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PREFACE

Changing only the dates, I can begin this preface as I did in the second edition: The first
half of the 1990s were good years for many Americans; they were bad years for many
others. Since the early 1980s, when the first edition of this book was published, income
inequality has increased considerably. The United States, in fact, moved from an aver-
age level of income inequality compared to other industrial nations to the position of
highest income inequality. As we will see with updated figures, primarily in Chapter 2,
the first half of the 1990s provided no alteration in this trend of growing inequality. As
in the 1980s, part of this change occurred because the middle-income group in the
United States has been shrinking. At the same time, while the size of the upper-income
segment has grown somewhat, the lower-income group has grown more than any other
segment. Since the late 1980s and the second edition of this book, the U.S. economy has
become somewhat more competitive in the world market—but at the expense of
average- to Jower-income American workers. “Lean production,” cost cutting, and ever
lower wages and benefits paid by American corporations have kept the trend toward
ever greater inequality alive for the 1990s. Workers in other countries, as noted in the
new Chapter 15 on social stratification in Germany, are now worried that they may suf-
fer the same fate as American workers as their own corporate elites attempt to keep up
with cost-cutting American corporations.

The level of income inequality in the United States is only one of the significant
changes in the nature of social stratification in the 1990s. As was noted in the first and
second editions of this book, my primary task has been to provide an up-to-date, com-
prehensive examination of social stratification in human societies. And again, more
comparative material has been added in this third edition to expand our knowledge of
changes in social stratification that have occurred in this country as well as around the
world in the 1990s.

Let me again note the most significant changes in this third edition. First, Chapter 1
has been shortened by moving material on types of stratification systems to the begin-
ning discussion of the history of social stratification in Chapter 3. New material has
been included at the end of Chapter 1, however, to stress from the beginning the impact
of the changing U.S. position in the world system on social stratification. As before,
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there has been extensive updating of the data on inequality throughout the book. Much
of this has been done in Chapter 2, “Dimensions of Inequality in the United States,”
which has been extensively rewritten. There has been some revision of the theory chap-
ters, but the main change has been the addition of some material from the old Chapter 6,
which has been eliminated.

The chapters from Part III on the various classes in the United States, and especially
the chapter on poverty, have been updated to include new research on these subjects and
the many changes of the 1990s. The greatest changes to Part III, however, have been the
already-mentioned deletion of the old Chapter 6 (with some of its information now dis-
tributed throughout several other chapters), and the addition of Chapter 10. Much of the
information on gender, race, and ethnic inequalities existed in the second edition but
was scattered throughout several chapters. This material has now been concentrated in
Chapter 10 along with extensive new information.

Part IV, “The Processes of Social Stratification,” groups the previous chapters on so-
cial mobility and status attainment and the legitimation of social stratification into a
logical set. Both chapters have been updated, though it must be noted that the new re-
search accumulated on these subjects is less significant than that presented in the previ-
ous edition.

More than anywhere else, extensive changes have been made to Part V, “Social Strat-
ification Beyond the United States.” The old Chapter 15 on world stratification has been
moved to the beginning of this section. What is now Chapter 13 also has been exten-
sively revised to reflect the new realities for the modern world system with the fall of
communism, the breakup of the old Soviet Union, the rapid economic development in
many East and Southeast Asian countries, as well as continuing changes in the United
States’ and other nations’ placement in this world system.

There have been two other major changes in Part V: In the second edition I noted that
revision of the chapter on social stratification in the Soviet Union was a difficult task
because changes were occurring so rapidly in that country. That chapter began with the
statement, “What is set down on paper in early 1990 may be old history before the end
of the year, or even the month.” At the time I did not realize how dramatically correct
that statement would turn out to be. Facing such a task, I decided to drop the chapter on
the Soviet Union/Russia completely. But I have replaced it with a new chapter which I
have since come to believe is even more important. While teaching and conducting re-
search in Germany during the early 1990s, I came to realize that some aspects of social
stratification in Germany are very different from those of the United States and other
capitalist nations; and that people in the United States have very little understanding of
this situation. Thus, I gathered much new material on social stratification in Germany
for this new Chapter 15, and for further contrast placed it directly after the chapter on
Japan.

I have significantly revised Chapter 14, “Social Stratification in Japan,” adding con-
siderable new material about Japanese elites. In the process of writing a recent book
with John McKinstry on elites in Japan (Who Rules Japan?: The Inner-Circles of Eco-
nomic and Political Power), which includes extensive data found only in Japanese pub-
lications, I discovered that Japanese elites are more powerful and more extensively in-
terlocked than previously recognized. Japanese elites, in fact, seem to fit the description
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provided by C. Wright Mills’s The Power Elite more than anywhere else. Much of this
new information and its significance for Japan and the rest of the world has been added
to what is now Chapter 14.

Finally, I have included study aids suggested by reviewers throughout this third edi-
tion. The most significant include new chapter summaries at the end of each chapter and
a glossary at the end of the book.

Before concluding this preface, I should note that from the first edition, the basic ori-
entation of this book has followed a general conflict perspective. This is not to say that
other perspectives have been neglected, but it is to say that with the subject of social
stratification I continue to believe that a conflict perspective of some variety is most
useful in understanding the subject matter. A central, often violent question about social
stratification is how valued goods and services are to be distributed in a society. This
underlying conflict is sometimes hidden, sometimes tamed, but no less behind ail Sys-
tems of social stratification. When overt conflict over the distribution of valued goods
and services is relatively low, it means that the system of stratification has been some-
what successful in managing such conflict (at least for a time). As I complete the final
work on this edition, I am again in Southeast Asia, conducting research and observing
the extremes of inequality in developing countries that are experiencing rapid change.
In contrast to 20 or 30 years ago in this region, there is less overt conflict over the un-
equal distribution of valued goods and services. But as elsewhere, this certainly does
not mean that there is no conflict behind the distribution of wealth and poverty in these
countries. It means that the question of who gets what, and why, has been somehow
tamed for the present. How this can be done in countries with such extensive poverty is
one of the most interesting and important subjects in the study of social stratification.
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