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Based on reference group and cognitive bias considerations, we advance a theory, explicat-
ed via a computer simulation, to explain (1) people’s perceptions of how equalitarian the
class system is, (2) where people place themselves in the class system, (3) where people
place others’ occupations, and (4) people’s estimates of the pay of different occupations.
Using a new set of diagrammatic and verbal questions on class, we test our hypotheses on
large, representative national samples in Australia (N = 6,177) and Hungary (N = 2,606). A
full-information maximum-likelihood analysis strongly supports the hypotheses.

H ow do ordinary people visualize the social
class composition of their society, and
where do they locate themselves and others in
that image? These venerable issues in the sociol-
ogy of stratification are the focus of a rich quali-
tative literature, mainly in the community stud-
ies tradition (e.g., Barnes 1954; Bott 1957;
Coleman and Rainwater 1978; Lockwood 1966).

A host of early studies, both qualitative and
quantitative, established that most people believe
social classes exist, and most are able to place
themselves inaclass. Research then bogged down
inextended, inconclusive discussions of the num-
ber of classes people perceive and the names they
apply to them (Lopreato and Hazelrigg 1972, pp.
128-34). Because most of this research relied on
open-ended questions, it had some inherent weak-
nesses; it necessarily ignored issues respondents
did not raise voluntarily, slighted inarticulate re-
spondents, and ignored difficult to verbalize im-
ages, and so on (Vanneman and Cannon 1987,
pp. 101-106; Popitz, Bahdry, Juenes, and Kest-
ing [1957] 1969, p. 318). Furthermore, samples
were usually small and unrepresentative, and sta-
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tistical analyses were bivariate, at best. Nonethe-
less, an important point emerged from these early
studies: Answers to purely verbal questions about
class have a strongly pictorial character suggest-
ing that class images are visual images of the rel-
ative size and hierarchical position of different
classes (Cousins and Brown 1975; Davies 1967,
Moorhouse 1976).

By contrast, modern quantitative studies using
large representative national samples and multi-
variate statistical methods have mainly followed
Centers’s (1949) distinction between “working
class” and “middle class,” usually elaborated to
include a “lower” class below them and an “up-
per-middle,” “upper class,” or both above (Davis
and Robinson 1988; Jackman and Jackman 1983;
Kelley and McAllister 1985; Simpson, Stark, and
Jackson 1988). By focusing on class self-place-
ment, this research neglected perceptions of the
structure of the class system, although there is
some research on perceptions of the processes
allocating persons into classes, notably status at-
tainment and equality of opportunity (Huber and
Form 1973; Kluegel and Smith 1986). This is
despite compelling pleas for more elaborated
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measurement, beginning with Kahl’s call for a set
of subjective class questions that allows “respon-
dents to choose both the model and their position
within it” (1953, p. 181), a plea later researchers
echoed (Kluegel-and Smith 1986, p. 3). Attempts
at improvement have been many, but not wholly
successful and rarely cumulative; all use only ver-
bal stimuli and many involve long, indirect proce-
dures (similar to unfolding analysis) that are im-
practical for large-scale surveys (e.g., Lopreato
and Hazelrigg 1972; Coxon, Davies, and Jones
1986; Vanneman and Cannon 1987, chap. 5).

A further difficulty with the modern quantita-
tive tradition stems from its key point of refer-
ence — the “working class.” Historically, the
word “class” was used in a neutral, categorical
sense, e.g., Roman tax classes. Later, Marx, fol-
lowed by the social democrats, gave it strong
political connotations, and by the turn of the cen-
tury it was closely tied to social democratic and
communist politics. The term then moved into
popular usage and is now highly politicized, es-
pecially in Germany, Hungary, and other Central
European societies (Hermstadt 1965), but also in
Australia, Britain, Scandinavia, and other societ-
ies with strong social democratic movements.
The American situation is more ambiguous (com-
pare Coleman and Rainwater [1978] with Kelley
and McAllister [1985] or Vanneman and Can-
non [1987]). In continental Europe the term “mid-
dle class” was not widely used until after World
War II. Instead, people perceived specific upper
classes, e.g., “the ruling elite” or “professionals.”
Later, the term “middle class” was adopted in an

explicitly political sense.'
~ This strong political element in the terms
“working class” and “middle class” is a grave
disadvantage of the traditional subjective class
identification question, especially in trying to
understand (1) people’s perception of their place
in the stratification hierarchy, (2) how that per-
ception is shaped by their social structural loca-
tion, and (3) whether that perception links struc-
tural location to class consciousness or political
ideology. If people adopt the “working class”
label as part of social democratic ideology and
rhetoric, then class so measured is a consequence
of political commitment, not a cause of it, so the

! For example, in Hungary between the first and
second World Wars, the term “middle class” was
coined essentially to use against the Marxists — the
conservative government said it was a government of
the “middle classes,” against Marxists and the work-
ing class, attempting to give semantic legitimacy to
an anti-Marxist political coalition.

traditional question would not be a suitable start-
ing point for studying the impact of class on pol-
itics. Indeed, some scholars hold that all imagery
is inherently politicized (Westergaard 1975; Bour-
dieu [1979] 1984, pp. 437-40). By contrast, oth-
ers argue persuasively that the links among so-
cial location, imagery, and political ideology are
of unknown and probably variable strength (e.g.,
Lockwood 1975, pp. 258-59; Vanneman and
Cannon 1987, p. 116), possibly quite weak (Davis
1982). Thus, a strictly perceptual question is
worthwhile because it does not confound class
and politics but permits one to assess their rela-
tionship empirically. Furthermore, because the
degree to which these terms are politicized var-
ies from country to country, comparative analy-
ses using them are not genuinely comparable.
Accordingly, we have devised a set of pictorial
questions about class that uses none of the tradi-
tional politicized terms.

A PICTORIAL APPROACH TO CLASS

Perceptions of the class composition of society,
of the amount of inequality, vary. Some people
hold an elitist image — a large mass at the bot-
tom of society and a small, privileged elite at the
top; others perceive society as equalitarian with
the largest classes in the middle — a society in
which most people have a good position and ac-
cess to the good life; and yet others have inter-
mediate views. A society with the great majority
at the very bottom and only a small elite differs
markedly from a society in which most people
are in the middle (Davies 1967; Moorhouse 1976,
pp. 480-82; Ossowski 1963).

Accordingly, exploratory work developing
questions to assess people’s imagery of the strat-
ification system began in Hungary in the late 1970s
(Kolosi, Papp, Gombar, Pal, and Bara 1980, pp.
114-34; Bokor and Karajannisz 1989). Surveys
of specific occupational groups suggested that this
imagery is measurable; that there is no universal-
ly shared image of society; that considering per-
ceptions of class composition provides insights
into subjective class identification; and that the
link between one’s class location and one’s per-
ception of the class composition of society is real
but weak (Kolosi etal. 1980). The analytical prob-
lem cried out for comparative analysis, particu-
larly between capitalist and socialist societies.
Accordingly we developed anew, extended mod-
ule of pictorial questions suitable for both capital-
ist and communist societies that we then fielded
in Hungary (1987) and Australia (1987 and 1989).
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