, have the paradoxical effect of reinforcing
inequality.

There is also the possibility of forgoing good
demeanor entirely. When social devaluation
means there is no chance of creating a creditable
self, one response is to engage in compensatory
acts of self-expression that signify contempt for
one’s oppressors. Often these are acts by frustrat-

3 In Stigma, Goffman (1963, p. 25, 121) refers to deviants
who take the “good-adjustment line.” This is an adapta-
tion to subordinate status that takes the form of accepting
one’s stigma and its associated limitations, muting one’s
anger about real or apparent injustices, and displaying an
upbeat demeanor. This form of adaptation poses no threat
to the prevailing hierarchies that allow one group to de-
fine itself as normal and other groups as less-creditable
deviants.

ed and angry individuals who use interactional
rules to profane objects that are usually treated
as sacred: the selves of others. In such instances,
inequality and stigma are resisted by “rejection
of one’s rejectors” (Goffman 1961a, p. 315, cit-
ing McCorkle and Korn 1954). While this may be
psychologically rewarding, it tends to affirm the
dominant group’s view that the stigmatized get
what they deserve.

As we have discussed here, inequality can be
resisted through individual acts of identity work
that counter stigma and signify creditable selves.
We have also suggested that this kind of identity
work can be situationally successful while offer-
ing little or no challenge to the normative struc-
ture that favors dominant groups. There is also
the possibility, however, of collective identity
work that more seriously challenges the domi-
nant culture. For example, when the acts that ex-
press contempt for a dominant group and its val-
ues take on shared, stable meanings among the
oppressed, we can speak of the emergence of an
oppositional culture. As with individual identity
work, dramaturgy can give us insight into how
this form of resistance operates and the potential
it holds for farther-reaching social change.

Oppositional Cultures and Identity
Projects

By an “oppositional culture” we mean a sub-
culture that emerges among the stigmatized or
marginalized, a culture in which the values of
the dominant culture are rejected or expressed
in ways that flout dominant-group conventions.
What oppositional cultures provide are alterna-
tive status hierarchies and alternative ways to
signify creditable selves (see, e.g., Bourgois
1991; MacLeod 2009; Anderson 1999; Fordham
1996; Ogbu 2003; Green 2011). For example, a
prison record, usually discrediting in mainstream
culture, becomes a badge of honor in a criminal
subculture, or doing badly in school becomes a
mark of coolness in youth subculture. Opposi-
tional cultures also typically express contempt
for the dominant culture as a way of mitigating
the sting of its expressed or implied judgments.
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Acts of resistance that occur within an oppo-
sitional culture benefit from an affirming com-
munity. Throwing feces at one’s jailers is an in-
dividual act of profanation; it expresses contempt
for the selves of oppressive others; it is not an act
that draws on the enduring values of a community
to express one’s own worth. Acts of profanation
are also typically aimed at representative mem-
bers of a dominant group. But once an opposi-
tional culture emerges, a peer audience becomes
more important. Oppositional cultures thus pro-
vide new resources for self-signification and new
audiences that can be favorably impressed by
virtuoso use of those resources (Schwalbe and
Mason-Schrock 1996). A dominant group may
still be profaned, but this becomes the subtext
rather than the surface text created by expressive
behavior.

We take the term “identity project” from
Wilkins (2008). The term refers to efforts to con-
struct an identity that can be the basis for achiev-
ing feelings of belonging, specialness, coolness,
and self-worth. Wilkins offers three ethnographic
case studies: goths, evangelical college students,
and Puerto Rican wannabes. For reasons related
to race, class, gender, age, and/or sexuality, mem-
bers of each group felt marginalized, devalued,
or boringly ordinary. Wilkins shows how becom-
ing a goth, an evangelical Christian, or a Puerto
Rican wannabe was a reaction to these existential
problems. While these identity projects often had
an oppositional quality, they were (in our view)
too compartmentalized to constitute genuine op-
positional cultures.® Many of Wilkins’s middle-
class white goths, for example, cultivated goth
style only when they were with other goths, and
many left the subculture as they aged beyond
young adulthood.

6 Others have used the term “oppositional culture”
to refer to what we see as compartmentalized identity
projects. See, for examples, Schockley (2005), Lowney
(1995), Haenfler (2004). There is no doubt that these
projects are collective and involve shared ideas, values,
and practices. In this sense, they are clearly subcultural.
Without arguing the point too strongly, we simply wish to
distinguish between the more encompassing, more endur-
ing oppositional cultures of oppressed minority groups,
and the fleeting cultural experiments of privileged youth.

Both oppositional cultures and identity proj-
ects arise from desires to create self-images that
evoke and sustain positive feelings. Both are
responses to the experience of being devalued
or marginalized, and in this sense can be seen
as forms of resistance to inequality. What dra-
maturgy reveals here is how self-related emo-
tion can drive social change. What dramaturgy
also suggests is how, as with efforts to counter
stigma, resistance can have paradoxical effects.
For example, creating a creditable self within an
oppositional culture can diminish an individual’s
chances for upward mobility. Likewise, some
identity projects, if they are not compartmental-
ized, carry the risk of exclusion from mainstream
networks and rewards.

Of course, not all identity projects are re-
sistant or progressive; some are conservative,
even reactionary. For example, efforts to reval-
ue white identity among working-class white
males, though arising in part from class inequal-
ity, nonetheless embrace and seek to reinforce
white supremacy (Ferber 1999). A less extreme
example is the mythopoetic men’s movement of
the early 1990s. The middle-class white men who
populated this movement felt stung by feminist
criticism that cast them as oppressive patriarchs,
and thus sought to reconstruct “man” as a moral
identity (Schwalbe 1996). In the process, the men
drew upon and reinforced imagery and ideology
that was indeed patriarchal and masculinist, de-
spite their denials of sexist intent.

In considering what kind of identity-related
action is truly resistant, it is worth distinguish-
ing between oppositional cultures, identity proj-
ects, and cultures of solidarity. Oppositional cul-
tures and identity projects, as we see them, are
mainly about symbolic resistance (Klapp 1969;
Melucci 1989). They offer therapeutic benefit in
the form of self-esteem and may challenge main-
stream ideas of what is right and good, but they
do not amount to collective efforts to alter the
institutions that maintain political and economic
inequalities. Oppositional cultures and identity
projects might thus be said to be more separatist
than confrontational.

Cultures of solidarity, in contrast, are explic-
itly aimed at social change. We take the term
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from Fantasia (1988), who offers ethnographic
accounts of the emergence of three cultures of
solidarity in the context of labor struggles. These
cultures of solidarity entailed creating new rela-
tionships, networks, and organizations as part of
the process of fighting for social and economic
justice. The connection to the analysis we offer
here is that the impetus for the emergence of
these cultures was, in part, the threat to identi-
ties that were of central importance to workers
(e.g., “breadwinner,” “caregiver,” “productive
citizen”). Cultures of solidarity were efforts to
protect these identities not merely by holding the
status quo in place, but by creating new, more
egalitarian economic and political arrangements
(see also Schwalbe 2008).

The dramaturgical perspective is useful for
seeing how threats to the positive feelings derived
from cherished self-images can spur resistance to
inequality. Resistance, as we have suggested, can
take the form of creating subcultures to support
counter-hegemonic, or at least non-mainstream,
values, thus creating alternative ways to signify
creditable selves. Resistance can likewise mani-
fest in the form of compartmentalized identity
projects. Just how much change in the dominant
culture these forms of resistance create is an open
question; both oppositional cultures and identity
projects produce contradictory effects and seem
to be easily co-opted. Cultures of solidarity, as
Fantasia’s case studies illustrate, can also rise
and fall. They do, however, hold the potential for
going beyond symbolic resistance to the creation
of arrangements that can support new kinds of
selves.

»

Strategic Disruptions of the Interaction
Order

Acts of profanation are disruptions of the inter-
action order, but they are typically undertaken
by individuals in isolated encounters, and they
mainly express frustration and despair at being
denied full personhood. The kind of strategic dis-
ruptions we are concerned with here have a more
public and political character. These are disrup-
tions that aim to break the patterns of deference

that hold inequalities in place. As noted earlier,
interactional rules that enable status unequals to
interact without embarrassment have the effect of
protecting not only selves but also the hierarchy
in which selves are lodged. Challenging such hi-
erarchies requires, by definition, disruption.

Strategic disruptions often take the form of
acts that violate expectations for showing defer-
ence, and may thus carry considerable emotional
force. Heckling a speaker is a common example.
Throwing shoes at a speaker—a powerful sign of
contempt in Arab culture—is another possibil-
ity, as many Westerners learned when an Iraqi
journalist threw shoes at former U.S. president
George W. Bush during a press conference in
2008. Such disruptions may indeed express indi-
vidual frustration, but by our definition they have
larger political goals: to undermine the moral le-
gitimacy of elites, to challenge the definitions of
reality purveyed by elites, and to induce others
to contravene the norm of politeness and express
their anger. This is why effective disruptions
must be public; covert expressions of contempt
are unlikely to have much upshot.

Hierarchy on any scale can be challenged by
strategic disruption. Hierarchies of authority in
families, workplaces, and governments depend
on asymmetrical patterns of deference. As long
as these patterns persist, so does the legitimacy of
the authority structure, and so does the possibility
of exploitation by those in power. When exploita-
tion becomes an undeniable reality, to refuse to
show deference—to refuse to participate in the
symbolic valuing of some selves over others—
can be a step toward liberation. It is of course
in the interest of elites to define such acts as in-
stances of rudeness, incivility, or maladjustment,
rather than as political acts.

Because they threaten the interactional rules
on which both the powerful and weak depend for
protection of feelings attached to self-images,
strategic disruptions can backfire. As suggested,
elites may succeed in defining resistant acts as
evidence not of legitimate grievances but of mal-
adjustment, perhaps even mental illness. Disrupt-
ers are thus vulnerable to being discredited. Even
those who would benefit from eradicating exploi-
tive authority relations might reject disruption
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as a resistance strategy because it threatens the
positive feelings that derive from being seen, by
themselves and others, as well-mannered. There
may also be a legitimate fear of being targeted
for punishment if one does not show respect for
prevailing hierarchies.

Non-violent resistance works by using the
interaction order to delegitimate oppressive ar-
rangements and the elites who try to preserve
those arrangements. When officially-approved
violence is used against those who disrupt social
order through peaceful non-cooperation or civil
disobedience, it is elites who appear to violate
normative rules for respecting persons and bodily
integrity. The classic example in the U.S. is the
civil rights movement. Images of well-dressed,
polite black protesters being hosed, beaten by po-
lice, and bitten by dogs helped to turn public sen-
timent against the enforcers of Jim Crow laws.
Interpretations of the images varied (see Berger
2011), but many whites, especially in the North,
were moved to express sympathy for blacks
whose respect-worthy behavior was met with
brutality (Morris 1993, p. 630). In this case, a
violation of normative rules of interaction helped
to generate the public sentiment without which
the Kennedy administration might not have inter-
vened to protect protesters and extend civil rights
for blacks.

The legitimacy of elite dominance depends on
maintaining images of competence and moral-
ity. This is a collective dramaturgical front that
constructs powerful, respectable virtual selves.
Sometimes this front can be shattered by infor-
mation that exposes elites as inept, corrupt, venal
(Welsh 1991; Young 1993). Humor can also be
used to the same effect (Paolucci and Richardson
2006). Here we have pointed to the emotional
force of public acts that express a refusal to credit
the selves of elites in the ways they would like to
be credited. Heckling, throwing shoes, mockery,
and other acts of public profanation are possibili-
ties. To this list we would add political art—visu-
al, literary, musical—that punctures inequality-
sustaining illusions.

Self-Narratives in Social Movements

The self-salvaging tales told by the homeless
men in Snow and Anderson’s (1987) study are
examples of self-narratives, or what we might
call identity work in the form of storytelling. It
seems clear that this is a generic phenomenon,
and that a great deal of self-presentation in ev-
eryday life takes narrative form (Holstein and
Gubrium 2000; Loseke 2007). When we tell a
story about ourselves, we implicitly invite others
to impute character to us based on a set of pur-
ported historical facts: this is what happened; this
is what I felt; this is what I did; this is what others
did; this is how it all turned out. Self-presentation
in this form is powerful because it creates the
impression that character is being truthfully re-
vealed rather than artfully fabricated.

In the context of social movements, self-nar-
ratives do more than construct individual selves
as dramatic effects. Self-narratives are used to
build trust and solidarity; to create collective
identity; to elicit empathy and support from allies
and policy makers; to recruit new members; to
claim a new political identity; and to build move-
ment frames (Hunt and Benford 1994; Polletta
2006; Polletta et al. 2011).7 Self-narratives may
be more effective for promoting social change
than other discursive forms, such as arguments,
because of their matter-of-fact description of
states of affairs, their basis in seemingly indis-
putable personal experience, their vividness and
memorability, and their emotional force.

The dramaturgical principle here is that con-
structing a self requires symbolically evoking
a world that is confronted, experienced, and

7 In the social movements literature, what we are call-
ing “self-narratives” have been called personal stories to
distinguish them from movement narratives (see Snow
and Owens, this volume). The latter are stories told by
participants about the movement itself, its values, aims,
efforts, successes, failures, and so on (Benford 2002). The
self-narratives of participants and movement narratives
can be closely intertwined, the former often incorporating
elements of the latter. Our concern here is with how self-
narratives in the context of social movements are used to
construct dissident selves and to resist the inequalities that
are defined as problematic by the movement. An interest-
ing example is provided by Gongaware (2012).
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reacted to by a volitional actor. In social move-
ment narratives, the world evoked is often one
in which good people suffer unjustly and, when
the situation becomes unbearable, fight back
(Benford and Hunt 1992; Snow and Owens, this
volume). A movement frame—a definition of the
situation and a warrant for changing it through
collective action—can thus be embedded in a
self-narrative, and perhaps thereby shielded from
refutation (Crawley and Broad 2004; Krauss
1993). The effectiveness of self-narratives as
disguised framing devices is further enhanced by
the interactional rule that other people’s personal
stories, when apparently told in good faith, de-
serve respectful attention.

Like other forms of resistance, self-narratives
can have paradoxical effects. As Polletta (1998,
20006) argues, the political impact of stories de-
pends on who is telling what kind of story to
whom, when, and under what conditions. Stories
can indeed elicit empathy and support for those
seeking change. But they can also be dismissed
as mere stories—that is, as self-serving accounts
with no basis in fact. Stories can also evoke coun-
ter-stories, as when stories of being thwarted by
discrimination are met with stories about women
or people of color who persevered, without com-
plaint, and achieved success. As dramaturgy re-
minds us, the consequences of expressive behav-
ior arise not from that behavior alone, but from
the impression it creates in the minds of those
who witness it. The problem with stories, then,
is that they are inherently ambiguous and always
open to counter-interpretation by conservative or
reactionary audiences.

Resisting inequality always entails some form
of self-reconstruction—to counter stigma in
mainstream culture; to claim status in an opposi-
tional community or group; to justify disruption
of an oppressive social order; and/or to build so-
cial movements. The reproduction of inequality
requires using interactional rules to maintain a
social order in which selves are unequally val-
ued. Resisting inequality uses the same rules
to signify rejection of that order, in part or full,
and to incite rebellions, large and small. In ei-
ther case, dramaturgy highlights the importance
of feelings attached to self-images and to the in-

teractional rules used to manage those feelings.
When social arrangements injure those feelings
beyond endurance, resistance may escalate from
situational repair to structural overhaul.

Theoretical Extensions

A man of a thousand concepts, Goffman casts
a shadow over all discussions of dramaturgical
theory. That has certainly been the case in this
chapter. It would be a mistake, however, to see
Goffman as offering the last word. There is in
fact a large body of post-Goffman theorizing in
the dramaturgical tradition, a tradition that con-
tinues to evolve (Jacobsen 2010; Edgley 2013).
Here we want to propose several theoretical ex-
tensions that can enhance dramaturgy’s utility for
understanding inequality as a cause and conse-
quence of what happens in face-to-face interac-
tion. These extensions also have bearing on the
more general sociological issue of how to theo-
rize the relationship between agency and struc-
ture.

The Body as a Peremptory Signifier

Speaking of selves as crafted dramatic effects
exaggerates the extent to which these effects are
consciously, strategically, and successfully pro-
duced. As Goffman (1959, pp. 2-3) noted, self-
presentations consist of information given and
information given off, the latter being impossible
to fully control. We give information when we
make explicit claims about who and what we are.
We give off information by how we speak, how
we move, and how we appear. The self that we
would like an audience to impute to us based on
the information we give might not be the self im-
puted to us based on the information we give off.
Dramaturgy reminds us that the selves we create
in interaction are only partially known to us.

The information given off by appearance
depends of course on clothing. But it also de-
pends, and may depend more profoundly, on
less-ephemeral, “natural” features of the body:
skin tone, skin texture, hair texture, hair location,
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height, weight, and shape. Conventional readings
of these features are used to locate individuals in
racial, gender, and age categories. Goffman was
well aware that the body functioned as a “sign
vehicle” in these ways (1966, p. 33, 1983, p. 14).
A useful extension of this idea is to recognize that
the body is a special kind of signifier, one that is
ever-present and affects the meaning of all acts of
self-signification.

It is the body’s presence in face-to-face inter-
action, its visual primacy, its constancy, and its
ability to affect the meaning of other acts of self-
signification that make it a peremptory signifier
(Schwalbe and Mason-Schrock 1996, p. 140).
The case of transgender people who visibly mod-
ify their bodies illustrates the use of the body’s
semiotic power to elicit attributions of desired
gender-category membership. By altering the
body’s appearance through the use of hormones
and/or surgery, a biological male can succeed in
being publicly identified as a woman (Dozier
2005). And vice versa for biological females.
However, a body that is clearly perceived as fe-
male or male because of its size, shape, hairiness,
or musculature is likely to undermine, or at least
make problematic, the claim to a discrepant (by
conventional standards) gender identity—de-
spite mastery of other acts of gender significa-
tion (Mason-Schrock 1996; Gagne et al. 1997; de
Vries 2012).

This is not to say that the body as a sign
trumps all others, but that it inflects the mean-
ing of all others. Another illustration comes from
expectation states research. In experimental task
situations, members of high-status categories,
such as whites and males, tend to be credited
with greater competence and with making more
valuable contributions to group efforts (for an
overview, see Ridgeway 2010). In dramaturgi-
cal terms, we would say that these halo effects
arise because bodily features are read as signs of
character, and because these same signs affect
the meanings given to subsequent actions. This
is in fact the experience reported by many of the
female-to-male transsexuals studied by Schilt
(2006). When perceived as men, these biological
females found that their efforts in the workplace

were, seemingly for no other reason, more valued
(see also Williams 1995; Martin 2003).

Just as the body can elicit advantageous at-
tributions of character, it can be the basis for
stigmatization (see, e.g., Puhl and Heuer 2009
on obesity stigma). We noted earlier that this can
mean being targeted for exclusion or exploita-
tion. If so, inequality is reproduced in an obvi-
ous way. Recognizing how the body functions
as a peremptory signifier suggests a less obvious
process. If attributions of competence based on
bodily features can boost confidence and “bring
out the best in a person,” skepticism about com-
petence, conveyed through subtle cues, can un-
dermine confidence, induce self-consciousness
and defensiveness, make interaction awkward,
and lead to sub-optimal performance. In other
words, when an audience reads bodily features
as discrediting, if only in so far as raising small
doubts about competence, a process leading to a
self-fulfilling prophecy can arise (Snyder 2001;
cf. Goffman 1963, p. 14). When this leads to ex-
clusion from networks and denial of opportuni-
ties for mobility, inequality is reproduced.

While the body is ever-present as a sign, its
power as a sign is often overlooked. As an ana-
lytic perspective, dramaturgy can “bring the body
back in,” so to speak. Dramaturgy has long recog-
nized the importance of how the body is clothed
and decorated (Goffman 1959; Finkelstein 1991;
Davis 1992; Scott 2010). Here we have sought to
highlight the importance of bodily features that
signify category membership and in turn affect
character attribution and the outcomes of interac-
tion. Our suggestion has been that by treating the
body as a peremptory signifier—one over which
individuals may have little control, save for its
adornment—we can expose some of the other-
wise invisible processes through which situated
action reproduces inter-group inequalities.

Expressive Habitus

The body’s power to elicit imputations of charac-
ter puts one kind of limit on expressive agency.
Another limit arises from the ingraining of habits
formed in response to the social worlds in which
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individuals are raised. These are habits of percep-
tion, feeling, and action—inculcated by shared
social conditions—that constitute what Bourdieu
(1977) called a habitus. A habitus is evident in
speech, movement, dress, and the other elements
of style that constitute an individual’s personal
front. When we casually refer to a person as car-
rying the marks of his or her class background,
we are usually referring to class habitus.

Again the distinction between information
given and given off is crucial. To say, “I’m from
the South” is to give information about one’s
place of origin. To speak with a southern accent
is to give off information. While accents can be
altered, they tend to be ingrained during early
childhood. Speech habits—pronunciation, vo-
cabulary, sentence structure, idioms—are thus
rooted in particular social worlds and are taken
as signs of a person’s ethnic, regional, and class
background. They are also a basis on which
selves are imputed (Schiffrin 2006). We would
thus point to speech habits, ones normally not
under conscious control, as elements of an “em-
bodied expressive style” (Hallett 2007, p. 153),
or what we are calling expressive habitus.

Bourdieu was less concerned with habitus as
an aspect of individual identity than with how the
class system is reproduced. His argument is that
a working-class habitus is poor equipment for
interacting confidently, comfortably, and effec-
tively in middle-class and upper-middle-class so-
cial worlds. A working-class habitus thus tends to
keep those who possess it from moving into more
privileged classes. Likewise, class habitus is how
those in privileged classes recognize each other
and recognize the Others who are to be kept out.

In forwarding the idea of an expressive habi-
tus, we mean to suggest that this process of re-
production depends on self-signifying behaviors
that are (a) inculcated in early childhood; (b)
adaptive in some environments and not others;
(c) deeply ingrained and not normally reflected
upon; and (d) the basis for imputing selves that
are seen as “out of place” upon straying too far
from their worlds of origin. The idea of expres-
sive habitus may be especially useful for under-
standing how inequality is reproduced invisibly.
Bourdieu (1984) made this point with regard to

cultural capital. Those who are excluded because
they don’t have the kind of cultural capital val-
ued in a group or class to which they aspire, are
often oblivious to the basis for their exclusion.
Our point is similar: to the extent that expressive
habitus operates beneath conscious awareness—
often for both actors and audiences—exclusion
that reproduces inequality can seem to occur
without malicious intent, or without intent at all.

Bodies, as discussed in the previous section,
signify by virtue of their size, shape, and color.
Here we have pointed to the socially patterned
conditioning of bodies at the levels of neural
pathways and muscle memory, a conditioning
that engenders an expressive habitus. We have
used examples linked to speech subcultures and
to class. Gender is another example. One reason
that gender seems so natural and uncalculated
is that the gendered selves we construct are in
large part consequences of expressive habitus.
When males put on “manhood acts” (Schrock
and Schwalbe 2009; Vaccaro et al. 2011), signify
creditable masculine selves, and thereby claim
membership in the gender category “men,” many
elements of the act are so deeply ingrained that
the act seems like no act at all.

Dramaturgy helps us see how the body’s po-
tential as a self-making tool is both realized and
limited by its social trajectory. The concept of
expressive habitus reminds us that much of the
behavior on which attributions of character are
based is not normally reflected upon, not strate-
gic, not easily changed, entirely authentic, and
yet thoroughly social, arising from the conditions
of life shared by members of economic classes,
racial and ethnic groups, sex categories, and so
on. This conception also speaks to the role of
agency in the process of social reproduction.
While habitus is not normally reflected upon, it
can be (Bourdieu 2001; Messner 2000). Much of
our self-signifying behavior may indeed be in-
stilled in us by conditions outside our awareness
or control, but we retain the capacity to become
aware of that behavior, alter it, and create new
selves.
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Nets of Accountability

Dramaturgy is usually thought of as a social
psychology of situations. Its utility for analyz-
ing larger systems of inequality is thus generally
seen as limited. But if systems are understood
as sustainable only because of what happens in
situations, then dramaturgy (or some social psy-
chology of interaction) is essential for analyzing
the reproduction of systemic inequality.® What
classical dramaturgy lacks, however, is a way to
think about how situations are linked such that
large-scale patterns of social action—what we
otherwise call “systems”—are maintained. An
expanded notion of accountability can fill this
theoretical gap.

As discussed earlier, accountability refers to
the condition of being potentially subject to the
demand to explain or justify one’s behavior. The
importance of accountability within a situation
is clear: the course of any encounter depends on
who is potentially accountable to whom for what,
and on the actual demands that are made and ac-
counts that are given (Scott and Lyman 1968; Or-
buch 1997; Cook 2006; Hollander 2013). But it is
also clear, though often forgotten, that situations
do not exist in a vacuum. The actors whose as-
semblage constitutes a “situation” are always en-
meshed in a network of relationships that extend
beyond the situation (Hall 1997). This means that
accountability also potentially extends beyond
the situation. The concept of nets of accountabil-
ity is useful for appreciating how these extended

8 To say that understanding how a system of inequality
is reproduced requires attention to what happens in face-
to-face interaction is not to say that such a system can
be explained by analysis limited to the interactional level.
Even the most sophisticated discernment of the rules and
procedural forms that guide interaction in a capitalist so-
ciety will not delineate capitalist relations of production,
let alone explain how those relations came to be. How-
ever, if one wishes to know how those relations of produc-
tion are sustained over time, it is necessary to understand
what it is that people do together, and how they do it, in
a great many spatially-distributed situations. As argued
in the text, exploitive social arrangements persist on any
scale only because of asymmetrical patterns of deference.
Dramaturgy can give us insight into why these patterns
are hard to change, and into what it would take to change
them (cf. Giddens 1987, pp. 138-139).

accountability relationships bear on the repro-
duction of systemic inequality (Schwalbe 2000,
2005, 2008).

To take a familiar example first, imagine a
student refusing to do a required assignment. A
teacher might try to hold the student accountable
as a student, saying that anyone worthy of the
identity “student” ought to relish the assignment
as a learning opportunity. This form of situated
accountability demand implicitly invokes norma-
tive rules about how one ought to behave to be
worthy of a socially valued identity. For this tack
to work, both parties, teacher and student, must
share understandings about the identity at risk,
about its value, about its proper enactment, and
about who can affirm it.

If the normative tack failed, the teacher could
say, “What’s more, if you don’t do the assign-
ment, you’ll fail the course and won’t graduate.”
This form of accountability demand is different
because it implicates other school officials (per-
haps also parents and prospective employers).
If these other actors do what they’re obliged to
do, then the student will indeed fail and lose the
anticipated rewards of acquiring a degree. Other
actors, if they fail to play by the rules of the or-
ganization, could be held accountable and lose
the main benefits and side bets riding on their
continued employment. What is operating here,
across situations, is a net of accountability that
keeps everyone in line—everyone, that is, who
cares about reaping the benefits that ride on con-
tinued participation in the activity system called
“school.”

Consider another example: a wage worker,
unhappy with his or her low rate of pay, walks
off the job, shows up in the office of the compa-
ny’s chief financial officer, and demands a raise.
The CFO would no doubt be taken aback, reject
the demand, and order the worker out. Why? Be-
cause of a net of accountability in which both
the worker and the CFO are caught. This net is
invoked symbolically when the CFO says to the
worker, ““You’re not supposed to be here. If you
don’t leave now, I'll call security and have you
removed, and then you’ll be fired.” If the worker
did not comply, the CFO could activate the net by
communicating with others outside the situation.
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If we say that the chief financial officer’s ac-
tions “make sense” in this example, it is because
we understand that to violate the usual rules of
procedure and give the worker a raise would put
at risk the material and emotional benefits that
ride on the CFO keeping his or her job. We un-
derstand, in other words, the net of accountabil-
ity within which the executive acts. In Goffman’s
terms, we might say that knowledge of the op-
erative, or invocable, net of accountability exists
as a shared cognitive presupposition; all parties
tacitly know that such a net exists, and behave
accordingly. Rules might nonetheless be broken,
but under ordinary circumstances the costs of
violation will be prohibitive. What is thus pre-
served are not just the jobs of a worker and an
executive. When workers everywhere are held
accountable as workers, and executives every-
where are held accountable as executives, capi-
talism itself is preserved.’

In these examples, actors assess situations,
present fronts, take lines, exchange demands and
accounts, and thereby create selves in an encoun-
ter. But the selves they can create and the lines
of action they can take depend on rule-governed
relationships that encompass the encounter. All
parties are compelled to do certain things and
not others by the accountability demands that
could come from others who make up a spatial-
ly-distributed activity system, in one case called
“school” and in the other case called “the corpo-
ration” or “the capitalist economy.” As our ex-
amples suggest, nets of accountability are often
symbolically invoked in a first attempt to put
people back in line. If this fails, nets of account-
ability can be activated by communicating with
others outside a situation. It is this communica-
tion that forms the strands of the net.

% Our example greatly simplifies the situation. It is not
only workers and managers who are caught in the net of
accountability that sustains capitalist relations of produc-
tion. The net includes workers, managers, shareholders,
regulators, bankers, merchants, legislators, police, judges,
social workers, neighbors, partners/spouses, relatives,
children, and others. Our point is that to understand how
and why actors do what they do to keep the system going,
it is necessary to consider how actors are subject to mul-
tiple, inescapable accountability demands.

In sum, we can say that mutual awareness of
how nets of accountability can be activated en-
ables and constrains actors’ situated behavior.
Who can confidently demand deference from
whom, who can claim the prerogatives of higher
social value, who can safely express contempt for
whom, and who can make demands of whom de-
pend not just on shared norms but on the larger
pattern of relationships, often legally codified,
within which every encounter is embedded.
These extra-situational relationships are invis-
ible structural presences in every encounter. The
concept of nets of accountability makes these
presences visible, reminding us that encounters
always draw upon and reproduce far more than
is implied by the usual notion of a face-to-face
encounter.

Affinities with Other Perspectives

In their introduction to Life as Theater, Brissett
and Edgley (1991, pp. 23-26) note that drama-
turgy does not offer a formal theory of human be-
havior. Rather, they say, dramaturgy aims to de-
scribe the orderliness of interaction and how this
orderliness is accomplished by drawing on ritual
forms, tacit rules, and other elements of symbolic
culture to fashion intelligible expressive behav-
ior. Because it is more descriptive than explana-
tory, Brissett and Edgley go on to say, dramaturgy
is compatible with multiple perspectives in social
psychology. We agree. On the other hand, the af-
finities are stronger in some cases than in others.
Here we want to suggest how these affinities be-
tween dramaturgy and other perspectives can be
used to enhance social psychological understand-
ings of how inequality is reproduced and resisted.

In discussing the body as a signifier, we sug-
gested that the cognitive biases documented by
expectation-states research are consequences of
how bodies are read as signs of character, and
how the body, as a peremptory signifier, affects
the way other expressive behaviors are interpret-
ed. Others have noted this connection between
dramaturgy and the expectation-states perspec-
tive (see, e.g., Branaman 2003, pp. 112-115).
The connection could be exploited further by at-
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tention to the forms of self-signification—bodily,
gestural, verbal—that activate cognitive biases
(cf. Berger et al. 1986 on status cues). Bodies
matter, as per our earlier argument, for locating
individuals in social categories. But as analysts
of non-verbal behavior suggest (see, e.g., Hen-
ley 1986 Rashotte 2002; Waskul and van der Riet
2002), other cues, often so subtle as to pass be-
neath conscious awareness, can affirm or contra-
dict the status claims made by the body. Expecta-
tion states research that is more alert to expres-
sive behavior might identify these cues and their
relationship to patterns of cognitive bias. One
analytic task would be to show how elements
of an expressive habitus create haloed selves for
some and degraded selves for others.

To speak of expressive behavior as activat-
ing cognitive biases suggests an affinity between
dramaturgy and social cognition. Elements of
behavior are expressive only because there exist
cognitive schemas that render them perceivable
and interpretable. Dramaturgy largely takes these
schemas for granted as part of the shared cultural
equipment acquired by members of a community.
But of course they need not be taken for granted,
they can be subject to analysis in their own right,
as in studies of “person perception” (Rosch 1978;
Babcock 1989; Friedman and Waggoner 2010).
The typical approach in studies of social cogni-
tion is, however, not very social; what goes on in
people’s heads is often detached from what goes
on between people.

A merging of dramaturgy and social cogni-
tion would offer a more genuinely social ap-
proach. One possibility is to look at how cogni-
tive schemas, especially those related to person
perception, are activated, negotiated, and modi-
fied interactively. It seems reasonable to suppose
that part of what self-signifying behavior does,
with varying degrees of intentionality, is to sig-
nify the schema through which one wishes one’s
subsequent expressive behavior to be viewed. It
also seems reasonable to suppose that one ac-
tor’s proffered schema, or attempt to activate a
particular schema, could be rejected by others,
necessitating negotiation. This is in fact close to
what Goffman (1974) describes in terms of fram-

ing and the negotiation of frames (see Baptista
2003; Tannen 1993, 2009).

What is still needed, however, for the purpose
of understanding the reproduction of inequality,
is analysis of the political content of cognitive
schemas. Ways of perceiving and interpreting the
world—and especially ways of perceiving and
interpreting people—are never politically neu-
tral; they always incorporate premises that reflect
relations of domination and subordination. This
is one reason why the same act performed by a
member of a dominant group and by a member of
a subordinated group can be read so differently.
Thus any rapprochement between dramaturgy
and social cognition must include consideration
of the ideological elements of cognitive schemas.
To understand why it is harder for some people
than others to establish creditable selves, even
when behaving in similar ways, the politics of
knowledge structures must be taken into account.

Despite its unconventional conception of the
self as a dramatic effect, dramaturgy retains a
strong affinity with other social psychologies of
the self. In dramaturgy, the self is not an inner
dialogue, but there is room for the notion of a
“theater of the mind.” In this imaginary theater,
actors rehearse and monitor their self-presenta-
tions, with consequences for the performances
that are visible to external audiences. One link
to inequality is that obsessive self-monitoring,
or “high dramaturgical awareness,” can plague
members of subordinate groups when interact-
ing with members of dominant groups (Snyder
1987). As we suggested carlier, such extreme
self-consciousness can lead to awkward interac-
tion and sub-optimal performance. Here again
there is potential for analytic gain by taking into
account not just the back stage but the inner stage.

And while dramaturgy does not foreground
the self-concept, neither does it ignore the self-
concept. Goffman repeatedly said that expressive
behavior serves to protect the strong feelings at-
tached to self-images; that expressive behavior
is fashioned to uphold valued self-conceptions;
and that resistant behavior is often sparked by
threats to valued self-conceptions (Goffman
1961a, p. 55, 189, 1967, pp. 50-51). These ideas
have been embraced and expanded upon by other



7 Dramaturgy and Dominance

175

social psychologists of the self (Turner 1968;
Gecas 1982; Callero 2003; Callero, this volume).
So while dramaturgy offers a different view of
what the self is—an image created by expres-
sive behavior in situated interaction, rather than a
psychological process or entity—this view is not
incompatible with other approaches to the self-
concept.

Another idea shared by dramaturgy and other
social psychologies of the self is that the desire
to protect self-feelings can have a conservative
effect. Status hierarchies are upheld, we argued
carlier, when people try to avoid humiliation,
shame, and embarrassment by claiming no more
social value for themselves than the prevailing
hierarchy allots. Parallel arguments suggest that
unequal social relations are stabilized by desires
to protect identities based on those relations
(Swann 1983; Burke et al. 2007) and on desires
to derive self-efficacy from activities in subordi-
nate roles (Gecas and Schwalbe 1983). But while
there is an important overlapping idea here—the
importance of self-conceptions—dramaturgy di-
rects our attention outward, away from psycho-
logical dynamics. What dramaturgy helps us see
is that the situational defense of self-images is a
crucial part of the process whereby culture, social
organization, and all the inequalities they entail
are reproduced.

As Rosenberg (1981) argued, the self is a
powerful social force in its own right. As we also
argued earlier, resistance is often sparked by con-
ditions that threaten the valued self-images/self-
conceptions of members of subordinated groups.
Goffman (1961a) examined this phenomenon in
mental asylums, but the same principle can be
applied to collective action on larger scales, as
for example when macroeconomic policies cause
unemployment and thereby threaten the cherished
identities of millions of people. Such conditions
are ripe for the emergence of mass resistance
(Calhoun 1983). Dramaturgy again directs our at-
tention to how people try to use and, if necessary,
change existing normative rules to create credit-
able selves. Mainstream social psychologies of
the self-concept can help us understand what is
at stake for individuals. Dramaturgy can help us

understand how people respond, individually and
collectively, to threats to valued self-conceptions.

There are overlaps and affinities between
dramaturgy and still other social-psychological
perspectives. At the outset of this chapter we
noted the overlaps with symbolic interactionism
and ethnomethodology (cf. Rawls 1987, 1989).
Overlaps with semiotics (MacCannell 1976; Per-
inbanayagam 1991), sociolinguistics (Goffman
1981b; Rampton 2009; Tannen 2009; Harrison
2011), and sociology of emotions (Hochschild
1983; Vaccaro et al. 2011; Foy et al. this volume)
also have been noted. To the extent that work un-
dertaken from these perspectives focuses on the
reproduction of inequality, or resistance to in-
equality, dramaturgy has something to offer. Dra-
maturgy’s strengths, as we’ve emphasized, lie in
showing how self-signification and self-creation
are implicated in the reproduction of inequality,
and how the use of rules and standard procedural
forms can inadvertently, and often invisibly, help
to perpetuate inequality.

Dramaturgy’s theoretical openness also means
that it can benefit from developments in other
areas of social psychology. For example, in this
chapter we have used concepts that are central
to other social-psychological analyses of in-
equality: categorization, othering, status, power,
stigma, stereotypes, legitimation, and ideology.
Refining these concepts can help sharpen the
dramaturgical perspective. Theoretical develop-
ment through this kind of assimilation is to be
hoped for. Even more important, however, is the
sharpening that comes from studies of the social
world—studies of who does what to whom, with
whom, how, under what conditions, such that in-
equality is created, reproduced, and resisted.

Conclusion

We began by discussing the importance drama-
turgy places on rules and enabling conventions,
which are tacitly known and drawn upon—Iike
the rules of a game, or the grammatical rules of
a language—to make interaction orderly, predict-
able, and meaningful. We then discussed the dra-
maturgical view of the self as both a dramatic ef-
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fect and a structural effect. The self is a dramatic
effect in that it is an imputation based on inter-
pretation of expressive behavior. It is a structural
effect in two senses: expressive behavior and its
interpretation depend on shared cultural equip-
ment (cognitive presuppositions, tacit knowledge
of rules, mastery of ritual forms); and on where
individuals are located in activity systems. This
view of the self is useful, we argued, for un-
derstanding how inequalities in status, income,
wealth, political rights, and life chances are re-
produced by situated action. Dramaturgy reminds
us, we might say, that if equality depends on all
actors in a situation being able to create a fully
creditable self, inequality depends on making this
impossible for some people to do.

We used the concept of accountability to sug-
gest how the unequal arrangements that allow
only some people to create creditable selves are
held in place. To be accountable is to be poten-
tially subject to the demand to explain or justify
one’s actions, especially those that are seen as
expressive of membership in social categories.
We used the familiar example of gender, noting
that gender inequalities are held in place in part
because people hold each other accountable for
“doing gender properly”—that is, for signifying
maleness or femaleness, signifying embrace of
the identity “man” or “woman,” and signifying
a masculine or feminine self. To the extent that
these binary categories remain unequally valued
in Western society—and unequally valued to the
benefit of males/men—to be held accountable for
doing gender properly is to be held accountable
for doing one’s part in reproducing the vestiges
of patriarchy.

We also noted that the same process of repro-
duction can operate whenever people hold each
other accountable for signifying membership in
social categories to which are attached unequal
rights and privileges. Dramaturgy, though not
offering a complex theory of psychodynamics,
suggests that what makes individuals responsive
to accountability demands—and thus tied to sys-
tems of inequality—is a desire to protect the posi-
tive feelings derived from the self-images created
in interaction. Dramaturgy thus provides a way
to see how emotions, especially emotions linked

to the self, are implicated in the reproduction of
inequality. Even as the rules and procedures un-
derlying the interaction order are drawn upon to
make situated interaction smooth, predictable,
and emotionally safe, larger structural inequali-
ties are being reproduced.

By showing how inequality is reproduced,
dramaturgy simultaneously shows how it can
be resisted. We considered four forms this re-
sistance takes: identity work to counter stigma;
the creation of oppositional cultures and identity
projects; strategic disruptions of the interaction
order; and self-narratives in social movements.
We also distinguished between resistance that is
largely individual and symbolic, and resistance
that becomes collective and aims for institutional
change. Situated, self-expressive action remains
crucial in both cases, because such action drives
the creation of new meanings, new definitions of
reality, and new relationships. As an analytic per-
spective, dramaturgy directs our attention to the
study of how these processes unfold. It also sug-
gests, again, the importance of emotions attached
to self-images, in that dramaturgy leads us to ex-
pect resistance when current social arrangements
make it impossible to sustain the self-images on
which subordinates rely to maintain a modicum
of self-respect.

Several theoretical extensions were proposed
to enhance dramaturgy’s utility for analyzing the
reproduction of inequality. We proposed that the
body can be seen as a peremptory signifier, one
that locates individuals in unequally-valued so-
cial categories and also inflects the meaning of
other acts of self-signification. The natural fea-
tures of bodies thus give off information that is
used to maintain relations of domination and
subordination. We also proposed that individuals
give off information in the form of an expressive
habitus that is again used to impute character and
to mark boundaries for inclusion and exclusion.
By calling attention to the consequentiality of
expressive habitus, dramaturgy makes visible a
process of social reproduction that normally op-
erates beneath conscious awareness. Finally, as a
way to overcome the problem of situationalism,
we discussed the concept of nets of accountabil-
ity, a concept that helps us see how situations are
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linked in ways that ultimately reproduce the ex-
ploitive social systems of which they are parts.

While dramaturgy is often seen as a margin-
al perspective in social psychology, it is in fact
closely aligned, or alignable, with other social-
psychological perspectives. Dramaturgy gives
center stage, so to speak, to zow people use rules,
procedural forms, and signs to maintain the or-
derliness of everyday life. We suggested that this
analytic mission can be aided by insights from
other social-psychological traditions, especially
those concerned with social cognition, halo ef-
fects, unconscious cognitive biases, and the self-
concept. We would also suggest that the contribu-
tion can run in the other direction. With its focus
on what happens in face-to-face interaction, dra-
maturgy offers a way to see more precisely how
social cognition, unconscious cognitive biases,
and the self-concept matter for what happens be-
tween people.

As a broad characterization, what makes a so-
cial psychology sociological is a concern for un-
derstanding how what happens between people
is enabled and constrained by the larger social
world within which people encounter each other.
And whatever their in-built analytic concerns
might be, social psychologies can also be used
in more or less sociological ways. Dramaturgy,
we would contend, is a distinctly sociological so-
cial psychology, with its concerns for symbolic
culture—rules, values, category schemes, ritu-
als, language—and for social organization—ac-
tivity systems, institutions, and inter-situational
networks. It also lends itself, as we have tried to
show, to tackling big sociological problems—the
maintenance of social order, the reproduction of
inequality, the nature of resistance and change—
by cutting them down to the size of encounters in
which selves are credited or profaned.
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Language and Talk

Jocelyn A. Hollander and Miriam J. Abelson

Language and talk are central to social life, and
thus to the creation and reproduction of inequal-
ity, as well as resistance to it. Language is the
medium for categorizing people into social
groups and for creating stereotypes attached to
those groups. Talk is how people share status
beliefs, apply stigma, and exchange power and
resources. Through talk, people exercise domi-
nance, perform deference, and resist oppression.
Though language and talk are not the only means
for doing these things, they play a central role in
the construction and deconstruction of inequality.

It is curious, then, that many social psycholo-
gists have neglected the role of language and talk
in inequality processes. For example, although
talk is the conduit for many social exchanges,
the experimental methodology used in much ex-
change research virtually removes talk from the
interaction (see Thye and Kalkhoff, this volume).
Talk is also fundamental to the development of
status structures in small groups, but most re-
search in this vein fails to mention the central
role of verbal communication in these processes
(see Ridgeway and Nakagawa, this volume).
With few exceptions, little social psychological
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theory and research has paid explicit attention to
language and talk.

In this chapter, we review the existing social
psychological research on language and talk
across multiple disciplines (including sociology,
psychology, linguistics, and communication).
Language and talk are related to inequality in
three distinct ways. First, people’s talk is an indi-
cator of inequality, a way that differences in status
and power become visible to observers. Second,
people use language to disguise their efforts to
create or reduce inequality, such as through the
use of humor and other “depoliticizing” strategies
(Ng and Bradac 1993). Finally, talk is a way that
inequality is “done” or accomplished in social in-
teraction. Our review below covers each of these
approaches. In particular, we focus on research
that addresses three major questions: How is in-
equality visible in language and talk? How do lan-
guage and talk create and sustain inequalities? And
how do people respond to inequality—whether to
resist it, negotiate it, or manage it—through lan-
guage and talk? As will become clear, some social
psychological traditions have had much more to
say about these questions than others.

We begin by discussing the intellectual roots
of this research, which entails a discussion of
the multiple theoretical perspectives on language
and talk. We then review the current literature,
organizing our discussion by the type of process
under consideration. We begin with the most
micro: words and other elementary elements of
talk. We then discuss utterances, or verbal moves
made by an individual abstracted from the con-
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text in which they are embedded. We turn next
to that social context, examining how inequality
is created and maintained in the course of so-
cial interaction (i.e., talk among more than one
person). Finally, we examine discourse, or the
shared cultural narratives that inform, but exist
above the level of, the individual interaction.
Of course, these distinctions are purely analyti-
cal. In everyday life, these various processes are
intertwined; for example, utterances never exist
without some social context, and discourse could
not exist without the words and interactions that
comprise it. We conclude with a critical evalua-
tion of the field.

Intellectual Roots and Theoretical
Perspectives

Traditional Psychological Approaches
to Language

Much of social psychology fails to problematize
talk and language, seeing it simply as a vehicle for
displaying underlying cognitive states (Wiggins
and Potter 2008). For example, paper-and-pencil
scales are deeply reliant on language; participants
respond to questions about their internal states
(e.g., thoughts, attitudes, or emotions) using
words and sentences, and psychologists implicitly
assume that language is simply a vehicle for con-
veying those states to the analyst. This approach
uses the “encoding/decoding paradigm” (Krauss
and Chiu 1998, p. 43), also called the “conduit
metaphor” (Reddy 1979), which conceptualizes
language as a code that transmits meaning to oth-
ers, who decode it to reveal the speaker’s intended
meaning. This approach, though still dominant,
has been troubled by recent theory and research.
Context, for example, can affect the meaning of
an utterance; the same statement can mean very
different things to different people, and speakers
take this knowledge into account when generat-
ing talk and when evaluating the meaning of a
message (e.g., Grice 1969; Krauss 1987).

An alternative approach to cognitivism is the
Sapir-Whorf hypothesis (also known as the Whor-
fian or the linguistic relativity hypothesis), which

postulates that the language a person speaks af-
fects how that person thinks (Whorf 1956). This
hypothesis was the subject of extensive criticism in
the 1970s and 1980s but has recently received re-
newed attention (e.g., Boroditsky 2011; Gumperz
and Levinson 1996). In this view, language is not
simply a vehicle for transmitting information or
sentiment about inequality, but may actually play
arole in the creation (or eradication) of inequality
(Mueller 1973).

Symbolic Interactionism

Symbolic interactionists have, from the begin-
ning, been concerned with language and talk.
Mead (1934) argued that people use significant
symbols to communicate; one person emits the
symbol (a vocal gesture), which elicits the same
response in the listener. (The link to the conduit
metaphor is clear here.) Words are the most im-
portant significant symbols: “Words make all
other symbols possible. Acts, objects, and other
words exist and have meaning only because they
have been and can be described through the use
of words” (Ritzer 1996, pp. 211-212).

Also important for contemporary social psy-
chological discussions of language, Mead em-
phasized the importance of perspective taking.
To develop a fully human self, people must learn
to take the role of other people with whom they
interact. Words and utterances have multiple
meanings, and so in order to communicate ef-
fectively, people must be able to take the role of
their interlocutors to anticipate how they might
respond to their behavior (see also Cooley 1902).

Speech Act Theory

An important root for much contemporary social
psychological research on language is speech
act theory (Austin 1962; Searle 1969), which
grew out of work in the philosophy of language
(especially Wittgenstein 1958). Austin argued
that language is not simply a vehicle for com-
municating information; people use language to
accomplish particular actions, or, as the title of
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his 1962 book summarizes, to “do things with
words.” A classic example is the statement “I do”
in a wedding ceremony; these words do not sim-
ply state an opinion or report an event but actu-
ally create a new social relationship between two
people (and indeed, two families). From this per-
spective, inequality is not simply expressed by
language, but can be accomplished through the
act of speaking.

Ethnomethodology and Conversation
Analysis

Ethnomethodology (Garfinkel 1967) is con-
cerned with the “folk methods” of everyday life;
that is, people’s organized, everyday practices
that collectively constitute social life and accom-
plish social organization. Ethnomethodologists
have studied a wide range of institutional settings
and everyday practices, but two strands of re-
search are particularly relevant for our purposes.

The first involves the practices that accom-
plish gender and other social statuses. This work
grows out of Garfinkel’s (1967) study of Agnes,
a young transgender woman who had been cat-
egorized male at birth but who, at age sixteen,
began to feel and dress like a girl. Agnes had
to learn to act like a woman in order to be per-
ceived (and to perceive herself) as one; Garfin-
kel argued that Agnes’ process of learning to
be a woman illuminates the taken-for-granted
practices that all women (and all men) must
learn in order to become, in a sociological sense,
a woman or a man. This line of reasoning was
taken up by Candace West and Don Zimmer-
man, who developed a theory of “doing gender”
(West and Zimmerman 1987), also influenced
by Goffman’s (1976) concept of “gender dis-
play.” West, together with Sarah Fenstermaker
(2002, 1995), later extended this theory to other
social statuses, especially race and class. Al-
though it does not focus explicitly on language,
the theory relies heavily on Heritage’s (1984)
notion of accounts, which brings language
squarely into the picture.

The second (and occasionally overlapping)
strand of research is conversation analysis (CA).

CA focuses on naturalistic talk (or “talk-in-
interaction”) in specific, concrete social contexts.
Through fine-grained, inductive analysis of em-
pirical examples of conversation, conversation
analysts examine how conversation is organized
and how talk accomplishes social action. Like
speech act theory, CA argues that “the everyday
actions we take for granted, particularly when
conversation runs off smoothly, are accomplish-
ments, collaboratively achieved by all parties in
a conversation” (Wilkinson and Kitzinger 2008,
p. 56). For our purposes, CA demonstrates both
how inequality is visible in talk and how talk-in-
interaction is a way of doing inequality. Some
writers have argued that CA’s focus on the micro
details of conversation precludes attention to is-
sues of power and inequality (e.g., Billig 1999;
Lakoff 2008; Wetherell 1998). Kitzinger con-
tends, however, that this attention to the details
of interaction make CA “a useful technique for
understanding how, in our ordinary, mundane
interactions, we produce the social order we
inhabit—in other words, how we ‘do’ power and
powerlessness, oppression and resistance” (Kitz-
inger 2000, p. 174).

Discourse Analysis

Discourse analysis denotes a diverse set of ap-
proaches to the study of language and text. Sev-
eral types of discourse analysis are especially
important to an analysis of inequality. Foucauld-
ian discourse analysis (Arribas-Ayllon and Walk-
erdine 2008) is distinguished by its attention to
historical inquiry (i.e., ‘genealogy’), power, and
the process of subjectification. Critical discourse
analysis (CDA) focuses on power relations with-
in societies and on the production of domination
through the discourses of elites (van Dijk 1993).
CDA conceptualizes cognition as the key mac-
ro-micro link between discourse and inequality.
The main processes through which dominance
is produced and maintained are justification and
legitimation. This is most centrally accomplished
through the twin processes of positive self-pre-
sentation and negative other presentation. Van
Dijk refers to this as “the ‘ideological square’
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model by which ‘our’ positive actions and ‘their’
negative actions are emphasized on the one hand,
and ‘our’ negative actions and ‘their’ positive ac-
tions are hedged, mitigated or excluded on the
other” (Amer 2009, p. 10).

Discursive Psychology

Discursive psychology (Edwards 1997; Potter
1996) is a relatively new development within
psychology. Like conversation analysis, it focus-
es on empirical instances of naturalistic speech
and analyzes them as social action. Like CA, dis-
cursive psychology sees talk as situated in partic-
ular conversational, institutional, and rhetorical
contexts. (Note that to discursive psychologists
“discourse” means simply talk or text; we use
“discourse” in a narrower way in this chapter.)

Discursive psychology critiques traditional
psychological ideas about language. For exam-
ple, conventional attitudes research relies heavily
on forced choice attitude scales. But discursive
psychology finds that the same speaker may eval-
uate the same object quite differently in different
social contexts. Further, people offer evaluations,
and more generally, construct descriptions of the
world around them, for particular ends (Edwards
and Potter 1992). Thus a discursive psychologist
sees “attitudes” as “situated practices of evalu-
ation or assessment” (Wiggins and Potter 2008,
p. 76), not as transparent indicators of internal
cognitive states.

Summary

As this discussion makes clear, approaches to
language vary widely. Some see language as a
means of communicating information, while
others conceptualize it as a tool for accomplish-
ing social action. Some prioritize social context,
while others analyze language abstracted from its
rhetorical and social contexts. What these vari-
ous approaches have in common, however, is the
recognition that language and talk are fundamen-
tal tools of social interaction and organization.
In the remainder of this chapter, we summarize

the research to date on the relationship between
language, talk, and inequality. We begin with the
most elementary building blocks of talk: those
elements of language that are components of in-
dividual utterances.

Elements of Talk
Language Choice

The very choice of which language to speak may
both signal and reproduce inequality (Heller
1995). This is especially true in situations of
asymmetrical power and where the parties speak
different languages or with different fluencies.
For example, Barrett’s (2006) analysis of inter-
actions in a Texas restaurant found that Anglo
managers typically used English, mixed with
elements of “Mock Spanish,” to communicate
with their Spanish-speaking employees. When
miscommunications occurred, managers blamed
employees rather than questioning their own lan-
guage practices, thus exacerbating the inequality
between managers and workers. More generally,
Roth-Gordon (2011) argues that language choic-
es are “critical to asserting one’s whiteness and
one’s status as a legal citizen, to justifying access
to rights and resources, and to publicly professing
patriotic loyalty and national belonging” (p. 214).
Roth-Gordon cites examples of bilingual Spanish
speakers who have been suspended from school
or fired from their jobs for speaking Spanish, and
of judges who offer Latino defendants the option
of English classes as an alternative to jail time;
both these practices clearly reinforce linguistic
hierarchies. Choice of language can also be a way
of resisting inequality. In Barrett’s research, for
example, Latino restaurant workers used Spanish
to communicate with each other as a sign of soli-
darity and resistance to managers’ domination.

Accent and Linguistic Style
Speakers’ voices convey information about their

sex, regional origin, sexual orientation, and so-
cial class (e.g., Ellis 1967; Gaudio 1994; Labov
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1966). Others can use these qualities of voice
as the basis for discrimination and inequality.
Research across a variety of fields has demon-
strated discrimination based on accent (e.g., Mal-
linson and Brewster 2005; Roberts et al. 1992;
Ryan and Carranza 1975). Suspects are judged
as more guilty, for example, when they speak
in nonstandard accents (Dixon et al. 2002). In
general, “standard accents are rated more posi-
tively than nonstandard accents, especially on
traits associated with competence or status (e.g.,
intelligence or literacy). For this reason, accent
use may systematically (dis)advantage speakers
in institutional contexts such as job interviews,
medical consultations, and classrooms” (Dixon
et al. 2002, p. 162; see also Callan et al. 1983;
Giles and Powsland 1975).

Speakers’ age is also apparent in their speech,
and a large literature has found that listeners
judge older-sounding speakers to be incompetent
and dependent in a variety of ways (e.g., Giles
et al. 1993). In response, younger people often
use “baby talk” or other kinds of patronizing
speech with older people, a pattern that can dam-
age older people’s self-esteem and well-being,
reduce opportunities for interaction, and increase
dependence (Reid and Ng 1999; Ryan et al.
1995). Listeners may also discriminate on the
basis of perceptions of social class or ethnicity
(Giles and Powsland 1975; Sebastian and Ryan
1985; Smedley and Bayton 1978).

Speech styles are not simply the basis for
unequal treatment; they may themselves limit
what speakers can say—and, perhaps, think.
Bernstein (1971) proposed the existence of two
distinct speech styles: an “claborated” language
code, which allows for generalization and ab-
stract reasoning, and a “restricted” code, which
focuses on concrete description, relies on shared
background and context, and discourages analy-
sis and generalization. These codes derive from
individuals’ socialization experiences and envi-
ronments, and are linked to class backgrounds.
Bernstein suggests that those who are limited to
a restricted code are less likely to succeed in the
educational system. Mueller (1973) argues that
these codes reinforce existing social inequalities
by limiting the ability of restricted code speak-

ers to analyze and understand the effects of social
structure on their own circumstances. These con-
tentions, however, are not without controversy
(e.g., Labov 1972).

Speakers may also choose to use a linguistic
style associated with a social group to achieve
a particular end. Kiesling (2001a), for example,
found that white fraternity members used Black
linguistic styles in specific situations, such as
during confrontations or when boasting of physi-
cal power. These men “thus draw on a cultural
model of race in which White men dominate a
more privileged intellectual/rational hierarchy
and Black men dominate a less privileged physi-
cal/emotional hierarchy” (p. 103). Kiesling ar-
gues that this linguistic appropriation reaffirms
race-based inequality. Shankar (2008) examines
the use of different linguistic styles by South
Asian immigrant teenagers in Silicon Valley.
Some use standard English, which positions
them as a “model minority,” aligned with white-
ness. Others, in contrast, use a stylized “FOB”
(“Fresh Off the Boat”) style, combining Punjabi,
hip-hop and California slang, and Desi-accented
English, that aligns them with other immigrant
teenagers; this strategy may provide short-term
power but can be a source of long-term material
and social inequality.

A great deal of research across disciplines
concerns the existence and consequences of dif-
ferent male and female speech styles or “regis-
ters.” In a ground-breaking book, Lakoff (1975)
claimed that women use a female speech register
that includes expressive intonation, tag questions
(e.g., “That’s a beautiful painting, isn’t it?”),
empty adjectives (“adorable” or “sweet”), weak
expletives (“oh dear” instead of “damn”), rising
intonation when making declarative statements,
and hedges (“kinda”). According to Lakoff, this
female register “submerges a women’s personal
identity, by denying her the means of expressing
herself strongly, on the one hand, and encourag-
ing expressions that suggest triviality in subject
matter and uncertainty about it... The ultimate
effect of these discrepancies is that women are
systematically denied access to power, on the
grounds that they are not capable of holding it
as demonstrated by their linguistic behavior”
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(1975, p. 7). Subsequent research has found little
empirical support for many of the differences
postulated by this early research (see McHugh
and Hambaugh 2010). Although “powerless”
speech styles (O’Barr and Atkins 1980) do result
in lower perceptions of competence and status
(see Ng and Bradac 1993), women’s and men’s
speech are much more similar than they are dif-
ferent (Crawford 2001), and many differences
are caused more by situation, social role, topic,
power, and the expectations of others than by
gender (Carli 1990). It has also become clear that
linguistic features do not have a unitary meaning.
Tag questions, for example, can indicate uncer-
tainty, invite participation, or soften a criticism
(Holmes 1992). The main message of Lakoff’s
work remains, however: linguistic style reflects
and reinforces social inequalities.

Word Choice

The words a speaker (or writer) chooses to use
also contribute to inequality. Words are never
neutral; speakers and writers may choose from
a variety of ways of expressing a single idea,
and the words they choose reveal the stances
they take toward that idea. In a fascinating re-
cent piece of research, Gaucher et al. (2011)
found, first, that job advertisements frequently
employ gendered wording (i.e., words associ-
ated with gender stereotypes, such as challenge
or lead), and second, that even very subtle dif-
ferences in wording affected participants’ per-
ceptions of the jobs. Specifically, “masculine
wording in job advertisements leads to less an-
ticipated belongingness and job interest among
women” (p. 119), even though no participant in
their research consciously noticed the gendered
language in the advertisements they read. The
authors argue that this pattern may contribute to
gender inequality, especially in male-dominated
fields. In a related study, Madera et al. (2009; see
also Schmader et al. 2007) found patterns of gen-
dered language in letters of recommendation for
faculty positions in psychology. Letter-writers
described women as less agentic and more com-
munal than men. These patterns have real-world

consequences: candidates with letters describing
more communal traits were rated as less hireable
than candidates whose letters emphasized agentic
characteristics.

Because word choice is so consequential, a
great deal of political struggle focuses on how
people, events, and experiences will be de-
scribed. Naming a social problem makes it vis-
ible, as with the feminist naming of date rape,
sexual harassment, and domestic violence in the
1970s. Similarly, “the ability to choose a name
for one’s own group, rather than being named by
others (e.g., lesbian—not female homosexual;
African American—not Negro) is empowering,
and, when others gradually adopt the name, their
use conveys social respect” (Smith et al. 2010,
p. 362).

Verb choices can be especially consequential.
Verbs vary in their degree of concreteness; con-
crete verbs (e.g., to punch) attribute responsibility
for behavior to situations, whereas abstract verbs
(e.g., to be aggressive) suggest that people’s en-
during dispositions are responsible. Choices of
verb forms tend to be self-serving; people tend to
use concrete verbs (implying situational causes)
when talking about themselves, about undesir-
able behaviors of ingroup members, or about de-
sirable behaviors of outgroup members, but use
abstract verbs (implying dispositional causes)
when talking about undesirable behaviors of out-
group members or desirable behaviors of ingroup
members (Guerin 1994; Maass et al. 1989).
These verb choices perpetuate inequality: re-
search by Wigboldus et al. (2000), among others,
has found that those who hear or read abstract
descriptions of an outgroup’s negative behavior
are more likely to develop stercotyped views of
the outgroup. The authors note that these kinds
of “subtle linguistic strategies may lead to unde-
tected or undetectable forms of discrimination in
everyday life... This research opens new avenues
toward not only understanding how cultural ste-
reotypes are maintained but also explaining why
they are so difficult to change” (p. 17).

Finally, verb voice can also reinforce inequali-
ty. Research on news reporting of sexual violence
finds, for example, that reporters often use pas-
sive verbs to describe violence against women
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(e.g., “a woman was raped,” rather than “a man
raped a woman”), and this construction may lead
readers to perceive the perpetrator as less respon-
sible and the victim as less harmed; they also
may become more accepting of rape myths and
of violence toward women (Henley et al. 1995).
These patterns facilitate violence against women,
a major element of gender inequality.

Categories

The process of categorization, or the sorting of
people and experiences into groups, is another
mechanism of inequality dependent on language
(Hollander and Gordon 2006; Tajfel 1978). Al-
though categories can be value-neutral, they rare-
ly are, and categorization is one way that inequal-
ity is sustained. Sacks (1972) argued that “social
categories provide a means for storing and orga-
nizing common-sense cultural knowledge. As a
consequence, the sheer mentioning of a category
can marshal common-sense knowledge about
that category, and can thereby stand as an ade-
quate account for social action” (Whitehead and
Lerner 2009, p. 615). For example, using a racial
descriptor to refer to a person suggests that race
helps explain that person’s behavior.

In an influential article, Holstein and Miller
(1990) argue that categorization is not simply
descriptive but is an interpretive practice that
“unobtrusively advises others in how they should
understand persons, circumstances, and behav-
iors under consideration” (p. 107). Their ex-
tended example is the term “victim,” which they
describe as a “procedure for deflecting responsi-
bility, assigning causes, specifying responses and
remedies, and accounting for failure.” (p. 108) It
may also be a procedure for creating inequality;
as they argue, “the essence of being a ‘victim’ re-
sides in a person’s perceived lack of control over
the harm that he or she has experienced. Thus,
to ‘victimize’ someone instructs others to under-
stand the person as a rather passive, indeed help-
less, recipient of injury and injustice... In a sense,
“victimizing” a person “dis-ables” that person to
the extent that victim status appropriates one’s

personal identity as a competent efficacious
actor” (p. 119).

Categories create boundaries and mark par-
ticular groups as non-normative. Van Ausdale and
Feagin (1996), for example, examine the talk of
preschool-aged children and find that even very
young children understand racial categories and
use them fluently in conversation by, for example,
labeling themselves black or white, using racial
epithets, or using non-English words to include
or exclude others. In Messner et al.’s analysis of
televised sports (1993), women were ubiquitous-
ly marked as other through the use of categories
(e.g., “the Women s Final Four”), terms of refer-
ence (e.g., “girls” vs. (male) “players”), and even
team names (the “Lady Vols”). These practices,
they write, construct and legitimize gender and ra-
cial hierarchy. A similar phenomenon exists with
regard to race: according to Whitehead and Lern-
er, there is a “practical asymmetry between differ-
ent racial categories in talk-in-interaction, with a
taken-for-granted category (e.g., ‘white”) routine-
ly remaining unexpressed (even when relevant),
while other race categories are overtly mentioned”
(2009, p. 614). This asymmetry means that white-
ness “is produced as ‘invisible,” taken-for-granted,
or neutral, and forms the normative background
against which other racial categories are viewed”
(2009, p. 616; see also Du Bois 1989).

Terms of Address and Reference

Terms of address and reference further serve
to create and maintain interpersonal and inter-
group inequality. For instance, honorifics in-
dicate hierarchy and social distance; one might
call children, secretaries, or service workers
by their first names, but physicians by the title
“Doctor.” These honorifics also mark age, social
class, and, often, gender (Lakoff 1975; Miller
and Swift 1976; Spender 1980), and are a clear
linguistic indicator of status inequality. In many
languages, though not English, second person
pronouns serve a similar function of indicating
status and social distance (Brown et al. 1960; see
also Krauss and Chiu 1998). Not using normative
terms of address, in contrast, can be an attempt
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to resist power. Unless one is an intimate, for ex-
ample, addressing the President by his first name
sends a message of disdain.

The use of first and last names can similarly
convey status differences. Messner et al.’s re-
search on the language of televised sports (1993)
found that commentators tended to refer to women
and Black men by their first names, but White
men by their last names; this practice, combined
with other gendered language, “tends to (often
subtly) re-construct gender and racial hierarchies”
(p. 133). In a more enduring sense, the practice of
exclusive patrilineal surnaming perpetuates male
privilege, produces the “symbolic annihilation”
(Kleinman 2002, p. 302) of women and their fam-
ilies of origin, and reinforces gendered ideologies
of female self-sacrifice (Nugent 2010).

A great deal has been written on the use of
“masculine generics,” i.e., the use of “he,” “man-
kind,” or “guys” to refer to both males and fe-
males. Kleinman (2002) argues that these gener-
ics are an “indicator—and more importantly, a
reinforcer—of a system in which “man” in the
abstract and men in the flesh are privileged over
women” (p. 300, italics in original). Social psy-
chological research has provided support for
this contention (e.g., Briere and Lanktree 1983;
Moulton et al. 1978; Ng 1990; Wilson and Ng
1988), although other research suggests that con-
textual factors may also be important (Banaji and
Hardin 1996; Cole et al. 1983). Other ways of re-
ferring to gender groups may also convey infor-
mation about the speaker’s regard for that group.
For example, referring to adult women as “girls”
may be infantilizing (Kleinman 2002), while re-
ferring to them as “ladies,” “chicks,” or “hos”
conveys very different information (see Messner
et al. 1993). Adult men are far less frequently re-
ferred to as “boys,” which is also less likely to
be used in a sexual or disparaging way (Baker
2010). Similar differences exist with regard to
other social groups; consider, for example, the
different implications of the words “disabled,”
“crippled,” or “differently abled.”

Epithets convey negative information about
an individual and his or her social group and
reinforce group inequalities (Mullen 2001; Sto-
koe and Edwards 2007). Referring to men as

“women” or “girls,” for example, challenges
their masculinity while affirming the speaker’s
own gender competence (Padavic 1991). Simi-
larly, boys’ use of the term “gay” as an insult both
denigrates the target’s sexuality (and gender) and
reinforces inequality based on sexual orientation
(Davies 2003; Pascoe 2007). Both children and
adults employ the label “baby” to belittle young
children’s immature behaviors (Cahill 1986), re-
inforcing hierarchies of age.

Even seemingly innocuous terms of refer-
ence can help to construct inequality. Kitzinger
(2005a, b) explores the way speakers’ use of fam-
ily reference terms (e.g., “my husband”) during
ordinary conversation reproduces the idea that
families are “naturally” comprised of a hetero-
sexual couple and their biological children, thus
“reproduc[ing] a world that socially excludes or
marginalizes non-heterosexuals” (p. 496). Olli-
lainen and Calasanti (2007) make a similar point:
the use of the metaphor of family in a workplace
maintained the salience of gender, reinforced
gender categorization, made certain tasks seem
natural for women, and reproduced gender power
relations.

In sum, then, each of these basic elements of
talk contributes to the construction and mainte-
nance of inequality; they may also be used to re-
sist it. These elements may be quite subtle, such
as the choice of verb or the terms used to refer
to others. Yet these seemingly small details can
have significant consequences. Consider, for ex-
ample, the reduced hireability produced by the
use of communal, rather than agentic, traits in let-
ters of recommendation (Madera et al. 2009), or
the increased likelihood of guilty verdicts when
suspects speak with nonstandard accents (Dixon
et al. 2002). These small linguistic elements,
often operating below the level of consciousness,
can be powerful forces of inequality.

Utterances

A second type of talk is the utterance, which we
define as a single speaker’s conversational turn
at talk. Utterances can range from single words
(or even parts of words or verbal gestures such
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as grunts) to long speeches, but the key defining
element is that they are produced by a single indi-
vidual and are preceded and followed by silence
or another speaker’s turn. Utterances build on the
elements of talk described above; for example,
one could use a laudatory or derogatory reference
term in constructing an utterance, and could ex-
press that utterance in a particular linguistic style.
Of course, utterances occur in conversational, sit-
uational, and structural contexts, but much social
psychological research focuses only on the ut-
terances themselves, without full attention to the
context or to responses from other interactants.

Statements

The simplest type of utterance is a statement or
claim about the world. These can straightfor-
wardly be used to create inequality between in-
dividuals or social groups. For example, Baxter
and Wallace (2009) found that the white, male
construction workers they studied made denigrat-
ing claims about Polish and Romanian workers,
typecasting entire nationalities as criminals and
implicitly positioning the speakers relative to
these other groups.

Explanations

Explanations are a more complex type of utter-
ance. Explanations specify causality: why did
a particular phenomenon occur (or not occur)?
People’s explanations about the causes of in-
dividual or group traits and actions both reveal
and reinforce inequality. For example, parents
observing a soccer event attributed girls’ and
boys’ divergent behavior to innate sex differ-
ences rather than to socially constructed gender
expectations or the institutional structure of the
organization (Messner 2000). Similarly, Pada-
vic (1991) describes how male coworkers at-
tributed a female coalhandler’s success to other
workers, negatively affecting the woman’s job
performance and tenure and reinforcing gender
inequality in the occupation.

Evaluations

Everyday talk is filled with the evaluation of
people, things, behaviors, and events. These
evaluations can help maintain—or contest—in-
equalities. For example, young boys are fre-
quently censured by adults (especially fathers) if
their behavior violates gender expectations, such
as playing with dolls or preferring pink clothing
(Kane 2006; Messner 2000); this gender polic-
ing encourages boys and men to “reject and de-
value... symbols of female identity” (Cahill
1989, p. 290). Sports coaches valorize aggression
among male athletes, while simultaneously con-
demning nonaggressive play as feminine and thus
devalued (Fine 1987; Messner 2000; Schrock
and Schwalbe 2009). In other arenas, boys, and
especially poor boys of color, learn to denigrate
academics; this contributes to gender, racial, and
class hierarchies (Ferguson 2000; Fordham and
Ogbu 1986; Willis 1981).

Even positive evaluations can help construct
inequalities. For instance, boys express sexual
desire for girls and women as a way of signify-
ing both masculinity and heterosexuality (Fine
1987; Padavic 1991; Pascoe 2007; Schrock and
Schwalbe 2009; Thorne 1993); this practice
confirms their own position in hierarchies of
gender and sexuality. As Schrock and Schwalbe
note, “Sexualizing women serves not only to sig-
nify heterosexuality and mark the boundary be-
tween gender groups, but it also protects males
from homophobic abuse by their peers” (p. 285).
Further, it can serve to challenge women’s au-
thority (Quinn 2002), reinforcing men’s power
and privilege.

Stories

Stories permeate social life. As Hiles and Cer-
mak argue, “Narrative plays a crucial role in
almost every human activity. Narratives domi-
nate human discourse, and are foundational to
the cultural processes that organize and struc-
ture human action and experience. They offer
a sense-making process that is fundamental to
understanding human reality” (2008, p. 149).
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Stories convey meaning by communicating a
structured sequence of past events (Gubrium and
Holstein 1997; Polletta et al. 2011), and frame
those events to encourage a particular interpre-
tation of a situation. Although stories are inter-
actively constructed and institutionally regulated
(Goodwin 1984; Gubrium and Holstein 1997;
Polletta et al. 2011), social psychologists have
tended to treat them as individual performances
or texts available for analysis; thus, we discuss
them in this section, while keeping in mind their
interactional and institutional character.

Stories help create and develop group iden-
tities. Wortham et al. (2011), for instance, ana-
lyzed narratives about “payday muggings” told
by members of different racial and ethnic groups,
and found that individuals used these narratives
to construct racial hierarchies. When Mexicans
told these stories, they cast African Americans
as violent, predatory, and inferior to Mexicans.
Whites’ stories described Blacks in similar ways,
but also racialized Mexicans as passive and fear-
ful. When African Americans told these stories,
in contrast, perpetrators were described as a small
group of Blacks, thus resisting the characteriza-
tion of an entire racial group as violent. (See also
Gerteis 2002 and Smith 2007 on the construction
of ethnic and class identity and Plummer 1995 on
the construction of sexual identity.)

Stories also help maintain group inequalities.
Ochs and Taylor (1995) observed family dinner-
time storytelling; they noted that mothers tended
to initiate stories (or encouraged children to initi-
ate them), while fathers responded evaluatively,
creating a “father knows best” dynamic that con-
firmed gender asymmetry in the family (note that
Wagner (2010) reports somewhat different pat-
terns in lesbian families, and suggests that future
analyses should focus on power, rather than gen-
der). Men’s stories of sexual exploits can create
both solidarity (e.g., Padavic 1991) and hierar-
chy (Davies 2003) among men, as well as men’s
dominance over women. Bonilla-Silva et al.
(2004) analyze the stories whites use to maintain
a sense of self as color-blind; these stories simul-
taneously help to reproduce existing racial hier-
archies. Stories can also be used to resist inequal-
ity. Snow and Anderson (1987) describe how

homeless men use storytelling to assert a positive
self-identity in the face of social stigma; other
researchers report similar strategies among black
teenage mothers on welfare (Horowitz 1995) and
HIV-positive gay men (Sandstrom 1990).

Stories do not exist in a vacuum; the context
and timing of telling and the characteristics of
the tellers influence both what is told and how
the stories are received. Shared cultural narra-
tives (see the Discourse section below) infuse
individual stories, and cultural and institutional
norms limit the stories that can be told. Finally,
the outcomes of storytelling are variable. In gen-
eral, those with more resources are more able to
ensure that their stories are heard (Berger and
Luckman 1967), and stories that fit with “deeply
held ideological values” are more likely to be
heard, remembered, and repeated (Polletta et al.
2011, p. 119). As Bonilla-Silva et al. write, “Sto-
rytelling most often reproduces power relations,
as the specific stories we tell tend to reinforce the
social order” (2004, p. 556).

Forecasting

Unlike stories, which recount past events, fore-
casts construct possible futures. Forecasts in-
clude a variety of related acts, including predict-
ing, warning, wishing, threatening, requesting,
proposing, expecting, and advising. Padavic,
for example, describes how her supervisor at a
power plant issued a series of “dire warnings”
about what might happen to her in her male-
dominated job:

He described in detail how dangerous the plant
was (“If your long hair gets caught in a gear...”).
He reassured me that if I were in an accident he
would take me to the “emergency room and wait
there so you don’t get scared.”... By treating me
as if I were a stereotypically feminine woman—
afraid of big machinery and liable to be clumsy
around it or unable to control it—he succeeded
in some respects in turning me into a feminine
woman afraid of big machinery, which had not
been a prominent component of my identity
before. (Padavic 1991, p. 286)

These warnings cast the author as a weak and
fearful woman, while claiming competence—as
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well as the power to define the situation—for
himself, thus establishing inequality between
them. In a very different context, Messner reports
that a boys’ soccer coach warned his team that,
“If you don’t watch out, I’'m going to get the Bar-
bie Girls [the name of an all-girls team] here to
play against you!” (Messner 2000, p. 779). While
apparently in jest, this warning nonetheless had
the quite serious effect of devaluing girls’ athletic
abilities and reaffirming boys’ dominance.

Humor

Humor is a powerful tool for creating and con-
testing inequality because the frame of playful-
ness allows actors to conceal their use of power
(Ducharme 1994; Fine 1984; Shifman and Katz
2005). Humor is a “depoliticizing” strategy: “To
depoliticize an influence message is to camou-
flage it as something else; in doing so, communi-
cators render their influence attempts more palat-
able to the target of influence and at the same time
lessen their own accountability” (Ng and Bradac
1993, p. 7). For example, humor allows speakers
to assert normative ideas about gender and sexual
orientation (e.g., Eder 1995; Hollander 1998; Pa-
davic 1991; Thorne 1993), both instructing oth-
ers in what is expected of them and calling them
to account for transgression. Conefrey (1997),
in an analysis of the climate for women in a life
sciences lab, found that senior group members’
dominance strategies were often couched “in kid-
ding terms and with jokes,” which allowed those
members to protect themselves from the conse-
quences of domination. Similarly, jokes about
rape (Pascoe 2007) reaffirm male dominance
while preserving deniability; speakers can al-
ways claim that they were “just kidding” and thus
avoid the interactional consequences of exerting
power. Joking can also be used to resist author-
ity, as in Collinson’s (1992) analysis of men in
low-status jobs (see also Crawford 2001); here,
too, speakers can insulate themselves from the
consequences of resistance using the mantle of
humor. Humor is thus a low-risk strategy both for
asserting power and for contesting inequality.

Other Dominance Strategies

Finally, a variety of other types of utterances
also serve to create or resist inequality. Issuing
directives claims dominance, whether explicitly
or implicitly (Brown and Levinson 1987; Cone-
frey 1997; Kiesling 2001b). Threats of violence,
abandonment, and other potential harms serve
to assert power (Ortiz 2006), as do other forms
of sexual, homophobic, and class-based harass-
ment (Anderson and Snow 2001; Kissling 1991;
Pascoe 2007; Swim et al. 2001). More indirectly,
speakers can use a range of influence strategies
(Ng and Bradac 1993) such as casting others in
particular roles and masking their efforts to exer-
cise power. These kinds of strategies have not yet
been fully explored in the social psychological
literature, but are promising avenues for investi-
gating the construction of inequality.

Interaction

Words and utterances used by an individual
speaker contribute to the construction of inequal-
ity, but it is necessary to examine interaction to
fully understand how inequality is created and
sustained. Utterances can have multiple mean-
ings; it is only through interaction that their
meaning is made clear (Goodwin 1995; Speer
and Potter 2000). This process of meaning con-
struction is collaborative, occurring through the
sequential, contingent contributions of multiple
actors in a particular context (Couch 1989; Hol-
lander and Gordon 2006; Mead 1934).
Moreover, it is through interaction that it be-
comes clear how people “do things with words”—
i.e., work toward interactional goals through talk.
At times inequality may be the goal of this social
action, as when one speaker interrupts another
in a play for conversational dominance. At other
times, inequality may be a byproduct of striving
for other interactional goals, as with the civic
groups studied by Eliasoph (1999). In one group
she observed, participants used racist and sexist
talk as a means of asserting their independence
from societal norms; in another, group members
avoided talking about racial inequality in order to
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avoid discord and preserve their ideals of Ameri-
can civic participation. Viewing talk through the
lens of interaction foregrounds how people use
language and talk to accomplish social action.

Social psychologists have examined talk in
interaction in several different ways. Conversa-
tion analysts have focused on the organization of
talk, analyzing features such as turn-taking, topic
control, and interruptions. Others have looked
at the substantive content of talk—for example,
how different responses to utterances foster in-
equality. Finally, ethnomethodologists and others
have examined the outcomes of interaction, such
as how “doing” gender, race, and class contribute
to the maintenance of inequality among social
groups.

The Infrastructure of Interaction: The
Organization of Talk

We begin with the question of who participates
(and how much) in conversation. Gender has
been the focus of much research in this vein.
Early work found that men participated more
than women, and attributed that difference to di-
vergent socialization experiences or gender “cul-
tures” (Maltz and Borker 2008; Tannen 1990).
Others argued that male dominance, not sex
difference, was the cause of these patterns (e.g.,
Fishman 1978; Lakoff 1975; Zimmerman and
West 1975). Subsequent empirical work (e.g.,
Conefrey 1997; Johnson 1994; Kollock et al.
1985; O’Barr 1982) demonstrated that authority
and power matter more than sex; subordinates of
either sex are likely to talk less. Topic also mat-
ters. Dovidio et al. (1988) found that men talked
more when the topic was stereotypically “mas-
culine” and women talked more when it was
“feminine”’; when the topic was neutral, howev-
er, men talked more. It is important to note that
most studies finding conversational inequality
between women and men have been conducted
with white, middle-class participants; studies
that include African American participants, for
example, have found much less male dominance
(Filardo 1996; Henley 1995).

More recently, researchers have developed
a more nuanced understanding of participation
rates (Leaper and Ayres 2007). The context of
talk matters: Holmes (1992) finds that in for-
mal contexts (e.g., classes or TV discussions),
men make more frequent contributions and talk
longer than women. In marital conversations, in
contrast, women talk more than men (DeFran-
cisco 1991). Talking time alone does not tell the
whole story, however. DeFrancisco interpreted
this difference not as dominance but as women’s
doing more of the conversational work (see also
Fishman 1978). Bergvall and Remlinger (1996)
found that, although women spoke proportion-
ally more than men in the classrooms they ex-
amined, male students actually dominated the
conversation, asserting personal power through
humor and other divergent turns and resisting
women’s attempts at self-assertion. The authors
conclude that a quantitative assessment of talking
time cannot adequately summarize differences in
participation: “simply taking long or frequent
turns does not establish power or domination of
the floor” (p. 470).

Research on the relationship between par-
ticipation rates and other dimensions of inequal-
ity has been much less frequent. In one analysis
of social class, Streib (2011) found that upper
middle class preschoolers talked more than their
working class counterparts and felt more entitled
to speak to teachers; this difference in participa-
tion rates effectively silenced the working class
children and enabled the more privileged chil-
dren to direct classroom play while further de-
veloping their speaking skills (see also Lareau
2003). This linguistic ability is thus an embodied
form of cultural capital that gives upper middle
class children long-term educational advantages
(Bourdieu 1986). With class, as with gender,
those with greater social power demonstrate
greater conversational dominance, reinforcing
existing inequalities.

Another focus of research has been turn-tak-
ing, which conversation analysts have identified
as the infrastructure of conversation. Violations
of turn-taking rules, such as interruptions, in-
dicate a disruption of the conversational order.
Zimmerman and West’s early work (1975)



8 Language and Talk

193

found that men interrupted women much more
frequently than the reverse, and interpreted this
finding as evidence of gender inequality (see
also Lakoff 1975). Subsequent research has been
more equivocal, with some studies supporting
(e.g., DeFrancisco 1991; Shaw 2000) and others
disputing (Carli 1990; James and Clarke 1993;
Smith-Lovin and Brody 1989) this pattern. More
recently, it has become clear that interruptions
can have very different meanings in conversa-
tion: some may reflect attempts at conversational
dominance, but others may indicate conversa-
tional support, as with good friends who finish
each other’s sentences (Bilous and Krauss 1988;
Roger et al. 1988). Power is still important, how-
ever: subordinates use more supportive interrup-
tions (Johnson 1994) and fewer controlling inter-
ruptions (Menz and Al-Roubaie 2008), though
Menz and Al-Roubaie also found that among
both subordinates and superiors, women pro-
duced more supportive interruptions than men.
Streib (2011) also found a pattern of more inter-
ruptions among upper middle class preschoolers,
though these were not analyzed by type.

Topic shifts can be moments when inequality
is expressed (Goodwin 2002). As Okamoto and
Smith-Lovin write, “transitions between topics
of conversation are accomplished in a systemat-
ic, structured way, and... social status can affect
whose topics are developed and whose are lost”
(2001, p. 852). Early research found that women
make more topic initiations than men (Fishman
1978; West and Garcia 1988) but are less likely
to see their topics succeed (DeFrancisco 1991;
Fishman 1978). Okamoto and Smith-Lovin, in
contrast, found no effect of gender in task-orient-
ed groups. Rather, they argue that “topic shifts
may be structured less by a relatively weak status
characteristic like gender and may be more af-
fected by endogenous processes through which
people develop expectations for each other’s
competence within the context of the group”
(2001, p. 870), though it seems likely that the
context of talk is also consequential. Speakers
who participate little in a group’s discussion are
more likely to lose topics; topic loss can indicate
low status, while proposing new topics marks
a speaker as high status, and can be a means of

dominating group discussion (Conefrey 1997).
More broadly, shifts between speakers reflect
both conversational rules and status differentia-
tion (Gibson 2003; see also Goffman 1983).

Another indicator of conversational inequality
is the asking of questions. Questions serve mul-
tiple functions: they can support or challenge the
previous speaker or can be a means of taking the
floor. In an analysis of discussions following for-
mal seminar presentations, Holmes (1992) found
that men asked proportionally more questions
than women, and were much more likely to ask
antagonistic (rather than supportive) questions.
Questions, in other words, were a means of as-
serting conversational dominance.

Being the recipient of a question invites a par-
ticipant into a discussion and is also an indicator
of perceived cognitive and interactional compe-
tence (Heritage 1984). In an analysis of video-
taped medical encounters focused on children,
Stivers and Majid (2007) found that physicians
frequently directed questions about a child’s ex-
perience to the parent, implying that the child
was not competent to answer. Physicians asked
fewer questions of Black children than of chil-
dren of other races, and fewer questions of Black
and Latino children from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds than of children from more privi-
leged class backgrounds. Moreover, older chil-
dren were more likely than younger children to
have questions directed toward them, supporting
the contention that questioning indicates per-
ceived competence. Stivers and Majid argue that
these subtle patterns are consequential because
the implicit assessments of competence produced
through questioning behavior can become self-
fulfilling prophecies. Questioning is thus “an in-
teractional mechanism through which members
of different racial and socioeconomic groups are
marginalized” (2007, pp. 434-435).

Finally, violating the typical organization
of talk can be a bid for power. In a fascinating
analysis of interaction on city streets, Duneier
and Molotch (1999) use conversation analysis to
examine encounters in which Black street men
harass middle-class white women. They find that
the men violate normative conversational con-
ventions, persisting in trying to initiate conversa-
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tions even when the women’s responses clearly
indicate that they do not wish to participate, and
ignoring the women’s attempts to close the con-
versation. Duneier and Molotch term these pat-
terns “interactional vandalism” because they are
strategic efforts to damage the taken-for-granted
rules underlying everyday interaction (see also
Kitzinger 2000). Although seemingly trivial,
these interactions undermine fundamental as-
sumptions of conversational collaboration and
are thus deeply troubling to those who experience
them. As Molotch and Boden argue, manipulat-
ing the “tacit procedures and architecture of talk”
is a means of “accomplishing power in face-to-
face interaction, power which is thereby poten-
tially reproduced within and across interactions.
Such recurring patterns of power are the social
structure” (Molotch and Boden 1985, p. 285).

Interactional Response

Another vein of research focuses not on the or-
ganizational infrastructure of conversation but on
the substance of the sequential contributions that
comprise interaction. How do listeners respond to
a speaker’s utterance? As Eliasoph writes, people
create “contexts for speech that make some kinds
of expression easier than others, some ‘moves’
easier to accomplish than others” (1999, p. 480).
The content of these responses can also be an in-
dicator of, and a means of creating, inequality.
In their analysis of processes of social con-
struction in talk, Hollander and Gordon (2006)
identify three basic patterns of response that
follow a speaker’s initial utterance. First, listen-
ers can support an initial utterance by affirming
or extending it. Collaborative talk is a form of
such support, as when multiple people work to-
gether to tell a single story (Eder 1988; Gergen
and Gergen 1984; Mason-Schrock 1996). Bax-
ter and Wallace’s (2009) analysis of UK build-
ers’ talk provides an example of this process; the
men’s collaborative conversation created soli-
darity among the workers while simultaneously
denigrating other groups of men (based on social
class or immigration status, among other factors)
and excluding women (see also Cameron 1997).

Perhaps more frequent in the creation of in-
equality is the second form of response, chal-
lenge. Others can discredit a speaker’s utterance,
either by contesting it directly or by offering a
competing proposal. Challenges can also be more
subtle. Jokes, laughter, and humor may challenge
an utterance by trivializing it (see Hollander
2002). Subtle challenges can also take place
through reframing, where the respondent gives an
utterance a very different meaning than the origi-
nal speaker intended (Hollander 2002; Hollander
and Gordon 2006). Regardless of the method,
challenges “call into question a speaker’s compe-
tence to properly evaluate the phenomenon being
assessed” (Goodwin and Goodwin 1987, p. 42).
Challenge is thus an assertion of dominance, situ-
ating the speaker, but not the target of the chal-
lenge, as competent. But challenges may them-
selves be challenged; as Hollander and Gordon
argue, “disagreement is an interactional process”
(2006, p. 201; see also Maynard 1985), and the
outcome of a disagreement depends not only on
conversational processes but on the participants’
statuses both inside and outside the conversation.

A third category of response is simply a fail-
ure to reply to the initial utterance at all. Non-
response can be inadvertent: the listener may not
have heard what was said, or may not have un-
derstood that a response was appropriate. But in
other cases, failure to respond is itself a meaning-
ful response. For example, “speakers may avoid
taking up and dealing with what they perfectly
well know is accomplished or implicated by prior
talk so as to influence the direction of talk toward
some desired objective” (Heritage 1984, p. 260).
In some cases, non-response may be a way of
challenging what a previous speaker said (Drew
1992; Hollander 2002; Roth 1998) or resisting an
attempt at domination (Goodwin 2002). As Fish-
man argued, “Every remark or turn at speaking
should be seen as an attempt to interact... Some
attempts succeed; others fail. For an attempt to
succeed, the other party must be willing to do
further interactional work. That other person has
the power to turn an attempt into a conversation
or to stop it dead” (1978, p. 399). DeFrancisco
(1991), in an analysis of heterosexual married
couples’ everyday conversations, concluded that
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men frequently failed to respond to women’s
conversational attempts. Because of men’s si-
lence, women had to work harder to maintain in-
teraction and were often effectively silenced as a
result; the men thus succeeded in controlling the
couple’s conversations.

The Outcomes of Interaction

A very different strain of research focuses on
how people “do” gender, race, class, and other
dimensions of social hierarchy through interac-
tion; these interactions both create inequality on a
micro level and reinforce macro-level structures
of inequality. Like conversation analysis, this
“doing inequality” approach derives from ethno-
methodology. Unlike CA, however, most work in
this vein does not focus on the detailed minutiae
of conversation (though these two strains of re-
search are fully compatible, and some authors do
take a conversation analytic approach (e.g., West
and Fenstermaker 2002)). Rather, most work in
this vein examines interaction writ large, includ-
ing, but not generally focusing on, talk.

Perhaps the best known work in this vein is
West and Zimmerman’s groundbreaking article
“Doing Gender” (1987). Gender, these authors
argue, is not a characteristic of individuals but
is something they must constantly accomplish
through interaction. The central motor for this
process is the concept of accountability: “To be
successful, marking or displaying gender must be
finely fitted to situations and modified or trans-
formed as the occasion demands. Doing gender
consists of managing such occasions so that,
whatever the particulars, the outcome is seen and
seeable in context as gender-appropriate or, as
the case may be, gender-inappropriate, that is, ac-
countable” (West and Zimmerman 1987, p. 135).
The notion of accountabilty derives from Heri-
tage’s (1984) work on accounts, descriptions that
“name, characterize, formulate, explain, excuse,
excoriate, or merely take notice of some circum-
stance or activity and thus place it within some
social framework” (West and Zimmerman 1987,
p. 137). People do gender because they know
that others will form accounts of their behavior,

comparing it to normative gender expectations
for the situation. These accounts may be private
or publicly communicated, but in either case,
they are deeply consequential for individuals’
interaction and identity (see Hollander 2013 for
a fuller discussion of the concept of accountabil-
ity). Accounts, of course, are based in language,
and so the processes of accountability and doing
gender rely on language and talk. The outcome
of these processes is inequality, both between and
within gender categories.

West and Fenstermaker (1995) subsequently
argued that the “doing gender” framework ap-
plies equally to other social statuses such as
race and social class. Their claims were met
with considerable skepticism (see Collins et al.
1995), but other social psychologists have taken
up this line of argument in a fruitful way. Speer
and Potter (2000), for example, discuss the way
that speakers’ concerns for accountability and
identity lead them to manage talk that could be
perceived as heterosexist. Yodanis (2006) ob-
served women’s conversation in a coffee shop in
a small town in the U.S. Northeast. The women
differentiated themselves through talk, categoriz-
ing themselves and each other, commenting on
each others’ behavior, and discussing their com-
munity work and children in ways that created
and re-created social class distinctions through
an ongoing struggle to gain status relative to oth-
ers. These everyday negotiations of hierarchy,
she argues, are important for understanding class
inequality.

Discourse

Discourse is a term used by many scholars in many
fields with varied meanings (Parker 1990). For
our purposes, discourses are patterns of language
that reflect taken-for-granted understandings of
the social world, as well as their underlying ide-
ologies. Individuals draw on these meta-stories
(Bonilla-Silva et al. 2004) when communicating
in all types of arenas. They serve as the everyday,
commonsense background of communication
and are key to the meaning making that happens
at the individual level. Discourses, then, reflect
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the sets of shared meanings and cognitive struc-
tures that individuals employ to understand the
world around them (van Dijk 1990). Discourses
exist above the level of the individual and beyond
any particular interaction or set of interactions,
and are an important way that inequality is repro-
duced in both individual and institutional arenas
(see Hunt, this volume).

Here we discuss the use of discourse in three
settings: everyday settings, institutions, and
media. There is clearly overlap between our dis-
cussion of discourse here and topics covered in
the preceding sections of this chapter. Our focus
here, however, is on discourse and discursive
strategies as shared cultural resources, rather
than on the individual moves practiced in par-
ticular interactions, although of course the latter
both draw on and reaffirm the former. Discourse
provides the key micro-macro link between indi-
vidual and group uses of language and talk and
the production and maintenance of inequality at
the institutional level.

As we noted at the beginning of this chap-
ter, the most robust and influential approach to
discourse in social psychology, in terms of un-
derstanding inequalities, is Critical Discourse
Analysis (CDA). Though our discussion in this
section is not limited to research in the CDA tra-
dition, much of the research on the discursive
production and maintenance of inequality in so-
cial psychology draws on similar analytic strate-
gies.

Everyday Discourse

In both content and linguistic strategy, speakers
draw on cultural discourses to create and main-
tain inequalities in everyday settings. For exam-
ple, individuals may engage discourses of hetero-
sexism, racism and ethnic hatred, anti-immigrant
sentiment, and class as they make meaning in
their everyday interactions. A common feature
of many of these discourses is that they often
discourage the explicit naming or discussion of
inequalities, contending that social divisions and
inequalities are a thing of the past. Discourses
that reproduce inequalities in the late twentieth

and early twenty-first centuries are distinct for
the multiple ways that accusations of prejudice
and direct reference to structural inequalities are
taboo or consistently denied (Bonilla-Silva et al.
2004; van Dijk 1993). This is most prominent
in the “happy talk” that frequently accompanies
contemporary discussions about diversity and
multiculturalism. For example, everyday dis-
course about race usually frames diversity as
good, yet relies on a white normative perspective
that avoids consideration of structural inequality
(Bell and Hartmann 2007). This discourse allows
speakers to present racial minorities in a nega-
tive light while maintaining the speaker’s posi-
tive self-presentation as non-racist (Bonilla-Silva
etal. 2004).

This peculiar “race talk” is not limited to the
U.S. context. This everyday discourse allows
speakers to discuss racialized topics or take ra-
cialized stances on issues yet deny racist intent
or consequences. Using this discourse constructs
the speaker, usually a member of the dominant
group, as tolerant, reasonable, and objective,
while constructing the marginalized outgroup as
deserving their place in the social order due to
their own intrinsic characteristics (Tileaga 2005).
This discourse reflects the commonplace idea
that discussion of racism in the present or naming
a particular stance as racist is taboo. For example,
it becomes possible for those who advocate limit-
ing immigration for non-white asylum seekers to
be protected against accusations of racism, since
it would be seen as an unfair and immoderate ac-
cusation (Goodman and Burke 2010). Even ex-
treme ethnic prejudice against a group such as the
Romanies in Romania is couched in a way that
offers a moral rejection of prejudice and ethnic
hatred (Tileaga 2005).

Recent research suggests that although ev-
eryday discourses of class tend to avoid explicit
discussion of class inequality, they allow more
explicit talk than do racial discourses (Mallin-
son and Brewster 2005). College students in the
U.S., for example, draw on discursive repertoires
of class in complicated and contradictory ways.
Stuber found that, “working and upper-middle-
class individuals alike talked about social class in
ways that alternately acknowledged and rejected
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the significance of social class” (2006, p. 311).
Working class students were more conscious
of their own class position, while upper-middle
class students tended to have a blind spot for
their own class position. This suggests that class
stratification is buttressed by these everyday dis-
courses of class and the ways that they obscure
the workings of power. Indeed, Lawler (2005)
finds that a perceived decline in the importance
of class among middle class whites in the U.S.
is paired with an everyday discourse of disgust
towards working class whites.

The dominant contemporary everyday dis-
course of gender reflects an essentialist under-
standing of men and women as fundamentally
different and explains gender inequality as an
outcome of this natural difference (Crawford
2001). In fact, these inequalities are constructed
and maintained through everyday talk. For ex-
ample, Coates (2003) talks about a pervasive
“orientation to hegemonic masculinity” in the ev-
eryday conversations of men in her research and
argues that this dominant discourse of appropri-
ate masculinity constrains men’s talk. As Cam-
eron (1997) notes, this everyday discourse often
draws on discussion and denigration of gay men
to construct normative masculinity. Although this
discourse is pervasive and contributes to unequal
power for women and less dominant men, it does
not emerge in exactly the same way in all places
and with all people. Context is important: men
sometimes transgressed norms, but were more
likely to do so in interaction with one other man
rather than in larger groups. In fact, Coates notes
that her interviews with men did not elicit the
more extreme talk reported by male research-
ers, suggesting that context and audience matter
for how speakers discursively construct man-
hood and masculinity. Multiple discourses can
co-exist; in Brazil, for example, Junge (2011)
found three different discourses of sexuality (ma-
chismo, medio-scientific, and the new language
of sexuality), depending on the speakers’ self de-
fined style of masculinity and their relationship
to the object of discussion. As we will demon-
strate in the next section, institutional context
also affects the deployment of discourses.

Though research on everyday discourses
tends to focus on one system of inequality such
as race or gender, these social categories inter-
act with each other (see Howard and Renfrow,
this volume), and so everyday discourses of race,
gender, sexuality, and class intersect. For exam-
ple, the German women Rathzel (1997) studied
did not just share commonsense understandings
of Turks versus Germans, but their talk reflected
more specific separate shared understandings of
German women, German men, Turkish women,
and Turkish men; these ideas were shaped by dis-
courses about class as well. The intersections of
gender, race, and sexuality in Espiritu’s (2001)
work on Filipino immigrants in the U.S. reveal
that Filipinos engage an everyday discourse that
indicates their belief in Filipinos’ sexual moral
authority, compared with white American wom-
en’s supposed promiscuous sexuality. Employing
this discourse is a strategy to resist racial, ethnic,
and anti-immigrant oppression, yet in reality it
operates to restrict Filipinas’ mobility and sexu-
ality since this moral burden falls on women to
uphold. Finally, Brown (1997) found that class
and gender intersect in working class girls’ dis-
courses that discredit both the feasibility and
desirability of idealized middle-class femininity.
Research on everyday discourse shows how bias-
es are reflected and justified through patterns of
language and talk, both reproducing and resisting
multiple axes of inequality.

Institutional Discourse

Institutions, such as schools, churches, and work-
places, have their own discourses, often created
through written policy and based on the structural
features of the institution. These discourses limit
what is possible for individuals to say in particular
contexts or encourage particular patterns of lan-
guage use. For example, Adams et al.’s (2010) re-
search on discourses of masculinity among foot-
ball (American soccer) players demonstrates the
power of the institution to perpetuate particular
discourses. Within the sport, coaches employed
masculinist discourses to push players to perform
athletically. Coaches engaged both “masculinity
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establishing” discourses, to construct football as
a man’s game and detail the characteristics and
behaviors appropriate for the men playing the
game, and “masculinity challenging” discourses,
to compel individual behavior that matched those
ideals. Though players also engaged these sexist
and homophobic discourses while in this institu-
tional context, they did not draw on them when in
other contexts (e.g., having dinner with friends).
Institutions, therefore, have their own discursive
imperatives which can perpetuate inequality even
in the absence of individual bias.

Similarly, Eliasoph (1999) found that mem-
bers of voluntary civic organizations employed
different racial discourses in front stage and back
stage settings; the content of these discourses var-
ied by organization. In a country western danc-
ing club, members built community by engaging
in explicitly racist discourses, while a PTA-like
group maintained solidarity through using race-
avoidant discourse. Yet, interestingly, members
of both groups were willing to engage anti-racist
discourse in back stage settings. In both groups,
however, these discursive patterns led to the ex-
clusion of people of color: in the dancing club
they experienced overt racist discourse, and in the
PTA-like group their concerns and needs related
to racist incidents were ignored. Both discursive
contexts, in other words, perpetuated race-based
inequality even though individual participants
privately expressed anti-racist beliefs.

Other research provides additional examples
of how institutional discourses support inequali-
ty. Moon’s (2005) comparative study of two Prot-
estant congregations in the US Midwest (one lib-
eral and one conservative) found that the debates
about homosexuality in both churches invoked
“narratives of pain” that shaped the feeling rules
of the particular context. Although this pain had
different sources (sinning, in the conservative
church, and societal inequalities, in the liberal
church), this discourse reflected an understand-
ing of gay and lesbian people as less than fully
adult and as objects of pity, thus maintaining in-
equality by reproducing heterosexual dominance.
In another example, Fine and Addelston (1996)
found that gender discourses of “sameness” and
“difference” were employed in very different

ways at two schools, yet both perpetuated gender
inequality. At the Citadel (an all-male military
school), discourses of gender difference were
used institutionally to deny access to women,
while sameness among men was promoted by the
institution even as it concealed pervasive racism
against Black cadets. In contrast, the University
of Pennsylvania Law school promoted an ideal
of equal access, yet because of a lack of institu-
tional reform, women were less successful and
tended to obtain less lucrative positions relative
to their male peers. In both cases, the failures of
those from marginalized groups became personal
failures in the discourse of “sameness,” rather
than a structural failing of the institution. Though
the mechanisms differed, gender inequality was
produced in both contexts through the discursive
behavior of institutional actors.

Institutional discourses affect local level pro-
cesses as well as the talk of individual actors. Dick
(2011) studied the origins and perpetuation of the
pervasive discourse that conflates “Mexican im-
migrants” and “illegal alien” in the contemporary
United States. Dick found that an anti-immigrant
ordinance in a small Pennsylvania town drew on
language from federal policy, transmitting the ra-
cialized and stigmatizing discourse about Latino
immigrants from the national to local level. Thus,
national discourses may affect inequality at the
local level through social institutions. Of course,
resistance is always possible, even within pow-
erful institutions. For example, teachers’ talk in
schools draws on national discourses of gender,
but also contains the possibility of resistance, as
teachers can use their authority to alter or chal-
lenge dominant discourses (Nystrom 2009). On
the whole, however, institutional discourses are
powerful forces in the construction and mainte-
nance of inequality.

Media

Media play a key role in our common under-
standings of the world around us (Lunt and Liv-
ingstone 2001), and are thus a crucial site for
understanding the perpetuation of discourses that
reflect and reproduce inequality. Early audience
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effects research was based on the conduit model
of communication (sender-message-receiver)
that emerged from social psychology in the mid
twentieth century. More recently, this model has
been replaced with more complex understand-
ings of media that allow for varying interpreta-
tions by audiences while maintaining a focus on
the ideological power wielded by media owners.
Thus, much contemporary research on media fo-
cuses on hegemonic relations in line with cultural
studies (e.g., Stuart Hall). Here we examine some
of the specific ways that discourses of inequality
are employed in media and how particular ele-
ments and genres are used to buttress ideological
positions.

News journalism, with its air of objectivity, is
a particularly fertile arena for discourses of in-
equality. Overall, news journalism tends to en-
gage in positive presentation of dominant groups
and negative presentation of subordinated social
groups and portrays zero-sum conflict between
the needs of the two groups. For example, Teo
(2000) found systematic “us versus them” atti-
tudes toward Vietnamese people in news reports
on a Vietnamese gang written by whites in two
Australian newspapers. Flowerdew et al. (2002)
found similar patterns of anti-migrant representa-
tion of Chinese mainlanders in the Hong Kong
press, even though the elite and marginalized
groups are of the same racial and ethnic back-
ground. More generally, media reflect and create
stereotypes, such as constructions of all Asians as
violent drug dealers and criminals (Teo 2000) or
Orientalist depictions of Palestinians in best-sell-
ing Western literature (Van Teeffelen 1994). Of
course, silence too produces inequality and can
lead to erasure of a group’s experiences and con-
cerns in the public arena, such as when an ethnic
group is hardly mentioned in news media at all
(Pietikdinen 2003).

Journalists and other newsmakers use head-
lines and leads to draw attention to what they see
as most important in a story. In Finnish news ac-
counts of the Sami, an indigenous Arctic and sub-
Artic people, headlines focused on legal changes
and legislation rather than on the Sami culture
that the legislation was designed to protect; this
pattern served to reinforce the dominant group’s

rather than the subordinated group’s perspective
(Pietikdinen 2003). Headlines in Teo’s (2000)
study represented Vietnamese gang members as
violent and unlawful on the one hand and empha-
sized the perspective of the police on the other,
furthering the ingroup/outgroup dynamic by ste-
reotyping all Asians as violent. Thus, headlines
constitute media discourse that reflects and re-
produces on a broad scale common-sense under-
standings of racial inequality.

Quotation patterns and referents further con-
tribute to the establishment of this ingroup/out-
group dichotomy. Quoting a source gives that
source an air of legitimacy, and quotes tend to
be drawn from members of the dominant group
even in articles about subordinated groups.
Terms of address and referents, as noted in the
Elements of Talk section above, reflect and re-
produce inequality. When subordinated groups
are not described by their preferred group name
(Pietikdinen 2003), or when different referents
are used to describe crimes against dominant and
subordinated groups, the dominant perspective
is reinforced while the marginalized perspective
is denigrated. For example, referents to violence
against gays and lesbians are less specific than
those for heterosexuals (e.g., “crime” versus
“beating”), evoking less empathy among read-
ers towards the victimized group (Henley et al.
2002). These referents, like other elements of dis-
course, both reflect and reinforce existing social
inequalities.

Conclusions

This review of the social psychological research
on language, talk, and inequality only skims the
surface of the tremendous volume of empirical
work that has been produced over the last three
decades. In this concluding section, we briefly
evaluate this body of research, noting areas that
have been well explored and those that remain
relatively uncharted terrain. We conclude with
suggestions for future research.

We begin by noting that social psychologists
have developed a broad catalogue of strategies
for how language and talk create, maintain, and
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sometimes challenge inequality. We return here
to the three relationships between language and
inequality we noted at the beginning of this
chapter. As demonstrated by our review above,
language can be an indicator of inequality; for
example, language style and participation rates
reflect speakers’ social status, and honorifics and
terms of reference can indicate hierarchy and
mark some groups as other. Language is also a
strategy for masking people’s efforts to create or
mitigate inequality. Headlines, for instance, em-
phasize certain interpretations and silence others,
and humor can conceal speakers’ use of power,
while verb choices can indirectly communicate
beliefs about social groups and categories. Final-
ly, talk is a way that inequality is accomplished in
interaction; it is one of the things that people “do
with words,” for example through the use of mas-
culine generics or gendered language in hiring,
“color-blind” race talk that makes recognition of
inequality taboo, or stories that create hierarchi-
cal understandings of social groups. We have,
then, a wide-ranging view of the various ways
that inequality is manifested in talk, and how talk
functions to maintain inequality.

That said, social psychology’s attention to
various types of inequality has been uneven.
Scholars have paid considerable attention to gen-
der inequality, spurred initially by the feminist
focus on sexist language and sex differences in
language use that developed in the 1970s. Race
and ethnicity have also received considerable at-
tention, especially from work in critical discourse
analysis. Other dimensions of inequality, howev-
er, have been little explored, or explored only in
limited arenas. Age inequality, for example, has
received attention from communications schol-
ars, but much less from sociologists.

We also note that there has been little synthe-
sis or comparison across dimensions of inequal-
ity; those studying age inequality, for example,
seem to have little conversation with those who
focus on gender or race. Relatedly, we found vir-
tually no attention to intersectionality (Howard
and Renfrow, this volume). Nearly every exam-
ple of empirical research we read for this chapter
focused on only one dimension of inequality; the
exceptions were so rare that they were cause for

celebration as we reviewed the literature. Further,
many research conclusions are based on only one
group (e.g., white women) though their conclu-
sions are often presented as though they gener-
alize to a much wider group (e.g., all women).
There is also little attention to how language and
talk are related to inequalities within, as well as
between, social groups.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, we saw little integra-
tion across theoretical perspectives and, in some
cases, disciplines. Many current theories, for in-
stance, examine how people accomplish action
through talk. While scholars in each theoretical
tradition acknowledge the shared intellectual
roots of this idea, there has been much less cross-
fertilization across different variants than one
might expect.

We also saw uneven signs of serious atten-
tion to social structure, as either the root cause
or the outcome of micro processes of inequality.
Work on inequality, by its very nature, tends to
pay more attention to social structure than social
psychological work on other topics, and some
areas of research on language (some variants of
discourse analysis, for example) do foreground
social structure. Yet in other areas of research
there is the tendency to ignore the realities of
structured relations of power and examine dif-
ferences, rather than inequalities, among groups.
This tendency was particularly evident in early
research on gender and language, which exam-
ined differences between women’s and men’s
speech as evidence first of deficit and then as cul-
tural difference. More recent work has examined
these differences as evidence of power and domi-
nance, yet work on difference continues. We also
note that there has been far more work on differ-
ences between groups than on similarities among
them, even when, as with research on gender and
language, the evidence points to overall similari-
ty (Crawford 2001; Hollander et al. 2011; Leaper
and Ayres 2007).

Finally, we found substantially more attention
to the creation and maintenance of inequality than
to resistance and change. To understand inequal-
ity, we must analyze both power and resistance:
“not only how dominant groups and institutions
attempt to impose particular... meanings, but also
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how subordinate groups contest dominant concep-
tions and construct alternative meanings” (Glenn
1999, p. 14). Without examining these processes,
we have little hope of understanding how systems
of inequality can change. Social psychological
research on language and talk is well poised to
address this important topic; the work on inequal-
ity that we have reviewed here provides a rich
foundation for further research on the reproduc-
tion—and, perhaps, the reduction—of inequality.
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Social Capital and Inequality:
The Significance of Social

Connections

Karen S. Cook

Introduction

Social theorists have long been concerned with
how connections between people bring about
outcomes that could not have been achieved sole-
ly on the basis of individual agency or overarch-
ing structural forces. The consequences of these
connections and their role in social life have oc-
cupied center stage in many of the classics in so-
ciology as well as in much of the contemporary
work on social networks and on what has been
labeled social capital in recent decades. Among
the classics, Durkheim’s (1951) discussion of
anomie, Marx’s (1867) treatise on class revolu-
tion and Simmel’s (1922) work on coalitions all
suggest ways in which connections between peo-
ple, or their absence, have significant causal im-
pact on both individuals and society. The atten-
tion paid in the social sciences to the differential
impact of these social connections has increased
as both the scale and pace of network connected-
ness have grown exponentially. In this chapter I
explore in some detail the network bases of the
social inequality often generated by the differen-
tial access to connections and the resources they
provide.
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Of the classic theorists, Simmel’s (1922) work
stands out for its explicit focus on the structure
of social connections. For example, he famously
notes the pervasiveness of triads in networks of
interpersonal ties, and how they differ fundamen-
tally from dyads, making possible alliances that
alter the landscape of collective life. As Schaff
(2000, p. 260) suggests: “Some of Simmel’s most
insightful studies are found in these investiga-
tions of the formal, abstract properties of, say, the
‘eternal triad’ in human relationships, the unusu-
al dynamics of the conspiratorial clique, or the
positive functions of intense conflict for group
solidarity.” Beyond the structure of social ties,
Simmel views larger groups as creating greater
possibilities for interaction and thus for col-
lective action. This view was challenged much
later by well-known economist Mancur Olson
(1965[1971]), who argued that the larger the
group, the less likely was collective action given
the potential for individuals to free-ride on the
efforts of others, unless there are selective incen-
tives for participation that mitigate free-riding.
Despite differing predictions about effects, both
theorists focused on group size as a key variable
in the explanation of collective action (or inac-
tion), as did many other social theorists from the
classic period to the modern era.

In Simmel’s early work we also find the seeds
of modern social network analysis subsequently
made salient in Moreno’s writings (1934) on “so-
ciometry,” the original title of Social Psychology
Quarterly. Moreno is, in fact, viewed as one of
the “fathers” of social network analysis, a field
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that has expanded rapidly since the 1970s. In ad-
dition to this important contribution to modern
social science, Simmel’s work echoes some of
the themes found in Durkheim’s major treatise
on alienation with his emphasis on the nature of
the deep interconnections between the individual
and society, although there were significant phil-
osophical differences between the two theorists.

Durkheim, for example, viewed society as
existing apart from the individuals that compose
it and believed society was not reducible to bio-
logical or psychological factors. He emphasized
“social facts” as central to sociological explana-
tion and as the core of macro-sociological analy-
sis. For Durkheim society exists sui generis, as
an observable object and reified whole. For Sim-
mel society was simply a name for connected
individuals interacting with one another, even in
more complex forms of association such as orga-
nizations or states. Society was not to be viewed
as separate from its human agents seen as “so-
cial animals.”! Thus, in contrast to Durkheim,
Simmel focused primarily on the micro-level of
analysis, basing his sociological contributions on
the study of society as an association of “free”
or autonomous individuals whose interactions in
dyads, triads and small groups are the bedrock
of macro-level institutions and social structures.
This key notion was later expressed by some of
the major social psychologists of the twentieth
century, including exchange theorists such as
Homans (1958, 1961[1974]), Blau (1964) and
Emerson (1972, 1976), as well as symbolic in-
teractionists such as Blumer (1969[1986]) and
Stryker (1980[2003]; Stryker and Statham 1985).
These more current theorists also differed in sig-
nificant ways in their orientation to micro-level
processes and their linkages to macro-social
forces.

This brief commentary provides only partial
evidence of the broad-ranging concern in the
social sciences with the structure and power of
social groups and the awareness of their signifi-
cance in society. Even though the specific topics
of interest have changed over time, the investiga-

I For more discussion of the differences between Sim-
mel’s approach to society and Durkheim’s see Schaff
(2011).

tion of the nature of social connections and their
consequences remains central to social psychol-
ogy. In fact, many of the major contributions to
the study of social networks and the significance
of groups in society have come from sociological
social psychology. I begin this chapter with a dis-
cussion of the origins of social connections and
the networks they form before examining some
of the consequences of such ties in various con-
texts. A key focus is access to social capital under
varying circumstances. In particular, I examine
the nature of the structural inequalities that create
differential access to social, cultural and material
resources and their implications for the reproduc-
tion of social inequality.

The Formation of Network
Connections

In sociological social psychology the formation
of connections between actors is addressed in a
number of long-standing theoretical traditions.
Such connections are also central to the conceptu-
alization of “social capital,” made popular in the
writings of Robert Putnam (1995, 1996, 2000),
among others. Since social connections are the
basis of networks and groups it is important to
understand the underlying reasons they form and
why they matter. While a number of theories
exist in social psychology concerning the sig-
nificance of social bonds, I examine the links be-
tween theories of social exchange which specify
why and how social connections matter, and net-
work conceptions of homophily which identify a
key process that determines who connects with
whom. These mechanisms, in my view, help ex-
plain how social inequality is produced and often
reproduced over time.

Interdependence

In exchange theory tie formation is primarily
viewed as a mechanism for obtaining valued re-
sources—social and material. For Peter Blau, one
of the best-known exchange theorists, exchange
relations between individuals are typically gener-
ated by the recognition of interdependence—the
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need to engage in exchange with one another
to obtain resources or services of value. In eco-
nomic exchanges these interactions typically take
the form of brief encounters (often one-time in-
teractions) in which needed or desired goods, re-
sources or services are exchanged either directly
through barter or indirectly through the use of a
generalized medium of exchange, such as money
or credit. These exchanges may be negotiated or
simply carried out on the basis of a fixed price
for specific services or items of value and they
are the core feature of markets. In social ex-
changes in which money is much less commonly
involved, resources or services of value are ex-
changed by actors often indirectly through acts
of reciprocal or generalized exchange and the ob-
jects or units of exchange are typically harder to
value. A classic example is the exchange between
employees of approval or status for assistance in
a work environment, an example made famous
by Blau (1964). In an organizational context ac-
cess to those with resources of value (such as
information) is often limited by the existence of
hierarchy and the associated inequality not only
in access, but also in power and influence. Con-
nections between individuals clearly form, how-
ever, for reasons beyond those that involve the
specific need for valued goods and services and
the transactions these interactions entail.

Homophily

Ties also form on the basis of homophily, one of
the key principles identified in the social network
literature as the basis for connection. Beyond the
value of what can be obtained by connecting with
others, is the simple value of the connection it-
self. Homophily refers to “sameness,” to the fact
that two actors are similar on a key dimension
of salience (Blau 1977; McPherson et al. 2001).
Similarity may be based on gender, age, race or
ethnicity, social class, organizational position, or
on an important activity such as a sport, music
taste, hobby or other shared interest. We fre-
quently turn to those who are like us for infor-
mation that helps us perform well in a particular
domain or for an assessment of how we are doing
in a specific realm of activity we care about. This

process can result in peer influence (Friedkin
1998; Friedkin and Johnsen 2011) or it can lead
to comparison processes that allow us to evalu-
ate ourselves as well as others (Festinger 1950).
These network ties thus yield a variety of impor-
tant outcomes, including eventual exchanges and
the relevant access to resources of value.

While much of the literature on networks as-
sumes uni-dimensional homophily, some of the
research on networks (DiMaggio and Garip 2012;
Marsden 1988, 1990) examines multi-dimension-
al homogeneity. The more dimensions we share
in common the greater our homophily and thus
the likelihood of forming a connection for certain
purposes. As McPherson, Smith-Lovin and Cook
(2001) put it succinctly, “similarity breeds con-
nection,” or to quote DiMaggio and Garip (2012,
p. 103): “Homophily is ubiquitous.” Greater de-
grees of similarity and overlapping ties (multi-
plex rather than simplex) often result in stronger
connections (Fischer 1982). And, frequently such
connections are the source of social support as
well as other resources and services of value,
typically refereed to as “social capital.” There is
also evidence to suggest that intergroup inequal-
ity in the distribution of this form of capital is
generated by the combination of network effects
and homophily (see DiMaggio and Garip 2012).

Organizational Embeddedness

In a recent empirical effort to explain where
network ties come from and how they emerge,
Mario Small (2009) develops what he refers to
as the “organizational embeddedness perspective
on social capital.” In a well-known case study he
identifies specifically how the organizations he
studied (daycare centers in New York City that
varied in location and clientele) fostered con-
nections between parents by using strategies that
also increased their commitment to and connec-
tion with the organizations providing care for
their children. Small reveals not only how the
interpersonal ties that develop between the adults
who utilize the daycare centers are key to ac-
cess social support and help with childcare after-
hours, but also how such relations are embed-
ded in networks of interorganizational ties that



210

K. S. Cook

serve as additional links to resources of value,
such as those provided by social work and em-
ployment agencies, as well as organizations that
provide mental health services and dental care.
What is unique about this study is the multi-level
perspective on the formation of network ties. In
the general literature on networks few empirical
studies address how ties actually form, examin-
ing primarily the effects of structured access to
resources, rather than the mechanisms that pro-
duce the structures that emerge between indi-
viduals and the organizations in which they are
embedded.?

Networks and Social Capital

Ties between individuals within or between
groups have consequences in many domains and
the networks they form have been viewed as a
key dimension of social capital. In one of the
first uses of the term, Bourdieu (1986) defines
social capital broadly as the actual and potential
resources that stem from more or less stable re-
lationships. In his words: “the profits which ac-
crue from membership in a group are the basis
of the solidarity which makes them possible”
(1986, p. 249). Subsequent theorists have empha-
sized not only the resources that stem from group
membership but also those that flow from the
networks in which actors are embedded. Differ-
ential access to such resources is one of the most
enduring features of social inequality and a key
reason for its reproduction across time and space.

Conceptions of Social Capital
Well-known political theorist Robert Putnam de-

social capita u i -
fined [ tal as the features of social or:
ganization, such as “networks, norms and trust

2 Even though exchange theory identifies a specific ratio-
nale for tie formation (resource interdependence), few ex-
perimental studies in this research tradition investigate the
actual creation of ties, focusing more often on the effects
of specific network configurations of ties on power use,
commitment and trust. One exception is Kollock (1994).

that facilitate coordination and cooperation for
mutual benefit” (1993, p. 35). Sociologist James
Coleman (1988) used the phrase social capital
in much the same way to refer to networks and
norms that support solidarity and generalized rec-
iprocity. In particular Coleman argued that dense
closed networks offer the benefit of mutual moni-
toring and the capacity for sanctioning based on
commonly held norms. This is especially the case
in small communities (see also Cook and Hardin
2001) and closed social networks with member-
ship barriers often focused on social factors such
as social class, gender, race, age or some other
category that can serve as a signal of belonging to
the in-group or, conversely, the out-group.

James Coleman (1988) argued that social
capital is significant since, like other forms of
capital, it makes the achievement of certain ends
possible. In one of his classic examples, Coleman
notes that farmers who extensively borrow and
lend tools have a kind of social capital that ex-
tends the amount of work they can accomplish
beyond what they could accomplish using the
separate equipment they own and operate, re-
ferred to as their physical capital. This form of
generalized exchange,’® referred to by Coleman
as a type of social capital, generates solutions to
collective action problems in small farming com-
munities (as one example of the phenomenon).
Two key factors are relevant in this context: (1)
the networks that link individuals and families in
ways that allow the sharing of resources and tasks
of value,* and (2) the community-based norms of
exchange, fairness and interpersonal trust that fa-
cilitate collective action (see also Ostrom 1990).

3 The type of generalized exchange referred to by Cole-
man is group-generalized exchange in which each actor
contributes to the production of a collective good that is
enjoyed by all. Another form of generalized exchange is
network or chain-generalized exchange in which actors
provide resources of value to one another but not to the
specific person they received aid from, perpetuating a
circle of giving (see subsequent discussion of forms of
exchange in this chapter).

4 Currently the sharing of tasks and resources occurs on
the Internet as well as in social networks of family and
friends. What is now referred to as the “sharing economy”
allows for generalized exchange among those who are
typically strangers.
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In this particular example Coleman’s (1988,
1990) application of the term social capital ex-
tends beyond networks to include norms, fairness
and trust, in the same way that Putnam uses the
concept, as an umbrella term that encompasses a
number of conceptually distinct phenomena.

Networks and the Provision
of Social Capital

To avoid conceptual confusion in this chapter
(and to limit scope) I will narrow the defini-
tion and use the term social capital primarily to
refer to access to resources that can be obtained
through network ties to other individuals or to
groups and associations (see also Portes and
Landolt 1996). Here I agree with Lin (2000), who
conceptualizes social capital as the quantity and/
or quality of resources that an actor (individual
or aggregate) can access through its location in a
social network or, more simply, as embedded re-
sources in social networks. I will treat norms and
trust as distinct from social capital, though clear-
ly there are important connections between these
concepts to be explored. The general literature on
social capital, however, typically conflates these
concepts.

In terms of significant social ties, the individ-
uals we connect with can be mere acquaintances,
even strangers, or they can be close friends and
kin. In addition, the ties can be formal, deter-
mined by our roles and positions in society, or
they can be informal, connections we form as a
result of chance meetings or through more re-
mote connections to friends of friends. These
social connections can be job or school-based
or derived from other sources of affiliation de-
termined by political, religious or purely social
interests. They can provide social support, fi-
nancial support, and/or access to information,
transportation or even medical advice. And, it is
important to note that many of these connections
are currently being mediated through online net-
works or social media (e.g., Facebook, Linked-
In, etc.) and involve an ever-expanding domain
of activity including task and resource sharing
(e.g., Lyft, Uber, TaskRabbit, CrowdSource,

etc.) as well as new modes of connection. Cen-
tola (2011), for example, investigates the online
networks and discussion groups that form to
support people coping with particular medical
issues (e.g. obesity, diabetes, etc.). Networks of
those connected online to provide social support
to one another show improvements in treatment
compliance and positive behavioral change when
compared to those without such community sup-
port (even though it is purely computer-mediated
interaction). It has long been known in the medi-
cal literature that access to social support gen-
erally enhances recovery and sometimes serves
as a preventive factor (Ell 1984). What is less
well-known, however, is precisely under which
circumstances these results obtain and why some
benefit more than others.

Social Capital and Human Capital

Key debates in the expansive social science lit-
erature on social capital and its effects focus not
only on what is meant by the term, but also on
how it is distinguished from other forms of capi-
tal (physical and human capital). I review some of
these debates before focusing on the fundamental
ways in which access to social capital structures
inequality. With respect to primary distinctions,
Portes (1998) argues that we should clarify the
boundary between social capital, which is an
aspect of interpersonal relations (networks and
trust), and what economists refer to as individual
human capital, which includes education, skills,
job training, as well as gender, age or race, among
other things that are often related to these fac-
tors. Gender-based discrimination, for instance,
leads to the channeling of job opportunities and
limitations in skill-based training determined by
gendered conceptions of appropriateness, thus
restricting the potential accumulation of human
capital for certain categories of actors (e.g.,
women in male-dominated fields). Human capi-
tal is distinguished by the fact that it typically
transfers with the individual from place to place
and results from an investment often of time and
money, for example, in one’s skills and educa-
tion, or it is derived from privileged positions in
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society that grant access to unique opportunities
and the relevant resources to build such human
capital. In this sense inequality in access to social
capital has consequences for the distribution of
human capital in society.

For Portes and Landolt (1996), social capital,
in contrast to human capital, is the capacity of
individuals “to command scarce resources by vir-
tue of their membership in networks, or broader
social structures,” as the examples cited above
suggest. It is contextually embedded, and unlike
human capital, not easily transported from set-
ting to setting. The connections may be unique
to the setting in which they were formed. Social
networks that exist in work settings, for example,
are often limited to those who belong to the same
organization and thus access to the resources
provided through these connections is restricted.
Leaving the organization (i.e. business, law firm,
or job) often entails formally cutting ties to for-
mer co-workers and colleagues. The networks
that are built up over time in many organizational
settings that actually allow managers and em-
ployees to get things done without much bureau-
cratic interference, for instance, tend to be local
and represent a type of investment that often
generates employee commitment and loyalty to
the organization simply because it can not be rep-
licated very quickly in another setting. Thus, in
terms of social capital, the phrase “you can’t take
it with you” is frequently apt.

Social relationships, most often embedded in
networks of connected actors, can become the
basis for obtaining access to economic resources
through exchange processes, as well as cultural
capital providing contacts with arbiters of taste
(i.e., embodied cultural capital) and access to
organizations or institutions that provide valued
credentials and rewards (i.e., institutionalized
cultural capital). For this reason differential ac-
cess has significant consequences both for indi-
viduals and for society. Educational institutions
in most countries, for example, are the purvey-
ors of knowledge credentials that grant or deny
access to certain occupations and professions
(Meyer and Rowan 1977) and, in some societ-
ies, to positions of power often through entry into
politics or elite circles. Network ties can also be

used in various realms to support corruption and
channel political influence, sometimes for nega-
tive purposes, to those who are “insiders” in the
network of those who wield influence (see the
work of Diego Gambetta (1993, 2009)on the
Mafia, for example). As Portes (1998, p. 18) ar-
gues, “Mafia families, prostitution and gambling
rings, and youth gangs offer so many examples
of how embeddedness in social structures can be
turned to less than socially desirable ends.” Many
focus on the positive consequences of social
capital, but it can also lock individuals, young or
old, into closed networks that restrict freedom,
limit options, and cement existing structures of
inequality.

Networks, Norms and Trust

In my view (and that of Nan Lin, as well as Portes
and Landolt), networks that link actors—often
in relations of exchange and reciprocity—are
the primary sources of social capital and the re-
sources needed for varied purposes, even though,
as I have noted, Putnam and others define social
capital as including networks, norms and trust.
I treat these concepts as distinct primarily for
conceptual clarity (Cook 2005). While both Put-
nam and Coleman include communal norms in
their discussions of social capital, such norms are
most effective only in small groups or relatively
closed communities, in part because monitoring
and sanctioning can more easily occur (as noted
by Coleman 1988; as well as Cook and Hardin
2001). Norms are less effective in larger, typi-
cally open networks because they cannot be eas-
ily enforced. It is not easy to monitor behavior in
networks since the relations are distributed and
those in one part of a network may have no idea
what is happening in another part of the network.
In such a context brokers of information gain
power (Marsden 1987) since they can control the
flow of key resources, including knowledge of
distributed activities (see also Burt 1992, 2005,
2010), even gossip (Burt and Knez 1995). And,
information in this context is power—a key di-
mension of inequality (Thye and Kalkhoff, this
volume).
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In the network context, trust can also be
viewed as distinct from social capital as we de-
fine it, and this facilitates both theoretical and
empirical work by reducing the overlap in mean-
ing among these key concepts. It also facilitates
investigation of the associations between norms
and trust, or networks and trust, for example.
Trust becomes important in a networked soci-
ety, as noted, because monitoring and sanction-
ing cannot be accomplished easily. In a network,
trust between parties may form but likely only if
they gain information that allows them to assess
the other’s trustworthiness either through direct
experience or through reputational information
that flows through the network. Such mutual trust
can arise either because both parties care about
maintaining the relationship into the future or
because they care about maintaining their reputa-
tions with respect to one another or to significant
others (Cook et al. 2005).

Extensive investments in building reputa-
tion systems are typically made in networks in
which the risk of failed trust is high such as, for
example, when individuals share highly personal
information or engage in network mediated ex-
change or the sharing of objects and services of
significant value. In general, trust, when it does
exist, allows us to take the risks involved in co-
operating with others and therefore to enter into
a wider range of social and/or economic relations
(see also Matthew Jackson’s 2008 work on social
and economic networks). Trust fosters connec-
tion, and it is the formation of these connections
that offer us social capital—ties to those who can
provide us with information, resources or the ser-
vices we might need. But, as Portes and Landolt
(1996) point out in their highly cited article, it is
important to avoid tautology in arguments about
social capital by separating the networks and
their characteristics (e.g. density, reach and size,
etc.) from the actual resources they provide, ei-
ther material or symbolic. This is another source
of conceptual confusion in the ever-expanding
literature on social capital.

Networks are significant not only because they
may provide valued resources for the individuals
they connect, but also because they can produce
externalities that benefit society at a more macro-

level, and this has been a key part of Putnam’s
argument about the value of social capital, which
I have not yet emphasized. Putnam (1995, 2000)
refers to “rich networks of organized reciproc-
ity and civic solidarity” as being at the core of
civil society. Putnam claims that these networks
of social ties, and the societal norms they some-
times induce, can provide the basis for effective
government and economic development (Putnam
2000, p. 3), a claim that is partially explored in
some depth in the work of Frances Fukuyama
(1995) on social trust and its effects at the soci-
etal level in five different countries (the United
States, China, Italy, Japan and Germany). Net-
works of civic engagement provide not only ties
that link individuals and groups in the society,
but they also foster norms of generalized reci-
procity (and trust), creating what Putnam refers
to as a “favor bank.” Efficiency is generated by
this reliance on reciprocity, the trust it generates,
and the social networks that provide access to in-
formation and resources.

Here Putnam’s approach to social capital, in-
cluding networks, norms and trust, begins to ob-
fuscate the underlying social processes. Trust and
norms, as we have suggested, are best treated as
distinct from the networks that provide resources
of value to individuals or groups. One can view
the networks that link individuals as having col-
lective consequences beyond the provision of re-
sources of value (or social capital). Norms can
arise to facilitate civic engagement and trust can
evolve between actors connected in social net-
works, making possible reciprocal acts of gener-
osity and the sharing of tasks. These facts support
Putnam’s claims regarding their role in fostering
civil society, but these processes can occur inde-
pendent of the provision of resources of value to
individuals whose networks grant or deny them
access.

Reciprocity Norms—Maintaining Access
to Social Capital

Reciprocity norms typically govern the acqui-
sition of social capital within networks of ex-
change and many connections that form between
individuals are lasting as a result. Without reci-
procity the ebb and flow of resources derived
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from network ties would cease in the long run
since few would engage in exchanges in which
there is no eventual return. Important features of
the exchange processes, which govern the flow
of resources in these networks, include uncer-
tainty regarding the timing of the return for the
resources received in the exchange, the relative
worth of the resources given and received and the
attendant fairness evaluations of the exchanges
that occur (Molm 2003, 2010). Perceptions of
inequity deter further contributions of resources
and may lead over time to termination of the ties
between actors in which unfair exchange occurs
(e.g., Hegtvedt et al. 1993; Molm et al. 2003).
This is one key reason why connections break,
altering the network in which the ties are embed-
ded.

The ties that form and the obligations that
emerge as a result of reciprocity constrain as well
as sustain the exchange of resources (or social
capital) within the network (Molm 2003; Molm
et al. 2007). While reciprocity is a key dimen-
sion of exchange, it can take several forms. It can
entail either direct or indirect reciprocity and re-
sult in either restricted or generalized exchange.
Ekeh (1974), for example, distinguishes between
restricted dyadic exchange and several forms
of generalized exchange: group-focused gen-
eralized exchange and network generalized ex-
change (see also Yamagishi and Cook 1993). In
group-focused generalized exchange individuals
contribute to the group while receiving resources
of value in return as individuals. This form of ex-
change is fundamental to many of the situations
in which individuals join forces to produce col-
lective or public goods (assuming they can over-
come the free-rider problem) with the potential to
ameliorate inequality.

A clear example of group-focused generalized
exchange is micro-finance lending groups (e.g.
those supported by the Grameen Bank) or rotating
credit associations (Anthony 2005; Light 1984)
in which group members take turns benefiting
one individual at a time from the loans they need
to start a small enterprise. The individuals return
funds to the group by repaying their loans, per-
petuating the cycle of giving to one another col-
lectively. A byproduct is often the rise of mutual
trust as the fulfillment of reciprocal obligations

fosters commitment to the collectivity. But the
primary outcome is access to critical resources
from generalized exchange that the participants
would not otherwise be able to obtain. In some
circumstances it is precisely this access to such
resources that provides new opportunities and
serves to mitigate the existing inequalities.

Network generalized exchange is more like
the classic Kula ring exchange described by Ma-
linowski (1922) in which individuals linked in
a chain provide resources of value to the person
they are connected to, but they receive goods or
services from a different individual connected
to them in the chain (see also Bearman 1997).
Network generalized exchange is more fragile,
subject to the failure of any single actor to honor
reciprocity. Similar distinctions between modes
of exchange have been made in the classic work
on exchange by Blau, Homans and Emerson, as
well as in more recent work by exchange theorists
within sociology including Cook, Molm, Lawler
and their collaborators. Differences in modes of
generalized exchange have implications for the
distribution of the valued outcomes of the ex-
change process and for the cohesion or social
solidarity among those involved. This tradition
of research within sociological social psychology
provides some insights into the mechanisms that
support Putnam’s claims about social cohesion
and the foundations of civil society, linking ex-
change conceptions of interaction with the pro-
vision of social capital and its consequences for
collectivities.

Importantly, Emerson (1972) also distinguish-
es productive exchange from other types of ex-
change. He treats it as a distinct form of exchange
in which the individuals involved make unique
contributions to the production of something (or
a service) of value. The rewards from that activity
are thus collectively produced and the benefits re-
turned to those who contribute in much the same
way as portrayed in Ekeh’s group-focused gen-
eralized exchange. But for Emerson productive
exchange involves the production of something
of value that the parties to the exchange typically
could not have produced on their own. His fa-
vorite example was of a game of tennis, in which
each actor plays a part to produce a tennis match
that neither could produce for their enjoyment
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alone. Productive exchange also includes a col-
lective action problem, but it differs from the type
of free-riding issue posed in group-generalized
exchange. It is more closely connected to simple
coordination difficulties (Hardin 1982). Solving
such coordination problems is often central to the
creation of productive activities that have joint
value and thus serve as a form of social capital or
resource to be obtained in networks that promote
productive exchange.

In either productive exchange or in group-
focused generalized exchange the sharing of re-
sources with others may also result in recognition
that is actually independent of the value of the
specific contributions involved. Such recognition
may involve being rewarded with increased sta-
tus and influence. In chain-generalized exchange
in which there is no group per se, only a chain-
linked network, such a result is much less likely.
This raises two possibilities. First, in the group-
focused generalized exchange settings and in the
productive exchange situations the dyad or group
itself may become the focus of connection and
the basis for solidarity. Lawler and Yoon (1996)
and Lawler et al. (2000, 2008, 2009) have ex-
plored these possible outcomes in their work on
relational cohesion and group solidarity.

Second, the possibility of group-based rewards
of status and influence in exchange for contribu-
tions to the collective good, over and above what
the individual receives in return, has been identi-
fied as one mechanism by which group-oriented
pro-social action is motivated and bounded soli-
darity emerges (Cheshire 2007; Willer 2009).
Research of this type offers a clearer sense of the
mechanisms that produce social capital and the
social cohesion Putnam claims develops under
specific circumstances, providing the basis for
norms of reciprocity and a more civil society.
In the next sections of this chapter I investigate
the specific determinants of differential access
to social capital (obtained through various types
of exchange) and the consequences of this dif-
ferential access for individuals and society in a
number of domains. I conclude with commentary
on the conditions that typically result in the re-
production (and sometimes the amelioration) of
various forms of inequality.

Differential Access to Social Capital:
The Basis of Network Inequality

As I have argued, there are many reasons why
networks form, but once formed they may be-
come the major source of social capital (valued
affiliations and resources of value) for the ac-
tors involved and differential access may lead to
network inequality. Key questions related to net-
work inequality include what factors determine
the accessibility of resources (i.e. social capital),
what are the effects of the nature of the network
on the flow of resources (who has access to social
capital and how much), and what are the conse-
quences at the individual (i.e. limits to access)
and collective levels (e.g. cohesion and solidar-
ity).

With respect to network determinants of ac-
cess, the exchange network tradition identifies a
number of factors that affect the distribution of
exchange outcomes in a network of connected
exchange relations. These factors include the
nature of the connections (positive or negative,
see Cook and Emerson 1978; Cook et al. 1983;
Molm and Cook 1995), the structure of the wider
network in which the exchange relations are em-
bedded (Molm et al. 2012), as well as the degree
of dependence of the actors on the resources
available (or not) from those within the network.
In addition, the actual position one occupies and
how it is connected directly or indirectly to other
actors (individual or corporate) matters. An actor
can be central or peripheral in the network, con-
nected to many or to few others, or act as a key
link or bridge between those who need resources
(or services) from each other. These findings
are summarized in detail in a number of review
articles (e.g., Yamagishi et al. 1988; Cook and
Cheshire 2006, 2013; Molm and Cook 1995).

Structural Holes and Bridges

In addition to exchange network theory, in the
general work on networks a number of scholars
focus on the network determinants of access to
resources (i.e. social capital). Ron Burt (1995),
for example, argues that ties that link individuals
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across groups or organizations that might not oth-
erwise be connected serve as bridges to unique
sources of information and resources that may
provide those who serve as “brokers” greater sta-
tus as well as the power to wield more influence.
They occupy what Burt calls “structural holes,”
which places them in a unique structural location
that grants advantages to them if they can serve
as brokers. The transmission of valued infor-
mation and resources (i.e. social capital) across
this bridging tie generates power and influence,
which those who do not occupy structural holes
typically cannot benefit from. Granovetter’s
(1973, 1974) work demonstrates that “weak”
ties are more likely to serve as bridges between
separate networks. Connections that link those
who would not otherwise be connected across a
void or “hole” in the network structure provide
the broker (the one who bridges the divide) with
an advantage. Buskens and van de Rijt (2008),
however, find that it is hard to maintain such a
structural advantage in the long run if everyone
in the network adopts the strategy of exploiting
structural “holes.”

In a more recent volume focusing on “neigh-
bor networks” Burt (2010) finds that extended
ties or connections beyond one’s direct (one-step)
ties may be less influential than the existing em-
pirical work has implied. Burt asks the question:
does access to my neighbor’s neighbors serve
the same function as a bridging tie? That is, how
much additional influence can be obtained from
linkages that extend beyond those who are direct-
ly connected? In the organizations he studies he
finds that more connections are not necessarily
better, which has implications for the analysis of
the networks that provide social capital. In fact,
in these organizations he finds virtually no “spill-
over” in terms of the effects of the more distant
ties to which one is connected. He emphasizes
instead the significance of human capital and
the ties that result from those who want access
to or association with you, which may be linked
to human capital as much as to one’s network
position, though the two may be confounded.
He concludes that: “social capital seems to be
a phenomenon that is personal and local (2010,
p. 114).” For this reason what matters most are

actually close or strong ties, and less the weak
ties emphasized by Granovetter in the study of
job search processes (and many other topics ex-
amined by subsequent researchers that document
the “strength of weak ties”). In this case Burt
finds support for the value of strong ties in much
the same way as previous investigators (e.g., Lin
2000; Quillian, this volume) who enjoined the
debate over when ties of various intensities mat-
ter and in what ways.

Strong and Weak Ties

Strong ties typically connect people who are
more similar or who have close relationships that
often form their “core” network. And, the fact
that we are more likely to associate with those
who are similar, as noted above, means that we
are often not exposed to those whose ideas dif-
fer from ours, or who have different values and
attitudes (see Hampton [2011] on the function
of bridging ties and network diversity on demo-
cratic engagement, for example). Homophily and
the associated lack of heterogeneity in our core
networks limits our access to sources of infor-
mation that might enhance our understanding of
particular problems or processes that might even
facilitate innovation.’> This is one reason why
bridging ties across structural holes may work
as Burt suggests, providing brokers with non-
redundant information. But the fact remains that
we are not only more likely to connect with those
who are similar to us, we are also more likely
to develop stronger positive bonds of affiliation
or “strong” ties (Granovetter 1974) with similar
others, which has its drawbacks.

Ties connecting us with those who are quite
different from ourselves, on the other hand, are
often “weak” ties rather than strong ties. Such
ties may be important for the transmission of in-

5 “Homophily limits people’s social worlds in a way
that has powerful implications for the information they
receive, the attitudes they form, and the interactions they
experience.” (McPherson et al. 2001) “Heterophily” is the
term used in the network literature to refer to connections
between those who are different.
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formation, influence or the resources we might
not otherwise obtain, as Granovetter’s (1974)
well-known study of job-seeking illustrates. His
findings clearly suggest that jobs are often ob-
tained through weak ties and not strong ties, in
part because connections that are strong typically
produce more redundant information. A friend of
a friend’s acquaintance (a weak tie), for example,
may know of job or career opportunities that your
friend does not. Your friend is the link that is a
component of your “social capital.” Interestingly,
early results in this tradition of research sug-
gested that those with fewer resources, who are
more disadvantaged, were most likely to use net-
work ties to obtain information about jobs. But,
often these processes in the end simply reproduce
existing social structures and thus the inequality
embedded within them (Lin 1999a, b). Strong
ties come with resources not typically obtained
from those to whom we have weaker ties, even if
we occasionally receive useful information from
our weaker ties such as news of a job opening
or position of interest in addition to new and in-
novative ideas.

Domain-Specific Network Ties

Networks offer access to critical resources in a
variety of domains. Mario Small (2009), for ex-
ample, examines the type of networks that form
on the basis of more specialized relationships
that arise to meet specific needs, such as the need
for assistance with daycare or obtaining informa-
tion about preschools or after school care. He ex-
amines the use of ties that form as a result of joint
engagement in activities related to parenting—
ties that form, for example, through connections
to the same daycare facility. The ties formed on
the basis of the common need for assistance with
childcare often served as bridges to other forms
of social capital including social and material
support, as well as information about jobs and as-
sistance with after school care in a pinch. Small
refers to such ties as domain-specific ties (or so-
cial capital) that lie somewhere in between strong
and weak ties.

What is important about this work is the rec-
ognition of the organizational and institutional
embeddedness of the social ties that emerge in
a relatively unique setting. Developing a new
conceptualization of the “weak strong tie” or
“compartmental intimates,” Small (2009) pro-
vides the important beginnings of a theory of
network inequality. His primary focus is poor
neighborhoods (i.e. those that fall below the na-
tional poverty level) in contrast to more affluent
neighborhoods. In such places parents’ access to
the resources of importance in their daily lives is
highly mediated by the organizations they come
to rely on and the networks they form with oth-
ers they meet when dropping off or picking up
their children. This is the social capital they need
to make their lives manageable in the context of
heavy and often conflicting work and family ob-
ligations.

What is useful about this empirical work is
that it identifies the specific mechanisms through
which social capital is created (how it forms) and
what the consequences are for those who do and
do not have access to it. Small refers to his work
as providing a “meso-level” approach to social
inequality, an approach missing in much of the
literature on social capital. Building on the so-
cial capital framework, in particular the network
perspective on social capital, his work provides
insights into “regularities in how people interact,
obtain information, trust others, respond to ob-
ligations, acquire supportive services and secure
everyday material goods” (2009, p. 191) and,
perhaps most importantly, how organizational
networks mediate structural inequalities. The
network links that are important in this world are
not just those formed at the level of individuals,
but also between the organizations that matter
such as those that offer employment, welfare,
social and health services, including access to
housing, food and medical care. It is important to
realize that networks that provide social capital
for those they connect can exist at several levels
of analysis. Their overlap (or isolation) is an im-
portant feature of the networks involved that has
consequences for the nature of the distribution of
services and resources of value, in particular, the
degree of inequality of access. This perspective



218

K. S. Cook

also offers insights into how inequality of access
might be mitigated, as well as how it is repro-
duced.

Other studies in various domains of activity
suggest that network ties provide a wide variety
of social and material support, and access to such
ties is differentially distributed. It is not only
information that is typically shared across net-
works (such as information about job openings
or available slots in a childcare center). Networks
of social support may even provide the actual
financial resources those in need of affordable
healthcare can access to give them the childcare
or funds for transportation that make it possible
for them to obtain treatment. Lack of financial
resources or the capacity to pay for transportation
or assistance with family responsibilities is often
cited as one of the primary barriers to receiving
health care in a timely fashion (Mollborn et al.
2005). Such factors are also barriers cited by
those unable to access other valuable resources,
for example participation in literacy programs (
Lesgold and Welch-Ross 2012) or adult educa-
tion and the workplace training programs es-
sential to mobility. It is clear that inequality of
access has consequences that extend beyond the
individuals involved.

The Consequences of Network
Inequality

Networks structure access and access to social
capital is linked (perhaps causally) to variation
in important life outcomes, revealing the signifi-
cance of such factors for the study of inequal-
ity and its reproduction. Social capital has been
linked to outcomes as diverse as health status,
intellectual development, academic performance,
employment opportunities, occupational attain-
ment, entrepreneurial success or failure, and
even juvenile delinquency, among other things
(e.g. DiMaggio and Garip 2012; Flap and Volker
2013). In fact, isolation from the mediated world
of access to the resources provided through net-
works is increasingly a major source of disadvan-
tage. It is not only the digital divide that separates
us, it is the extent to which we have connections
of any type to the individuals and organizations

that matter in ways that increase or decrease our
life chances. And, these connections have impli-
cations not only for us as individuals, but also at
the collective level for the communities in which
we live and work.

Lin (1999a, 2000) articulates at least two
major reasons for differential life outcomes, es-
pecially for those who are disadvantaged. First is
the fact that disadvantaged actors tend to cluster
in similar positions and thus have a limited va-
riety of resources on hand including less influ-
ence and information—exacerbated by restricted
networks of exchange. The second reason, based
on the principle of homophily—one key basis
for connection—is that these actors are typically
drawn into relations with similar others, who
may also have limited access to resources if they
are disadvantaged as well. Both of these fac-
tors result in restricted access to the resources,
which might serve to increase their life chances.
It is heterogeneity of resources and the variation
in their quality that characterize what Lin refers
to as “resource-rich” networks, one of the main
protective factors for those who are advantaged.
Here we see clearly the deep association between
networks and inequality.

Importantly, as noted above, networks do tend
to be patterned by homophily (such as by race,
ethnicity, age, sometimes gender, occupation
and/or social class, among other characteristics
of the actors involved, see Lin 2000; McPher-
son et al. 2001). Because those in certain social
categories are more disadvantaged than others in
many contexts, the flow or exchange of social
capital and the associated benefits is inherently
unequal. Perhaps even some of the negative con-
sequences of social capital are less severe for ad-
vantaged groups and their social networks (see
Portes and Landolt 1996). In addition, as Small’s
(2009) recent research indicates, advantage is
structured, typically mediated through personal
and organizational connections. Ties formed in
various contexts (e.g., in daycare centers or hair
salons) provide linkages or bridges to needed
resources. Limited access to such resources is a
major source of inequality. The parents Small in-
terviewed cited casual contact with other parents
dropping off their kids as one way they gained
valuable information which led to subsequent
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opportunities for employment or other valued re-
sources. These contacts linked them directly or
indirectly with other individuals or organizations
that provided assistance.

Network closure may limit access to the re-
sources that matter,® especially if those who are
disadvantaged within the network face barriers to
engagement with those outside the network who
might serve as bridges to opportunity. The exam-
ples Portes and Landolt (1996) discuss include
immigrant enclaves and urban ghettoes in which
networks are closed and outside ties restricted
such that those on the inside have little or no
access to the resources that might lead to a new
job in a new place or the potential for advance-
ment. Disadvantage can certainly arise as a result
of this restricted opportunity as much as it does
from limited human capital. Nee and Sanders
(2001), for example, provide evidence of the det-
rimental features of closed ethnic enclaves, the
same enclaves that are cited by many as provid-
ing critical resources (e.g. Waldinger 1986 etc.).
Immigrants are frequently drawn into networks
to gain support upon arrival in a new city or
rural locale and sometimes given jobs by mem-
bers of their receiving network, often composed
of relatives or others they know more remotely
who arrived earlier from their country of origin.
Jobs may be found in specific sectors such as in
agriculture or textile industries. Contacts help
provide work and often the requisite training to
gain the resources needed to survive (and some-
times thrive) in a new country. However, when
these newly minted immigrants end up indebted
to those who receive them, they may find them-
selves locked into situations from which it is hard
to exit, and this reality may restrict them from
moving to opportunity.

% Of course, if those within the confines of the closed
network are primarily advantaged closure may provide
protection against exploitation or intrusion, a fact we
see revealed in the many gated communities that emerge
in various locations around the world that erect barriers
and limit access of those on the “outside” to those on the
“inside.” While physical barriers can limit access, in a net-
worked world that extends beyond national borders it be-
comes much more difficult to erect such barriers or create
effective restrictions to access that cannot be breached.

Access to Jobs and Related
Opportunities

Within sociology, beginning with the work of
Mark Granovetter on job search, there has been
a long tradition of research examining the net-
works that surround getting jobs and achieving
success in the world of occupations and profes-
sions. Besides simply using networks in ways
articulated in this voluminous literature to gain
entry into the job market (e.g. Marsden and Gor-
man 2001), networks, both formal and informal,
affect all aspects of the careers of those in the
workplace (but see Mouw 2003). For example, as
Nan Lin reports (2000b, p. 790) a study by Volker
and Flap (1999) found in the former Democratic
German Republic that “the occupational prestige
of the contact person had strong and significant
effects on the prestige of both the first job and
the current job for men and women.” Lin goes
on to point out that a number of studies find no
significant differences between men and women
in job outcomes in some countries (e.g. China).
But a key factor he identifies is that limited ac-
cess to social capital (the types of ties men often
have access to) for women is compensated for by
stronger links to kin. Lin (2000a, p. 17) finds that
“through kin ties, some Chinese women were
able to overcome their capital deficit and gain
better economic returns.” In other contexts gen-
der inequalities clearly persist in the realm of ac-
cess to jobs for various reasons (e.g. McDonald
and Elder 2006).

Lin (2000) focuses on differentiating the
sources of any disadvantage that may be faced
by those in different groups (i.e. women versus
men, or whites versus blacks) in the society. And,
as DiMaggio and Garip (2012) demonstrate,
group differences are only part of the story. Net-
work effects add to the inequalities that emerge
in access to resources. Differences, Lin argues,
may emerge in different ways—either in differ-
entiated investments in one group over another
over time by parents and others (e.g., male chil-
dren) or in differentiated returns to investment,
as when the same accomplishment, academic
degree or task competence is valued more when
obtained by one group over another (e.g., in men
versus women, or blacks versus whites). They
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may also emerge due to restricted networks and
the resource limitations that result. These differ-
ences are key to understanding the mechanisms
involved, which allow us to know more about the
nature of the interventions and related policies
that might mitigate the negative effects of lack
of access to the relevant human and social capital
(or resources derived from network connections)
that would change the outcomes, especially for
the disadvantaged.

Social Capital and Children’s Outcomes

It has been demonstrated that inequality in ac-
cess to various resources, often network medi-
ated, has consequences for the educational and
occupational attainment of individuals, but some
of this effect may be a carryover from earlier de-
privation that began in childhood. A number of
social scientists including economists, sociolo-
gists, psychologists and anthropologists have in-
vestigated different paths to adulthood in various
cultures using a variety of methods. However,
fewer have focused on the specific mechanisms
behind childhood effects of access to networks
and resources (social capital)—or the lack of it—
that may alter the course of development and thus
eventual status attainment.

An exception is the work of Janseens et al.
(2004), who look at the impact of a child’s pa-
rental networks and access to information on
women’s empowerment programs. The resources
provided to households facilitated female educa-
tion, a primary determinant of subsequent adult
outcomes for the children with access to such
programs, especially in developing countries like
India. Involvement in these empowerment pro-
grams, they demonstrate, has important “spill-
over” effects on other activities that improve
child outcomes, including immunization against
diseases like tuberculosis and diphtheria (in
India), as well as increased trust and engagement
in collective action at the community level that
improve the local infrastructure. There are many
examples of this type, demonstrating that parents’
networks and access to information and resources
have a major impact on childhood development,

academic success and engagement, as well as
basic health practices. It has been argued that a
major contributor to social inequality is lack of
access to the types of social capital that inocu-
late children against the worst effects of poverty,
in particular in the domains of education, health
and welfare ( Furstenberg and Hughes 1995; Jack
and Jordan 1999). These factors also contribute
directly to the intergenerational reproduction of
inequality.

In addition to parental resources, schools mat-
ter for children’s outcomes, but how much? In a
very recent study, Dufur et al. (2013) investigate
the relative effects of social capital from these
two contexts on the outcomes of children. In
particular they compare the extent to which chil-
dren benefit in terms of their academic achieve-
ment from social capital that derives from their
families and their schools, attempting to examine
more closely the differential impact of access to
such resources (see also Parcel and Dufur 2001).
Using data from the National Longitudinal Study
of Educational Outcomes they find that family
resources have a stronger effect than does access
to social capital provided by schools. In particu-
lar, they find that stronger bonds between parents
and children and greater parental involvement in
the child’s academic life have a stronger effect
than school factors such as high morale among
teachers and a positive learning environment.
They conclude by examining the implications
of their findings not only for future research on
achievement but also, more broadly, for studies
of inequality and its reproduction (or amelio-
ration; see also Schneider et al., this volume).
Social capital has complex effects not only be-
cause the literature mixes networks, norms and
trust, but also because the effects vary by level
of analysis.

Social Capital and Health Outcomes

Low levels of social capital (including trust) can
have deleterious effects at both the individual
and collective levels. House et al. (1988) find
evidence that the networks that provide access to
resources are often key to whether or not people



9 Social Capital and Inequality: The Significance of Social Connections 221

get sick, recover or even die (see also Smith and
Christakis 2008). While there is some support for
the positive effects of individual social capital on
health, Rocco and Suhrcke (2012) find that this
effect only holds if the community in which the
individual lives has sufficiently high social capi-
tal, limiting the possibility of intervention at the
individual level. Other findings similarly sug-
gest that while networks may produce informa-
tion concerning health practices and even where
to obtain care that is useful to everyone, levels
of trust in physicians and the healthcare system
itself appear to be linked to the use of health-
care more strongly among advantaged and white
people than among minorities, the uninsured and
the poor (Mollborn et al. 2005). Those with trust
in the system and in their physicians are more
likely to be white and advantaged, most likely
with good reason. As Cook and Stepanikova
(2007) note paradoxically, “policy interventions
to increase social capital, unless carefully tai-
lored to address the needs of the more vulnerable
populations, may therefore increase the health
advantages of the privileged and leave the dis-
advantaged farther behind.” It is hard to fix such
a complex system so as to benefit specifically
those who need it most, as we know from many
private and public efforts—both successful and
unsuccessful—to alter the structure of the deliv-
ery of healthcare and its underlying incentives.

In the arena of healthcare, social capital seems
to have limited power to close the existing health
and health care gaps along class, race and some-
times gender lines. While networks may create
opportunities for access to better care as well
as contribute to the higher quality of care when
obtained, more complex issues related to actual
human capital and persistent inequalities in ac-
cess to proper nutrition, education, and income
over a life time may be the “hard realities” be-
hind unequal access and unequal outcomes in the
healthcare domain that we must come to terms
with, not to mention persistent and stark differ-
ences in basic health, morbidity and mortality
(Cook and Stepanikova 2007; Freese and Lutfey
2011; Pampel et al. 2010).

Community-Level Consequences

A number of studies have attempted to under-
stand the independent effects of social capital at
the individual and community levels. The collec-
tive consequences of access to social capital (or
the lack of it) were a big part of Putnam’s agen-
da, if not his primary focus. These effects have
been examined in a number of domains. With
respect to crime rates, for example, Buonanno
et al. (2009) find that in Italy both associational
ties and strong civic and altruistic norms actually
reduce crime, controlling for a number of factors
that are related to alternative causes of crime. The
policy implications of their findings include sug-
gestions that the promotion of civic norms and
associational life has the potential to contribute
to crime reduction. These investigators look at
data on property crimes in various regions in
Italy in their effort to examine the link between
social capital and crime, attempting to separately
identify the effects of the different dimensions
of social capital (i.e. networks, norms and trust),
which is important.

What is not clear in this general area of re-
search is the nature of the specific mechanisms
through which community level factors such as
rates of engagement in associations or levels of
pro-social behavior (e.g., blood donation) affect
the propensity for criminal activities in the region
of interest. Other research at the community level
has similarly focused on the nature of the effects
of regional factors on specific categories of posi-
tive and negative behaviors (e.g., civic partici-
pation, voting, volunteering, criminal activity,
disorganization, and mistrust, etc.), sometimes
blending the study of networks, norms and trust,
making it hard to determine separate causal ef-
fects.

Focusing on mechanisms, Sampson et al.
(1997) suggest that the alienation, distrust and
economic dependency generated by concentrated
disadvantage reduce collective efficacy in such
communities, which limits the effectiveness of
the social capital that might exist in the form of
personal network ties (Quillian, this volume).
Disadvantaged neighborhoods breed mistrust
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and a strong sense of disorder over time, as well
as the failure of mechanisms of social control that
are linked to residential instability (Sampson and
Graif 2009, p. 7). It is the persistence of disad-
vantage and the factors associated with it (e.g.,
lack of social control, disorganization and social
exclusion) that often leads to durable structures
of inequality. Social network ties that provide
opportunities for mobility or allow residents to
access resources that alter their circumstances
provide the social capital needed to improve the
situation, either individually or collectively, and
to avoid what Samson and Morenoff (2006) call
the trap resulting from concentrated poverty. But
the durability of these traps is daunting.

Sampson and Graif (2009, p. 8) argue that the
“more connected key actors are with multiple
local leaders, the more likely the whole local
network and eventually the community is to be
characterized by higher trust.” In this circum-
stance they find that community level factors are
associated with community trust levels, both of
which are fairly stable and strongly linked nega-
tively to poverty (high poverty is correlated over
time with low trust and a lack of collective ef-
ficacy). And, in the Chicago area where their
research was conducted, these high poverty, low
trust neighborhoods are clustered, creating larger
“traps” characterized by high risk and significant
vulnerability for those who live there. In fact,
they conclude that these poverty traps and the
attendant resource deprivation are quite stable at
the neighborhood level despite migration in and
out of the area over time, yielding low levels of
trust in leaders as well as residents (or what is re-
ferred to by Hardin (1993) as “learned mistrust,”
which can be passed from generation to genera-
tion). Breaking out of such traps has proven to be
almost an intractable problem.

Social Capital: Good and Bad Outcomes

Before concluding this section it is important to
note that there seems to be a bias (perhaps un-
conscious) in the social capital literature reflect-
ing the general orientation to social capital as
leading to positive outcomes for individuals and

communities. Social capital is viewed by many
as a genuine social good. But, as Putnam reminds
us (2000, p. 8), “Social capital can be put to bad
purposes.” Networks may have definite boundar-
ies and can become closed (Cook et al. 2004) es-
pecially to outsiders. Closure, while it sometimes
benefits those within the boundaries, may also
lead to exploitation and limitations in contacts
with those on the outside who might offer oppor-
tunity or resources necessary for mobility. It also
restricts access to outsiders. Closure may lead
to the emergence of norms that limit access to
the resources that connections to others can pro-
vide, and distrust of those on the “outside” may
evolve, further limiting opportunity. Here we see
that closure has effects not only on norms and
trust, but also has clear implications for access
to social capital (as mediated through networks).

The potential uses of the resources (or so-
cial capital) obtained from social connections,
however, can be quite negative as in the case
of corporations like Enron or organizations that
support corruption (e.g., the Mafia), and even
the terrorist networks familiar to everyone espe-
cially since 9/11. Or in the words of Portes and
Landolt (1996): “Nothing about social capital as-
sures us that it will be put to good purposes.” As
they note, it can be used to provide support for
individual and community benefit or to block or
obstruct activities that would benefit them. Even
the social inequalities that result from differential
access can be exacerbated when it comes to the
negative outcomes that can arise as a result of ac-
cess to (or the lack of access to) social capital. It
is important to acknowledge this potential since
it provides a corrective to some of the more nor-
mative claims sometimes too glibly made in the
context of discussions of communal associations,
civil society, and social capital.

Concluding Comments: The
Reproduction of Inequality

A major dimension of inequality in society is
the extent of access to social capital, to connec-
tions that matter. Social capital can provide di-
rect and/or indirect access to resources that are
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immediately useful as well as adding to one’s
long-term value by providing opportunities to
increase one’s human capital such as education,
training or prestige. Disadvantaged groups in
society are thus not only disadvantaged by their
lack of human capital, but also by their lack of
access to social capital—the kind of linkages
that open doors and provide stepping stones to
increases in both human and social capital. What
we do not have is a roadmap—a clear empirical
sense of what mechanisms lead to such increases
in access to the relevant resources and opportu-
nities to move up the ladder of success, despite
over two decades of prolific research on the
topic. In particular, we do not have a sense of ex-
actly what works under what conditions to alter
the life outcomes of those that inhabit our poorest
communities or what are too often called poverty
“traps.” We have more failed policy experiments
and interventions than we have successes (e.g.,
Wilson 1987, 1996).

The potential role of social capital in repro-
ducing the fundamental conditions of inequal-
ity is often overlooked in this broad-ranging re-
search tradition in which many of its proponents
seem to have adapted to rose-colored glasses (but
see Flap 1991; DiMaggio and Garip 2012). And,
as we have noted, social capital especially in the
form of access to the resources embedded in so-
cial networks and social associations can lead
to actions that have greater negative than posi-
tive impacts. In a study conducted in Tanzania,
Cleaver (2005) illustrates exactly how collective
action can be risky for the poorest people. Social
relationships, he argues, can constrain as often as
they enable—as those who have sounded a note
of caution with respect to the Panglossian view
of social capital have indicated. Cleaver (2005,
p- 893) concludes with the admonition, reflec-
tive of Flap’s (1991) much earlier claim, that the
“very embeddedness of institutions in social life
and cultural norms can reproduce the existing re-
lations of inequality and marginalization.”

Similarly, in related research, Beall (2001)
argues that social capital in the form of access
to the resources available from networks and
community-level organizations does not in and
of itself promote pro-poor governance. Much

more is required. In addition, there is no real
guidebook on how to navigate social networks to
extract more resources (or social capital) for the
most disadvantaged social groups. If our hopes
have been pinned on the rapid expansion of the
knowledge economy locally as well as globally,
we have only to remind ourselves of the existing
“digital divide” that exacerbates rather than ame-
liorates unequal access.

Several key dimensions of the problem are
clear. There are deeply engrained and institu-
tionalized sources of inequality that persist from
generation to generation. In part this is what is
referred to when the phrase “poverty trap” is used
in the social sciences. In neighborhoods populat-
ed mainly by those below the poverty line collec-
tive efficacy is low (Sampson et al. 1997), trust
in one another does not exist especially in high
crime areas, and access to resources of all types
is limited. The basics of life are spare, even food,
especially healthy food, is less available from
markets or farms. One mechanism identified by
Small (2009) that mitigates some of the worst ef-
fects of unequal access in poor neighborhoods is
the nature of the organizational embeddedness
of those in need. Organizational connections,
he argues, can confer advantages. He provides
evidence that connections to organizations which
broker needed resources, especially in poor
neighborhoods, provide a buffer against some of
the most negative effects of poverty. In fact, in
his study daycare centers in poor neighborhoods
were better connected than those in non-poor
neighborhoods.” This research offers some hope
that access to organizationally induced ties may
provide a more workable source of interventions
to provide social capital to those in need. Simi-
larly, Calvo-Armengol and Jackson (2004) argue
that targeting resources to specific clusters and

7 Small (2009, p. 171) notes that, “Net of poverty level of
the center, centers located in high-poverty neighborhoods
had 25 % more referral ties and 44 % more collaborative
ties than did centers located elsewhere.” This research
clearly implies that moving to “better” neighborhoods is
not always the best solution to access to social capital for
those who are poor. In this case study ties to resource-rich
organizations maintained by daycare centers granted par-
ents access to the resources they needed most.
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neighborhoods where the poor reside may help to
create the necessary social change (see also com-
mentary in DiMaggio and Garip 2012).

More recently, Putnam (2007) and many oth-
ers who have followed his lead have documented
the extent to which those areas in which there is
less ethnic homogeneity exhibit lower trust and
less access to the types of network embedded re-
sources that flow when others are assumed to be
more trustworthy. According to Putnam (2007):
“New evidence from the United States suggests
that in ethnically diverse neighborhoods resi-
dents of all races tend to ‘hunker down.” Trust
(even of one’s own race) is lower, altruism and
community cooperation rarer and friends fewer.”
This is especially problematic, Putnam argues,
because of the trend toward a rise in immigra-
tion in many countries and the attendant increase
in ethnic diversity, which his research indicates
leads to lower levels of social cooperation and
solidarity, at least in the near term. “In the long
run, however,” he reminds us, the most success-
ful immigrant societies have “overcome such
fragmentation by creating crosscutting forms of
social solidarity and more encompassing identi-
ties.” The specific mechanisms that facilitate this
process have yet to be fully identified. What is
clear is that the links between these processes and
others specified in many of the most significant
traditions of research in sociological social psy-
chology have yet to be fully developed. In partic-
ular what is known as “identity theory” in sociol-
ogy (Callero, this volume) provides insights into
the ways in which individuals view themselves
and how those they are connected to serve to re-
inforce existing identity commitments. Such con-
ceptions are fundamental to our understanding of
inclusion, exclusion and changes in identification
that result from group affiliations.

Many other connections can be made between
the growing and somewhat distinct traditions of
research on social capital, social inequality and
the major lines of work in sociological social
psychology. My review of the work that has been
done on social capital (primarily networks that
provide access to resources of value) and its links
to social inequality provides a basis, I hope, not
only for the further theoretical integration but

also for more sound policy that may ameliorate
the most negative consequences of lack of access
to what is broadly referred to as social capital.
Given that inequality is persistent and in many
corners of the planet increasing at a relatively
rapid pace, understanding the roots of inequality,
how it is reproduced, and the factors that might
mitigate its most negative consequences is very
important. This volume contributes significantly
to this task.
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Social Justice in Local Systems of
Interpersonal Influence

Noah E. Friedkin

Introduction

The public sphere of visible local events and is-
sues has dramatically enlarged as transportation
and communication technologies have facilitated
the dissemination of information. Cooley (1902,
1927) linked such enlargement with an increas-
ing demand for social justice that is not restricted
to matters of criminal behavior, and that gener-
ally penetrates into social life as a superordinate
evaluative dimension of all action. Here I take an
“issue of social justice” to be any matter con-
cerned with the appropriate (that is, equitable,
fair or just) treatment of particular persons or
groups who are either the source (S) or target (T)
ofan § — T action. Actions that may trigger so-
cial justice issues include cases in which a father
has murdered the rapist of his daughter, an em-
ployer has paid females less than males for the
same work, and a selection committee has reject-
ed a candidate for a position on the basis of reli-
gion. Given an § —s 7 action (i.e., the event is
undisputed), the social justice issue is the appro-
priate reaction to the S — T action. Such issues
may involve disputes regarding whether the ac-
tion was justified, its definition and meaning, and
what punitive or compensatory responses, if any,
are called for. The implications of ubiquitous
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conversations about issues of social justice in-
clude changes in the social justice cultures of
communities.

A variegated body of law and tradition pro-
vides a context for all social justice issues as de-
fined above, e.g., the Book of Leviticus. These
laws and traditions reflect the importance that
individuals accord to issues of social justice. The
meme of social justice as embodied by the Greek
Goddess of Justice, with her sword and balance
scale, supports an enormous apparatus of civic
and religious law and their enforcement. But is-
sues of and sensibilities to social justice are
broader and deeper than any codification of the
appropriate and inappropriate treatments of par-
ticular actions. Codifications do not eliminate
diverse initial positions on the appropriate re-
sponses to particular actions. Such diversity
makes social justice an issue in a large domain of
actions, and preludes the construction of interper-
sonal influence systems that may modify and ex-
plain individuals’ emergent orientations to par-
ticular objects and positions on issues. Observed
S — T actions and social justice issues are spe-
cial cases of objects and issues—among many
other types of objects and issues—on which indi-
viduals may have cognitive orientations that are
affected by an interpersonal influence system
composed of other individuals who are attending
to the same object or issue. Evolving attitudes to-
ward particular classes of S — 7 actions are
components of the living (i.e., present) social jus-
tice culture of a community.
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Because of the ongoing enlargement of the set
of visible local events, issues of social justice are
increasingly included in the domain of “common
objects” of interest and arousal for collectivities
of individuals. These collectivities include the
source, target, and direct observers, if any, of the
S —T action, plus other individuals residing
within and outside the locality of the action who
have become aware of it. A particular § — T
action becomes a “common object” of an inter-
personal influence process on an issue of social
justice when a group of individuals (e.g., a jury,
panel of judges, religious congregation, commit-
tee of an organization, or informal coalescence
of aroused individuals) display their positions
on the appropriate treatment of the particular
persons or groups who are either the source or
target of an S — 7 action. Interpersonal influ-
ences allow emergent patterns of individuals’
issue-related feelings, thoughts, and actions. The
most dramatic emergence involves changes of
orientations that reduce an initial chaotic array of
orientations on an issue to a settled consensus,
or to two opposing factions. A jury is a familiar
setting in which such emergence occurs on issues
of social justice, but there are many other formal
and informal settings in which local systems of
interpersonal influence operate to transform in-
dividuals’ positions on social justice issues that
are not yet or perhaps never will be brought to a
court of law.

This chapter is concerned with the social pro-
cess of interpersonal influence that may alter in-
dividuals’ positions on particular issues of social
justice, and the implications of interpersonal in-
fluences unfolding in social network structures.
I assume a reader who is acquainted with the
classic lines of work on social influence covered
in undergraduate survey courses on social psy-
chology. A substantial amount of research has
been conducted on bases and antecedents of in-
terpersonal influence relations, i.e., relations in
which individuals’ attitudes or behaviors toward
an object are affected by the displayed attitudes
or behaviors of one or more other individuals to-
ward the same object. A less familiar terrain is the
research frontier on social influence that begins
with a network of interpersonal influences on a

specific issue and addresses the implications of
interpersonal influences unfolding in the network
structure. For sociologists, this research fron-
tier on interpersonal influence systems is theo-
retically significant in its formal elaboration of
the agenda of the symbolic interaction tradition
(Blumer 1969; Cooley 1902, 1927; Mead 1934).
The premises of this tradition are that (1) indi-
viduals’ actions toward particular objects depend
on their cognitive orientations towards these
objects, (2) individuals’ cognitive orientations
towards particular objects are affected by inter-
personal interactions that allow their orientations
to be influenced by the orientations of others, and
(3) individuals are active enablers and synthesiz-
ers, as opposed to passive recipients, of interper-
sonal influences. I employ somewhat different
language to describe these premises than does
the classical literature (Blumer 1969) because, as
stated above, they have a maintained and increas-
ing force in the modern advancement of work on
interpersonal influence systems.

In the research frontier on social influence
networks, investigation of the origins of network
structures may be put aside in order to focus on
the implications of an interaction process of in-
terpersonal influence unfolding in network struc-
tures. We may start with the construct of realized
relations of interpersonal influences, for the pairs
of individuals in a collection of individuals who
are oriented toward a common object, such as the
S — T action of a social justice issue. We also
may start with individuals’ independent initial
evaluative orientations to the S — 7 action,
which by definition are unaffected by other indi-
viduals’ responses to the action, and put aside the
antecedents of these initial orientations. In the
research frontier on interpersonal influences in
network structures, individuals’ initial responses
to objects are subject to modifications via inter-
personal influences, and we are more interested
in these modifications than in the origins of indi-
viduals’ initial responses. It should be evident
that we cannot take the direct antecedents of indi-
viduals’ initial positions on a social justice issue
as the direct antecedents of their settled positions
when interpersonal influences disrupt the direct
linkages of antecedent conditions and individu-
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Fig. 10.1 The digraph
formalization of an
influence network

als’ cognitive positions on the issue. As an inter-
personal influence process unfolds in a network
structure, consensus may be formed, the average
orientation toward the action may become more
extreme, individuals’ orientations may coalesce
into two opposing factions, or individuals’ orien-
tations may change without crystallizing into a
faction structure.

The reader is likely to be familiar with the idea
of a social network (see Cook, this volume) and
comfortable with a modest abstraction in which
directed lines (—) may indicate interpersonal
influence relations. But I do not expect that the
reader has any detailed understanding of how
those researching attitude and opinion dynamics
define a social influence network, define a social
influence process on individuals’ attitudes to-
wards objects, and derive the implications of the
process unfolding in the network. The literature
on these matters perforce relies on mathematical
formalization. The mathematics is the theory, or
the model, of the influence process in a network.
The goal of this chapter is to provide a broadly
useful and minimally technical introduction to
the general features of the work that is being con-
ducted on this frontier. The chapter consists of
three major sections dealing with influence net-
work structures, interpersonal influence process-
es, and derivable implications of interpersonal
influence processes unfolding in influence net-
work structures.

I cannot avoid presenting some mathemat-
ics, where mathematics is needed to precisely
describe the theory. Active lines of work on this
frontier include contributions from investiga-
tors in both the social and natural sciences (e.g.,
Acemoglu and Ozdaglar 2011; Deffuant et al.
2000; Friedkin and Johnsen 2011; Hegselmann

S,
Condensation of D
S,

S,

and Krause 2002). I concentrate the exegesis on
one approach—social influence network theory
(Friedkin 1998; Friedkin and Johnsen 1999,
2011). This approach has a long heritage in social
psychology (Anderson 1981; French 1956; Hara-
ry 1959) and conceptual linkages to various lines
of sociological work (Friedkin 2001, 2010, 2011;
Friedkin and Johnsen 2003, 2011). In the large
domain of proposed models of opinion dynam-
ics in networks, Friedkin and Johnsen’s standard
applied model (a special case of their social in-
fluence network theory) is parsimonious in its as-
sumptions and constructs (one equation suffices
to define the model), and distinctive with respect
to empirical support (gathered in both laboratory
and field settings) for its predictions (Friedkin
1999; Childress and Friedkin 2012; Friedkin and
Johnsen 2011).

The Influence Network Construct

It is useful to start with a familiar network con-
struct. Figure 10.1 displays a structure (D) of
nine nodes and twelve directed lines. In graph
theory, a branch of mathematics, this structure is
a digraph, i.e., a directed graph.' Digraphs cor-
respond to how we usually describe social net-
works.

Let each line (i — j) in Fig. 10.1 indicate that
i directly influences j on a common issue. The
i— j line is a path of length 1. Longer paths
indicate the existence of indirect influence, e.g., 4
has indirect influence on 6 based on the path

! Figure 10.1 appears in Harary et al. (1965), a book that
many investigators in field of social networks have found
valuable.
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4 — 5— 6 of length 2, and 1 has indirect influ-
ence on 4 based on the path 1 -2 —>3—4 of
length 3. The network consists of three strong
components {S,, S,, S;}. Each such component is
a maximal subset of individuals in which, for
every (u,v) pair of the component’s members,
there exists at least one path from u to v, and at
least one path from v to u in D. In the condensa-
tion of this digraph, with respect to its strong
components, the S; — S lines indicate the exis-
tence of at least one direct influence relation from
any member of S, to any member of ;. From the
condensation it is evident that there are flows of
influence from the members of S, to S, and from
the members of S; to S,, but no flows of influ-
ence from any member of S, to any member of
S;, or vice versa, and no flows of influence from
any member of S, to any member of S; or S;.

The influence structure of Fig. 10.1 has clear
implications with respect to constraints on oppor-
tunities for direct and indirect influence, but the
reader should see that we are gnawing on a bone
with little meat on it. Because every individual
is influenced by at least one other individual,
we can see that all members of this network are
open to interpersonal influence, but the displayed
structure does not indicate the extent to which
each individual is open or closed to interper-
sonal influence. Six of the nine individuals are
influenced directly by one other individual, but
depending on the extent to which an individual
is open or closed to interpersonal influence, the
strength of these interpersonal influences will
vary. We also see that individuals 5, 6 and 7 are
influenced directly by two other individuals, but
there is no indication of their relative influences.
The digraph formalization is an important but
weak specification of an influence network, with
respect to the amount of information that it con-
veys.

The literature on interpersonal influence net-
works presents a remarkable interdisciplinary
convergence to a more informative definition of
an interpersonal influence network than the di-
graph formalization illustrated in Fig. 10.1. This
more informative definition is introduced in
Fig. 10.2. The focal (largest) node in Fig. 10.2
has a particular self-weight 0<w; <1, which

corresponds to the extent to which the individual
is open or closed to interpersonal influence on a
specific issue. An individual who is not com-
pletely closed to interpersonal influence on the
issue accords some positive weight to one or
more others, and the particular weight that indi-
vidual i accords to another individual j is
0<w; <I(i#j). The focal node distributes
weights to self and particular others, and these
accorded weights sum to 1. We represent a posi-
tive accorded weight as a valued directed line
i— j for the instances of W; >0,
keeping in mind that each such line implies that j
has a direct influence on i. Note that in Fig. 10.2,
the focal node is also accorded weights by par-
ticular others. Some of these others may be indi-
viduals to whom the focal node has accorded
weight.

We may represent all of the accorded weights
among n individuals as a n X n matrix, W =[w;]
, also shown in Fig. 10.2. Each row of W de-
scribes the weights that are accorded by a partic-
ular individual. Each column of W describes the
weights that are accorded to a particular individ-
ual. The row values {wﬂ,wiz,...,win} for each
i are the direct relative weights accorded by i to
the displayed positions on an issue of each mem-
ber j=1,...,n of the network. A subset of these
weights will be 0 when individual i is unaware
of the orientation of individual j, and others will
be 0 when individual i completely discounts the
orientation of individual j. The diagonal values
{w“,wn,...,w,m} of the matrix are individu-
als’ self-weights. If w;; =1, then the individual
is completely closed to interpersonal influence,

n
2w =0
j#Ei v

If w;; = 0, then the individual is completely open
to interpersonal influence,

n
Z o owe =1
j#io Y

The importance of this Fig. 10.2 formalization is
indicated by the consequence of a loss of confi-
dence in it: if confidence in it were substantially
eroded, then a large number of models of influ-
ence in networks would be set aside.
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Fig.10.2 The situa-

. R Wi Wi
tion of each individual
in the group’s matrix W= Wy W
of direct accorded oo :
influences

wn] wn?.

(self-weight of node i) W -

The matrix W allows for an infinite set of
corresponding network structures. This flex-
ible architecture is necessary. In the absence of
extreme conditioning, the theoretical expecta-
tion is a set of individuals who not only vary
in their extents of openness vs. closure to in-
terpersonal influence, but also vary in their al-
locations of influence to particular others. Such
individual differences are non-ignorable and
are based on numerous individual, relational,
and contextual variables that affect individuals’
openness to interpersonal influence and their al-
locations of weights to the orientations of other
persons. Interpersonal influences involve “em-
bodied” orientations, i.e., orientations toward an
object that are displayed by particular individu-
als, and perforce are confounded with diverse
features of the individuals who are conveying
their orientations, and diverse features of the

(weight node i accords to others)

n
, Z“’ﬁ =1-w,
J#

>

0<w,; <1
n

, >w, =1
J=1

y |
Z‘Wﬁ (weight accorded to node i)
J#

interpersonal relationships involved. Moreover,
the reception of the content of other individu-
als’ displayed orientations is confounded with
the observers’ characteristics and association
of diverse memories and meanings to the lan-
guage, tonality, and gestures involved in the
displays. As a consequence, the basis of a di-
rect influence relation, in which an individual
accords some weight to another individual’s
orientation, is complex, and simplifying homo-
geneity assumptions about the values of these
weights are suspect.

In addition, note the theoretically important
shift of perspective from Fig. 10.1°s display of
who-influences-whom to Fig. 10.2°s display of
who-accords-influence-to-whom. The latter is
the more fundamental definition of influence re-
lations. Interpersonal influence is an accorded re-
lation of the individual mind. Mead comes close
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to this postulate when he states that “He had in
him all the attitudes of others, calling for a certain
response; that was the ‘me’ of that situation, and
his response is the ‘I’ ” (1934, p. 176). Barnard
comes close to this postulate in his analysis of
authority relations when he states,

Authority is the character of a communica-
tion (order) in a formal organization by virtue
of which it is accepted by a contributor to or
“member” of the organization as governing the
action he contributes; that is, as governing or
determining what he does or is not to do so far
as the organization is concerned.... If a directive
communication is accepted by one to whom it is
addressed, its authority for him is confirmed or
established. Disobedience of such a communica-
tion is a denial of its authority for him. Therefore,
under this definition the decision as to whether an
order has authority or not lies with the persons to
whom it is addressed, and does not reside in “per-
sons of authority” or those who issue these orders.
(Barnard 1968 [1938], p. 163)

The individual attends to all the attitudes of oth-
ers to which he or she is aware and allocates a
particular weight (including zero weight) to each
of these attitudes. Interpersonal influence is a fi-
nite distributed resource of the mind.

This social psychological approach empha-
sizes that interpersonal influence networks are
social cognition structures that are assembled by
individuals’ allocations of weights to their own
and other individuals’ orientations toward spe-
cific objects. In their classic typology of bases
of social power, French and Raven (1959) are
careful in defining the bases as grounded on the
perceptions of the individuals who might be in-
fluenced; for example, i’s perception of j’s ex-
pertise. More generally, classical literature on
bases of interpersonal influence supports the
meta-analytic conclusion that individuals’ al-
locations of weight to self and particular oth-
ers may be affected by numerous contextual,
relational, and individual level conditions. An
individual’s allocation of weights to his or her
own and other individuals’ orientations toward
a specific object is the individual’s response to
the combination of all relevant conditions. The
collective assemblage of these allocations of

accorded weights is an influence network as it
exists at particular time, with respect to a par-
ticular object of orientation.

The influence network, assembled on a spe-
cific issue of social justice, is composed of indi-
viduals who are active in displaying their atti-
tudes on the issue. The variation of these indi-
viduals’ initial positions on the issue may be
modest or substantial. Attitude change can occur
only if individuals are according influence to
other individuals who are displaying different at-
titudes than themselves on the issue. Interperson-
al influences on attitudes are ubiquitous because
individuals frequently do accord influence to oth-
ers (e.g., authorities, experts, and friends) who
hold different, more extreme, or more moderate
positions on an issue than themselves. Diverse
cultures of social justice are formed when local
systems of interpersonal influence, which enable
and maintain agreements on social justice issues,
are based on different social structures. Distinc-
tive social structures are defined by individuals’
arrays of initial responses to S — 7" actions and
their influence networks. Some influence net-
works may privilege particular responses be-
cause of the perceived power bases (expertise,
authority, charisma) of the individuals who are
displaying particular responses.

The Mechanism of Interpersonal
Influence

The implications of an influence network are am-
biguous in the absence of a theory of the influ-
ence process that unfolds in the network. Investi-
gators in the field of attitude and opinion dynam-
ics have proposed and examined the implications
of a number different influence process models
(e.g., Friedkin and Johnsen 2011; Groeber et al.
2014; Hegselmann and Krause 2002). Each of
these models specifies some mechanism of inter-
personal influence, that is the cognitive algebra
by which individuals synthesize their own and
other positions on an issue, and some temporal
sequencing of the interpersonal influences that
are occurring among individuals.
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The Cognitive Algebra of Convex
Combinations

Rational calculation, logical reasoning, math-
ematical deduction, and scientific methods of
empirical inquiry remain the bulwark against ill-
considered action, but they do not describe how
individuals usually respond to issues and objects.
With advancements in cognitive science, it has
become increasingly evident that the mind, i.e.,
the human brain, automatically attends to and
synthesizes available information with heuristic
mechanisms, and that what constitutes “informa-
tion” includes everything that is available to its
sensory faculties. A corollary of this remarkable
capacity of the mind is that embodied informa-
tion, i.e., the displayed orientations of other indi-
viduals toward a particular object, is confounded
with all available information associated with its
embodiment in the particular individuals who are
displaying their orientations. Such confounding,
which may be reduced in experimental designs
that present only abstract objects to subjects, is
a social fact which contextualizes much of the
information that individuals receive and presents
a challenge to the exercise of pure logic and rea-
soning.

A manifestation of the evaluative activity of
the mind is its automatic heuristic attitudinal re-
sponses to any perceived object, which are posi-
tive or negative cognitive orientations of particu-
lar intensity (Bargh 1997; Bargh and Ferguson
2000; Bargh et al. 1992; Zajonc 1980, 1998). The
accumulating evidence on the automaticity of at-
titudes is consonant with the startling findings of
Osgood et al. (1957, 1975) on the cross-cultural
existence of a three-dimensional cognitive space
in which individuals immediately locate the ob-
jects they encounter on the dimensions of evalu-
ation (good-bad), potency (strong-weak), and ac-
tivity (active-passive). Kahneman (2003, p. 701)
remarks that

The evidence, both behavioral (Bargh 1997; Zojonc

1998) and neurophysiological (see, e.g., LeDoux

2000), is consistent with the idea that the assess-

ment of whether ob