
( 

c 

Reprinted from THE AMERICAN JOURNAL OF SOCIOLOGY 
Vol. 72, No.2, September 1966 
Copyright 1966 by the University of Chicago 
Printed in U.S.A. 



An influential hypothesis in stratifica­
tion theory holds that industrial society 
produces a unique occupational prestige 
hierarchy. So it is thought that as the 
previously non-industrialized nations de­
velop industry their occupational prestige 
structures become more and more like those 
of the industrialized nations.2 Euro-Ameri­
can nations, especially the United States, 
are viewed as the most representative of 
this type. The data used to support this 
notion are the high correlations (+.90 or 
more, on the whole) among the average 
evaluations people of various societies 
make of certain occupational titles.s 

But this evidence is weaker than it ap-

:I. The research on which this paper is based was 
supported by the Michigan State University Office 
of International Programs and the Michigan State 
University Agricultural Experiment Station, and 
was presented at the annual meeting of the Ameri­
can Sociological Association in Montreal, August, 
1964. The writers wish· to thank Manuel Alers­
Montalvo, Antonio Arce, and Iwao Ishina for 
their help at vari~us stages of, the research. 

II Alex Inke1es and Peter Rossi, "National Com­
parisons of Occupational Prestige/' American Jour­
nal of Sociology, LXI (January, 1956),329-39. 

3 Most of these data are presented or cited in 
Inke1es and Rossi (ibid.); Charles E. Ramsey. and 
Robert J. Smith, I'Japanese and American Per~ 
ceptions of Occupations," American Journal of 
Sociology, LXV (March, 1960), 475-82, and Ed­
\\'ard A. Tiryakian, "The Prestige Evaluation of 
Occupations in an Underdeveloped Country: The 
Philippines," American Journal of Sociology, 
LXIII (January, 1958), 390-99. Others may be 
found in· Kaare Sva!astoga, Prestige, Class and 
Mobility (Toronto: William Heinemann, Ltd., 
1959), pp. 62-67 and '19-108, esp. the tabl~, pp. 
91 and 108. Also see Robert W. Hodge, Donald J. 
Treiman, and Peter H. Rossi, "A Comparative 
Study of Occupational Prestige,'" in Reinhard 
Bendix and Seymour Lipset, Class, Status and 
Power (2d ed.; New York: Free Press, 1966), pp. 
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pears to be. Correlations such as those ob­
served could arise when in fact there is 
only a slight similarity in the occupational 
prestige structures of any pair of societies. 
Moreover, no one s~ems t'O have produced 

, evidence supporting the notion that indus-
trialization produces the similarities that 
may exist. We shall present several factors 
that may influence the observed correla­
tions among occupational prestige struc­
tures. Some of the factors should lead to 
overestimating the correlations and some 
to underestimating them. In the net, these 
suggest that the similarities' may be less 
than has been supposed. Following this we 
shall present data suggesting that the com­
plexity of the division of labor (urbaniza­
tion) in general rather than industry in 
particular may be responsible for the re­
ported similarities. 

PROBLEMS OF RESEARCH TECHNIQUE 

Ordinarily, data for calculating the in­
tersocietal similarity in occupational pres­
tige structures are based on samples of 
persons who rank samples of occupational 
titles. Each member of at least two samples 
of respondents, one sample from each so­
ciety, is"asked to rate a limited number of 
translatable occupational titles on a simple 
scale of social status (such as "prestige," 
"general standing," etc.). The possible 
scores for each occupation are usually 1 to 
5. The societal evaluation of each occupa­
tion is, in effect, the mean of all the indi­
vidual ratings assigned to it. Similarity in 
occupational prestige structure is caIcu~ 
lated by correlating the means assigned to 
the occupations by members of one sample 
with the means assigned to the same oc~ 
:.~pati?ns ~y members. of the o~er sample: 
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as the final unit of analysis, rather than 
the persons who rated them. There are at 
least three sources of difficulty with this 
procedure as it is often used. 

1. Translatability of terms.-The above 
procedure cannot possibly yield similarity 
of occupational prestige structures except 
for those occupational titles which can be 
expressed in the language or terminology 
of each of the societies under comparison. 
An occupational title is a word standing 
for an occupational role, a series of activ­
ities, all or most of which are ordinarily 
performed by anyone role incumbent. All 
persons having the title are expected to 
perform most of the activities and presum­
ably most usually do. Now, if activities 
carried out by members of one society are 
not carried out by members of another, or 
if comparable activities are combined in 
different ways in two societies, then the 
occupational titles standing for these ac­
tivities cannot be translated. except by 
means of complex, sometimes unintelligible, 
phrases. It stands to reason, then, that the 
greater the difference between the occupa­
tional roles of two societies, the -lower the 
proportion of translatable occupational 
titles. There can be no prestige similarity 
among untranslatable occupational titles 
because those who rate the occupational 
titles will not know what they are rating. 
Hence, the prestige correlation between 
translatable sets of occupational titles will 
indicate, at best, the degree of prestige 
similarity in those sectors of the occupa­
tional structures of different societies which 
are most alike. There are at least two logi­
cally different (but probably empirically 
mixed) ways this could occur. First, the 
occupational structures of two societies 
may differ only in that one has a larger 
number of occupations than the other, but 
all those of the second are possessed by the 
first. The correlation coefficient might. be 
very bigh, yet miss the fact that their oc­
cupational prestige structures differ sharply 
in complexity. Second, two societies may 

have some occupations in common, and 
have others which are relatively unique 
to each. Again, ignoring the unshared occu­
pational titles and correlating the others 
would give the illusion of greatly similar 
occupational prestige hierarchies. In any 
case the research to date in this area al­
most surely tends to overestimate the de­
gree of similarity because the most dis­
similar occupations have been deliberately 
left out of the comparisons. 

2. Sampling persons.-Obviously there 
are problems of sampling human popula­
tions that might interfere with accurate 
estimates of parameter values. Most of 
these are shared with practically all other 
sociological research. We shall restrict our­
selves to one which is more; or less charac­
teristic of this particular issue. This is the 
possibility that large samples are needed 
in order to show accurately the degree of 
correlation that exists among occupational 
prestige hierarchies. Suppose, for example, 
that two samples (A and B) evaluate each 
of four occupational titles; and suppose, 
too, that the order of the means of 
each is identical in the universes from 
which the samples were drawn, namely, 
X, > X, > X3 > X, . This, of course, 
yields a rank correlation of + 1.00 (al­
though a Pearsonian correlation coefficient 
could be a little below + 1.00). But if one 
sample (say, A) is small, the order of its 
means as we observe them 'may easily be 
quite different: X'A > Xu > Xu > X3A , 

for example. If the. other sample (B) is 
very large, chances are the order of its 
observed means will be the same as . the 
order of the true means in the universe: 
X,B > X'B > XSB > X'B. If we correlate 
the two sets of observed means, we will er­
roneously conclude that the correlation in 
the universe is lower than it really is. And 
if both samples are small, ·the possibilities 
for error are great~r. 

Thus, the net effect of this set of prob­
lems is probably to underestimate the true 
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correlation between occupational prestige 
structures. 

3. Sampling occupational titles.-As if 
the above were not enough,. there is yet 
a more serious statistical problem. To date, 
no intersocietal occupational prestige study 
known to the writers has used a large un­
biased sample even of translatable occu­
pational titles. This is needed because 
hiased samples of occupations can yield 
overestimates of the amount of-correlation, 
especially when the samples of occupations 
are small. Obviously, for example, if only 
two occupations at extreme ends of tough­
ly similar occupational prestige hierarchies 
were being rated by persons from each of 
two societies, the means would doubtless 
turn out to have the same rank in each 
society and the observed rank correlation 
among occupations would be +1.00. This 
would occur if the true correlation among 
all occupations were as low as, say, +0.20 
or less. 

This is not an exaggerated example. Most 
of the studies on which the conclusions 
about intersocietal similarities in occupaM 

tional prestige structures rest use twenty 
or fewer occupational titles in their caroM 
parisons, and none has ever used a genuine­
ly random sample of titles, if indeed such 
a thing can be imagined. It is almost cer­
tain that most have oversampled the bigber 
prestige end (as defined in the West) and 
to'some extent the lower, and have under­
sampled the middle range. Because of this 
problem, most of the existing research has 
probably overestimated the amount of cor­
relation between the occupational prestige 
hierarchies of different societies. 

SOCIOLOGICAL SOURCES OF SIMILARITY 

Inkeles and Rossi have tended to argue 
that the observed intersocietal correlations 
in prestige ranks of occupations can be ex­
plained largely as a function of the social 
structure introduced into any cultural sys­
tem by industrialization.' This they call 
the "structuralist" position, viewed as a 

polar opposite to a "cuIturalist" position, 
which, they say, stresses the uniqueness of 
the occupational prestige hierarchy of each 
culture. Even if we assume that the ob­
served high correlations are not simply il­
lusions based on inadequate research tech­
niques, it is stiII by no means certain that 
the introduction of industrial systems ac­
counts for them. Indeed, in their detailed 
analysis of discrepancies in prestige posi­
tions, Inkeles and Rossi present evidence 
that industry per se is, at best, one of 
several factors responsible for the appear­
ance of similarity in occupational prestige 
hierarchies. This analysis leads them to 
wonder whether similarities in "needs or 
values" and "the nation state" may ac­
count for them. Moreover, Tbomas has 
shown that the same correlations exist be­
tween the occupatianal prestige structures 
of a non-industrial nation (Indonesia) and 
various industrial nations as exist among 
the latter" He suspects that "common at­
titudes toward subdimensions of prestige," 
most of wbich are "not the exclusive prop­
erty of either Western or Eastern civiliza­
tion," may account for the similarities. 

There are other reasons, too, for thinking 
that industrializ.ation or the industrial sys­
tem does not satisfactorily explain the valid 
portions of the correlations. Rather they 
are probably due to similarities in the 
evaluation of occupational roles which 
emerge in dense populations with complex 
divisions of labor; in short, they may be 
due to urbanization in general rather than 
industrialization in particular. The reason­
ing, by no means certain, is as follows. 

1. Complex divisions of labor bave ex­
isted in all known urban civilizations­
the Nile River, Mesopotamia, China, Rome 
-as well as in many non-industrialized 
contemporary civilizations. These center on 
government, food distribution, personal 
adornment, health, building construction, 
the military, etc. When the lives, actions, 

.!l R. Murray Thomas, "Reinspecting a Struc­
tural Position on Occupational Prestige," American 
.TmJ.rttnl nl s'ndnlnrr'U T.Y\TTT (M", .. ,.h 10t;?\ ~"L 
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health, economic well-being, etc., of the 
population depend largely on the actions 
of the incumbents of a certain occupation, 
that occupation is usually highly evalu­
ated, both today and in the distant past. 
Industrial systems, on the other hand, be­
gan in Europe within the last few hundred 
years and have been adopted extensively by 
only a few non-Western nations. The occu­
pational titles in the research on which the 
case for the "industrialization" hypothesis 
rests are by no means always related to in­
dustry. For each of these stndies· and for 
the 1947 NORCstudy( we (with thehelp 
of several colleagues who are occupational 
sociologists and development economists) 
have tried to determine the proportion of 
the occupational titles (and their basic 
functions) which existed before industrial­
ization took place in the West. Naturally, 
these counts are quite imprecise, but if our 
collective judgment is correct, at least one­
third and perhaps many more of the occu­
pational titles in each of the intersocietal 
comparisons cited here, including the 1947 
NORC study itself, have no necessary con­
nection with industry. Thus it seems cer~ 
tain that part of the evidence for the sup­
posed influence of the industrial system 
on similarity of occupational prestige hier­
archies is based on data which are not 
clearly related to the industrial occupation­
al order. That is, occupational titles which 
apparently existed before the industrial rev­
olution began are included in and con­
tribute to the high correlations usually 
observed. 

2. Most, if not all, published research on 
intersodetal correlations in the evaluation 
of occupations is based on samples of peo­
ple most of whom are living in intimate 
contact with complex divisions of labor; 
indeed even the "rural" Japanese sample 
of Ramsey and Smith was taken from a 
city of 20,000 peopleS It would be instruc-

8 See sources cited in D. 3. 

't See Albert J. Reiss et al., Occupations and So­
cial Status (New York: Free Press of Glencoe, 
1961), esp. pp. 54-58. 

tive to learn how people outside complex 
systems evaluate occupational titles. Peo­
ple wbo are not in frequent contact with 
many persons who occupy specialized work 
roles probably have little opportunity to 
perceive the relative deference, rewards, 
and punishments which are accorded per­
sons in various specialized occupational 
roles, or to develop an awareness of -the 
functional importance attributed to each 
by those deeply involved in such systems. 
Farming is one of the few sectors of the 
occupational structure wbich usually has a 
simple division of labor. However small, 
most farms are managed by means of a set 
of activities which are complex, varying 
sharply from chore to chore and season to 
season, yet are performed by one or a very 
few persons. (In complex divisions of labor 
these activities would be. organized so that 
each individual concentrates on but a few 
things. This in fact tends to bappen to 
farming itself when it becomes rational­
ized.) It is likely then that those living in 
closely knit farming communities would 
not learn to evaluate occupations as do 
those living in systems which have more 
differentiated occupational structures. Ap­
parently, then, the variation among com­
munities in the proportion of the popula­
tion in farming would be a good index 
of the complexity of the division of labor 
visible to community members. Thus, if 
we assume that (a) the previously ob­
served correlations are not purely illusory, 
and (b) translatable occupational titles 
stand for similarly evaluated sets of ac­
tivities in different societies, then it stands 
to reason that the more complex the divi­
sion of labor in which people participate, 
the more likely they will be to evaluate 
translatable occupational' titles similarly. 
More specifically, the lower the propor­
tion of sample members who are in farming, 
the higher the correlation among samples 
in the evaluation of translatable occupa­
tional titles. 

We have tried to test the aspect of the 

a Ramsey and Smith, op, cit. 
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argument dealing with the complexity of 
the visible occupational structure in the 
following ways. First, using the general out­
lines of the usual procedures, we calculated 
prestige ranks for rough translations of 
eighty NORC occupational titles for five 
samples of Japanese school boys, one sam­
ple of Turrialba, Costa Rica, school boys, 
and a sample of Mason, Michigan, school 
boys. We then calculated the rank-order 
correlations of each set of evaluations with 
those provided by the NORC's adult 
United States sample of 1947. The latter 
is taken to be typical of occupational eval­
uations of people immersed in the most 
complex of known occupational structures. 
Thus the higher the rank-order correlation 
with U.S. adult samples, the more closely 
the group's evaluation of the occupations 
approaches that of people familiar with 
complex systems. Next we used the per­
centage of the sample who were from non­
farm families as an index of the degree 
to which the sample members were involved 
in a complex division of labor. Finally we 
have plotted all seven samples according 
to their positions on these variables.9 

Figure 1 shows this plot. The X-axis is 
the complexity of the division of labor im­
mediately visible to the sample members, as 
indexed by the percentage of the sample 
whose families kre non-farm. The Y-axis is 
the rank-order coefficient of the correlation 
p of the mean occupational prestige rank­
ings made by each of the seven samples 
with the mean rankings made by the U.s. 
adult sample. Obviously, even when we al-

\! These data are bas'ed on questionnaires filled 
out by junior high school and high school boys in 
school in 1959 and 1960. The names and sample 
sizes for each place are as follows: Japan: Sendai 
Shi (28), Noda Shi (28), Emi Machi (23), Futomi 
Mura (39), Sora Aza (24) j Costa Rica: Turrial­
ba (118) j Michigan: Mason (61). Sendi 8hi bas a 
population of 250,000 j Noda 8hi has a population 
of 25,000. All other places are 6,500 or fewer. The 
school grade levels of the samples were slightly dif­
ferent: Sendai Shi, third-year high scbool; Noda 
Shl, second-year higb school i all other Japanese 
samples, third-year middle scbool; Mason, Michi-

low for error due to sample variability, 
there are enormous differences in the aver­
age evaluations of these eighty occupations 
which are apparently related to complexity 
of the division of labor probably visible to 
sample members. The p with U.S. adult cri­
terion group ranges from -0.04 for the 
sample with the simplest division of labor 
(Soro Aza in Japan; percentage non-farm 
=25), through +0.84 (Sendai Shi in Ja­
pan; percentage non-farm =79), to +0.87 
(Turrialba, Costa Rica; percentage non­
farm = 75).'· 

All the correlations that have been re­
ported before are high, and they were prob­
ably all based on samples with complex 
divisions of labor. In the present data we 
see a clear and positive correlation of siIni~ 
larity to urban-industrial evaluations with 
complexity of the division of labor. These 
-correlations range from -some as large as 
those in previous literature down to about 
zero. Taken together with the reasoning 
presented above, this evidence suggests that 
something connected with the complexity of 
the occupational structure visible· to par­
ticipants in a social system, rather than 
industrialization as such, accounts for the 
valid parts of the intersocietal correlation 
in the prestige rankings of translatable oc­
cupational titles. 

However, these data do not constitute 
a definitive test. Future research should 

10 A check to see whether the rank-order (p) 
correlations are influenced substantially by the sam­
ple sizes shows that in the Japan samples there 
is little relation between the number of respondents 
in a sample and the p-values. However, the two 
largest p's are from the two largest samples (both 
non-Japan) as we would expect. Moreover, pool­
ing all Japanese respondents results in a p with the 
U.S. sample of + .0.7.0, while averaging the p's of 
the five Japan samples leaves a mean p of + 0.53. 
This seems to show, as expected, that increasing 
the sample size decreases the variability of the mean 
scores, increasing the correlation with other large 
samples. We conclude that, although these samples 
are probably underestimating the degree of corre­
lation in their respective universes, the differences 
in correlation among samples are due much more 
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take the following into account. (1) New 
data should be based on much larger sam­
ples of people taken more systematically in 
several carefully selected societies, using 
better samples of occupational titles. Es­
pecially important would be samples drawn 
from non-Japanese communities with sim­
ple divisions of labor. This should tell ns 
whether the inference com,:erning complex­
ity is general or whether it applies only to 
Japan. (2) In any case, other evidence 
shows that there is a "Tokagawa," or pre­
industrial, component in the' evaluation of 
selected occupational titles by these same 
rural Japanese youth.ll It is almost uncor­
related with the typical "urban-industrial" 
ordering. Thus it doubtless explains part 
of the correlation presented in the graph. 
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Because we doubt that more than a few of 
the occupational titles presented to the 
boys can be viewed by them as modern 
examples of occupations in the Tokagawa 
system, we believe that the Tokagawa com­
ponent cannot possibly explain the entire 
set of findings. But we need to learn just 
what its relative contribution is. (3) Also, 
more direct measures of both objective and 

11 David M. Lewis and Archibald O. Haller, 
"Rural-Urban Differences in Pre-industrial and 
Industrial Evaluations of Occupations by Japanese 
Adolescent Boys," Rural Sociology. XXIX (Sep­
tember, 1964),324-29. The term "Tokagawa com­
ponent" refers to a traditional ordering of occupa­
tions, stemming from the Tokagawa era. The Japa­
nese rulers of the period decreed -that there were 
four main classes. In order of prestige, these were 
warriors, farmers, artisans, and Illerchants. 
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perceived complexity of the immediateoc­
cupational structure should be used. It is 
probablY reasonable to assume, as we have 
here, that perceived complexity of the divi­
sion of labor is a function of objective com­
plexity, but this should be shown. Also, it 
should be possible to construct more direct 
indexes of complexity, thus providing bet­
ter instruments for testing hypotheses of 
this sort. (4) It has been suggested that 
basic similarities in values may account for 
the fact that in complex systems people 
evaluate translatable occupational titles 
similarly. We need t{) learn whether in fact 
this is the case. And it is possible that, 
,even in widely different occupational struc­
tures, the .same set of values may be pres­
ent, producing under such varying social 
conditions a different set of evaluations of 
translatable occupational titles. 

DISCUSSION 

We have seen that there are strong rea­
sons for maintaining a certain degree of 
skepticism about recent inferences to the 
effect that the occupational prestige struc­
tures of different societies are similar and 
that this similarity is due to industrializa­
tion. The evidence regarding similarities is 
limited to translatable occupational titles. 
Moreover, the -correlations reported are 
subject to error.' Small and biased samples 
of translatable occupational titles tend to 
overestimate the correlation, and small 
samples of people tend to underestimate it. 
In any case industrfalization may have rel­
atively little to do with whatever interso­
cietal occupational prestige similarities may 
really exist. Many, if not most, of the com­
parable occupational titles used in deter­
mining the observed similarity do not de­
pend on modern industry; at least one ur-

ban non-industrial sample has the same 
correlation noted among industrial socie­
ties," and the correlation of the occupa­
tional prestige evaluations of various sam­
ples with those of an urban industrial 
society varies greatly with an index of the 
complexity of their division of labor. 

But these conclusions should not lead us 
to abandon research in the area. On the 
contrary, they should stimulate more care­
ful work aimed at developing and testing 
more general hypotheses . to -account for 
both similarities and differences in the 
evaluations of work roles. Perhaps the hy­
potheses offered by Thomas" could bea 
point of departure for explaining sUch'simi­
larities as exist among samples drawn from 
communities having complex divisions of 
labor. Among samples with simple divisions 
of lahor it may well be that divergent oc­
cupational evaluations such as we have 
noted above may be due either to values 
not shared by those in complex systems, or 
to ignorance of the ways in which complex 
occupations tend to fulfil shared values. 
Finally, there are doubtless systematic sim­
ilarities and differences in the evaluation 
of known occupations betyveen' communi­
ties with simple divisions of labor. IDti­
mately the sources of these differences 
should be traced down as well, ahd brought 
into a theory which acconnts for them as 
well as the other sets of variations in occu­
pational prestige hierarchies. 

ARCHmALD 0. HALLER 

DAVID M. LEWIS 

University of Wisconsin 
and 

Western Michigan University 

12 Thomas, op. cit. 

1lIIbid., pp. 565-67. 
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