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Position and Prestige

I am a member of the privileged American class known as the WASPS, the
silver spoon people, the people who were handed things from an early age
and stepped into a safe, clean, white world.

Thomas Langhorne Phipps

Prejudice against working class people is the last acceptable prejudice. The
fact that it’s okay to talk about ladies with big hair . . . to talk about trailer
trash. Think about these terms applied in any racial or ethnic context.

John DiIulio

CHAPTER 2
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I n the small group, in the local community, in the society as a whole, we notice
that some people are looked up to, respected, considered people of consequence,
and others are thought of as ordinary, unimportant, even lowly. Everywhere we

see somebodies and nobodies.
Prestige is a sentiment in the minds of people that is expressed in interpersonal

interaction: Deference behavior is expected by one party and granted by another.
Obviously, this can occur only when there are values recognized by both parties that
define the criteria of superiority (deference at pistol point is not the result of pres-
tige). The parties need not be in perfect accord in their definition of the situation.
Deference may be granted gladly or grudgingly. But as long as the subordinate rec-
ognizes that the superordinate does have some basis to claim deference and feels
constrained by group norms to grant it, a prestige difference exists.

The most direct way to study prestige is to go into a local community where
everyone knows everyone else and observe how they treat one another. That obser-
vation would be aided by questions about individuals and their standing in the
community. As the observer moves from one sphere of local life to another, he or
she will soon begin to see a pattern that groups individuals and families into clus-
ters of people who are relatively homogeneous; we call them social strata or pres-
tige classes. Within each, people feel similar and find it easy to communicate and
share activities. Between strata, however, there can be some sense of distance and
even tension: “They are not our sort of people.”

The prestige hierarchy of a local community is based on detailed information
about individuals and families, all seen through the lens of the residents’ general
understanding of the class system. Such exhaustive mutual evaluations are only
possible in small communities whose members have extensive knowledge of one
another’s lives and backgrounds. In other social contexts, people must depend on
limited and more superficial clues to assign prestige to others, and the sociologists
who study them must invent indirect methods of ranking. Nevertheless, an under-
standing of such local prestige structures is an excellent beginning for the study of
the dynamics of stratification because if we can picture in detail the hierarchy of
prestige, we can then look behind it for the factors that created it, both local cir-
cumstances and national conditions.

In this chapter, we examine some classic investigations of prestige structures in
small towns, a related study conducted more recently in two major cities, and a
series of national surveys of the prestige associated with occupations. We particu-
larly ask two questions: How do people create mental maps of the class system from
their varied daily experiences of prestige distinctions? and How can the sociologist
turn the often vague and contradictory perceptions of respondents into coherent
models of the class structure?

W. Lloyd Warner: Prestige Classes in Yankee City

The interest of American social scientists in the prestige aspect of stratification can
be traced back to a series of community studies conducted by W. Lloyd Warner and
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his students and colleagues, beginning in the 1930s. The first of these was in a New
England town of about 17,000 that Warner called “Yankee City.” Later they con-
ducted studies of even smaller communities in the South and Midwest (Warner and
Lunt 1941; Warner et al. 1949b).

Yankee City was once a famous seaport. It had a long history in New England
commerce, having been a center of trade, fishing, and, more recently, manufactur-
ing, especially of shoes and silverware. In many ways, its glory was in the past. In
recent years, it had become merely a small city not too far from Boston, and many
of its young people left for the more exciting life to be found in Boston and
New York. Ethnically, the town was relatively homogeneous but not perfectly so.
Some families had been there for 300 years. Half its inhabitants had been born in
the community, and another quarter came from other parts of New England and
the United States. But the remaining quarter was from French Canada, Ireland,
Italy, and Eastern Europe.

Warner and his team began their research with the assumption that class distinc-
tions people in Yankee City made among themselves would be determined by
economic differences. The initial interviews tended to confirm this view. Their
respondents spoke of “the big people with money” and “the little people who are
poor.” Property owners, bankers, and professionals were high status. Laborers,
ditchdiggers, and low-wage workers were low status.

However, after the researchers had been in Yankee City for a while, they began to
doubt that social standing could so easily be equated with economic position, for
they found that some people were placed higher or lower than their incomes would
warrant. They noticed that certain doctors were ranked below others in the social
hierarchy, even though they were regarded as better physicians, and that high pres-
tige was associated with certain family names. Such distinctions were often made
unconsciously, which made them all the more convincing to the researchers.

Warner discovered a hierarchy of prestige classes in Yankee City, consisting of
groups of people who were ranked by others in the community as socially superior
or inferior. From his interviews and observations, he concluded that the place of
individuals within this system was the result of a combination of economic and
social variables that included wealth, income, and occupation but also patterns of
interaction, social behavior, and lifestyle. People of the same class tended to spend
time together and, as a result, to develop similar attitudes and values. Their children
were likely to marry one another. Warner’s Yankee City research had, in other
words, led him to a conception of social class close to Weber’s idea of “status
group”—a communal group bound by shared prestige, lifestyle, values, and patterns
of association.

Some of the patterns Warner observed were based on kinship. Children were
assigned the status of their parents, and certain families had a prestige position that
was not entirely explainable by their current wealth or income and seemed to flow
from their ancestry.

Warner noted that when a person had an equivalent rank on all the economic
and social variables, people in Yankee City had no difficulty determining his or her
prestige rank. But when someone had different scores on the several variables, rank-
ing became problematic. This usually meant that the person was mobile and was
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changing position on one variable at a time. Consequently, time was an important
factor in stratification placement. For example, if a man who started as the son of a
laborer became successful in business, he would be likely to move to a “better”
neighborhood, to join clubs of other business and professional men, and to send his
children to college. However, if he himself did not have a college education and pol-
ished manners, he would never be fully accepted as a social equal by the business-
men who had Harvard degrees. His son, however, might well gain the full acceptance
denied the father.

After several years of study by more than a dozen researchers, during which time
99% of the families in town were classified, Warner declared that there were six
groupings distinct enough to be called classes (Warner and Lunt 1941:88):

Upper-Upper Class (1.4%). This group was the old-family elite, based on suffi-
cient wealth to maintain a large house in the best neighborhood, but the wealth
had to have been in the family for more than one generation. Generational con-
tinuity permitted proper training in basic values and established people as belong-
ing to a lineage.

Lower-Upper Class (1.6%). This group was, on the average, slightly richer than
the upper-uppers, but their money was newer, their manners were therefore not
quite so polished, and their sense of lineage and security was less pronounced.

Upper-Middle Class (10.2%). Business and professional men and their families
who were moderately successful but less affluent than the lower-uppers. Some edu-
cation and polish were necessary for membership, but lineage was unimportant.

Lower-Middle Class (28.1%). The small businessmen, the schoolteachers, and
the foremen in industry. This group tended to have morals that were close to
those of Puritan Fundamentalism; they were churchgoers, lodge joiners, and flag
wavers.

Upper-Lower Class (32.6%). The solid, respectable laboring people, who kept
their houses clean and stayed out of trouble.

Lower-Lower Class (25.2%). The “lulus” or disrespectable and often slovenly
people who dug clams and waited for public relief.

Among the notable features of this schema of Yankee City classes are the follow-
ing: (1) the distinction, at the top, between an old-money elite, the product of New
England’s long history, and a class of families with more recent fortunes; (2) the dis-
tinction between those who work with their hands—members of the bottom two
classes, comprising more than half the population—and those who do not, in the
higher classes; and (3) the attribution (presumably reflecting what Warner and his
associates heard in Yankee City) of moral status to class position—the lower-
lowers, are, for example, “disrespectable,” while those above them have Puritan
morals and are “respectable” or “clean.”

Once the general system became clear to him, Warner said, he used clique and
association memberships as a shorthand index of prestige position. Thus, among
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men, there were certain small social clubs that were open only to upper-uppers, the
Rotary was primarily upper-middle in membership, the fraternal lodges were
lower-middle, and the craft unions were upper-lower. It seems that in cases of
doubt, intimate clique interactions were the crucial test: A repeated invitation home
to dinner appeared to be, for Warner, the best sign of prestige equality between per-
sons who were not relatives.

Prestige Class as a Concept

Warner maintained that the breaks between all these prestige classes were quite
clear-cut, except for that between the lower-middle and the upper-lower. At that
level, there was a blurring of distinctions that made placement of borderline
families quite difficult. Of course, the placement of mobile families at all levels
was difficult.

When Warner said that the distinctions between the classes were clear-cut, he
did not mean that people in Yankee City could necessarily give a consistent account
of them. Like other Americans, they were uncomfortable with the idea of social
inequality. After all, the American creed says that we are born equal. Some Yankee
City residents were quite aware of class differences and could describe them. Some
denied that classes existed while acting as if they did. Social ranking was often an
unconscious process.

But if ranking is unconscious, how can researchers learn about it? The answer,
for Warner and his colleagues, was listening to what people said and observing their
behavior over an extended period. As this suggests, Warner’s version of Yankee
City’s class system is not a summary of what residents told him about it, nor is it a
simple reflection of life in Yankee City. Instead, it is an abstraction from reality,
based on systematic questioning, listening, and observation. Warner’s analysis is a
map of the class system. Like any map, it is a gross simplification of complicated
terrain, ignoring irregularities and focusing on what the mapmaker regards as
major features.

The individual classes that Warner identified are not mere descriptions of the
mental categories used by people in Yankee City and other small towns. They are
abstract concepts, designed by the researcher to help organize a vast amount of data
on attitudes and behavior. They are not identical with social reality but a useful way
of thinking about it. The only sense in which these six Yankee City classes can be
called real is to claim that they organize the data better than an alternative set
of concepts.

How Many Classes?

Describing the structure of prestige classes in a community is inevitably problem-
atic. The analyst wants to know how many classes there are and where boundaries
between them are located but soon discovers that there is little consensus on these
matters. One reason, according to a study of a small Southern town by three Warner
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colleagues, is that the class structure looks different from the perspectives of people
at different class levels (Davis, Gardner, and Gardner 1941). Their report, entitled
Deep South, demonstrated this phenomenon with a chart showing how the people
at each level perceive the people at other levels. It is reproduced here as Figure 2.1.
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“Po’ whites”

“Old aristocracy”

Upper-upper class

UU

LU

UM

LM

UL

LL

“Aristocracy,” but not “old”

“Nice, respectable people”

“Good people, but nobody”

“Po’ whites”

“Old aristocracy”

Lower-upper class

“Aristocracy,” but not “old”

“Nice, respectable people”

“Good people, but nobody”

UU

LU

UM

LM

UL

LL“No ‘count lot”

“Old Families”

Upper-middle class

“Society” but
not “old families”

“Society”

“People who should be upper class”

“People who don’t have much money”

“No ‘count lot”

“People poorer than us”

“Old aristocracy”
(older)

Lower-middle class

"Broken-down
aristocracy"
(younger)

“People who think they are
somebody”

“We poor folk”

UU

LU

UM

LM

UL

LL“Shiftless people”

Upper-lower class

“Society” or the
“folks with money”

“People who are up because they
have a little money”

“Poor but honest fold”

“People just as good as anybody”

Lower-lower class

“Society” or the
“folks with money”

“Way-high-ups,” but not “society”

“Snobs trying to push up”

Figure 2.1 The Social Perspectives of the Social Classes

SOURCE: Reprinted from page 65 of Deep South: A Social-Anthropological Study of Caste and Class, by Allison Davis,
Burleigh B. Gardner, and Mary R. Gardner. Reprinted by permission of University of Chicago Press.

NOTE: UU = upper-upper class; LU = upper-lower class; UM = upper-middle class; LM = lower-middle class; UL = upper-
lower class; LL = lower-lower class. 
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Based on patterns of association and lifestyles, the researchers found six classes
among the town’s white population, similar to the Yankee City classes. The six
boxes in the chart show how the class structure appeared to people in each of
these classes. Between the boxes, there are abbreviated labels delineating the
classes described by the researchers (UU = upper-upper class, LM = lower-middle
class, etc.).

A comparison between the upper-upper class box and the lower-lower class box
in the chart reveals large gaps in perceptions. The lower-lowers lump the people in
the top three classes into one big class (“Society or folks with money”). Similarly,
the upper-uppers collapse the two bottom classes into one (“Po’ whites”). People in
both classes make more class distinctions at their own level. The labels they use for
one another are quite different. For example, the lower-lowers describe the people
at the top with phrases suggesting wealth and social pretense, while the upper-
uppers describe themselves and nearby classes in terms emphasizing inherited posi-
tion, social prestige, and respectability.

Some important conclusions about perceptions of the class structure in this
Southern town and elsewhere can be drawn from the chart. (Like the chart itself,
these points tend to underestimate the differences of perception within classes,
while usefully highlighting the differences between classes).

1. Number of classes. People at all class levels perceive class differences, but there
is disagreement about the number of classes in the community. No class recognizes
a structure of six classes, corresponding to the Warnerian classes. Instead, they see
four or five.

2. Perception and distance. People make more distinctions among those close to
themselves in the hierarchy than among those who are far away. That tendency
emerged sharply in the mutual perceptions of the upper-uppers and lower-lowers
described in Deep South.

3. Coincidence of cleavages. Despite class differences in the number of classes
perceived at various levels in the hierarchy, the distinctions actually made by people
from different classes coincide. For example, the line that the lower-lowers drew
between “society” and the “way-high-ups but not society” was the same as the
upper-uppers’ distinction between “nice respectable people” and “good people but
nobody.” That is, when the researchers asked people about specific families, they
found that the lower-lowers and upper-uppers placed them in the same one of
these two groups.

4. Basis of class distinctions. People often agree about where individuals or
families belong in the class hierarchy, but not about why they are there. In other
words, they find different bases for class distinctions. For example, people at the
top understand class position in terms of time; they distinguish between “old”
families and “new families.” People in the middle make moral evaluations of
how things “should be.” People in the lower class view the system as a hierarchy
of wealth.
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From the analyst’s viewpoint, perceptions of four or five rather than six classes
or discrepancies in the perceived basis of class distinctions are not important as
long as the breaks that people do make all fit together in a consistent way. Naturally,
people make the finest distinctions regarding those whom they know best and tend
to merge others into broader categories. Researchers can take this into considera-
tion and, if they wish, can subdivide a group according to the views of those in and
immediately adjacent to it. The task is like that of accommodating for perspective
when making a map from aerial photographs. The practical problems in social
mapping reduce to two: Do all observers put Albers above Jackson in the hierarchy,
and if they distinguish between their ranks at all, do they all divide Jackson’s group
from Albers’s at the same place? These are the questions of ranking consistency and
of cutting consistency.

Class Structure of the Metropolis

Several decades after the appearance of the original Yankee City report, two of
Warner’s former students, Richard Coleman and Lee Rainwater, published the
results of their study of prestige classes in two metropolitan areas: Boston and
Kansas City. Working in metropolitan areas, Coleman and Rainwater could not
duplicate the detailed ethnographic investigation that Warner conducted in Yankee
City. Nonetheless, their book Social Standing in America (1978) shows the influence
of their mentor, to whose memory the book is dedicated.

Social Standing in America was an ambitious undertaking, involving 900 inter-
views in the two cities. The statistical procedures employed were designed to pro-
vide representative samples of adults in Greater Boston and Greater Kansas City.
Interviews were standardized and followed a fixed schedule of questions in the style
of a social survey, but many questions were open-ended, allowing respondents to
describe the class system in their own terms.

The hierarchy of prestige classes that Coleman and Rainwater (1978)
stitched together from their analysis of the interviews is rather complex, so we
offer a simplified, schematic version in Table 2.1. (Note that the annual
incomes were recorded in 1971 dollars. Multiplying these amounts by four will
give roughly equivalent values in inflated dollars of recent years.) Inspection of
the table shows that the basic structure of the hierarchy is parallel to the one
found by Warner in Yankee City. For instance, in both studies, the upper-upper
and lower-upper classes correspond to a distinction between established
families and “new money,” although the distinction might be noticed only
by those who are themselves close to the top. In Boston, the upper-class
respondents spoke of the former as “the tip-top—as close to an aristocracy as
you’ll find in America. . . . Yankee families that go way back; the WASPs who
were here first . . . the bluebloods with inherited income—they live on stocks
and bonds” (p. 150). The same respondents described the lower-uppers as “a
mix of highly successful executives, doctors, and lawyers with [very high]
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incomes. . . . They have help in the house, fancy cars, frequent and expensive
vacations, and at least two houses. . . . They’re not considered top society
because they don’t have the right background—they’re newer money, with less
tradition in their lifestyle” (p. 151).

In contrast with those at the top, Coleman and Rainwater delineated a bottom
class characterized by dependence on irregular, marginal employment or public
relief, often shifting from one to the other. As in Yankee City, Boston and Kansas
City families in this class were regarded as less than respectable and described in
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Table 2.1 Coleman and Rainwater’s Metropolitan Class Structure

Typical Occupations Typical Annual % of
Class or Source of Income Education Income, 1971 miles

I. Upper Americans
Upper-upper Inherited wealth Ivy League college Over

Old rich, degree; often $60,000
aristocratic postgraduate

2%family name

Lower-upper Top professionals; Good colleges; Over
Success elite senior corporate often $60,000

executives postgraduate

Upper-middle Middle professionals College degree; $20,000 to 19%
Professional and managers often $60,000
and managerial postgraduate

II. Middle Americans
Middle class Lower-level managers; High school plus $10,000 to 31

small-business owners; some college $20,000
lower-status professionals
(pharmacists, teachers);
sales and clerical

Working class Higher blue-collar High school $7,500 to 35
(craftsman, truck diploma for $15,000
drivers); lowest-paid younger
sales and clerical persons

III. Lower Americans
Semipoor Unskilled labor and Part high school $4,500 to

service $6,000
13

The bottom Often unemployed; Primary school Less than
Welfare $4,500

SOURCE: From Social Standing in America by Richard P. Coleman and Lee Rainwater. Reprinted by permission of Basic
Books, a member of Perseus Books Group.

NOTE: Percentages adjusted for undersampling of “Lower Americans,” acknowledged by authors.

}

}
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terms suggesting that they were physically and morally “unclean.” However, many
of Coleman and Rainwater’s respondents made a distinction between families on
the very bottom and a class of semipoor families who worked more regularly and
were slightly more orderly in their lifestyles.

As portrayed by Coleman and Rainwater, then, “upper America” and “lower
America” neatly parallel corresponding prestige groupings in Yankee City. The same
would appear to be true of “middle America,” where Coleman and Rainwater’s mid-
dle class and working class are equivalent to Warner’s lower–middle and upper–
lower classes. However, it was in the middle range of the class structure that they
had the hardest time organizing the views of Kansas City and Boston respondents
into prestige categories. In judging prestige, city respondents at this level gave
almost exclusive emphasis to income and standard of living and paid relatively little
attention to other stratification variables, such as occupation and association, that
had seemed important to Warner.

Coleman and Rainwater reported that their middle-American respondents rec-
ognized three levels among themselves, often called “people at the comfortable
standard of living,” “people just getting along,” and “people who aren’t lower class
but are having a real hard time” (pp. 158–159). But the two sociologists found
these categories inadequate and insisted on a more traditional distinction between
middle class and working class (each of which, they suggest, can be subdivided
along income lines). The distinction the researchers made was essentially between
white-collar and blue-collar workers (office workers versus manual workers). They
decided to place the lowest-paid white-collar workers in the working-class cate-
gory. But there are no blue-collar workers, even the best paid, in their middle class.
Thus, a highly skilled, well-paid electrician is working class in their schema
(see Table 2.1).

How do Coleman and Rainwater justify substituting their own judgment here
for their respondents’ judgments? They argue that lifestyle and associational differ-
ences that emerged in the interviews show that the traditional middle-class/
working-class distinction is more fundamental than any income distinction. For
instance, among families at the same “comfortable” income level, they noted impor-
tant differences in consumption patterns. The middle-class families at this level
were likely to spend more on living room and dining room furniture and less on the
television sets, stereos, and refrigerators and other appliances that were attractive to
working-class families with similar incomes. The working-class families owned
larger and more expensive automobiles and more trucks, campers, and vans.
Moreover, income equality in middle America does not appear to produce social
equality: patterns of friendship, organizational membership, and neighborhood
location parallel the differences in consumption patterns (pp. 182–183). Some
respondents implicitly recognized these differences. A “comfortable” working-class
man observed,

I’m working class because that’s my business; I work with my hands. I make
good money, so I am higher in the laboring force than many people I know.
But birds of a feather flock together. My friends are all hard-working people.
. . . We would feel out of place with higher-ups. (P. 184)
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The wife of a white-collar man was more explicit:

I consider myself middle class. My husband works for a construction company
in the office. Many of the construction workers make a lot more than he does.
But when we have parties at my husband’s company, the ones with less education
feel out of place and not at ease with the ones with more education. I think of
them as working class. (P. 184)

The difficulties Coleman and Rainwater encountered in delineating the prestige
hierarchy of middle America raise general, and by now familiar, questions about the
methods by which the sociologist defines the structure of prestige classes in a com-
munity. They described their approach to prestige measurement as close to Warner’s.
However, the metropolitan context of their research imposed an important limit on
their ability to replicate his methodology. Warner’s basic method involved match-
ing the standing of one family against another on the basis of what others said
about them and whom they associated with (Warner et al. 1949b). Because the
respondents in Boston and Kansas City were unlikely to know or associate with one
another, this approach was impractical. Synthesizing individual judgments of the
class system was problematic for Coleman and Rainwater because their data con-
sisted of verbal statements about general symbols rather than details about partic-
ular others in the community.

Coleman and Rainwater were clear that their version of the prestige hierarchy
was not a mirror image of the system as understood in the community. There was,
they recognized, no public consensus about the shape of class structure. But they
were able to create a composite map of the class structure out of the sometimes
inconsistent answers of respondents, each of whom viewed the system from an
“inevitably narrow vantage point” (p. 120). Coleman and Rainwater assumed that
people were most knowledgeable about the lives of people like themselves; so they
gave particular weight to respondents’ views concerning the social standing,
lifestyles, and associations of those who were near their own level. They listened
carefully for repeated references to cleavages in the social hierarchy, which might
mark class boundaries.

How does the Coleman-Rainwater metropolitan model differ from the Gilbert-
Kahl national model outlined in Chapter 1? (See Table 2.2.) There are some varia-
tions in class labels, but the main differences stem from the underlying bases of the
models. Our model is based on purely economic considerations, in particular occu-
pation and sources of income. Coleman and Rainwater, like their mentor Warner,
have created a prestige model based on public perceptions of the class order,
lifestyles, and patterns of association. For this reason, they make the distinction
between old money and new money (in effect splitting our capitalist class) and lean
toward the traditional blue-collar/white-collar distinction to define the middle and
working classes. Despite these differences, the three maps of the class system are
broadly similar. This may, in some degree, reflect their common debt to the tradi-
tion of sociological thinking about class. But the real key to their similarities is that
in Kansas City and Boston, as well as Yankee City, prestige is largely, though not
quite wholly, derived from economic position.
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Prestige of Occupation

Warner, Coleman, and Rainwater, and many other investigators, have stressed the
importance of occupation for the prestige evaluations Americans make of one
another. Especially in metropolitan settings, where people do not have a detailed
knowledge of one another’s income, family background, lifestyle, associations, and so
forth, they are forced to fall back on a few shorthand indicators of personal prestige,
such as occupation. They know, of course, that occupation is a fair indicator of two
other sources of prestige: income and education. Physicians are typically affluent; not
many janitors hold college degrees. People may also associate particular lifestyles and
patterns of interaction with occupations or, more generally, with the distinction
between blue-collar and white-collar workers. These expectations account for the
emphasis they place on occupation in making prestige assessments. For the sociolo-
gist engaged in a large-scale research operation, occupation is especially useful: It is
more visible than income, and it can be studied with census data as well as social sur-
veys and qualitative field studies. Furthermore, because census data are available for
earlier periods, we can use occupation as an indicator in historical research.

There have been numerous studies of occupational prestige, going back more
than 50 years, but the best known are the national polls conducted under the aus-
pices of the National Opinion Research Center (NORC) at the University of Chicago
since 1947 (Hodge, Treiman, and Rossi 1966; Nakao and Treas 1990; Reiss 1961).

Table 2.3 presents a sampling of occupational prestige scores from a NORC sur-
vey. Respondents were asked to rate the “social standing” of each occupation. The
scores were created by averaging their responses. Theoretically, the scale runs from
0 to 100, but in practice, scores seldom go above 80 or below 20. The results toward
the top and bottom are consistent with what we have seen in the Warner group’s
community and Coleman and Rainwater metropolitan studies (which, of course,
are based on much more than occupation). The highest-ranking occupations are
professional and managerial (physician, professor, plant manager, hospital admin-
istrator), ordered by the level of expertise or administrative responsibility entailed.
Virtually all assume a college education or better.
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Table 2.2 Three Class Models Compared

Gilbert & Kahl Coleman & Rainwater Warner 
(National, 2000) (Metropolitan, Early 1970s) (Small City, 1930s)

Capitalist 1% Upper Upper Upper Upper
Lower Upper Lower Upper

Upper Middle 14 Upper Middle 19 Upper Middle 10

Middle 30 Middle 31 Lower Middle 28
Working 30 Working 35 Upper Lower 33

Working Poor 13 Semipoor Lower Lower 25
Underclass 12 The Bottom

TOTAL 100% 100% 100%

}

}

2%

13

} 3%

02-Gilbert7e-45447.qxd  11/16/2007  7:15 PM  Page 30



Chapter 2 Position and Prestige——31

Higher Prestige Jobs

86 Physician
75 Lawyer
74 College professor
74 Computer systems analyst
73 Chemist
72 Dentist
69 Hospital administrator
66 Registered nurse
65 Accountant
64 Public school teacher
62 General manager of manufacturing plant

Medium Prestige Jobs

59 Policeman
57 Construction superintendent
53 Airplane mechanic
51 Electrician
50 Computer operator
48 Manager of a supermarket
46 Secretary
46 Bookkeeper
46 Insurance agent
45 Plumber
43 Bank teller
42 Welder
42 Post office clerk

Lower Prestige Jobs

36 Barber
36 File clerk
35 Assembly-line worker
34 House painter
33 Cashier in supermarket
32 Bus driver
31 Furniture salesperson
30 Carpenter’s helper
28 Shoe salesperson
28 Garbage collector
25 Bartender
23 Cleaner, private home
23 Farm worker
22 Janitor
22 Telephone solicitor
21 Filling station attendant

Table 2.3 NORC Prestige Scores for Selected Occupations

SOURCES: Nakao and Treas 1990, Prestige Scores for All Occupations; General Social Survey 2000
files.
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The lowest-ranking occupations are unskilled, manual jobs, such as garbage col-
lector, janitor, and filling station attendant. Between these extremes are the less
demanding office or sales positions (bookkeeper, secretary, cashier in a supermar-
ket) and the skilled manual jobs (electrician, plumber, welder). But note that there
is no clear distinction between white-collar and blue-collar jobs (in Warner’s terms,
lower-middle and upper-lower). The electrician ranks above the manager of a
supermarket, the plumber precedes the post office clerk, and the assembly-line
worker outranks the furniture and shoe salespeople. Obviously, when faced with
this sort of task, respondents are interested in something more than just where
someone works or the color of a shirt collar.

When interviewees in the first NORC survey were asked the main factor they
had weighed in making their ratings, the most frequent replies were pay, service to
humanity, education, and social prestige, but none of these criteria was volun-
teered by more than 18% of the sample (NORC 1953:418). Whatever the bases of
their judgments, the surveys demonstrate that respondents did have a scale in
mind on which they could place occupations with a rough consensus. Although
there were significant differences among individuals in their relative ratings of
occupations, sociologists were more impressed with the great consistency of the
average ratings that were given to occupations by relevant subgroups of the popu-
lation. The average ratings made by the prosperous and the poor, people in high-
and low-prestige occupations, blacks and whites, men and women, residents of the
Northeast and the South, and city and country dwellers were almost exactly the
same. Even those who proposed different criteria for judging occupations did not
differ in the way they ranked occupations. In other words, differences were largely
idiosyncratic, reflecting personal views, rather than systemic variations by class,
race, gender, or geography.

What systematic differences there were can be summed up in two principles:
(1) People tended to raise in rank their own and closely related occupations, and
(2) people agreed with each other more concerning occupations that were well
known. However, even in the best-known fields, brief occupational titles of the
sort employed in the NORC surveys are somewhat ambiguous. Confronted with
“lawyer,” the respondent does not know if the reference is to a small-town,
general-practice lawyer or a partner in a major Wall Street firm. Of course, we can
never capture with a survey the richness of detail that Warner reports from a com-
munity study because surveys force us to depend on a few simple categories. On
the other hand, there is no substitute for the systematic knowledge a survey can
provide. It is especially useful for making broad comparisons between different
communities or different historical periods, but we must always remember that
we are using social symbols about general types of jobs, leaving out a lot of con-
crete detail.

The consistency of prestige ratings across social subgroups is matched by their
stability over time. Researchers noted that the ratings barely changed from one sur-
vey to the next, over many decades. The consistency over time and across different
social groups suggests that occupational ratings tap a very fundamental dimension
of social consciousness.
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Occupations and Social Classes

The NORC surveys reveal how the public places occupations on a continuum, but
the surveys leave us in the dark about how people might cut that continuum into
occupational classes. The problem is obviously similar to the one we raised earlier
concerning the grouping of families in Yankee City or Boston into prestige classes.
Some evidence on this question was gathered in a national survey of approximately
2,000 adults conducted by the University of Michigan’s Survey Research Center
(SRC) in 1975 (Jackman 1979). The SRC questionnaire asked respondents to place
a series of occupations into one of five class categories: poor, working class, middle
class, upper-middle class, and upper class.

The researchers found that people did not have a difficult time associating occu-
pations with social classes (there were few “don’t know” responses) and that there
was considerable popular agreement about where specific occupations should be
placed in the five-class system that was suggested by the interviewer. Majorities of
respondents agreed on the class placement most of the occupations presented. But
as we can anticipate by now, placing occupations was easier at the top and bottom
of the scale than in the middle. There was, for example, strong agreement that high-
ranking corporate officers are upper class and janitors and assembly-line workers
are working class. However, there was less consensus about where to place a factory
foreman or a plumber.

People Like Us

People Like Us: Social Class in America, a recent Public Broadcasting Service docu-
mentary (Alvarez and Kolker 1999), probes the ways Americans experience class
differences. People Like Us is not based on systematic research. But it is provocative
and often revealing. It offers glimpses of the raw emotions lingering just beneath
the surface when Americans, like those quoted below, talk about class.

Thomas I am a member of the privileged American class known as the WASPs,
Langhorne the silver spoon people, the people who were handed things from an 
Phipps: early age. . . . We stand better, we walk better, we speak better, we

dress better, we eat better, we’re smarter, we’re more cultured and we
treat people better—we’re nicer and we’re more attractive, and that
was built into my sense of who I was growing up. . . . I got a phone
call from somebody who decided he wanted to become a
WASP . . . [and] would pay me [for] WASP lessons in style. And it
was sad because the whole point is . . . you either are it or you aren’t,
we believe. That’s the tribal belief, that you either have it or you don’t.

Bill Bear, I’m standing in line [waiting to pay a bill] and because of the way I’m 
plumber: dressed, I have a tendency to be overlooked, you know? [T]hey really

don’t want to deal with me. They want to deal with Mr. Suit-and-
Tie. . . . I almost started a riot. . . . I had to make it known that I was
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next, not Mr. Suit-and-tie. If you want to deal with the son of a bitch,
make a date with him later, you know? But just because I have on
working clothes doesn’t mean I can’t afford to pay my bill, baby. Well,
then she got all embarrassed about that and the manager came
out . . . and I just exploded. And uh, there was about four working
class guys in there, they all started applauding. Cause they felt the
same way. You know? Because society does that automatically.

Barbara I am from the middle class because that’s where I was born and that’s
Brannen- where I live. Socioeconomically, statistically we are middle class. But 
Newton: we’re black middle class, and we will always have that word black in

front of us until the day I die.

Ginie When I was in high school, I went to a country club with a girl-
Polo friend. . . . I had never been to a country club and we went swimming
Sayles: in the summer and she said, “Let’s go over to the clubhouse and have

some fried shrimp and charge it to my daddy.” And I’d never had
fried shrimp. And I thought, what is that, what will it taste like, what
will it look like, will I use the right fork? And what really hit me then
was that there were limitations. And that’s what I didn’t like. I didn’t
like the idea of feeling less than, ignorant, eliminated, limited by a class.

Tammy I was on welfare 18 years. And now, I work at Burger King, and I’m 
Crabtree trying to make a living, and make a home for the kids. It ain’t my 
[lives in a fault cause I’m poor. I growed up poor. . . . Even when I’m walkin’
trailer that to work or something, someone’ll hollar, “Ey! Trashy bitch! What’re  
“embarrasses” you doing?” I’m just walking to work. All I want is just a life
her teenage where I can be happy. But right now, I’m not because the way people 
son]: treats me and the way my kids treat me. . . . My son, he thinks he’s

high class and a preppie. He’s the best. He thinks he’s better than me,
better than his brothers.
(All emphases added.)

People Like Us is often about respect and disrespect, from the blue-blood pride
of Thomas Langhorne Phipps to the blue-collar anger of plumber Bill Bear. Barbara
Brannen laments that an African American woman can never be fully middle class,
however well brought up and educated she may be. Ginie Sayles is intimidated by
the country club dining room. Hardworking Tammy Crabtree is made to feel like
“trailer trash” by perfect strangers and her own son.

Respect and disrespect is another way of thinking about what we have been call-
ing prestige. While the term prestige draws our gaze upward to the world of
Thomas Phipps, respect and disrespect broadens our vision to include people in the
middle and at the bottom, who may feel injured by class distinctions.

Some of the people who appear in the documentary are trying to claim respect
through consumption. Tammy Crabtree’s son disapproves of his mother’s clothes
and is seeking higher status with his own. A man whom the documentary identifies
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as “a social climber” tells the camera that he would never drive a Ford or even a
Volvo; they send the wrong signals. An affluent couple shows us around their elab-
orately remodeled kitchen, noting the influences of Tuscany, Southern Italy, and
“[perhaps] an old French country kitchen or an English Farmhouse.”

We tour an upscale kitchenware store with satirist Joe Queenan, who draws our
attention to various esoteric cooking implements and a slim bottle mysteriously
labeled “Al Sapone di Tartufo Bianco.” Those who know what these things are and
can afford them, belong here, explains Queenan. But if “you, a working-class per-
son” don’t and can’t, perhaps you should go to Wal-Mart, where everything is
identifiable. The store’s customers are defining a lifestyle by surrounding them-
selves with sophisticated possessions and, at the same time, asserting a superior
class position.

A recurring theme of People Like Us is that America, in the words of the narra-
tor, is “a nation of tribes.” (Theorist Max Weber would call them status communi-
ties.) The members of our tribe are the people we live among and feel comfortable
with. They share our background. They are members of our social class. The docu-
mentary suggests that the boundaries defining tribes are fixed and well defended,
but it also provides ample evidence that people move from tribe to tribe.

Americans are famous for their ability to reinvent themselves. By the time we
encounter Ginie Sayles, she has married a wealthy man and is wholly at ease in the
country club settings that made her feel “ignorant” and “limited” as a teenager. We
meet Dana Felty, an ambitious young woman who left her working-class home in
rural Kentucky to attend Antioch College and start a career as a journalist in
Washington, D.C. Tammy Crabtree’s teenage son, growing up in a trailer in rural
Ohio, seems to have similar ambitions. The wealthy crowd we see attending a polo
game includes people who have made considerable (and probably recent) fortunes
in Internet ventures, finance, fashion, and other fields. Perhaps the members of this
success elite yearn to join Langhorne Phipps’s old-money upper class. Perhaps they
couldn’t care less. Phipps’s people cherish the myth that admission is by birth only.
But, as we will see in Chapter 3, the history of the American upper class contradicts
this notion.

The tribes of People Like Us, like the prestige classes we have been examining in
this chapter, are both amorphous and porous. Their indefinite, open character con-
tributes to the ambitions and anxieties chronicled in the film. Americans, the doc-
umentary reminds us, are uncomfortable with class distinctions, which seem
undemocratic to them. At the same time, they are aware of a prestige hierarchy and
may feel pressured to improve their own rank. Unsure of where they stand, they
demand respect, cultivate their manners, remake their wardrobes, and remodel
their kitchens.

Conclusion: Perception of Rank and Strata

From the studies we have reviewed, three conclusions stand out: (1) In American
society, there is a prestige hierarchy of both persons and occupations—this hierarchy
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or rank order is divided by most citizens into a few categories or classes; (2) there
exists considerable ambiguity about just how to define and differentiate them; and 
(3) there is more agreement about rank order than about the criteria used in making
ranking decisions, and more agreement about ranking than about division into
classes. To recall our earlier language, there is greater ranking consistency than cutting
consistency among respondents.

Some tentative principles seem to explain the variation we have encountered in
perceptions of ranking and grouping:

1. People perceive a rank order.

2. They agree more about the extremes than about the middle of the prestige
range.

3. They agree most about the top of the range and make more distinctions about
the top than about the bottom. (Perhaps the top is just more conspicuous.)

4. People lump together into large groups those who are furthest from them.

5. People in the middle or at the bottom are more likely to conceive of class dif-
ferences in financial terms.

6. Those at the top are more conscious of prestige distinctions based on lineage
and style of life.

7. Mobility is a source of ambiguity in perception of the prestige order. People
find it difficult to “place” mobile individuals. Perception of high rates of
mobility leads to the conclusion that class boundaries are amorphous or
nonexistent.

These principles connecting social facts with the way people perceive those facts
are sufficient to explain why there is no straightforward answer to the question that
is asked so often: how many social classes are there in America? The moment we try
to answer the question with data that come from the views of ordinary citizens, we
are confronted with ambiguities and contradictions. Coleman and Rainwater man-
age to stitch together a simplified but coherent schema of prestige classes for Boston
and Kansas City out of these inconsistent materials. An alternative, taken by the
authors of this book and many theorists before them, is to develop a model that
does not claim to be based on perceptions of the class order. These alternative mod-
els are typically based on economic distinctions rather than prestige rankings. But
they must also be fashioned out of inconsistent materials—drawn from history,
economic data, and demography. Both approaches involve a combination of art
and science. We can expect the analyst to know the facts and make convincing use
of them to develop a map of the class system. The map may be more or less effec-
tive as a device to interpret social life. But in the final analysis, the class system is
not like the solar system, an objective reality we can hope to discover. Our concep-
tions of it will always be provisional.
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Key Terms Defined in the Glossary

association social clique
blue-collar workers social strata
cutting consistency socioeconomic status
occupational prestige white-collar workers
ranking consistency
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