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Resumé

I Hvilken Grad Påvirker Kultur Individuel Fremgang i det Amerikanske 

Samfund i Dag?

Formålet  med  dette  speciale  var,  at  vise  hvorfor  der  er  så  store  forskelle  på  hvide 

amerikanere og minoriteter med hensyn til hvordan de klarer sig i USA i dag. Det er en 

utrolig spændende problemstilling, fordi USA er et sammensat og komplekst samfund, der 

består af mange forskellige befolkningsgrupper. Mit ønske med denne opgave var at vise, i 

hvor stor eller lille en grad kultur påvirker individuel fremgang i det amerikanske samfund. 

Min  problemformulering  er  derfor: To  what  extent  does  culture  affect  individual 

advancement in US society today? 

Problemstillingen er kompleks, og den er valgt udefra et ønske om at undersøge en anden 

dimension af amerikanske samfundsforhold. Spørgsmålet kan heller ikke besvares uden at 

give en eller flere definitioner af kultur. Ordbogens definition af ordet kultur er traditioner, 

tro, levemåde samt den sociale organisering der kendetegner en bestem befolkningsgruppe. 

Denne definition suppleres  med to  andre  definitioner.  Den amerikanske sociolog Ann 

Swidler definerer kultur som en ’værktøjskasse’, hvor mennesker har de redskaber de skal 

bruge rent kulturelt. Økonomen David Throsby kæder den klassiske definition af kultur 

sammen med økonomisk bedrift, da kultur dikterer gruppers levevis og dermed også deres 

økonomiske valg. 

Specialet tager udgangspunkt i kultur, og derfor er der valgt fem befolkningsgrupper, der 

hver især har haft deres egen udvikling i det amerikanske samfund. De fem grupper er 

irerne,  afroamerikanere,  skandinaverne,  mexicanere  samt  de  såkaldte  WASPs.  White 

Anglo-Saxon Protestants er dette forkortelsen for, og denne gruppe dækker over de hvide 

amerikanere,  der  har  nogle  helt  specifikke  kulturelle  værdier,  der  adskiller  sig  fra 
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afroamerikanerne og mexicanerne. Disse kulturelle forskelle udgør sammen med en række 

andre  beskrivelser  af  afroamerikansk  og  mexikansk  kultur  den  del  af  specialet,  som 

beskriver  hvordan  forskellene  påvirker  de  forskellige  grupper.  Som  modpol  til  dette 

diskuteres  der  også  en  række  samfundsmæssige  omstændigheder,  der  kan  virke 

begrænsende  for  individuel  fremgang.  Disse  er  blandt  andet  racisme,  mobilitet  og 

uddannelse.  Disse  omstændigheder  præger  også  individuel  fremgang og  er  med til  at 

besvare spørgsmålet om hvor meget kultur egentlig påvirker individuel fremgang. 

I specialet beskrives også ideen om den Amerikanske Drøm. Den er vigtig for specialet, da 

denne  ideologi  om den  Amerikanske  Drøm ligger  dybt  i  det  amerikanske  folk.  Den 

Amerikanske Drøm har det grundprincip, at alle kan klare sig og gå fra bunden til toppen af 

samfundet, såfremt man arbejder hårdt  og ønsker det.  Der beskrives også en moderne 

udgave af den Amerikanske Drøm hvor hurtigt tjente penge og reality tv til dels har afløst 

den klassiske betydning. Det er umuligt  at  skrive et  speciale om amerikanerne og det 

amerikansk samfund uden at inkludere den Amerikanske Drøm, simpelthen fordi den kan 

betragtes som grundstenen i hvordan amerikanerne ser deres samfund.

I  sidste  ende  kan  det  ikke  benægtes,  at  kultur  påvirker  individuel  fremgang  i  det 

amerikanske samfund samt at det er stor påvirkning. Der er en række omstændigheder der 

gør det svært at komme fremad, blandt andet mangel på uddannelse. Især mexicanerne 

lider under manglende uddannelse og mister derved en vigtig måde at komme opad på i det 

amerikanske samfund.  Specialet beskæftiger sig en del med uddannelse og mobilitet, og 

her bliver det også beskrevet hvordan afroamerikanere og hvide amerikanere klarer sig i 

skolesystemet. 
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CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION AND METHOD

1.1 Introduction

When I first began considering topics for my master thesis, I knew that I wanted to explore 

an area that dealt with the United States as a multicultural society. However this is a very 

broad subject, and in order to narrow it down, I chose to focus on some of the different 

cultural  groups that  co-exist  in the US. I  also chose to  focus on the opportunities for 

individual advancement within these groups. In order to link these two aspects together, I 

formulated the following problem statement: 

To what extent does culture affect individual advancement in US society today?

I  wanted to  explore  American  society  from a  different  perspective  than  what  I  have 

previously studied, and also to look into why America today is an unequal society. It is 

supposed to be the land of opportunity for all, but instead, in many instances it has become 

the land of opportunity for some. I  wanted to examine this problem, because it  is  an 

important element in understanding how America functions as a society, and a key to 

understanding  why  the  different  population  groups  have  or  have  not  achieved  equal 

amounts of economic success in America. Chapter two gives a detailed look at the five 

groups I selected for the thesis as well as an in depth definition of culture, as this is the key 

element in the thesis and research question. 

The American Dream is an important part of how Americans view their country, and it 

must  be  mentioned  when  writing  about  American  society.  The  American  Dream  is 

basically the idea that everyone in America has equal opportunities of making it to the top, 
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if they work hard and are self-reliant (Ashbee, 2002, p. 33). The fact that the American 

Dream is  still  an important  part  of  American consciousness is  a  sign of  the  fact  that 

Americans,  in  theory,  believe  that  there  is  equal  opportunity  for  everyone.  It  is  very 

ideological and one could say that it is very American to have such hope and faith in 

opportunity. This paper attempts to determine whether or not there are opportunities for 

advancement for everyone, and to what extent culture influences these advancements. I will 

explain the concept of the American Dream in further detail in chapter two. 

In chapter three I examine issues other than culture that influence individual advancement. 

I have chosen to focus on mobility, education, racism, inequality, barriers to entry and 

intelligence  theory.  These  are  external  factors  that  influence  individual  advancement 

without cultural values, and they are also, to some extent, factors over which individuals 

have limited or no control. 

1.2 Methodology 

In order to answer my research question properly I divided my thesis into two arguments. 

The  first  argument  is  found in  chapter  two,  where  I  wish  to  show that  culture  does 

influence individual advancement to a great extent. I chose five groups in US society and 

focused on their history in America, as well as describing their cultural values. The groups 

are Irish-Americans, African-Americans, WASPs1, Mexican-Americans and Scandinavian-

Americans. This was done by using Richard Brookhiser’s work “The Way of the WASP”. 

Richard Brookhiser is a journalist  and a historian, who has written extensively for the 

National Review since 1977 and has also written other books on American politics. In “The 

Way of the Wasp” he characterizes the different values that WASPs have compared with 

other ethnic groups. The book is Brookhiser’s explanation for why American society has 

become the success it is today. His inspiration came from the second important work I 

1 WASP is an abbreviation of White Anglo-Saxon Protestants
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chose to use in chapter two. Max Weber’s book “The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 

Capitalism”  is  very  important  for  my  study  of  culture  and  advancement.  Originally 

published in 1904 it formulates the key principles by which Protestants live their lives. 

Richard Brookhiser later elaborated on these principles in “The Way of the WASP”. Weber 

(1864-1920) was and still is an important sociologist, and this particular book shows how 

culture does affect individual advancement. The book also deals with Catholics and the 

differences between Protestant and Catholic life principles. Weber’s work provides part of 

the theoretical foundation for chapter two along with “The Way of the WASP”.  

The third scholar cited extensively in chapter two is Thomas Sowell and his work “Ethnic 

America”. Thomas Sowell is an African-American economist and political commentator, 

who has written about culture, race and economics for more than thirty years. He is a 

Senior Fellow at the Hoover Institution at Stanford University, and he is the author of more 

than thirty books. Topics range from education and law to race. He is considered a black 

conservative, because of his unorthodox views on race. Sowell is viewed as one of the most 

important social commentators today (Riley, 2006). When Sowell examines ethnic groups 

and how they function in society, he does not only take race into account. He also looks at 

economic factors as well as geography and history, which is why he does not believe that 

racism is the only reason why African-Americans are underachieving. His book offers a 

detailed analysis of how America was shaped and created by the various ethnic groups that 

immigrated to the country. Of these groups,  the Germans Protestants were one of the 

largest. When the ancestors of German Americans immigrated in the 17th and 18th century, 

they brought with them certain cultural and religious values. These were, among others, 

perseverance, thoroughness and discipline, and these virtues made it possible for them to 

become successful.  Originally  they  lived  parallel  to  the  English  speaking community, 

however eventually most learned to speak English and German culture and values were 

assimilated into the rest of society (Sowell, 1981, p. 50-51). During the 19th century the 

values  that  had  once  been  German  alone  gradually  became  American  values.  This 

happened as  German culture  was  assimilated  into  American  culture,  and  the  German 
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language faded away (Sowell, 1981, p. 58). WASPs in today’s America are influenced by 

the puritanical values that Northern Europeans brought with them when they first colonized 

the United States.

Thomas D. Boston is an associate professor of Management at the Georgia Institute of 

Technology, and he is a black conservative. Unlike Weber and Brookhiser Boston believes 

that is not religion or religious values that determines a group’s success within a society. 

He believes that it is financial reasons as to why. It is important to include his works, 

because  it  shows  a  different  side  of  the  argument.  His  book  “Race,  Class  and 

Conservatism” is used in the section on mobility, due to his theory on segmented labor 

markets. 

In order to compare the different cultural groups in chapter three, statistics from the US 

Census Bureau fact sheets have been retrieved, and calculated into percentages. With focus 

on  three  different  criteria:  total  population group,  high  school  diploma or  higher  and 

median household income. By selecting the same criteria from the same source it became 

possible to measure how the groups compare with one another. In addition to these figures 

from the US Census Bureau, statistics were also retrieved from different literary sources as 

well as articles. 

1.3 Perspective
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The thesis begins with descriptions and analyses of five different groups in US society. The 

reason for choosing these five groups is that I wanted to be able to discuss why some 

groups are doing better than others. I chose to omit all Asian-Americans, because it would 

be  more  interesting  to  focus  on  the  differences  between  the  achievements  of  White 

Americans and African-Americans and Mexicans. I chose to include Mexican-Americans 

because  they  are  a  Catholic  group  just  like  the  Irish.  Irish-Americans  were  included 

because they are one of the largest immigrant groups in America, and because they are 

Catholic.  This  means that  they have a different  cultural  background than WASPs and 

Scandinavians, and therefore it is interesting to see how well they succeed in American 

society. There are many other White groups in the US, but I chose to only include three, 

simply because it would be difficult to give each one fair coverage and analysis. 

CHAPTER 2  –  FIVE CASE STUDIES OF AMERICAN GROUPS AND THEIR CULTURAL 

VALUES
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2.1 Introduction

The following case studies give a historical perspective on five of the many cultural groups 

in the US. Scandinavian-Americans and WASPs share the same cultural values since they 

are  both  Protestant  groups.  The  Irish  and  the  Mexican-Americans  share  the  Catholic 

religion, and so they do not share WASP values. African-Americans belong in a category 

of their own, as the majority of their ancestors did not chose to immigrate, but were forced 

to. The main objective of this chapter is to create the foundation for a discussion of to what 

extent culture affects individual advancement.

2.2 Culture 

What is culture? The dictionary defines culture as customs and beliefs, way of life, and 

social organization of a particular country or group (Oxford Advanced Learners Dictionary, 

2005, p. 373). Culture also defines how people within a group relate one another, as well as 

how they relate to individuals who are not part of the group (Schneider and Barsoux, 2003, 

p. 20). Part of the problem in recognizing the impact of culture in an economic context is 

that there are many more definitions than the dictionary offers (Schneider and Barsoux, 

2003, pp. 20-21). Originally the word culture had an agricultural meaning, the cultivating 

of crops. During the 16th century the word came to be used as a way of describing how 

minds and the intellect could be cultivated. Since the early 19th century culture has also 

been used to describe the intellectual and spiritual development of civilizations. This way 

of defining culture has since expanded so that it now also can be used to describe the entire 

way a people or a society live (Throsby, 2001, p. 3). A sociological definition of culture 

describes culture as a set of attitudes, customs, practices, values and mores. The specific 

characteristics that  define certain groups can be language, symbols,  texts and artifacts. 

These characteristics are ways of defining the unique identity of a certain group or people, 

and  thereby  giving  individuals  in  the  groups  the  ability  to  define  themselves  when 

confronted with other cultural groups. This particular definition of culture is useful when 
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examining the links between cultural factors and economic performance (Throsby, 2001, p. 

4). According to this definition, culture affects how individuals in a group act and think, as 

well as how the group acts as whole. One can also consider the fact that culture may affect 

individual and group preference patterns, and how this affects their economic behavior and 

decisions (Throsby, 2001, p. 63). 

American sociologist  Ann  Swidler  defines  culture  as  a  “tool  kit”  of  symbols,  rituals, 

stories, world views and strategies for coping with social life. This means that individuals 

have a set of tools with which they can solve problems (Swidler, 1986, p. 273).  If this is 

true, then culture may influence economic outcomes for the group. Culture might influence 

economic efficiency within the group through shared values, which have an impact on how 

the individuals in the group take on economic responsibility. These values might encourage 

innovation and decision-making as well as other traits that can be measured by a better 

financial outcome for the group (Throsby, 2001, p. 63). WASPs, as a group, share values 

that promote economic prosperity, and therefore one can say that WASPs as a group share 

a culture that affects their financial success. 

2.3 WASP –White Anglo-Saxon Protestant

Modern day WASPs are descendants of the first settlers in the US. There were several 

nationalities other than English, but eventually all assimilated to speaking English. The 

German immigrants in Pennsylvania contributed with the Protestant values that we today 

define as WASP cultural values. The young America was predominantly Protestant, where 

in 1785 only 24,500 were Catholic (Brookhiser, 1992, pp. 22-25). Today WASP cultural 
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values  are  the  cornerstones  in  American  society.   According to  Brookhiser,  the  basic 

WASP values are: conscience, anti-sensuality, industry, use, success and civic mindedness 

(Brookhiser, 1992, p. 29). 

Conscience is what WASPs use to regulate their inner lives as well as monitor behavior, 

and it is also what WASPs use as guidance for living in accordance with their values.  If 

you ignore your conscience and what it is guiding you towards, you will punished by guilt. 

Conscience and guilt are both internal, and guilt cannot be increased by forces from the 

outside. Brookhiser argues that there is a different order to a society, when it is ruled by 

conscience. He gives the example that in such a society people stop for red lights in the 

middle of the night, whereas societies that do not share this value people driving on the 

sidewalk (Brookhiser, 1992, pp. 30-31). 

Industry refers to keeping busy and doing business, and subsequently making sure that no 

man feels himself above others. The reward of industry is success, which is something that 

WASPs appreciate a great deal. Basically they are following their conscience, and success 

is the result of the work that their consciences tell them to do. Brookhiser argues here that 

success and industry are the reasons why America is now the largest economy in the world. 

It is a result of America’s moral resources and not a result of their natural ones (Brookhiser, 

1992, pp. 31-33).

Civic-mindedness is the third value attributed to WASP culture. WASPs generally do not 

critique  society,  and  they  would  have  no  reason  to  since  everything  is  guided  by 

conscience. Brookhiser illustrates this by showing how few actual conflicts took place in 

WASP America, and he attributes this to the fact that WASPs are dedicated to civic ideals. 

These ideals are also poignant when it  comes to social responsibility, since successful 

people would not have anything without civic-mindedness (Brookhiser, 1992, p. 33)
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Use refers to the fact that WASPs like to gets things done, and they consider inefficiency to 

be a form of sin. They like to consider themselves to be handy in many aspects of life. Use 

also has an impact on WASPs attitude towards time. WASPs believe in order and making 

sure that their time is used efficiently. Use also affects their views on history, which they 

appreciate but do not dwell on. (Brookhiser, 1992, p. 34-36)

Anti-sensuality appears to be the only value that can be seen as negative. It has the practical 

function  of  limiting  the  enjoyment  of  success,  and  at  least  that  of  unearned success. 

WASPs do not believe in frivolous fun, and they do not indulge in pleasures. They eat 

fairly plain food and when they drink the main objective is to get drunk. WASPs also do 

not believe in bodily pleasure, but they do enjoy exercise such as football (Brookhiser, 

1992, pp. 36-37).

WASPs do not have a monopoly in living by these traits, but the combination of all of 

them, as well as how they modify each other, is uniquely WASP. Success depends on 

industry, use gives industry its tasks, civic-mindedness places obligations on success, anti-

sensuality limits the  enjoyment of  success and conscience monitors  it  all  (Brookhiser, 

1992, pp. 37-38).

Brookhiser contrasts these values to a set of non-WASP values which he defines as self, 

creativity, ambition, diffidence, gratification and group mindedness (Brookhiser, 1992, p. 

124). The two value-sets oppose each other and offer different ways of living. One can 

assume that Brookhiser does not believe that conscience rules non-WASP actions, because 

non-WASPs  believe  in  gratification.  WASPs  believe  in  deferred  gratification,  and 

according to  Weber,  this  is  because  deferred gratification leads  to  a  place  in  heaven. 
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Modern WASPs do not believe in instant gratification, because they are lead by conscience 

and would thus be plagued by guilt. 

In  order  to  further  explore  Brookhiser’s  argument,  one  must  look  at  Max  Weber 

(1864-1920) and his book “The Protestant Work Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism”. Max 

Weber was a renowned German sociologist,  who taught at several prestigious German 

universities as well as the University of Vienna. Max Weber produced numerous works on 

subjects  such  as  religion,  economics  and politics,  and is  today considered one of  the 

founding fathers of sociology (Månson, 2003, p. 89).

With his work “The Protestant Work Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism” Max Weber sets 

forth two ideal types – religion and capitalism. Weber set forth these two ideals, because he 

wanted to understand the relationship there seemed to be between economic prosperity and 

religious  beliefs  in  Europe  (Månson,  2003,  p.  89).  With  this  work  Weber  wanted to 

investigate the origin of the spirit  of the Protestant  work ethic that  eventually lead to 

modern capitalism dominating the western world. As a starting point, Weber rejected the 

notion  that  capitalism  simply  arose  due  to  curiosity  and  the  inquisitive  instinct  that 

mankind naturally possesses. Instead he found his proof by looking at countries with mixed 

religious systems. Here Weber found that almost all businessmen, skilled laborers and the 

more educated personnel were almost all Protestant (Ritzer, 2000, p. 143).

The spirit of capitalism is a system that includes a number of ideas, or values as Brookhiser 

would say. The main objective for the spirit of capitalism was to instill certain norms, such 

as avoidance of pleasure, being industrious, being frugal and the fact that earning money 

was a legitimate end in itself. Above everything else, there is a notion that it is a person’s 

duty  to  increase  ones  wealth.  Furthermore  Weber  believed  that  Calvinists  did  not 
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intentionally seek to create a capitalist system, but that it was the unexpected consequence 

of the Protestant ethic (Ritzer, 2000, p. 144).

Calvinism was the version of Protestantism that Weber studied. One Calvinistic belief is 

that everything is predestined to happen, and that only select individuals were chosen for 

salvation.  This left  uncertainty among Calvinists,  and because of  this  uncertainty they 

developed a theory that signs could be used as indicators as to whether one was saved or 

not. Individuals were urged to work hard, because then they would be able to see the signs 

of salvation which were to be located in economic success. This means that Calvinism in 

the end produced an ethical system that became a way of life (Ritzer, 2000, pp. 144-145). 

At some point Calvinists transitioned from believing that earning money and being wealthy 

without enjoying the benefits of it, as a way of becoming chosen for salvation, to making 

money for the sake of being prosperous and for the sake of spending it. Between traditional 

Calvinism  and  WASP  values,  the  religious  aspect  of  having  to  work  hard  and  be 

prosperous for the sake of salvation was left behind, and capitalism gradually took over. 

Today’s WASPs work hard and are frugal,  but  they enjoy their  wealth and do spend 

money. They are no longer looking for salvation through an accumulation of wealth from 

which they would neither spend, enjoy nor profit.

2.4 Catholic Americans – The Irish

The reason why Catholics are important in this context is because their core values are 

different from Protestant ones. The difference lies with the Catholics having a cycle of sin, 

which consists of repentance, atonement, release and forgiveness, followed by new sins. 

The Calvinistic God demands a lifetime of hard work in order to receive possible salvation 
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(Weber, 1904-1905/1958, p. 117) According to Weber, Catholics did not hold the same 

desire to own property, and they preferred to hold a steady income, leading steady lives 

rather than taking chances (Weber, 1904-1905/1972, p. 20). Weber’s explanation for why 

there were very few, if any, Catholic heads of business ventures ties in with these values. 

Using craftsmen as  an  example,  Weber illustrated how Catholics  studying to  become 

craftsmen more often than not chose to stay in the profession, becoming master craftsmen 

and maintaining a business. According to Weber, Protestants were more likely to seek jobs 

at  large  industries,  where  they  eventually  became  leaders.  In  other  words,  Catholics 

preferred to remain within a safe trade, while Protestants took chances and went for greater 

successes as leaders (Weber, 1904-1905/1972, p. 19). 

Another  difference  between  Catholics  and  Protestants  according  to  Weber  was  that 

Catholic  children  did  not  choose  business  schools  upon graduating secondary  school. 

Instead  Catholics  chose  humanistic  colleges,  and  Weber  describes  this  as  a  direct 

consequence  of  the  general  lack  of  Catholic  interest  in  capitalist  endeavors  (Weber, 

1904-1905/1972, p. 19). Taking this into consideration, I would like to examine how the 

Irish Catholics immigrants in the US have fared. 

The largest Irish immigration started during the 1840s and 1850s. They were as a rule 

destitute upon arrival to the US, and started their new lives at the very bottom of society 

(Sowell, 1981, p.  17). The reason for this mass immigration was the potato famine in 

Ireland, as well as the rural structure in Irish society. Ireland was under British rule at this 

time, and the British government, with their economic policies, destroyed the possibility of 

industrial development in the country, leaving a huge mass of people with no prospects of a 

decent future. The Irish immigrated as family units, with the hopes of a prosperous future 

and with the determination to become American, because there was nothing left for them in 

Ireland (Sowell, 1981, pp. 22, 23). 
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Integration into American society was turbulent for the early Irish immigrants, because of 

the  bitter  hostility  and  animosity  that  they  brought  with  them from home  based  on 

conflicting religious views. There were often violent episodes between the Irish from the 

Catholic Southern Ireland and the predominantly Protestant group from Northern Ireland 

(Sowell, 1981, p. 24). 

Most of the first Irish immigrants who landed in the US were from rural areas, and they had 

very little money. Many left Ireland with only enough money for the trip over, leaving 

them penniless once in America. This meant that they settled mainly in the two cities where 

their ships docked, New York City and Boston. However since most Irish immigrants were 

farmers, they had no skills that could be useful in urban life. The only advantages they had 

were  command of  the  English  language,  the  Catholic  religion,  and a  shared common 

identity  and  cohesion  as  a  people  because  of  the  ongoing  British  oppression.  This 

connection was upheld by the Catholic priests, and the priests also served as educators 

(Sowell, 1981, p. 17, 22, 23). They lived in overcrowded Irish ghettos with poor sanitary 

conditions, and were by many established Americans considered to be dirty, drunken and 

incompetent. This meant that the jobs given to Irish men and women were the jobs no one 

else wanted (Sowell, 1981, p. 17).

Despite first settling in urban areas, many Irish families eventually relocated because of the 

work that could be found on railroads, roads and canals across the US. Despite being 

farmers in Ireland, very few Irish immigrants ended up working in the agricultural sector. 

The industrial style of farming in the US was a far cry from growing potatoes in Ireland, 

and living on isolated farms in the US would also mean losing the opportunity to attend 
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mass (Sowell, 1981, p. 25). Farming in Ireland had been a way of life, and they farmed on 

small plots of land without the use of advanced agricultural methods. It  was a way of 

feeding ones family, not a business (McCaffrey, 1976, p. 68).  The typical jobs available to 

the first Irish immigrant men were seasonal and unsteady. The Irish women were more 

likely to find steady employment, because they usually found work as domestic servants 

(Sowell, 1981, p. 27). 

The Irish worked their way up from the bottom of the social ladder, and change began in 

the late 19th century. By the 1880s, Irish mayors were being elected in Boston and in New 

York City due to massive block voting. They also held political power in Chicago, San 

Francisco and Milwaukee, among other cities (Sowell, 1981, p. 30). The Irish had control 

of the very successful Tammany political machine in New York.  The reason for the rise of 

political machines was not grand ideas or philosophies, but simply a quid pro quo system. 

If you were a loyal supporter, you had the option of turning to the political machine for 

help when things got tough. With friends in right places, supporters could escape anything 

from evictions to avoiding criminal charges (Sowell, 1981, p. 31). Socially the machines 

meant that immigrants in the slums and working classes had somewhere to turn. Political 

machines operated outside of the official system, and this made it  easier for a regular 

citizen to get help without being tangled up in bureaucratic mire. The Irish brought with 

them a deep distrust of government in their native Ireland, and when they emigrated, this 

view followed them. This meant that they would rather turn to the political machines for 

help then the official government. As a result,  corruption, violence, vote fraud, among 

other things, was a steady and everyday part of the Irish political machines (Sowell, 1981, 

p. 31).

Socially the political machines had a different impact. In the 1850’s it was the norm that 

policemen, fire fighters, teachers and so forth were appointed by municipalities. This meant 
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that many Irish men and women were given jobs in these sectors, elevating them from poor 

immigrants to men and women with a certain standing in society. In 1855 nearly 40% of 

the policemen in New York were immigrants, and about 75% of these immigrants were 

Irish, and at the end of the century the Irish had gained control of almost all fire and police 

departments in the US’ greater cities (Sowell, 1981, p. 31). 

Despite the success of Irish men in the police departments and the fire departments, the 

group was still collectively poor. In 1890 it was estimated that roughly 42% of the Irish 

still worked as servants and in the unskilled labor force. Despite this, the Irish had slowly 

begun working their way up the ladder (Sowell, 1981, p. 35-36). Ultimately the Irish began 

succeeding in banking, journalism and union leadership. They also did well with owning 

bars and pubs, and generally succeeded in areas that did not require entrepreneurial skills 

or  scholastic  efforts  (Sowell,  1981,  p.  37),  which ties  in  with  Weber’s  description of 

Catholic values. 

The  Irish  eventually  did  become  integrated  members  of  WASP  society  because  the 

Catholic Church did. The Catholic Church slowly adapted to the WASP community, and 

this is a major factor in assimilating the Irish (Brookhiser 1992, p. 46, 47).

Today roughly 30,5 million Americans claim Irish ancestry, and is only second to German 

in being the most claimed ancestry in America, which roughly 42,8 million claimed in 

2000 (US Census Bureau fact sheet). Intermarriage is the most obvious explanation for 

why  so  many  contemporary  Americans  claim  Irish  as  their  ancestry.  The  group  has 

protected itself in a way from being completely engulfed in mainstream America. In other 
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words they function in a WASP world, but at the same time they try to keep their cultural heritage 

and ancestry by intermarriage (Hout and Goldstein, 1994). 

2.5 Mexican-Americans

Mexican-Americans are another large cultural group in US society. They share the same 

religious values as the Irish. Mexican-American is not the precise title for all the different 

people of Mexican ancestry that live in the United States, but it is used because they share 

the same common denominator, which is that they all originate from Mexico. Historically 

Mexicans came from a very rigid class system, where 97% of Mexicans belonged to an 

impoverished and uneducated lower class (Sowell, 1981, p. 248). 

Mexico’s history is tumultuous, and the story of Mexicans in the US starts in 1845, when 

Texas was annexed as a part of the United States. In 1847, following an American military 

action, Mexican leader General Santa Ana signed over one third of Mexico to the United 

States. The area was divided into six new states and added land to another four. Americans 

began settling in these new states, among them California, and the Mexican population 

became a minority. Most of them lost land rights due to fraud and corruption. They were 

kept on the outside without much political influence. Some managed though to stay in the 

elite, and these Mexicans kept their influence, wealth and power (Sowell, 1981, p. 247). 

California and Arizona received immigrants in the 1860s to 1880s because of the gold rush, 

as well as the construction of railroads. American employers building the railroads actively 

hired Mexicans in the US as well as in Mexico, and this brought many across the border. 

Another surge occurred when the Mexican Revolution broke out in 1909 (Sowell, 1981, p. 

248). Because of their work on the railroads many Mexicans settled along the tracks, and 

thus they laid the foundations for many Mexican-American communities. Mexicans also 

found employment in mining and in farming. Because of their occupations, Mexicans often 

lived in isolated communities, and their children were brought up in a parallel Spanish-
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speaking  society.  The  goals  and  values  of  Mexican-Americans  have  not  traditionally 

centered on education (Sowell, 1981, p. 264, 266), and children born to farm workers also 

worked in the fields, and rarely attended school (Sowell, 1981, p. 249). 

In the early 20th century Mexican-Americans in the Southwest, especially Texas, were ill 

looked upon by Americans because of their  illiteracy, poverty, culture,  race and work 

patterns. They were viewed as dirty, ignorant and lacking in proper behavior by established 

Americans (Sowell, 1981, p. 252). This means that they were by no means seen to share 

WASP values, and therefore they were not accepted and assimilated into general society. 

Perhaps they had non-WASP values: self, creativity, ambition, diffidence, gratification and 

group mindedness (Brookhiser, 1992, p. 124). 

Mexican-Americans had a very high birthrate in the early 20th century. In 1910 a Mexican-

American woman in the mid-thirties to mid-forties gave birth to an average of 5.3 children, 

which was higher than the 3.4 children born to American women in the same age group 

(Sowell, 1981, p. 252-253). It was not uncommon for immigrants to have high birthrates, 

but Mexican-Americans were the only ones to maintain it. In 1969 an average Mexican-

American woman gave birth to 4.4 children. This fact, insisting on speaking Spanish as 

well as not applying for citizenship helped keep Mexican-Americans on the outskirts of US 

society (Sowell 1981, p. 253). The high birthrate can possibly be explained by the Catholic 

values of Mexican-Americans as opposed to WASP America. In addition to this, there are 

differences as to how many children individual Mexican-American women gave birth to. 

Women with high school degrees averaged two children while women with less education 

averaged more than six children. Family is central to Mexican-American society (Sowell 

1981, p. 263). As with the Irish intermarriage also occurred among Mexican-Americans 

and in 1970 77% of Mexican-Americans intermarried. This number decreased to about 
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66% in 1990, but it is still a high number. Marrying within ones own group helps preserve 

cultural values and perhaps also stops complete assimilation (Rosenfeld, 2002, p. 153).

When  the  Great  Depression  hit  the  country  in  the  1930’s,  the  US  started  deporting 

Mexicans, because this was less expensive than paying them welfare. This meant also 

deporting individuals who had been born in the US. However, once World War II started, 

the US lacked manpower due to the involvement in the war, and a federal plan was created 

in order to bring farm workers back from Mexico. The program hit a high in the 1950’s 

with over 400,000 Mexicans crossing the border. The program was terminated in 1964. Just 

as in the 1930’s, this influx ended with mass deportations back to Mexico (Sowell, 1981, p. 

254-255). Since then many Mexicans have crossed the border illegally as well as legally. 

The US government estimates that roughly 100,000 illegal immigrants cross the border 

each year with the intent of settling permanently in the US (Sowell, 1981, p. 257).

In 1950 68% of the Hispanic population in the Southwest had become urbanized, and in 

1960 that number had risen to 79% (Sowell, 1981, p. 258). Urbanization meant that fewer 

worked in agriculture,  and in 1960 only 16 percent of Mexican-American men in the 

Southwest still worked on farms (Sowell 1981, p. 259).

Lack of the cultural importance of education is a possible reason why Mexican-Americans 

still are not achieving success. In 1950 Mexican-Americans living in the Southwest only 

completed an average of five years of education, compared to 11 years for their white 

counterparts and 8 years for African-Americans. In 1960 the average had improved slightly 

by rising to 7 years on average of completed schooling (Sowell, 1981, p. 260). Another 

complication for Mexican-Americans is that they have held on to Spanish as their first 

language, and many still do not speak English very well. 
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2.6 Scandinavian-Americans – Danes and Swedes

Danes and Swedes also immigrated to  the  United States,  but  in  fewer numbers.  It  is 

estimated that  roughly 320.000 Danes immigrated to  the  US between 1840 and 1914 

(Mackintosh, 1993, p. 9). The biggest emigration from Denmark occurred in the early 

1860s, where Danes from the Eastern and Southern part of the country constituted the 

largest group. The second wave came in the late 1870s and in the 1880s. Most Danish 

immigrants settled in Iowa, Illinois,  Wisconsin and Minnesota. (Mackintosh, 1993, pp. 

35-36) It was mostly the men who emigrated from Denmark first. Many of them were 

young,  healthy  and  unmarried  (Hvidt,  1971,  p.  164).  A desire  for  adventure  and the 

possibility of making more money than they could in Denmark were the primary reasons 

why they decided to leave the country. Because it was mostly men who left Denmark, it 

resulted in very few Danish women in the new world, and many Danish men ended up 

bringing women over from their  home regions for marriage. Young women were also 

brought over to work as servants for Danish families in the US, and many of these women 

also married Danish immigrants (Hvidt, 1971, pp. 175-176). 

The number of Danes who left home for the US is nowhere near the number of Irish 

immigrants,  and they also immigrated for different  reasons than the Irish.  Many were 

farmers and therefore it seems very natural that they settled in rural states. But how did 

they assimilate into American society? A vast majority of the Danes entering the United 

States would most likely have been Lutheran Protestants, and would have had very little 

difficulty adopting WASP values. 

Immigration from Sweden to the US also occurred in the 20th century. Sweden started 

collecting data and keeping records of immigration in the 1820’s, so there is no statistical 
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record prior to this. In total 1.122.292 million Swedes emigrated from the 1820’s until the 

1930’s (Carlsson, 1976, p. 116-119). In 1867-1868 Sweden was struck by crop failure, and 

this led to a large emigration from Sweden to the US with a total  of 32,000 Swedes 

emigrating  in  1869.  Prior  waves  of  emigration  had  been  led  by  pull  factors  such  as 

searching for better jobs, but this wave was led by a push factor. Living conditions in 

Sweden were horrible at this time, and many immigrated to the United States simply with 

the  hope  of  not  starving  (Carlsson,  1976,  p.  121).  Between 1880  and  1900  Swedish 

immigrants were recorded settling in Illinois, Nebraska, Minnesota, Kansas and Iowa, but 

in the early twentieth century Swedes and their descendants started to migrate from the 

rural farming districts to industrialized areas on the East coast. Instead, the mid west was 

occupied  by  Norwegian  immigrants,  and  in  the  early  1900’s  65%  of  all  Norwegian 

immigrants lived in Minnesota, North Dakota, Iowa and Illinois (Norman, 1976, p. 246). 

Swedish immigrants passed through Chicago on their way to the mid west, and many chose 

to settle there. Just as the Irish had settled into ghettos in Boston, Swedes settled into an 

ethnic enclave known as Swede Town, and in 1880 roughly 18,000 Swedes resided there. 

Although the majority were low-paid workers,  many of them, in contrast  to the Irish, 

owned their own homes (Norman, 1976, pp. 252-253). 

It is also important to look at what types of jobs immigrants from Sweden occupied. Those 

who  settled  in  Wisconsin  worked  in  agriculture  (Norman,  1976,  p.  261).  Settlers  in 

Chicago  worked  mostly  as  unskilled  laborers,  and  many  unmarried  Swedish  women 

worked  as  domestic  servants  as  well  as  in  the  textile  industry.  Unskilled  Swedish 

immigrants  also  worked  in  the  metal  industry  and  construction.  However  as  time 

progressed Swedish immigrants experienced upward mobility and many became business 

owners in the textile and metal industries (Norman, 1976, p. 265). 
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2.7 African-Americans

The ancestors of modern many African-Americans did not immigrate to the US of their 

own free will, but were captured mainly in West Africa and sold into slavery (Sowell, 

1981, p.  183).  Upon entering into the US, slaves lost  their  cultural  identity,  and their 

different  languages  disappeared  (Sowell,  1981,  p.  183).  Slaves  were  considered  an 

investment by their white owners, and subsequently policies were created in order to keep 

slaves from becoming literate and informed. In many states it was illegal to teach slaves 

how to read and write. This kept slaves captive also by ignorance (Sowell, 1981, p. 187). 

The cultural heritage of African-Americans is almost completely formed in America, as 

their respective cultural pasts had been totally eradicated under slavery (Sowell, 1981, p. 

183). 

Within these constraints of life, slaves created patterns for living. These patterns included 

stable family situations,  were partners stayed together for decades,  despite  the lack of 

legality of marriages among slaves. Slave marriages were solid and were rarely broken up 

voluntarily (Sowell, 1981, pp. 188-189).

Because  of  these  stable  relations,  many  children  born  to  slaves  lived  in  two-parent 

households as long as they were not sold. Children and adults within the slave community 

showed respect by addressing elders as aunt and uncle, and the children were secretly given 

their  father’s  surname.  Slave  owners  found  the  stability  of  slave  family  relations 

comforting, because it had a stabilizing effect on the slave community (Sowell, 1981, pp. 

188-189). It also helped increase the slave population (Patterson, 2000, p. 211). But there 

was also a downside to these relations, and slave owners interfered with slave culture by 
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forbidding the use of family names and relational terms such as mother and brother. This 

was done in order to maintain control of the slaves, and to make sure that they still knew 

their place in the master-servant relationship. This ban only strengthened the culture of 

slaves, because it drove them to use surnames in secret (Sowell, 1981, pp. 188-189). There 

was a cultural downside to this and that was that male slaves did not have the rights to their 

own wives or children. In West African culture a man’s success was measured by the 

number of children and wives. This removal of masculinity and control aided in male 

slaves losing their traditional cultural values and it is also proposed as an explanation for 

why African-American men in modern America have difficulties attaching themselves to a 

family (Patterson, 2000, p. 211). 

The abolition of slavery became a reality in 1865, and a new chapter in the history of 

African-Americans began. They were still poor and illiterate, and lack of experience made 

it difficult to manage their own lives (Sowell, 1981, pp. 199-200).

Entering into the 20th century more hardships awaited Southern African-Americans due to 

segregation. In 1910 the eleven former Confederate states spent three times as much money 

on  white  students  than  they  did  on  black  students.  This  resulted  in  worn  down, 

overcrowded schools, and by the mid 1930’s only 19% of black children between the ages 

of 14 and 17 attend high school. The end result was that blacks were poorly educated and 

thus did not stand a chance of achieving the same higher income jobs as whites (Nieman, 

1991, p. 117). Segregation was not only practiced in schools, it kept blacks and whites 

separated in almost all  aspects of daily life.  Change came in 1955, when Rosa Parks2 

refused to relinquish her seat on a bus to a white man. This event sparked the civil rights 

movement. Segregation had been declared unconstitutional 1½ years earlier by the United 

2 Rosa Parks (1913-2005) started the modern day civil rights movement by refusing to give up her bus seat for a 
white passenger in Montgomery, Alabama. She became world famous because of this boycott, and today her action 
is associated with the beginning of the civil rights movement that permanently ended segregation in the South. 
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States Supreme Court, but it had had no practical effect in Alabama (Nieman, 1991, p. 

148).  

In today’s America some Whites believe that African-Americans could be just as well-off 

as whites, if they simply tried harder, and that they do not possess the same work ethic as 

whites. (Virtanen and Huddy, 1998, p. 312) This helps prove that the different groups have 

different cultural value sets, and that Whites do not feel that African-Americans share the 

same work ethic as themselves. This is not entirely true as African-Americans might not be 

given the same opportunities as whites. 

Today African-American  culture  is  partly  tied  in  with  consumerism and  gratification, 

because they were materially deprived during slavery. Buying goods and consuming is a 

way of compensating for being poor or otherwise disenfranchised, and African-Americans 

spend a higher percentage of their after tax income on clothes than any other Americans 

consumers (Schiele, 2005, p. 809). 

2.8 The American Dream – A Historical Perspective

The first person to actually use the term American Dream was James Truslow Adams in his 

book “The Epic of America” (Quelch, 2008, p.2). 

The American Dream is a vision, if you may, which has been a part of American history 

since the beginning. In its simplicity, the theory states that it is possible for any individual 
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to rise from the bottom of society to the top of society. It indicates that the sky is the limit, 

and that it does not matter who you are or where you come from. It is also the belief that 

one’s children will do better than you did (Isaacs, 2008, p. 1). All that matters is how hard 

you work. Benjamin Franklin is seen as a good example of the American Dream. He came 

from a poor background, and his parents were not able to send him to college. Instead he 

worked his way up from being an apprentice in a print shop to owning his own publishing 

company.  Is  it  possible  to  achieve  the  same  climb  up  the  social  ladder  in  the  new 

millennium? Therefore it becomes relevant to discuss whether The American Dream is fact 

or fiction. Is it actually possible to make it from bottom to top within US society? (Ashbee, 

2002, pp. 33-34) Benjamin Franklin was a success story, but it has not been the same for all 

Americans. America was known as the land of opportunity, but it is not always the case. 

African-Americans suffered under segregation, the so-called Jim Crow laws, in the South, 

and also faced discrimination in the North. African-Americans were mostly employed in 

the unskilled workforce (Ashbee, 2002, p. 34). Women are another minority that did not 

always benefit from the many opportunities that America supposedly could offer, because 

they could not own land, because Only men were permitted to own land. As well as these 

groups, many immigrants from Eastern Europe were bound under old family loyalties and 

neighborhood obligations. These were seen as vital, and the unrestrained pursuit of wealth 

and success did not always agree with these obligations. These groups did not abandon 

their cultural values in order to climb to the top of the ladder (Ashbee, 2002, p. 35). This is 

different from WASP culture, where the unrestrained pursuit of wealth and power is a 

pillar  of  life.  In  addition to  this,  inherited wealth was starting to  create a  class-based 

society, where Ivy League schools and country clubs helped to establish societal hierarchy. 

African-Americans were not a part of the Ivy League, but white women had the possibility 

of marrying into wealth, if they were not born into it.  The Rockefeller family became, 

among others, a symbol of this aristocratic lifestyle as well as inherited wealth. Inheriting 

ones wealth is not in the spirit of the American Dream, and perhaps the beginning class 

society was also the starting demise of the American Dream (Ashbee, 2002, p. 35).
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2.9 The American Dream - Now

The shift away from the traditional American work ethic in order to achieve success started 

after World War II, where Americans became more concerned with buying goods and the 

consumer culture blossomed. The result of this shift in work ethic has lead to a notion that 

the American Dream is something one is entitled to and not something one has to work for. 

Many Americans no longer see the virtues hard work in their future. Instead they attempt to 

find short cuts in order to achieve wealth (Warshauer, 2003, p. 1). Game shows and reality 

television have become the fast way of getting rich with less effort than before. This side of 

the American Dream has not erased hard work, but it deserves mentioning because it shows 

a  different  side  of  American  culture.  This  angle  on  the  American  Dream focuses  on 

accumulating wealth and consuming. A large part of Americans are giving in to these new 

ways of making fast money. The game show “Who Wants to Be a Millionaire” averages a 

response of 240,000 people in the search for the show’s contestants. The mere prospect of 

winning  a  large  amount  of  money  embodies  this  vision  of  the  American  Dream 

(Warshauer, 2003, p. 1). 

Another  factor  that  is  pressing the  original  idea  of  the  American Dream today is  the 

economy. Americans are suffering from rising gas and food prices and the decline in the 

financial sector. The concept of the American Dream is centered on Americans believing in 

it. With the plummeting housing prices and the downturn of the economy, American faith 

in the dream is weakening. In a USA TODAY poll 54% of the surveyed said that their 

standard of living has not improved in the past five years (Lynch, 2008, p.1). This lack of 

faith is weakening the notion of the American Dream, but it is not entirely dead (Lynch, 

2008,  p.  1).  The American Dream is  not  only threatened by lack of  belief,  it  is  also 

threatened by the current reality that the American economy is not doing well. Middle class 

Americans have seen their wages decline over the past eight years, and many are in debt as 

30



a result of the current crisis. All these things mean that it has become increasingly difficult 

to  achieve the  American Dream,  and that  many Americans  might  be  in  deep trouble 

because of their attempts to achieve it (Quelch, 2008, p. 1). The main problem is that the 

American Dream has been distorted in today’s America, because it has been angled in such 

a way that in order to reach the Dream, one has to buy things. This twist is a far cry from 

the original perspective, where hard work was the key element to achieving the American 

Dream, and where it  was minded towards living the best  life  you possibly could and 

enabling ones children to go to college and succeed (Quelch, 2008, p. 2)

CHAPTER 3 – EXTERNAL FACTORS INFLUENCING INDIVIDUAL ADVANCEMENT 

3.1 Introduction

The main point of this chapter is to explore aspects other than the individual’s cultural 

background in American society. In this chapter I will be looking into the external factors 

that influence personal advancement, with focus on mobility, education, racism, inequality 

and poverty.

I will also briefly discuss the radical theory on intelligence by Richard Herrnstein and 

Charles  Murray  which  is  presented  in  their  book  “The  Bell  Curve”.  Their  theory  is 
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mentioned as part of the argument that culture does not influence individual advancement 

to a great extent, because it attempts to link genetics and intelligence.   Charles Murray has 

written several books regarding America in the 20th century, and his focus has primarily 

been  on  poverty  and  the  lower  classes.  Herrnstein  (1930-1994)  was  a  professor  of 

psychology at Harvard, where he taught for 36 years. He wrote extensively on the subject 

of intelligence during his career, and he started a debate on intelligence in 1971, when he 

published an article in The Atlantic Monthly proposing that intelligence is largely inherited 

(Goleman, 1994). 

3.2 Racism and Being Black in America

Despite the massive immigration from around the globe, the one group that continues to 

experience racism are African-Americans. The issue of race has always been an important 

part of the US’ history (Hacker, 1992, p. 17). Racism has always existed in some form or 

another in  America,  but  it  became a  vital  issue of  public debate after the civil  rights 

movement took place. Prior to this movement and prior to World War II White Americans 

did not pay much attention to Blacks or to their living conditions. Many White Americans 

thought of Blacks as a large pool of unskilled labor that would always be there (Hacker, 

1992, pp. 18-19). The start of racism as we know it happened with a shift in public opinion. 

In the beginning of the 1970’s the civil rights movement was coming to a close, and the US 

saw a rise in crimes involving Blacks, and White Americans started to feel misused. White 
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America blamed Blacks for the dissolving relations between the races, and out of all this 

the context for racism in America was set (Hacker, 1992, p. 19). 

Racism is a difficult issue to pinpoint, because people carry out racist activities everyday. 

The cab driver who does not stop for Black customers is performing a racist act. Racism is 

an important aspect in answering the research question, because if one can determine that 

there is racism in the US, then there must also be cases where racism hinders mobility. The 

cab driver becomes important. His or her actions are based on assumptions that Blacks are 

higher  risk customers,  some because  they live  in  undesirable  neighborhoods,  but  also 

because the media often tells stories of cab drivers being held up at gun point by Black 

people. These assumptions about Black customers lead the cab driver to perform a racist 

act (Hacker 1992, p. 20).  This is an example of what is known as institutional racism. 

Institutions in this context can be anything from colleges to churches and businesses.  The 

trouble with institutional racism is that it is subtle and almost invisible, because if asked, 

then all colleges and companies can state that they are open to students and employees of 

all races. Many American institutions have a bias towards Blacks, because they believe that 

they will not meet the standards of the organization, as well as not wishing to attempt to 

meet the standards (Hacker 1992, p. 22).  

Another  way  of  defining  racism  is  saying  that  it  is  a  matter  of  preferences.  These 

preferences are set, and they are not something that can be changed (Williams, 2003, p. 

153). The interesting thing is how these preferences can limit mobility, and how they affect 

what companies look for when hiring new employees. Some companies might specifically 

look at race when deciding whether or not to hire a certain employee. African-Americans 

have on average poorer statistics than whites. For example the average SAT score3 for 

3 SAT stands for Scholastic Aptitude Test and Scholastic Assessment Test and is a standardized test that all high 

school students must take prior to applying for college
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African-Americans was 737 in 1990 compared to 933 for whites. African-Americans who 

graduate college also tend to have lower grades than their White fellow graduates. African-

Americans are already at a disadvantage here because of their race, and it is plausible that 

companies take these statistics into consideration when they are hiring, and deciding with 

which  candidate  they  intend  to  proceed  (Williams,  2003,  p.  154).  These  racial 

disadvantages may lead to discrimination of an applicant. Discrimination is one element 

that can serve as a barrier and as such hinder mobility (Williams, 2003, p. 155). This is also 

an example of institutionalized racism (Hacker, 1994, p. 22). 

Sowell also discusses the alleged connection between race and intelligence, saying that he 

believes that cultural factors do play a role, when one looks at different scores for various 

races on mental tests (Goldsby, 1994). It is easy for one to see how having low median 

scores on standardized tests in schools as well as on mental tests can help keep a particular 

ethnic group locked in a particular position within a society. However Sowell does not give 

an answer either way whether this is the case or not, just as he discredits that mental tests 

can offer a full perspective on a human being’s skills (Goldsby, 1994).  

Being Black in today’s America also involves a culture that revolves around gratification 

and consumerism. Some African-Americans might see the greater access to material goods 

as an indication that racism is declining (Schiele, 2005, pp. 809-810). Instant gratification 

is one of the cultural values mentioned by Brookhiser as a way of describing non-WASPs. 
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Above  it  has  been  shown  that  institutional  racism  can  limit  mobility  for  African-

Americans. Below mobility and economic mobility will be discussed in greater detail. 

3.3 Mobility 

Mobility is the term used when describing an individual’s movement, up and down, within 

a society. It is an important aspect in answering the research question, because mobility is 

linked  with  advancement.  In  order  to  obtain  individual  advancement  there  has  to  be 

mobility. One could theorize that Americans find it decidedly un-American that external 

circumstances lock in a person’s path in life (Beller and Hout, 2006, p. 20). Social mobility 

within  a  generation  is  affected  by  what  is  happening  in  society  around  them.  Social 

mobility increases, if the economy is doing well and there is substantial growth. Mobility is 

influenced by this, simply because if there is growth and economic stability then everyone 

within a society might be better off automatically (Beller and Hout, 2006, p. 20). 

The US economy has been described as an hourglass economy, meaning that it is divided 

in two. The upper part can be called the primary job market whilst the lower part is the 

secondary job market.  The analogy is  made, because an hourglass  has a  very narrow 

passageway, and it is almost impossible to pass through it going from the lower half to the 

upper  half.  The  upper  half  of  the  so-called  hourglass,  or  the  primary  job  market,  is 

concentrated around high paid employment opportunities, job security, proper promotion 

procedures and due process in implementation of rules. The lower half, or secondary job 

market,  consists  of  unsecure  employment  opportunities,  low  wage  levels,  temporary 

employment and random job structures. Many Americans are stuck in the secondary job 

sector due to lack of education and not enough information about other job opportunities. 

Many of  these  people  live  in  poor  neighborhoods,  and  do  not  have access  to  higher 

education (Ashbee, 2002, p. 40). The hourglass theory suggests limited mobility within US 
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society, but does this mean that cultural values do influence individual advancement? Or is 

it simply a sign that external circumstances are to blame? 

Many minorities find themselves in the secondary job market due to poor education, but 

also due to a traditional networking system, where minorities rely on each other to pass on 

news of job opportunities (Ashbee, 2002, p. 44). This type of networking is also referred to 

as social capital, and it means that people use the social ties that are available to them, 

when locating job opportunities and deciding where to settle (Perrucci and Wysong, 2003, 

p.  15).  This  creates an imbalance,  because individuals  then become limited to  certain 

industries  and jobs.  Another  problem is  decentralization,  which has occurred in  many 

cities. Places of industry are being moved out of the cities, leaving behind an unskilled 

labor  force  living  in  inner  city  neighborhoods.  Decentralization  takes  away  vital  job 

opportunities, and there are unfortunately seldom any alternatives. In addition to this, it is 

also believed that immigration has flooded the secondary job market with unskilled labor, 

and because of this wages have been lowered, making circumstances even more difficult 

(Ashbee, 2002, p. 44). 

Thomas D. Boston argues that class has a lot to do with how well certain groups succeed 

within a society. His primary focus is on the African-American population in the US, and 

the reasons why lower class in America consists largely of this particular group. 

Boston argues that  it  is  not  cultural  values that  determine individual success within a 

society. Race and discrimination play a part, because these parameters influence wages as 

well  personal  success.  Boston  argues  that  discrimination  is  the  reason  why  African-

Americans are concentrated in the lower class (Boston, 1988, p. 3). The question then 

becomes, how did African-Americans end up in the lower part of society, and does it have 
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anything to do with cultural values that they have not worked their way up? According to 

Boston one has to look at history, in order to understand how African-Americans ended up 

at the bottom of society. In the South after the Civil War and with the passing of Jim Crow, 

African-Americans found themselves relegated to the agricultural sector, and by doing this 

the precedence of relegating African-Americans to the lowest segment of the labor market 

was set (Boston, 1988,  p. 26).

Linked to this is discrimination within the labor market. The original thesis on segmented 

labor markets proposed that segments came from structural changes. The segments were 

created with the emergence and dominance of monopolies in the beginning of the 20th 

century. This divided the labor market into two segments:  a  primary and a secondary 

segment (Boston, 1988, p. 101). Firms in the primary segment are distinguished by their 

larger size, structure, location, market concentration and power. Firms in the secondary 

segment are smaller, do not have any influence on prices and only produce a single product 

line or a small series of products. In connection with the primary firms, one also speaks of 

the  internal  labor  markets.  Here  vacancies are  filled through internal  job  bidding and 

promotions. This limits the firm’s external vacancies, and it also increases the difficulties 

of  getting a job in the primary segment (Boston, 1988, p. 102). The internal and external 

labor markets aid in creating a divide in the labor force (Boston, 1988, p. 103). The result 

of the creation of internal labor markets in the primary sector means that there are job 

ladders in place that secure promotion patterns and also define entry level positions. It also 

indicates that employment in the primary labor market means stability and higher wages 

(Boston, 1988, p. 103). 

In addition to the two segments, the labor market can also be divided up into sectors: an 

independent primary sector, a subordinate primary sector and a secondary sector (Boston, 

1988, p. 106). The independent primary sector contains managerial and professional jobs 

37



that  are  characterized  by  higher  wages,  greater  job  status  and  better  promotional 

opportunities (Boston, 1988, pp. 107-108). There is also a great deal of mobility in this 

sector, because of the greater possibilities of advancement. Members of this sector have 

formal education or training, and there is a great deal of job security. One finds that there 

are three groups of jobs in this tier. The first group is clerical and sales staff,   the second 

consists of firms employing tradesmen such as plumbers, carpenters etc. and the last group 

consists of engineers, nurses, lawyers and a range other positions (Boston, 1988, p. 108). 

The subordinate primary sector consists of blue-collar jobs. Individuals employed in this 

sector can experience some unemployment, but they still maintain a close attachment to 

their line of work. A common denominator for this group is that they are unionized, and 

jobs found in this sector are metal fabrication, auto assembly and so forth. One also finds 

unionized  clerical  staff,  administrative  workers  and  several  others  (Boston,  1988,  pp. 

108-109).

Wages in the secondary sector are usually lower on average than in the primary sector. 

There are also fewer benefits, poorer working conditions and less chance of advancement. 

Individuals in this sector move from job to job more often than individuals in the primary 

sector (Boston, 1988, p. 109). Workers do this because jobs found in this sector tend to be 

unattractive and short-term (Boston, 1988, p. 111). Jobs represented in the secondary sector 

can often be performed by unskilled labor, and the firms placed in this sector tend to be 

companies who do not have the market power to be able to pay out high wages. This also 

means that they do not have the financial ability to offer benefits to their employees. The 

types of jobs placed in the secondary sector are, for example, janitors, sanitation personnel, 

waiters, delivery personnel and lower level clerical jobs (Boston, 1988, pp. 111-112). 
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African-Americans,  unskilled White men and women generally  work secondary sector 

jobs. This sector is a mobility barrier that can exist because of poor skill levels, location of 

the employees and discrimination (Boston, 1988, p. 112). 

Could the labor market segmented in  such a way that  some workers’  job options are 

concentrated among ‘good jobs’, while others are concentrated on ‘bad jobs’? Is mobility a 

factor? (Boston, 1988, p. 93) Labor markets are segmented by firm/industry characteristics, 

occupations,  job  characteristics,  individual/human  capital  characteristics  and  some 

combination of these (Boston, 1988, p. 118). If the segmented labor market exists then it 

certainly affects mobility. The issue that faces African-Americans is that there is a certain 

level of inequality in job opportunities, promotions and occupational mobility. African-

Americans have a greater risk of being placed in the segment that  only contains ‘bad 

jobs’ (Boston, 1988, p. 93).

Another important aspect of mobility is intergenerational and intragenerational mobility. 

Intergenerational mobility is  mobility between generations,  and intragenerational is  the 

measure of one person’s mobility within that person’s lifetime. Some mobility is expected 

during a lifetime, but it is relevant to this thesis, because it can help prove whether or not 

mobility exists in American society. Is it possible for one man or woman to achieve the 

American dream by coming from nothing and going all the way to the top? 

It is also important to look at intergenerational mobility for women and other minorities. In 

order to provide a detailed answer to the research question, one needs to show whether 

there is mobility for all groups as well as both genders. Traditionally women and minorities 

have faced barriers when they attempted to climb up the social ladder. One of the options 

for upward mobility that women had was marriage, but other minorities did not always 
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have this opportunity. The question is whether or not women and minorities still  face 

difficulties when it comes to mobility and intergenerational mobility. When speaking of 

intergenerational mobility, a son is likely to do better than a daughter, simply because there 

are very few high-paying jobs available for women. If this is the case, then there is limited 

intergenerational mobility for women, and as a result of this women will not advance to the 

same levels as there brothers and other men in US society  (Kearney, 2006, p. 38). So is 

there less advancement for women in America? If one looks a wages for men and women, 

it becomes clear that there is a discrepancy. Women earn about 80 percent of what a man 

earns per hour worked, and this means that women are, even today, systematically paid less 

than men (Kearney, 2006, p. 39). This can partly be explained by the work history of 

women. They have traditionally worked more part-time jobs than men and they have been 

in the workforce for fewer years than their male counterparts. Women are also more likely 

to take time away from the job market in order to give birth and take care of children 

(Kearney, 2006, p. 40). Historically, occupational differences between men and women 

have also occurred due to restrictions on women entering into certain professions, and they 

were banned from entering other professions entirely. Women were also forced to resign 

from working if and when they got married (Kearney, 2006, p. 41). Many women still face 

the fact that one way of gaining mobility and climbing the ladder is through marriage. This 

is despite a decrease in marriage for women aged 18-34. In 1960 73 percent of women in 

this age bracket were married, but only 44 percent of this group were married in 2000, and 

in 2000 66 percent  of  women worked outside the home, but  only 47 percent worked 

fulltime. This means that marriage is a key part of mobility for women, and is therefore 

also important in connection with advancement within US society (Kearney, 2006, pp. 

41-42).  So is  marrying up the  only way women can improve their  status?  In today’s 

America that  is  not  the  case.  Women tend to  improve their  own status by getting an 

education, working hard and earning money, but marriage stills plays a significant role 

(Kearney, 2006, p. 42). 
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In  the  above  paragraph  I  have  touched  on  aspects  that  influence  women’s  mobility. 

However there are also other  social  factors  where women’s mobility can be seriously 

limited, for example due to being a single parent. Single-mother families are economically 

vulnerable, and they are five times as likely to be poverty-stricken as married couples. 

Single-mother families also tend to be at the bottom of the economic ladder. (Martin 2006 

423)  In 1970 12 percent of all US families were single-mother families, and the number 

has risen to 26 percent in 1995 (Mannis, 1999, p. 121). Being a poor single mother affects 

mobility, because it limits job possibilities for these women. 

Intragenerational  mobility  should  also  be  mentioned,  and  one  aspect  of  this  kind  of 

mobility  is  resources.  Parents  with  better  resources  can  afford  to  provide  better 

opportunities for their children, and thus aiding them in their attempt at upward mobility 

(Biblarz, Bengtson and Bucur, 1996, p. 189). The Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) 

has shown differences in how well Blacks and Whites do in comparison with their parents. 

The  survey  has  been  conducted  by  interviewing  sample  families  since  1968  and  the 

children of these families in the years 1995, 1996, 1998, 2000 and 2002 (Isaacs, 2008, p. 

1). The study has shown that white children do better than Black children, and that they do 

not have equal opportunities when it comes to moving up the income ladder. For example 

37 percent of White children born into the middle-income group moved up into the fourth 

or fifth quintile, while only 17 percent of Black children from a similar background did the 

same. In addition to this the study also revealed that 45 percent of Black children from the 

middle income group ended up falling to the bottom quintile. Only 16 percent of White 

children from the middle income group did the same. Furthermore, 54 percent of Black 

children born in the bottom quintile ended up staying there, compared to 31 percent of 

White children born into the same group (Isaacs, 2008, p. 6). 

It is now clear that there is a certain level of mobility for African-Americans and women, 

but what about the rest of the minority population in the US? Do they also experience 
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advancement as a result of mobility, or is mobility limited? Minorities need to adapt and 

gain  certain  tools  in  order  to  experience  mobility.  Learning  English,  adapting  to  the 

American work ethic, as well as settling in a prosperous area are key elements in gaining 

economic mobility. Moving to areas of the country where industry is booming means not 

settling in ethnic boroughs, but instead settling in areas with a mixed demography. There is 

a significant wage gap between Americans and first generation immigrants, and this might 

limit  intragenerational  mobility.  But  does it  also limit  intergenerational  mobility? One 

would assume that it does not. Second generation Americans should automatically have 

head start, because they are the first generation to graduate from American schools, they 

speak English as their first language and they also have knowledge of the American job 

market  before  starting  their  first  job  (Borjas,  2006,  pp.  57-58).  This  assumption  is 

somewhat true. Immigrants from advanced economies tend to do better in the US than 

immigrants from poorer countries. In fact immigrants from poor countries tend to do a lot 

worse. In order to illustrate this, one could look at some statistics. In 1970 immigrants from 

Canada earned 18.5 percent more than a typical third generation worker, whereas Mexican 

immigrants earned 31.6 percent less. By the year 2000 a second generation immigrant from 

Canada earned 16.8 percent more than the average third generation worker, while a second 

generation worker from Mexico earned 14.7 percent less (Borjas, 2006, p.  62). These 

income  figures  are  probably  influenced  by  the  fact  that  a  large  percentage  of  these 

immigrants  lack  of  knowledge of  the  English  language,  among both  first  and second 

generation  Mexican-Americans,  as  well  as  the  fact  that  many  Mexican  and  Hispanic 

immigrants tend to live in enclaves or boroughs (Borjas, 2006, p. 65). All these aspects 

affect social mobility, because the outside framework of one’s life helps determine whether 

or not you move up or down the social ladder. Living in enclaves can also be a hindrance in 

achieving economic mobility (Borjas, 2006, p. 67).

Modern day immigrants face different challenges then the wave of immigrants who arrived 

in the beginning if the 20th century. These immigrants found employment in the budding 
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manufacturing industries around the country. As an example one can mention that in 1914 

three-quarters of the workers at Ford were foreign-born. These jobs created a sense of 

stability for the second generation, and thus created intergenerational economic mobility 

and advancement (Borjas, 2006, p. 67). There is mobility for minorities and for Mexican 

immigrants, but it is slower than immigrants from more advanced economies. 

So what does this all mean? It means that Blacks do not experience the same levels of 

economic mobility as Whites, and that they may not have the same opportunities as Whites, 

but never the less there was economic mobility (Haskins, 2008, p. 4). 

3.4 Mobility and Education

Exploring  education  and  mobility  is  important  in  respect  to  answering  the  research 

question. Being educated in the US is one of the main ways to obtain mobility and success, 

but as it will be shown below not everyone in America has equal opportunities when it 

comes  to  receiving  higher  education  and  college  degrees.  The  differences  in  wages 

between individuals with high school degrees, college degrees and no degrees will also be 

shown and explained below. 

As  mentioned  above  there  is  economic  mobility  in  the  US.  Does  education  affect 

advancement and mobility in the US? It  is  highly relevant in order to  further explore 

mobility or lack of mobility in the US. Most Americans believe that getting an education is 

ideal, and that it  is linked with getting ahead (Haskins, 2008, p. 1). One can speak of 

economic mobility as well as social mobility in connection with education. In the year 

2000 the median income for a person holding a bachelor’s degree or higher was more than 

double than the median income for a high school graduate (Havemann and Smeeding, 
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2006,  p.  126).  It  is  predicted that  in  2010 42  percent  of  all  new jobs  will  require  a 

bachelor’s degree or higher. This means that education will have an even greater effect on a 

person’s success in the job market (Havemann and Smeeding, 2006, p. 126). 

So is it possible for people in the lower quintiles4 to receive higher education? It appears 

that there is a large gap, and that it is growing. In 2001 80 % of high school graduates from 

the  upper  quintile  were  enrolled  in  college  in  October  following  their  high  school 

graduation. However this was only true for 44 % of high school graduates from the lowest 

income quintile. The gap is widened a bit further when one compares students with similar 

test  scores  and  class  rankings  that  come  from  the  same  schools.  Despite  being 

scholastically equal, it is still the students from high income families who are likely to 

attend four year colleges. Students from lower-income families tend to enrol in two year 

programs,  and  this  is  usually  where  they  end  their  formal  education  (Haveman  and 

Smeeding, 2006, p. 126). Furthermore, there tends to be a gap in the number of students 

who  complete  college.  The  Department  of  Education  conducted  a  survey  called  the 

National Education Longitudinal Study (NELS) of 1988. Out of all eighth graders from the 

highest  quartile5 surveyed  in  this  study,  51  %  of  them  reported  having  achieved  a 

bachelor’s degree twelve years after the survey. Only 7 % of eighth graders surveyed from 

the lowest quartile could report the same (Haveman, Smeeding 2006 126). 

So far it appears that education does have something to do with social mobility, and it is 

can also affect  intergenerational mobility. High income families spend a great  deal  of 

money on their children’s education, from enrolling them in the right pre-school to paying 

for Ivy League universities. The parents of these children are, most likely, also college 

graduates. Children born to less well-educated and low income parents tend to enrol in 

college later in life, and as such they have fewer choices and fewer resources at their 

4 Quintile = Describes how a survey places people. The survey divides the figures up into five groups, known as 
quintiles, so that one can compare the figures to other studies using the same approach. 
5 Same as quintile, but instead of dividing the figures into five groups they are only divided up into four groups. 
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disposal. In 2000 parents in the ninetieth percentile6 of the income distribution spent an 

average of $50,000 in support of each child compared to an average of $9,000 for parents 

in the tenth percentile (Haveman and Smeeding, 2006, p. 128). This means that children 

from families with few resources still have a chance at making it, but they have quite a few 

obstacles in their way. Lack of education can actually be looked at as a barrier to mobility 

(Haskins, 2008, p. 2). There are many steps that need to be taken prior to applying to 

college,  and  many  schools  in  minority  neighbourhoods  lack  the  financial  and  human 

resources that are needed in order to prepare the students properly. Another hurdle is the 

lack of advanced classes and classes in advanced mathematics. The absence of these types 

of courses makes it very difficult for the student to build a proper academic foundation that 

might otherwise prepare them for college. Furthermore many low-income and minority 

families are poorly informed about the costs of college and what possibilities there might 

be for receiving financial aid (Haveman and Smeeding, 2006, p. 136).

Intergenerational mobility also becomes an important issue, because this can help prove 

whether or not education does result in relative economic mobility. We know that parents 

who have the economic resources spend quite a bit of money on their children’s schooling. 

Does  this  mean that  these  children  end up  earning  more  than  their  parents?  And  do 

underprivileged children end up earning more than their parents, despite the fact that their 

parents spend a lot less on education? Using the Panel Study of Income Dynamics one can 

see  that  the  median family  income rose  by  roughly  29  %.  The  parental  income was 

averaged  over  the  period  1967-1971,  and  their  children’s  income was  averaged  over 

selected years between 1995 and 2002. The rise in the median income was made possible 

by economic growth during the period, and this added to the economic mobility between 

the two generations (Haskins, 2008, pp. 3-4). This is proof of the fact that education can 

further economic mobility, because it became clear that a larger number of individuals with 

a college degree in each quintile exceeded their parent’s incomes than those who did not 

6 Percentile is used to describe statistics. It describes the value below which a certain percent falls. 
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receive a  college degree.  74 % of  adult  children with a college degree earned higher 

incomes than their parents. Only 63 % of adult children without a college degree earned 

more than their parents. These figures show that there is a correlation between education 

and economic mobility. Furthermore the study showed that 96 % of adult children with a 

college degree whose parents were in the bottom quintile earned more than their parents, 

while only 57 % of adult children with college degrees, and parents in the top quintile, 

exceeded their parents’ incomes  (Haskins, 2008, p. 4). This indicates that there is mobility 

for  children in  the  lowest  quintile,  but  that  they are  much more  likely to  experience 

mobility if they earn a college degree. 45 % of adult children without a college degree with 

parents in the lowest income quintile stayed in this quintile in comparison to 16 % of adult 

children with a college degree. The percentage for adult children with a college degree 

from the lowest quintile is 41 %. Maintaining a position in the top quintile requires a 

college degree, because without a college degree only 23 % of adult children with parents 

in the top quintile make it to the top themselves. Adult children from the same background 

with a college degree have a 54 % chance of making it into the top quintile themselves 

(Haskins, 2008, p. 5). This shows that family background is an important part of mobility, 

but that education certainly plays a decisive role. 

More  current  figures  also  show that  Americans  see  education  as  vital  in  order  to  be 

successful. In 2007 84 % of the American population aged 25 and over reported having a 

high school diploma or an equivalent diploma, and 27 % reported having a bachelor’s 

degree or more (Crissey, 2009, p. 3). There is a significant wage gap between high school 

and college graduates, and in 2007 workers with a bachelor’s degree earned an average of 

$20,000 more than workers without a college degree (Crissey, 2009, pp. 1-2). The gender 

gap still exists, and in 2007 women holding high school diplomas earned 72 % of what 

men earned and the number was 74 % for women with high school diplomas. The gap has 

narrowed from 1987 where women at the high school and bachelor’s degree levels only 

earned 65 % of what men earned (Crissey, 2009, p. 3). Figures from 2007 also show that 
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Blacks and Hispanics fall  behind other groups in the US. The group with the highest 

percentage of high school completion are Non-Hispanic Whites. 89 % of individuals in this 

group reported having a high school diploma, whereas Blacks and Hispanics are the two 

groups with the lowest completion rate. 61 % of Hispanics reported having a high school 

diploma and only 13 % had completed a bachelor’s degree (Crissey, 2009, p. 4). The 

reason for this might still be the language barrier, where Mexican-Americans do not speak 

English well enough to successfully complete school (Ream, 2003, p. 237). There are also 

regional differences, for example less than 80 % of the population in Mississippi and Texas 

hold a high school diploma. Many of the states that have a high population of African-

Americans  are  below the  national  average including  Georgia,  Alabama and Louisiana 

(Crissey, 2009, p. 6). Another problem is that fewer Blacks are graduating from colleges, 

both two year and four year institutions (Lang, 1992, p. 511). 

Mobility is linked with education, and it is also important to Americans. A recent poll 

conducted by The Kellogg National Forum on Higher Education and the Public Good 

indicate that 98 percent of Americans believe that all  races and ethnicities in America 

should  have  equal  access  to  education  (Goldrick-Rab and  Shaw,  2005,  p.  291).  This 

overwhelming belief in access to education shows that they believe in education as a way 

to gain mobility and gain success. 

3.5 Inequality

Inequality is important because it is another side of the argument stating that individual 

advancement is not determined by culture, but it is more likely to be the result of structural 

forces within the US society. 
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The top 1 % of wealth owners owned almost 40 percent of the net worth and close to 50 % 

of all financial assets in the 1980’s and 1990’s (Keister and Moller, 2000, p. 281). For this 

purpose net worth is determined as the difference between what the family owns, total 

assets, and what a family has in debt (Keister and Moller, 2000, p. 282).

One way of looking at inequality in the US is by looking at the US as a class society. 

American society is a complex and intricate puzzle, which is made up of many different 

nationalities, religions and political interests (Perrucci and Wysong, 2003, p. 3). What is 

class? Americans tend to view their society as a class society. If it was cake then every 

American fits into a certain layer of the cake. In a sense one can say that there are two 

models – the production model and the functionalist model. The production model is based 

on Marxist ideas, and in this model classes are typically labeled with titles such as owners, 

managers, small employers, workers and the poor. It is clear that within this model class is 

based  on  each  individuals  place  in  the  production  process.  This  model  ties  in  with 

individual possession of  wealth and also what types of jobs people have. Owners are 

responsible  for  creating policies  and controlling the  production process.  Managers are 

assistants to the owners and perform the part of order givers; they manage and oversee the 

production process,  and they often accumulate a fair  amount of wealth.  Workers take 

orders and do not take part in the accumulation of wealth. The poor, or underclass are not a 

part  of  the  production,  and they are  excluded from both ownership and desirable job 

opportunities (Perrucci and Wysong, 2003, pp. 6-7).

The functionalist model was inspired by Max Weber’s thoughts on the complexities of 

social stratification. The functionalist model differs from the production model because it 

does not believe that class is created by what job position people hold. Instead it is shaped 

like a cake. The layers, classes, of this cake are organized in accordance with differences in 

prestige levels.  Prestige levels are comprised of  the different values and qualities  that 
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individuals  possess.  These  qualities  include  cultural  values  that  affect  a  person’s  job, 

income and educational level (Perrucci and Wysong, 2003, p. 7). 

Both models have an emphasis on employment when determining a person’s class, but the 

functionalist model is the one that best describes US society. The functionalist model goes 

a bit further than employment and connects employment with class and prestige (Perrucci 

and Wysong, 2003, p. 8). Why is this important? It is important, because it helps determine 

what kind of class society the US is, and it is also important when determining whether or 

not the US is an unequal society. 

Furthermore  one  has  to  examine  race  and  gender  inequalities  in  US  society.  These 

inequalities can be caused by class differences, but one can also view them as a different 

structure within American society. This kind of inequality creates a divide between men 

and women as well as between Whites and ethnicities represented in US society. One can 

say  that  race  and  gender  inequalities  reinforce  class  differences,  because  underclass 

ethnicities are not given access to proper job opportunities, and thus remain members of the 

lower class  (Perrucci  and  Wysong,  2003,  p.  31).  One could  also  use  the  term social 

inequality to describe this limitation of job and education possibilities. It connects with 

racial and gender inequality, because it can be defined as a difference in opportunities and 

resources, and is therefore not something a person can control (Oliver and Shapiro, 1995, p. 

23).

Following  the  end  of  segregation  and  civil  rights  legislation,  African-Americans 

experienced an increase in opportunities, and colleges saw a near doubling of African-

American students between 1970 and 1980. Furthermore, there was a significant increase 

in African-Americans working in managerial and administrative jobs since the beginning 
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of the 1960s, and America also saw twice as many African-Americans earning middle-class 

incomes in 1982 compared to 1960. There was also an increase in home ownership (Oliver 

and Shapiro, 1995, p. 23). One should keep in mind that despite these advances, there were 

still  a large number of African-Americans who did not benefit  from these changes. In 

connection with this, it is also important to remember that a near doubling in this case does 

not mean great numbers of African-Americans, as there were probably very few who held 

managerial positions and owned homes prior to civil rights legislation. 

Despite these advancements African-Americans still  suffer from what is  known as the 

income gap. 

Groups Black Irish Danes Swedes Mexican

Total Pop. 34,658,190 30,528,470 1,430,897 3,998,310 20,640,711

High School or higher 41.40% 59.30% 65.67% 64.80% 22.58%

Bachelor's  degree  or 
higher 8.16% 10.08% 25.08% 24.60%  3.67%

Median  household 
income $29,423 $48,947 $50,650 $50,484 $33,621

Table 1- The percentages are calculated by using the total population of the group. All figures have been 

taken from US Census Bureau fact sheet. The numbers are from 1999

Table  1  clearly  shows  the  differences  in  median  income  earnings  between  African-

Americans and four other White groups. African-Americans generally fall behind in all 

areas, but for now focus will be on the income gap. So why is there such an income gap? 

One reason is that, as mentioned above, African-Americans live in areas that suffer under 
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deindustrialization and the closing of manufacturing businesses such as the automotive 

industry and the steel industry. A large part of the employees in these plants tend to be 

young African-American men, without higher education, and these men are the first ones to 

lose their jobs when plants close or move away (Oliver and Shapiro, 1995, p. 26).

In connection with this one should mention the Glass Ceiling effect. The term describes the 

difficulties women and minorities face trying to climb up the career ladder. It is a barrier 

that does not allow certain groups and women to rise above a certain level with no regard 

as to how qualified they are for the job or what types of jobs they have held in the past 

(Cotter and Hermsen, 2001, p. 656). These barriers make it increasingly difficult for some 

groups to succeed. 

One cannot speak of inequality without touching on the subject of poverty, because the two 

are linked closely together. America is a class society, and there is a definite underclass. 

Exploring the issue of poverty will also show that culture may not matter to a great extent, 

because poverty does is not directly linked to a group’s cultural values.  In 2003 the general 

poverty rate was 12.8 % in America, and that figure has not changed since 1980 (Hoynes, 

Page and Stevens, 2006, p. 47). The decrease in Black poverty began in the 1960’s, where 

poverty rates for Black families fell from 47 % to 30 % during the decade. The decline was 

halted in the 1970’s, and in 1995 the poverty rate for Black families was 26 % (Thernstrom 

and Thernstrom, 1997, p. 234). The reason for the high poverty rates among Blacks is that 

when the rate stopped declining in the 1970’s, Blacks were behind Whites, and they were 

still trying to catch up. An additional problem for Blacks was the increased demand for 

skilled laborers during the 1970’s and 1980’s, and Blacks were not part of this group. The 

income distribution thus became unequal (Thernstrom and Thernstrom, 1997, p. 235).  The 

poverty rate for Blacks has fallen a little since 1995, and in 2003 it was 24.3 %, and it was 

8.2 % for whites. Poor families tend to only have one parent, and 39.1 % of the poor are 

single-parent families (Hoynes, Page and Stevens, 2006, p. 49).  In 1995 62 % of children 
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born to single parents lived in poverty. In 1994 a Black family with a single mother and 

children under the age of 18 had a median household income of $9,950 a year (Thernstrom 

and Thernstrom, 1997, p. 236). Poverty is an issue for Whites, but it is an even greater 

issue for Blacks. Hispanics are a group that are still placed in the lowest income quintile, 

and many are poor. In 2002 29.3 percent of all poor families in the US were Hispanic. 

(Pérez, 2004, p. 122) 

3.6 Barriers to Entry  

In order to provide an answer to whether or not culture affects individual advancement one 

has to examine external circumstances that can be limiting to advancement in the US. 

Barriers to entry are as such an external limitation, because advancement is affected by 

things that a person cannot control. This section will examine barriers such as the glass 

ceiling  and  minimum  wage  in  order  to  determine  whether  or  not  these  external 

circumstances are the reasons why individual advancement can be hindered. 

It addition to exploring the issues surrounding mobility it is also important to look at the 

difficulties there might be in gaining employment. A conservative argument is that it is 

more difficult to enter the workforce when the trade cycle starts to go into recession. This 

theory is very plausible, because a halting economy means that less money is spent and 

there are fewer jobs available. This also means that mobility becomes limited. Women 

were traditionally banned from entering certain professions and many resigned from the job 

market when they got married (Kearny, 2006, p. 41). 
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Barriers to entry are intertwined with mobility, because if an individual is not given access 

to certain job markets and sectors then he or she will have great difficulty in achieving 

upward mobility. There is a risk of getting stuck in low-paying jobs with no real chance of 

excelling. It can also be linked to mobility in the sense that there might exist a glass ceiling 

for women, where they are kept below a certain line, and where they cannot excel despite 

good qualifications and a  balance between their  careers  and family life  (Boushey and 

Cherry, 2003, p. 39). The glass ceiling7 can be a barrier to entry, because it blocks women 

from stepping up the corporate ladder (Boushey and Cherry, 2003, p. 39). It is an invisible 

line that limits upward mobility for women and minorities (Boushey and Cherry, 2003, p. 

35).  This is despite the fact that women are excelling in several MBA programs and in 

traditionally male occupations. In 1993 34.6 percent of MBA students were women, and 

this was a huge leap from earlier. In 1969 only 3.8 percent of MBA students were women, 

and only 3.8 percent of all law students were women. This figure rose to 42.5 % in 1993 

(Boushey and Cherry, 2003, p. 39). This means that some women are acquiring the skills 

necessary  to  rise  above  the  glass  ceiling,  but  they  still  earn  less  than  their  male 

counterparts. Studies conducted on men and women graduating from the same colleges 

showed a wage gap. Twenty years after graduation men earned 65 percent more than their 

female counterparts (Boushey and Cherry, 2003, p. 39). This means that there is a barrier 

for women and that their mobility is limited by a glass ceiling. The glass ceiling secures 

White men in the top jobs and thereby limits competition for these (Kowaleski, Mellwe and 

Prunty, 1995, pp. 204-205).

In addition to this one should also look into self-employment in the US. Are minorities also 

active in starting up their  own businesses? It  is  important because self-employment is 

linked with the creation of new job opportunities, and new jobs are, in particular, what 

ethnic enclaves might need. In 1990 only 4 percent of all African-Americans were self-

7 The Glass Ceiling is a term used to describe the difficulties women and minorities might have, when attempting to 
achieve success in the job market. It is an unseen (informal) barrier that is not apparent when a person applies for a 
certain position. 
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employed, which is not a high percentage. Self-employment can be viewed as a way of 

gaining mobility, because one creates one’s own opportunities, and it might also result in 

social gain (Hout and Rosen, 2000, pp. 670-671). The interesting issue is why African-

Americans do  not  start  their  own businesses.  Intergenerational  mobility  is  part  of  the 

problem, because parents who are self-employed will automatically pass on knowledge 

about self-employment. African-American parents are much more likely to not be self-

employed and thus they do not pass on the same knowledge (Hout and Rosen, 2000, p. 

672). 

In  addition  to  African-Americans  it  is  also  important  to  examine  self-employment  in 

women. In 1976, 22 percent of all self-employed individuals were women, and that number 

rose to 38 percent in 2001 (Bird and Sapp, 2004, p. 5). This means that women are doing 

quite well when it comes to being self-employed. However there is still a gap, because 

female owned business tend not be as successful as male owned business. This can partly 

be explained by the type of businesses women typically own, which are shops and small 

service  businesses  (Bird  and Sapp,  2004,  p.  7).  Women are  seldom owners  of  large, 

industrial businesses, and as such there are predestined to earn less. The barrier here is that 

women do not have the same social connections or networks that one needs to create large, 

successful enterprises. Just as in the workforce they are relegated to owning and managing 

typical female business such as small shops. This gap between men and women serve as a 

barrier, because men traditionally have stronger networks as well as family support, and 

thereby succeed on a different scale than businesses owned by women (Bird and Sapp, 

2004, p. 10).

Minimum wage legislation is also viewed as a barrier to entry. The federal minimum wage 

was $5.15 an hour in  2007. Minimum wage serves as a  barrier  to entry,  because the 

employer  has  to  pay  for  Medicare,  Social  Security,  unemployment  compensation and 
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worker compensation. These costs are higher than the minimum wage, and so the unskilled 

worker is actually costing the employer $7 dollars an hour rather than $5.15. Due to these 

costs it does not make sense for an employer to hire unskilled labor at minimum wage, 

when he or she could employ skilled labor at an hourly wage closer to the actual costs. This 

affects  African-Americans,  Mexicans and teenagers,  because they make up the  largest 

group of unskilled labor in the US (Williams, 2007, p. 1). 

3.7 “The Bell Curve” 

This controversial book offers a different theory as to why ethnic Americans do poorly in 

American society (Herrnstein and Murray, 1994, p. 271). In short, the book sets forth the 

theory  that  racial  differences  in  IQ  and  intelligence  are  genetically  determined,  and 

therefore they cannot be altered by environmental circumstances or conditions (Hauser, 

1995, p. 149). It is important in answering the research question, as this theory states that 

culture does not influence IQ levels. Should African-Americans actually have lower IQs 

because of their genetic makeup, then culture will not affect their advancement, because 

they simply do not have the necessary brainpower to succeed. This basically means that a 

very large group in the US are blocked from advancing based solely on their IQ. The main 

points  of  Herrnstein  and  Murray’s  theory  will  be  explained  and  then  discussed  and 

critiqued. 

The first part of the book deals with genetics and intelligence, and to what extent these two 

are linked. Their point of view is that intelligence is based on genetics; because their theory 

is  that  IQ  is  inherited  (Herrnstein  and  Murray,  1994,  p.  105).  In  modern  societies 

governments attempt to equalize opportunities for its citizens, and with this equalization 

one sees and increase in heritability. When inheritability rises, then members of the same 
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families become more alike and different families become more different (Herrnstein and 

Murray, 1994, p. 106). The reason why IQ is a matter of genetics is because research done 

on identical twins raised apart shows that their IQ scores are quite similar. Based on this 

research it  is  then concluded that environmental factors cannot have an impact on IQ, 

because the identical twins in the study were raised in different environments. They have 

never shared the same home or the same influences, but their genetic makeup is completely 

the same (Herrnstein and Murray, 1994, p. 107). 

One of the main points in the book is that Hernstein and Murray equate skill with IQ, and 

so the US is supposedly divided up into a high IQ class and a low IQ class. With this theory 

they wish to focus on why there continues to be social inequalities in the US. (Heckman,

1995, p. 1093). Herrnstein and Murray operate with a factor that they call  g.  It means 

general intelligence, and they use it in order to show the correlation between performances 

in the workplace, IQ, as well as a correlation of exam achievements and IQ. As mentioned 

above Herrnstein and Murray believe that intelligence is an inheritable trait, and this also 

applies g, and thus the consequences of g are also inheritable (Heckman, 1995, p. 1095). 

This means that if you have a low IQ then you are bound to pass it on, and thus secure the 

next generation low IQ scores. 

“The Bell Curve” also takes on the issue of education. The issue is whether education is to 

be seen as a cognitive ability in its own right, and whether or not it affects a person’s IQ 

(Herrnstein and Murray, 1994, p. 124). Based on their postulate that intelligence is an 

inheritable trait, one would imagine that education cannot make a difference. According to 

Herrnstein and Murray a low IQ is a way of predicting school failure (Herrnstein and 

Murray, 1994, p. 143). With this statement Herrnstein and Murray prove their own thesis 

that a low IQ is not something education can change – in fact education might even be 

where low IQs and the affects of low IQs become the most obvious. Herrnstein and Murray 
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used figures from the National Longitude Survey of Labor Market Experiences of Youth 

(NLSY) a study that surveys a very large representative sample of American young adults 

aged 14 to 22. The study began in 1979 and was still ongoing when Herrnstein and Murray 

finished The Bell Curve in 1994 (Herrnstein and Murray, 1994, pp. 36, 119). Herrnstein 

and  Murray  used  these  figures,  because  the  study  was  designed to  provide  adequate 

samples for  analysis  of  groups  in  US society  (Herrnstein and Murray,  1994,  p.  119). 

Returning to their thoughts on schooling, the figures showed that the high school dropout 

rate was dependent on whether or  not  a  person has an average IQ. Dropout rates  for 

students with average IQs was extremely low, while the dropout rate for students with low 

IQ scores was rising (Herrnstein and Murray, 1994, p. 148). The conclusion to this part of 

the theory is that Whites hardly drop out of high school, and those who do, who have 

above-average intelligence manages to finish high school by earning a GED. They also 

conclude that it is not the IQ levels of white children that make them drop out, but because 

they come from lower-class families (Herrnstein and Murray, 1994, pp. 153, 155).

The  most  controversial  part  of  the  book  is  the  chapter  that  deals  with  Black-White 

differences in IQ (Heckman, 1995, p. 1098). They widely discuss the link between genetics 

and IQ, and why environmental influences do not alter IQ. They also discuss a theory 

known as the “Flynn Effect”. This effect is a theory that states that IQ scores are known to 

improve over time (Heckman, 1995, pp. 1099-1100). The authors dismiss this effect by 

saying  that  external  circumstances  have  raised  the  measured  IQ  in  the  part  of  the 

population with low IQ scores (Heckman, 1995, p. 1100). Herrnstein and Murray’s focus 

conclusion is  that  genetics determine IQ scores,  and that is why there is  gap between 

African-Americans and White Americans. 

There  are,  however,  certain  problems  with  The  Bell  Curve  theory.  One  is  that  in 

formulating their theory, Herrnstein and Murray rely on tests that are not good measures of 
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intelligence, and they do not address newer research showing that the racial achievement 

gap has been narrowing in recent years. Among other tests they use the Scholastic Aptitude 

Test  as  a  measure  of  intelligence.  However  they  fail  to  show that  African-American 

students have actually improved by 54 points between 1976 and 1994, while white students 

have remained stable. This improvement in African-American scores is directly linked to 

the desegregation of schools (Darling-Hammond, 1995, p. 340). Herrnstein and Murray 

chose not to address the affect that education has on achievement, and that is one of the 

flaws  in  the  book.  Their  main  arguments  are  focused  on  three  presumptions  about 

intelligence – first that it is mostly inherited, fixed, and that it is not equal for all groups, 

second that it is represented by what they call  g, which is a single cognitive ability that 

predicts success and thirdly that it is not affected by external circumstances, such as health 

care, education and environmental factors (Darling-Hammond, 1995, p. 341). Herrnstein 

and Murray fail to acknowledge the fact that poor children and children of color have not 

always had equal opportunities  when it  comes to education,  and they chose to  ignore 

research showing that good teaching environments affect educational performance in a 

positive way (Darling-Hammond, 1995, p. 343). 

One  could  also  assume  that  Herrnstein  and  Murray  might  have  turned  some  of  the 

statistical facts on education and high school drop out rates in order to serve their own 

arguments. When using data and statistics it is possible to change the story by omitting or 

failing to use certain parts of a study. There is no decisive proof of Herrnstein and Murray 

doing this, but it is a critical assumption that deserves mentioning. One should also be 

critical of the fact that all they focus on in their chapter on schooling is drop out rates. 

There must be more to analyzing whether or not education affects IQ levels than just drop 

our rates. Furthermore the chapter only deals with drop out rates of White children, where 

the conclusion is that it is not their intelligence levels that make them drop out, but rather 

the fact that the drop outs come from lower class families. 
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One of the other problems with The Bell Curve is the assumption that intelligence is one-

dimensional. Herrnstein and Murray ignore the fact that a lot of research has been done, 

and that other scholars have proven that intelligence is in fact multi-dimensional, and that it 

is closely linked with the abilities we all have as human beings (Madhere, 1995, p. 327).

CHAPTER 4 – DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

4.1 Discussion 

Does  culture  influence  individual  advancement  within  US society  today?  That  is  the 

question that needs to be answered, and in this section the different arguments presented in 

this paper will be discussed. The answer to whether or not culture matters is yes, and in this 

section it will become clear as to why. 

In order to compare the different groups and measure how well they are doing, one has to 

look at statistics. Fact sheets from the US Census Bureau from 1999 provided figures for 

each group. These numbers and percentages are important, because they provide exact and 

important evidence that can support the argument that culture  does influence individual 

advancement within US society. Statistics also provide the only real option for assessing 

the groups by choosing different criteria that measure success. I have chosen to look at the 

population total within the group, high school graduate or higher, bachelor’s degree or 

higher and median household income. 
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Groups Black Irish Danes Swedes Mexican

Total Pop. 34,658,190 30,528,470 1,430,897 3,998,310 20,640,711

High School or higher 41.40% 59.30% 65.67% 64.80% 22.58,%

Bachelor's degree or 
higher 8.16% 10.08% 25.08% 24.60%  3.67%

Median household 
income $29,423 $48,947 $50,650 $50,484 $33,621

Table 1- The percentages are calculated by using the total population of the group. All figures are taken  

from US Census Bureau fact sheet. The numbers are from 1999

These figures clearly state which groups are doing well and what group is not. Blacks are at 

the bottom, while the other four groups are not that far apart. In 1999 the median family 

income for a Black family was $29,423 compared to $50,650 for a family categorized as 

Danish. Why is this important? Because these figures show that culture does matter when it 

comes to individual advancement. The other groups in the table all have WASP values to 

some extent. As mentioned above, the Irish first started to succeed in the US when the 

Catholic  Church  adapted  to  WASP  values.  The  Scandinavian  groups  all  came  from 

countries rooted in the Lutheran-protestant traditions, and they clearly succeeded.  Today 

the  wage  differences  between  the  different  white  groups  are  so  small  that  it  is  not 

statistically interesting. The interesting figures are the ones for African-Americans and 

Mexican-Americans.  Mexican-Americans  have  a  higher  median  income  than  African-

Americans, and I believe this can partly explained by the fact that these figures are not 
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representative for the total Mexican population in America. There are quite a few illegal 

immigrants that these figures do not consider, and if there income figures were accounted 

for as well then the median household income would most likely be lower than African-

Americans. 

Current figures show that only 61 % of the Hispanic population in America had completed 

high school in 2007. In 1999 only 22.58 % of Mexican-Americans had completed high 

school. There are several reasons why this particular group is not doing well in the US, and 

lack of education is one of them. Many do not speak English well, and this language barrier 

can be one of the reasons why so few complete high school (Ream, 2003, p. 237). Young 

Mexican-Americans might also lack the support from home, because their parents have 

only attained low levels of education, and they might also be challenged by teachers and 

schools who do not understand their language and cultural background (Ream, 2003, p. 

238). If one’s parents are not educated, then they will not necessarily pass on the desire for 

learning.  In  the  introduction  Ann Swidler’s  theory  on  culture  being  a  “tool  kit”  was 

presented, and here it can be applied. If a person’s parents are not educated, then education 

as a cultural value will not be in that particular person’s “tool kit”. 

Another reason for Mexican-Americans’ position in America is that they do not have the 

same social capital or networking skills. In an educational setting, this, combined with the 

language and cultural barriers, can keep students from asking school personnel for help 

with school activities, programs and college admissions (Reams, 2003, p. 238). Table 1 

shows that less than 4 % of Mexican-Americans had a college degree in 1999, and this 

might be because they do not receive the proper aid in high school, they suffer from a 

language and a cultural barrier and that education is not a very large part of their cultural 

“tool  kit”.  It  can also be  attributed  to  lack of  financial  resources,  as  many Mexican-

Americans may not have the money to pay for college (Lang, 1192, p.  516). Another 
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reason why Mexican-Americans do not do well in American schools is that there is no real 

understanding of their culture or the cultural resources that they possess as a group (Velez-

Ibanez and Greenberg, 1992, p. 313). Mexican-American students also face a language 

barrier. Many speak and read Spanish better than they do English, and this automatically 

creates a barrier when it comes to learning in school (Velez-Ibanez and Greenberg, 1992, p. 

327). 

 

The glass ceiling is a term used to describe the invisible barrier that keeps women and 

minorities from gaining access to jobs at the top of the career ladder. Women in particular 

are facing this barrier that blocks them from earning higher wages, despite their educational 

attainments and career background. 

It is also possible to dismiss the theory that the federal minimum wage of $5.15 an hour 

serves as a barrier to entry. Data shows that in 2005 only 1.9 million Americans reported 

earning the federal minimum wage or less. This amounts to 2.5 percent of all workers 

earning hourly wages and only 1.5 percent of all American workers. These figures include 

individuals employed in industries where tips are part of their wages. If one subtracts the 

employees who earn more than the minimum wage once their tips are accounted for, then it 

is only 1.3 million Americans or 1.1 percent of the total workforce that earns the minimum 

wage. 53 percent of all minimum wage earners are between the ages of 16 and 24 years old. 

Most of them have not finished school, and many are working part time jobs. 17 percent of 

all minimum wage earners live below or at the poverty line (Hederman and Sherk, 2006, p. 

1). These 17 percent are most likely African-Americans and Mexican Americans and poor 

Whites. 36 percent of all minimum wage workers have not graduated high school, and 21 

percent only hold a high school diploma. 37 percent have taken college courses, but do not 

have a degree. This means that they are most likely college students working part time. 

Another interesting fact is that 65 percent are women (Hederman, Sherk 2006 1, 2). The 
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high number of women means that there must be a high number of women who work part 

time as an additional income, but it also means that there is a group of women, who work 

full time and earn minimum wage. These must be minority women working entry level 

jobs.

Brookhiser and Sowell have very different ideas about why African-Americans are where 

they are in US society today. Brookhiser lists two sets of values – one for WASP culture 

and one for Africa-American culture, and they are somewhat opposite one another. He then 

goes on to explain that the reason why WASP culture is so successful is because of their 

values, and that the reason why blacks are not is because they do not have the same values. 

His solution is that all ethnic groups should simply give into WASP culture, if they want to 

succeed in America.  This  is  probably not  possible,  as  it  would not  be  integration but 

persuasion – hardly the best way of easing into society.  Sowell on the other hand says that 

African-Americans  themselves  are  partly  to  blame,  because  they  try  to  hold  on  to  a 

particular role – that of the victims of racism and discrimination. Sowell does not believe 

that racism and discrimination are the reasons why African-Americans are not doing better 

in US society. He instead claims that geographic and economic factors play a significant 

part. Neither is right or wrong – the actual reason is probable a combination, where other 

factors also play a part. 

The American Dream was once the idea that if one worked hard then one would reap the 

benefits in the form of success and being able to send ones children to college. Today some 

say that  the American Dream has become consumer minded and that  it  is  only about 

purchasing things, such as a home, cars and other status items. It has also been twisted into 

the desire to earn quick money by competing on game shows and in reality television. 

These new versions of the American Dream are far cries from the original idea. The main 

problem today is that Americans seem to have lost faith in the notion and also that the 
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economy is punishing those who have acquired homes and other items. If the American 

Dream is to survive then Americans must return to the original idea that working hard is 

the key to success, and steer away from the notion that the American Dream is about 

acquiring possessions bought with borrowed money. 

Racism  exists  in  the  US,  but  the  question  is  whether  or  not  it  hinders  individual 

advancement and mobility. Race might actually not be the reason why African-Americans 

are not as successful as WASPs. About 20 % of Americans are mildly racist, meaning that 

they prefer not to live in the same neighbourhoods as colored families (Patterson, 1997, p. 

1). The problem is that discrimination is comprehensive and that the US is not an equal 

society.  One  can  even  argue  that  there  is  no  desire  for  an  equal  society,  where 

discrimination does not occur in the job market (Darity and Myers Jr., 2004, p. 14). From 

1975 and onwards, Black men have typically lost 12-15 % in earnings due to labor market 

discrimination (Darity and Myers Jr., 2004, p. 15). 

If  one  is  born  into  poverty  with  a  strong  cultural  “tool  kit”  (Swidler),  then  perhaps 

individuals have a better chance of climbing out of poverty. This can be linked with the 

fact that a one-year old Black child born to a single mother with less than high school 

education, has a 89.5 % chance of still being poor for five or more of the next ten years. A 

White child born under similar circumstances has a 63 % chance of being poor after five or 

more out of the next ten years (Hoynes, Page and Stevens, 2006, p. 51). This shows that the 

White child’s mother has a better chance of getting out of poverty than the Black child’s 

mother. This is most likely due to different resources, and also perhaps to the fact that the 

White  single  mother  has  a  different  cultural  “tool  kit”  than  the  Black  single  mother. 

Education and race are predicators of poverty. 31.3 % of persons living in families where 

the head of the family does not have a high school diploma, live below the poverty line 

(Hoynes, Page and Stevens, 2006, p. 49). Education is undoubtedly one of the primary 
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ways of getting out if poverty. The difficulty lies in attaining at least a high school diploma, 

if you come from a single parent household where resources are scarce. Perhaps one is not 

encouraged to stay in school or one does not receive the right support in getting a high 

school degree. The “tool kit” once again becomes relevant, because education can also be 

seen as a cultural matter. If the importance of receiving a degree is not embedded in one’s 

“tool kit”, then there is a greater chance of leaving school too soon, and thus still being 

trapped in poverty.

Culture matters and it matters in economic development as well. Protestants with Calvinist 

ideas  have  done  exceptionally  well  in  America  and  Europe,  and  the  WASPs  have 

succeeded in America (Landes, 2000, p. 2).  All the arguments above show that it there are 

differences between being White, Black and Mexican-American in America. Whites in 

America  appear  to  have  the  best  options,  the  best  earnings  and  the  best  chances  of 

achieving the American Dream. In this thesis different definitions of culture have been 

presented. Ann Swidler’s “tool kit” theory has been adopted by many sociologists as the 

definition of culture. However as with all definitions it is not perfect. The idea is that a 

person is equipped with a cultural “tool kit” and that those tools are what that particular 

individual uses in cultural relations. One criticism that can be made of this theory is that 

there is always the possibility that a particular individual does not know how to use the 

“tool kit” (Patterson, 2000, p. 203). This critique is important to include in the discussion 

of culture, because is sustains the fact that there is no clear cut definition of culture, and 

that culture is not an exact science. 

It appears that it is easier to be White in America than it is to be African-American. Their 

cultural heritage was virtually stripped from them, when they were captured and shipped to 

America (Schiele. 2005, pp. 807). In their native African homelands, many of them had 

highly developed cultural models of gender roles, paternity and kinship. These patterns 
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were destroyed by the institution of slavery, especially the paternal role in the family. Men 

had no claim to their wives or children during the time of slavery. This meant that male 

slaves often did not live with their children, and so they never formed formal bonds with 

their children (Patterson, 2000, p. 211). The culture that African-Americans have today is 

based on their time in the US. The lack of connection and sense of family is why many 

African-American children today are being brought up in single-mother households. 

Because of their loss of natural cultural heritage, African-Americans may look upon their 

current cultural heritage less favourably. Because of this they will not develop the cultural 

group pride that is necessary to succeed. Without group pride individuals within the group 

are not able to sustain economic and social  structures (Schiele,  2005, p.  806).  During 

slavery African-Americans did not own anything, and that did not change much after the 

emancipation. The real change began with the Civil Rights movement. Between 1865 and 

the 1960’s African-American evolvement stood virtually still. Today African-Americans 

continue to earn less than White Americans, and they lag behind Whites when it comes to 

graduating  college.  African-Americans  spend  a  higher  percentage  of  their  income  on 

apparel than any other US customers. Their personal identity and social connections are 

increasingly influenced by gratification and product consumption (Schiele, 2005, p. 808). 

This goes hand in hand with Brookhiser’s value set for non-WASPs, where gratification 

and self are two of the mentioned values. It shows that African-Americans do not share 

WASP values, and whereas WASPs also enjoy spending their hard-earned money their 

personal identities are not tied up with consuming and materialism. 

66



4.2 Conclusion: 

To what extent does culture influence individual advancement? This problem is the basis 

for this thesis, and in order to answer it I chose different aspects of American society as 

well as five American groups. By using Richard Brookhiser’s definition of WASP and non-

WASP culture,  which  is  closely  linked to  Max Weber’s  theory  about  capitalism and 

religion, I described and analysed five different groups in American society. Three White 

groups were selected along with African-Americans and Mexican-Americans. The main 

goal of the research question was to analyse how much or how little culture influences 

individual advancement, and why there are differences in how well certain groups succeed. 

The achievements of the three white groups showed that culture does affect individual 

advancement. The Irish are still Catholic, but they adapted WASP values and then started 

to  improve  their  position  in  US  society.  Scandinavian-Americans  are  also  doing 

remarkably well, and this can be attributed to the fact that they came from countries with 

values similar to WASP values. Therefore they did not have any trouble adapting to WASP 

culture  in  America.  African-Americans  and  Mexican-Americans  have  not  adapted  to 

WASP values and the figures in table 1 show that they are not doing so well in American 

society.  Mexican-Americans  are  Catholic  just  as  the  Irish,  but  the  American  Catholic 

church let itself become influenced by WASP values, and this along with the political 

success has lead Irish-Americans to do very well in US society. Mexican-Americans face 

difficulties in the educational system due to the language barrier, which subsequently also 

serves as a cultural barrier. African-Americans find themselves trapped in the secondary 

job market with no real way of moving up. The best way for both groups to move upwards 

is through education, but table 1 clearly showed that African-Americans and Mexican-

Americans fall behind Whites when it comes to completing high school and college. This is 

partly because of culture, but it is also due to external circumstances such as overcrowded 

schools with little or no available resources. 
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Culture is the key element to this thesis, but it is also important to research the societal 

elements that potentially make it difficult for minorities and women to succeed in America. 

I chose to focus on mobility, mobility and education, racism, IQ-theory, barriers to entry 

and inequality. Mobility and mobility and education focused on the presence of economic 

mobility in America and whether or not education affects mobility. There is mobility in 

America today, and education does affect it. Generally education plays a great role in how 

well one succeeds in American society, which also ties in with the traditional definition of 

the American Dream. If you work hard you will succeed. This still rings true today, but I 

have also shown a  more contemporary version of  the  American Dream where instant 

gratification in the form of reality shows and easy money is making headway. This version 

of the American Dream is very new, but will most likely not entirely replace the original 

definition, as this is still a huge part of the backbone of American life.

Finally one can conclude that there is no clear cut answer to the research question, but the 

thesis has shown that culture does affect individual advancement a great deal. It is not 

without importance or consequence where you come from culturally, or whether or not you 

know how to use your ‘tool kit’ as Ann Swidler defined it. Culture is by no means an exact 

science,  and  it  has  been  truly  interesting  to  look  into  how much  culture  may  affect 

individual advancement. It is impossible to conclude anything other than culture matters a 

great deal, which is impossible to measure, but it does not stand alone in determining how 

well a person does in life. It does, however, affect individual advancement in US society 

today. 
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