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1. Introduction

There has been a resurgence of interest in issues of social inequality in
Japan in the 1990s. Popular books describing the increased level of income
inequality and the barriers to mobility became best-seller. For example,
Toshiaki Tachibanaki, a noted economist, argues in his book, Japan’s
Economic Inequality (1998) that the extent of income inequality in Japan
has risen sharply and has even reached the level equivalent to that of the
United States. Similarly, Toshiki Sato, a sociologist, claims in his book,
Japan as an Unequal Society (2000), that the entries into the upper
white-collar employment has become more closed in the 1990s. However,
the renewal in the interests of social inequality does not necessarily imply
* revival of class analysis. Even in Sato’s work, which uses the notion of class,
his argument focuses on increased barriers to the upper white-collar
employment and does not talk generally about the changing shapes of class
structure.

Class has not occupied the central position in the sociological
discourse of Japanese society. Except for Marxist sociologists who always
advocate the primacy of the concept of class in understanding Japan (see, for
example, Hashimoto 2003), sociological discussions of social inequality
usually focus on differentiation by occupational status, education, and
income. Social inequality is often viewed by sociologists as the unequal
distribution of various resources, and individuals are located on a hierarchy
of occupational status, education, and income. Differences in individual
positions in this hierarchy are thus expressed as the quantitative difference
in the amount of socio-economic resources they possess. The notion of social
class does not usually enter into the sociological investigation of Japanese
inequality.

Indeed, authors from many perspectives have displayed deep
skepticism regarding class analysis in Japan. One of the most provocative
critics has been Chie Nakane, a social anthropologist, whose book Japanese
Society was widely read by both Japanese and foreign audience. She claims
that the dominant mode of group formation and group inter-relationships is
“not that of horizontal stratification by class or caste but of vertical
stratification by institution or group of institutions” (Nakane 1970, p. 87).
The Japanese society is not characterized by the relationship between
different social classes but instead by relationships between business
enterprises. People who work for a particular firm are therefore organized



against those working for another firm. The notions of stratification
developed in the West, such as that of class, are too foreign to be applied to
the Japanese case. “Even if social classes like those in Europe can be
detected in Japan, and even if something vaguely resembling those classes
that are illustrated in the textbooks of western sociology can also be found in
Japan, the point is that in actual society this stratification is unlikely to
function and that it does not really reflect the social structure” (1970, p. 87).
Nakane dismisses class analysis because it is too universalistic, ignoring
indigenous social relationships.!

Ken’ichi Tominaga, a prominent sociologist, casts doubt on class
analysis not because it does not take into account Japanese cultural
specificity but rather because it ignores the universal process of
industrialization. As a strong believer of the industrialism thesis (Kerr et
al. 1960), Tominaga claims that class analysis is outdated and neglects the
developmental logic of industrialism which brought “openness” and “fluidity”
in postwar Japanese society (Tominaga 1979, p. 83). The postwar
transformation of the Japanese stratification system, according to Tominaga,
followed closely the course of development predicted by the industrialism
thesis. Through rapid industrialization, urbanization and accompanying
reforms, the barriers to social and geographical mobility have weakened
substantially and a more open form of stratification, not based on class origin
or kinship, but on achievement has emerged in contemporary Japan
(Tominaga 1988). In the end, as far as the criticism against class analysis is
concerned, Tominaga’s argument echoes that of Nakane by concluding that
the concept of social class based on the particular historical experience of
West European societies does not accurately map out differentiation in
Japanese society. The West European-type of the working class never fully
emerged in Japan and that the rapid economic growth in postwar Japan
undermined the development of the working-class consciousness and the
working-class culture (Tominaga 1988, chapter 4).

These criticisms are primarily directed against Marxist writings, but
the scope of the criticisms clearly go beyond Marxism and seriously question
the usefulness of the concept of class of any kind. Classis not a
monopolized concept of Marxist scholars. Class analysis does not always
have to resort to the Marxist conception of class which assumes the
antagonism between capitalists and the working class or the historical
mission of the working class to transform capitalist society. Class
categories can be operationalized by employment relations in the labor
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market, representing qualitatively different locations in the class structure.
The key to class analysis is the recognition of the existence of different social
groupings within the labor market. The differentiation correspond to
ownership of the means of production, as Marxists would emphasize, but it
may also be manifested in the possession of marketable skills, including
educational qualifications, as Weberians would point out. The
characteristics of the class analytic approach can be seen readily when it is
confrasted with the gradational approach to social inequality. The
gradational approach often used by sociologists views social inequality along
a unidimensional status hierarchy and defines mobility as movement up or
down the hierarchy. Differentiation among people occupying different
positions in the status hierarchy is recognized as quantitative difference,
such as a person having a score 10 points higher than another person in the
occupational prestige hierarchy. In contrast, the class analytic approach
conceptualizes social inequality as class structure composed of qualitatively
distinct groupings in society; mobility is seen as detachment from a
particular group and attachment to another group, though the approach does
not resort to any notion of upward or downward movements. For example,
those in the professional-managerial class have different source and level of
income, employment security, and access to fringe benefits than those of the
non-skilled manual working class. Class analysis, therefore, takes
qualitative (and often relational) differentiations seriously and is concerned
with examining the relationship among class structure, class mobility, and
class-based consciousness and culture.

This paper presents quantitative analyses of large-scale social
surveys conducted in Japan, the United States, and Germany. Its aim is to
show the continuing relevance of class analysis in understanding
contemporary Japanese society, with comparative findings from American
and German societies. It is crucial to present cross-national evidence
because we would like to examine whether class “works” in a similar fashion
in the Japanese society, in comparison to other societies. Three sets of
empirical analyses are presented. * First, this study examines whether
socio-economic resources are unequally distributed along the class line. If
class is not a relevant concept in contemporary Japanese society, various
resources are less likely to be distributed among different class categories in
Japan than in other societies.  Second, this study addresses the question of
intergenerational class mobility — the movement of people in different
generations across the class structure. The detailed pattern of




intergenerational mobility is examined in Japan and then compared to those
in the United States and Germany. The study will examine whether class
origins affect people’s mobility chances in a similar way in three societies.
If class does not “function” in the Japanese society, we expect that class
origins do not shape people’s life chances, at least the chances of mobility
across generations.

Third, this study takes up the subjective aspect of social stratification.
When Japanese respondents are asked in a public opinion poll, almost
invariably over 90% of the respondents say that they belong to the middle
stratum. During the late 1970s and early 1980s, it was commonly said that
all 100 million Japanese were in the middle (ichioku sochuryu), and

Murakami invented the term “the emergence of the new middle mass”
(Murakami 1984). However, it is not clear whether the Japanese are the
only people who choose to identify themselves as “middle.” This study will
examine the responses to survey questions about subjective perception of
status when the question is asked cross-nationally comparable manner
across the three countries. It will then ask whether social class influences
how people perceive their positions in society. In particular, we will
examine whether social class plays a more important role in explaining
people’s subjective perception of status than education, occupation or income.
If class does not matter in Japan, social class should not influence how
people place themselves in the society.

2. Data and Variables

The data sets used in this study derive from national surveys conducted in
the 1980s and the 1990s in the three countries. They contain information
about the respondents’ and their fathers’ employment, respondents’
education, occupation, and income, as well as respondents’ subjective social
status. The Japanese data come from the 1995 Social Stratification and
Social Mobility Survey (SSM) and the 2000 and 2001 Japanese General
Social Surveys (JGSS).2 The U.S. data come from the 1983 to 2000 General
Social Survey (GSS). The German data come from the 1990 to 2000
German General Social Survey (ALLBUS).3 The analyses are restricted to
respondents aged 20 to 69. The age range is determined by the 1995 SSM
survey, which had the most restricted age range.

Social class is operationalized using the
Erikson-Goldthorpe-Portocarero (EGP) class schema (Erikson, Goldthorpe,



and Portocarero 1979; Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992; Goldthorpe 2000).
Although there has been a continuing debate over the optimal form of social
class categories in the sociological literature (see, for example, Goldthorpe
and Marshall 1992; Marshall et al. 1988; Grusky and Sorensen 1998; Grusky
and Weeden 2001; Portes 2000; Sorensen 2000; Wright 1985, 1997), the EGP
class schema has become one of the most prominent and widely-used
classifications, especially in cross-national studies (Erikson and Goldthorpe
1992; Evans 1997; Hout 1989; Ishida, Goldthorpe, and Erikson 1991; Ishida,
Muller, and Ridge 1995). The validity of the EGP class schema has been
tested (Evans and Mills year?), and its theoretical justification is grounded
in the literature of economics and sociology (Goldthorpe 2000; Erikson and
Goldthorpe 2002). The analyses are based on the six-category version of the
EGP schema: the professional-managerial class or the service class (I+1I),
the routine non-manual class (III), the petty bourgeoisie (IVab), the farming
class (IVe+VIIb), the skilled manual class (V+VI), and the non-skilled
manual class (VIIa). Social class variable is constructed using four
questionnaire items: employment status (employer, self-employed, employee,
or family worker), occupation, managerial status (manager, supervisor, or
non-management), and firm size (large or small firm). Information about
the respondents’ current employment is used to construct class destination,
and information about the fathers’ employment is used to construct class
origin.5

Education is represented by a four-category variable: (1) primary
level, (2) high school level, (3) junior college level, and (4) university and
graduate school level. For the analyses of the relationship between class
and socio-economic resources, education is operationalized as the proportion
of college graduates.6 Occupation is measured by international standard
occupational prestige scores (Treiman 1977). The detailed occupational
categories of each nation are converted to the international prestige scores,
which represent the ranking of occupational hierarchy. Income is expressed
as the log of annual individual income (after applying the appropriate
exchange rate). In some analyses, occupational prestige and income are
expressed by four quarterly groups. In the analysis of the determinant of
subjective social status, in addition to the father’s class, the father’s and
mother’s education level (measured in the same manner as the respondent’s
education) are included as social background.



3. Social Class and the Distribution of Resources

The first set of analyses reports the relationship between social class and
various socio-economic resources, including education, occupational status,
and income. The main purpose of the analyses is to examine whether social
resources are unequally distributed along class lines, and if so, whether class
differentiation in socio-economic resources is less pronounced in Japan than
in other societies.

Table 1 shows the distribution of education, occupational status, and
income by class categories. First, regarding the distribution of education —
that is, the proportion of college graduates — the professional-managerial
class (I+II) stands out in all three nations. For both men and women in the
three countries, the proportions of college graduates among the
professional-managerial class are often more than twice as much as those of
other classes. In order to enter professional occupations and management
ranks, educational credentials are often considered to be a pre-requisite,
especially among younger cohort members. Indeed, the proportion of
college-educated among the professional-managerial class is much higher for
the younger cohort than the older cohort (table not shown). In Japan,in
addition to the professional-managerial class, men who are in the routine
non-manual class (IIT) are composed of a relatively high proportion of college
graduates, though this is not true of Japanese women in the routine
non-manual class. This is because male college graduates are hired into
white-collar occupation (clerical jobs) and continue to occupy
non-management position for several years before they are promoted (Ishida,
Spilerman, and Su 1997; Ishida, Su, and Spilerman 2002; Koike 2000). The
clerical job is used as a training ground for male managerial prospects, but
most women in clerical jobs remain in the clerical pesition for the rest of
their career, except for the small minority who were hired into the
managerial-track {especially after the enactment of the Equal Employment
Opportunity Act in 1985). In contrast, in the United States and Germany,
college graduates normally occupy managerial positions soon after they join
a firm, if not immediately after their entry. In Germany, the advantaged
position of the professional-managerial class is most conspicuous. College
graduates are rarely found in other classes, with the exception of the petty
bourgeoisie. In Germany, some segments of the petty bourgeoisie have
technical skills and are well-educated.

Shifting our attention to the distribution of occupational prestige
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across different class categories, we find a clear rank hierarchy with the
professional-managerial class at the top and the non-skilled manual working
class at the bottom. The hierarchical ranking of prestige scores is similar -
not only between men and women and but also among three nations.
Regarding the distribution of income (the average log of income), we find a
clear income gap between different class categories. The
professional-managerial class occupies the highest end of the income
distribution, and the non-skilled manual working class or the farming class
occupies the lowest end. However, for the rest of classes, there seem to be
some subtle cross-national differences. In Japan and Germany, the urban
petty bourgeoisie have attained an average income level equivalent to the
professional-managerial class, so the self-employed and small employers in
these countries are relatively well-off. It is worth noting, however, that the
coefficient of variation, which is the measure of the variation in income
within class categories, is high among the the petty bourgeoisie and farming
class, suggesting that there is wide variation in income among the
self-employed both in the farming and the non-farming sectors. In the
United States, the income level of the skilled manual class is higher than the
routine non-manual class, so skilled manual workers are highly paid in this
country despite their relatively low educational level. In Germany, the
income gap between the skilled and non-skilled manual workers is very
small. In fact, the income distribution (as expressed by the coefficient of
variation for the total sample) seems to be most equal in Germany, followed
by Japan and then by the United States.

We next examine the strength of the relationship between social class
and socio-economic resources using a simple statistical measure, correlation
coefficient?. This measure expresses the degree or strength of association
between the two variables and ranges from -1.0 to +1.0. When the
coefficient is either plus or minus 1.0, it implies that there is a perfect
correspondence. A coefficient of zero implies that the two variables are not
related at all. Table 2 reports the correlations among the four variables --
education, occupational prestige, income, and class. The coefficients above
the main diagonal are for men, and the coefficients below the main diagonal
are for women. The main findings can be summarized as follows. First,
for both men and women, correlations involving class are high in all three
nations. In particular, the correlations between class and occupation are
higher than 0.7. Oeccupational prestige also has high correlations with
education and income in three nations. Second, for both men and women,



the pattern of correlations is similar across three societies. Correlations
involving class are relatively high, and correlations involving income are
relatively low in all three nations. The only cross-national difference that
emerges from the analyses is that in Germany the correlations are generally
higher than in Japan and the United States. Third, there is no clear
difference in the pattern of the correlation matrix between men and women.
Although the pattern is similar between genders, most correlations are
higher for men than for women. This result suggests that the
crystallization or the consistency of the indicators of social status is higher
among men than women.

In summary, socio-economic resources are distributed unequally by
social class in all three nations. The professional-managerial class is the
most advantaged and the non-skilled manual class is located toward the -
bottom of the socio-economic hierarchy. The pattern of the ranking of class
categories is very similar across three nations. There is no evidence to
suggest that class lines are less determining of the distribution of
socio-economic resources in Japan than in the other nations. The
correlations between social class and other resources indicate that class is
highly related to education, occupational prestige, and income in three
nations. The findings do not lead us to the conclusion drawn by previous
research on status inconsistency in Japan that various status indicators are
more inconsistent in J apan. A direct comparison of these findings with the
existing literature, however, is not warranted because our method of using
correlations is different from the clustering methodology used by previous
studies which report that the majority of the respondents belong to the
status-inconsistent clusters (Imada and Hara 1979; Tominaga 1988).

4. Intergenerational Class Mobility

We now move to the topic of intergenerational movement of people within the
class structure. Our analyses are based on class mobility tables, which are
the cross-classification of class origin (father’s class) by class destination
(respondent’s class), separately for men and women in three nations.? In
order to examine the pattern of class mobility, we use three indicators of
mobility. First, we compute the total mobility rate: the proportion of people
who changed class position between the two generations. The total mobility
rate indicates the gross total amount of mobility that is observed in a
particular table. Second, the patterns of outflow and inflow rates are



examined. Outflow rates show where the members of a particular class
origin are found in the next generation, whereas inflow rates show where the
current members of a particular class destination originated. Third, the
chances of mobility and inheritance from members of different class origin
are compared. These relative inheritance and mobility chances show how
class origins affect the chances of mobility and immobility. In other words,
these relative rates suggest the extent to which class origins make difference
in life chances. The stronger the effect of class origin, the larger the
difference in life chances between class categories.

We first examine men’s total mobility rates, which imply mobility
between fathers and sons. The proportion of men who attained class
positions different from those of their fathers is 0.693 in Japan, 0.660 in the
United States, and 0.581 in Germany. Japan shows the highest rate.
About two-thirds of male respondents experienced mobility between
generations in Japan and the United States. The main factor increasing
the total mobility rate derives from the changes in class structure between
the father’s and the son’s generation. Table 3 reports the distribution of
class origin and class destination by gender and nation.? Among men in
Japan, the father’s generation is dominated by the petty bourgeoisie and the
farming class, which together constituted the majority of the class origin
distribution. In contrast, in the son’s generation, the professional-managerial
class and the routine non-manual class, the two white-collar segments,
constitute the majority. In order to understand the magnitude of the
changes in class structure that took place between the generations, we
compute the index of dissimilarity between the class origin and the class
destination distribution. The index ranges from 0 to 100 and indicates the
percentage of cases that must be re-classified in order to make the two
distributions identical. In Japan, the index of dissimilarity is 31, whereas
the same index is 15 in the United States and 16 in Germany. In other
words, the scope of the changes in the class structure in postwar Japan is
much larger than in the United States and Germany, and the high total
mobility rate in Japan must have been affected by these large structural
transformations.

Total mobility rates among women are 0.793 in Japan, 0.741 in the
United States, and 0.876 in Germany. German women experienced the
highest mobility, followed by Japan and then by the United States. It
should be noted that women’s total mobility rates are substantially higher
than men’s rates in all three nations. This finding derives from the fact



that the difference in the class origin and the class destination distributions
involve not only the difference in generations but also the difference in
gender. In other words, the kinds of positions that can be attained by men
and women differ in the labor market, and gender segregation in the labor
market induces mobility among women. When we compute the index of
dissimilarity between the class origin and the class destination distributions,
the index is highest in Germany (42%), followed by Japan (40%) and the
United States (39%). These indexes are related to the total mobility rates.

We next examine the pattern of outflow rates. Table 4 (first three
cojumns) shows the rate of intergenerational stability for class origin
categories — that is, the proportion of those who remained in the same class
as their fathers. For example, the rate for Japanese men of the
- professional-managerial class origin is 57.9. This implies that 57.9 percent
of Japanese men with professional-managerial class origin remained in the
professional-managerial class. We begin with the rates for male
respondents. Although the rate of intergenerational stability is similar for
the professional-managerial class in three nations, other rates show some
cross-national differences. The stability of the routine non-manual class
(24.0) and the petty bourgeoisie (28.4) is higher in Japan than in the United
States and Germany. In contrast, if we group the skilled and the
non-skilled manual working classes together and compute the rate of
intergenerational stability (not shown in Table 4), the Japanese rate (43.8) is
lower than those found in the United States (54.6) and Germany (62.9),
suggesting that the Japanese manual working class possesses relatively
weak intergenerational stability. These distinctive features are related
directly to the cross-national difference in the class destination distribution.
Japanese class destination is characterized by the relatively large routine
non-manual class and petty bourgeoisie, and by the relatively small skilled
and non-skilled manual working classes. Therefore, the intergenerational
stability of the routine non-manual and the petty bourgeoisie tend to be high,
while that of the two manual working classes to be low.

When we shift our attention to women respondents, we find another
distinctively Japanese pattern in the very low extent of intergenerational
stability of the professional-managerial class. Only 28 percent of women
whose fathers belonged to the professional-managerial class reached the
same position. In contrast, the same rate for the United States is 57.1 and
for Germany is 65.2. In the United States and Germany, the
intergenerational stability of the professional-managerial class is about the



