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Abstract
The social science disciplines have fixated on the dramatic trends in income inequality and haven’t explored to the same extent whether that inequality increasingly takes on a big-class form. This is a surprising omission given that sociologists have historically relied on big-class schemes as a main tool for measuring inequality. Using data from the General Social Survey (GSS) and the Current Population Survey (CPS), we offer a comprehensive and systematic assessment of trends in class-based social organization. Although our analyses reveal that big classes are indeed weakening their hold on life conditions, just as the postmodern narrative would have it, there is no evidence within either data set of a parallel decline in occupation-based social organization. The division of labor retains its profoundly important influence on our lives, but that influence is expressed increasingly at a disaggregate occupational level.

Why are social class models of inequality in decline? The big-class scheme, featuring such categories as “professional,” “routine nonmanual,” and “craft worker,” was until recently a sociological staple. Indeed, if the socioeconomic scale dominated sociological research in the 1960s and 1970s, it was the class model that dominated throughout the 1980s, 1990s, and beyond (see Wright 2005). When sociologists sought, for example, to document inequalities in life chances or lifestyles, the conventional approach was simply to demonstrate differences in behaviors or attitudes across the five, seven, or twelve categories of a class scheme. Although class models continue to be used frequently, especially in Europe (e.g., Breen 2004), the emerging tendency is to carry out analyses of life chances, lifestyles, and attitudes and behaviors with non-class measures of inequality, most notably income, earnings, or education. These measures are sometimes generically referred to as “class measures” (e.g., see Lareau and Conley 2008) but such non-standard terminology shouldn’t conceal a very fundamental shift away from measurement rooted in the division of labor.
The purpose of this paper is determine whether this development has any empirical foundation. Is class organization indeed on the wane? Or is the decline of class models merely  another fad and fashion in the academic world? There is of course much rhetoric to the effect that class organization is fading away. Although narratives about the decline of race (e.g., Wilson 2006) and gender (e.g., Jackson 2006) continue to appear from time to time, the class concept has been subjected to especially far-reaching and continuous attacks in the past 15 years. The postmodernist account, arguably the most prominent of the anti-class formulations, treats social class as a sociological relic that may have been an important identity among workers in early modernity but is no longer relevant to how most of us now live (e.g., Pakulski 2005; Clark & Lipset 2001; Beck 2000; Kingston 2000). The class-analytic faithful have countered by reasserting that classes continue to represent the underlying variables (e.g., authority, ownership) that define interests, life chances, and lifestyles or by simply referring to the long provenance of class in both the theoretical and empirical literatures.

Given how important the class concept is to sociology, it is curious that such debates carry on principally at the level of theory (e.g., Laureau and Conley 2008), largely unencumbered by empirical research on the possibly changing effects of class on life chances, attitudes, and lifestyles. In a few specialized subfields, prominent literatures on trend in class effects have emerged, yielding important results on changes in class mobility (e.g., Breen 2004), in the class-education (e.g., Breen et al. 2007) and class-income (e.g., Weeden et al. 2007) relationships, and in class voting (e.g., Svallfors 2007; Hechter 2004; Hout and Moodie 2008; Hout, Brooks, and Manza 2001; Clark and Lipset 2001). In other research areas, efforts to assess change in the strength of class-based inequalities are few and far between, and those that can be found typically rely on cobbling together results from existing studies (e.g., Kingston 2000). These secondary analyses are difficult to interpret because of cross-study differences in the class schemes used, the populations examined, and the models applied (see Fischer and Hout 2006; Massey 2007 for notable exceptions). 
As a result, the discipline finds itself hard-pressed to answer quite fundamental questions about the shape, form, or pattern of inequality. Has the takeoff in income inequality been accompanied by the rise of well defined social classes with increasingly distinctive lifestyles, politics, and attitudes? Or are class-based inequalities breaking down even as income inequality becomes more extreme? It is surprising that we don’t know the answer to such a fundamental question. The disciplines of economics and even sociology have fixated on the dramatic trends in income inequality and thus diverted attention from the equally important question of whether the many dimensions of inequality are coming together in ways that make the inequality space increasingly class-divided. These trends are critical in understanding how inequality is experienced. If the association between the various dimensions of inequality has tightened and created well-formed social classes, it follows that the disadvantaged are doubly losing out, not just because they are ever more distant from the advantaged but also because they are increasingly likely to be disadvantaged in the many overlapping ways that classes putatively summarize (e.g., income, wealth, risk of unemployment).

The evidence, and indeed much of the rhetoric, about trends in class-based inequalities is further marred by the tendency to equate social class with aggregate class groupings (e.g., professional, clerical, craft). We now know that such “big-class schemes” gloss over much of the available structure at the more detailed occupational level (e.g., Weeden and Grusky 2005a; Weeden et al. 2008). For example, Weeden and Grusky (2005a, p. 201) found that only 32 percent of the total occupational variability in political party identification occurs between big classes, while the remaining 68 percent occurs within big classes. The structure at the site of production is thus buried at a more detailed level than sociologists typically assume: We cannot with much accuracy predict whether a randomly-drawn professional is a Democrat, but we can well predict whether a sociologist, economist, or social worker is. The same conclusion holds across a spate of outcomes pertaining to life chances, attitudes, behaviors, lifestyles, and consumption practices (e.g., Jonsson et al., 2007; Grusky et al. 2007; Di Carlo 2007; Liu 2007; Weeden and Grusky 2005a, 2005b). 
The question we address here is whether this evident weakness in the big-class model is the product of an ongoing and long-term decline in class-based social organization. We wish therefore to provide a partial test of the well-known but as yet empirically untested predictions coming out of postmodernist accounts. There are two forms of postmodernism that might be distinguished in this regard: (1) a conventional postmodern account implies a decline in class-based social organization at the big-class level, whereas (b) a “strong-form” postmodern account implies a decline in class-based social organization at both the big-class and occupational (or “micro-class”) levels.
 Although postmodernism usually takes the “conventional” form (as the label implies), the more aggressive variants of postmodernism suggest that the division of labor is becoming less structured at all levels, micro-class and big-class alike. 

For all the attention that postmodernism has drawn, it offers a very distinctive – and not necessarily the most plausible – take on the evolution of class organization. Whereas strong-form postmodernism has trends in big-class and micro-class organization moving in lockstep, the sociological literature on the “new workplace” suggests, to the contrary, that big and micro classes are organized in different ways and are subject to different pressures as late modernity takes hold. We may also find that big-class effects were just as weak in the past as they have proven to be in the present (see, e.g., Di Carlo 2007; Weeden & Grusky 2005a). This result, if it it were indeed uncovered, would call into question the postmodernist assumption that big-class disorganization is a new development reflecting the operation of distinctively postmodern forces.


We will proceed, then, by examining trend in the association between classes (both “big” and “micro”) and those individual-level life conditions that scholars have long argued are tightly coupled with class membership. Our analyses improve on prior research in four ways. First, we examine life conditions across many domains (life chances, lifestyles and consumption practices, sentiments and beliefs, and demographic composition), thereby avoiding the common and unfortunate practice of drawing conclusions about the trajectory of class-based social organization from evidence on one outcome alone (e.g., vote choice). Second, whereas prior efforts to assemble results across multiple domains have relied on meta-analyses of studies differing in models, methods, and class measurement, we analyze original survey data and apply a consistent modeling approach to those data. Third, we develop and apply models that purge the effect of changes in the occupational makeup of big classes, thus ensuring that observed trends in the strength of big-class effects are not confounded by lower-order compositional shifts. Fourth, because our models distinguish between micro-class and big-class structure, we can assess whether any observed declines in big-class social organization are accompanied by corresponding declines in micro-class social organization. 
Theories of trend in class organization
The current literature on trends in class organization may still be dominated by the now-aging postmodernist narrative, but other narratives are also relevant to trends and are usefully juxtaposed against it. It bears emphasizing that none of these narratives, including the postmodernist one, have carefully specified the mechanisms that are presumed to drive the trend in class organization. Because such mechanisms remain unspecified, much of our discussion will necessarily be speculative, especially with regard to whether the hypothesized trends play out simultaneously at the big-class and micro-class levels. We will attempt, where possible, to develop these mechanisms more explicitly. Although the analyses that follow will not provide a direct test of mechanisms, we cannot develop plausible hypotheses about trend nor begin to understand our results without some understanding of the possible mechanisms behind them. If nothing else, our discussion will make clear that one should not simply assume that the big-class and micro-class trend move together.  

Big-class trend
We first consider narratives that have been presumed to operate principally at the big-class level. In the postmodernist narrative, such big-class trend is assumed to arise through two types of change in intermediary organization: (a) a decline in the class-based ideologies of the old intermediary organizations (e.g., unions, political parties), and (b) a rise in “class-orthogonal” ideologies as propagated by new intermediary organizations (i.e., “new social movements”). We review these two types of change below. 

The postmodernist narrative operates under the claim that much ideological work is needed to convert “imagined” and geographically disparate big classes into culturally coherent communities. This ideological work was once a main task of unions and working-class political parties. However, because the unions and parties that previously completed this work have either died off or redefined their strategies, the postmodernist contention is that big classes are no longer successfully molded into culturally coherent communities. Political parties, for example, are assumed to have abandoned class-specific platforms in favor of “issue politics,” and the one-to-one correspondence between class membership and political party is thereby weakened. Likewise, as unions focus ever more narrowly on the tangible benefits of unionization, their former role as purveyors of a more encompassing class ideology and worldview becomes quite secondary. 
Although new social organizations have emerged to supplement the old ones of party and union, their ideologies have not been packaged in class-targeted ways. That is, just as the old intermediary organizations were refashioning their messages in more purely instrumental terms, new intermediary organizations emerged that only further fractured imagined class communities. The issues around which these new social movements organized are in this sense “orthogonal” to class (e.g., gender, ethnicity, race, climate change, environment, abortion) and have accordingly subdivided big classes into many diverse subcommunities. Likewise, a highly differentiated media (e.g., cable television) provided class members with a diversity of lifestyle options that were not directly class-linked, thereby further weakening class-based cultures (e.g., Pakulski and Waters 2008; Beck and Lau 2008; Hechter 2004; Clark and Lipset 2001; Clark and Lipset 2001; Hall 2001; Bradley 1996; Castells 1996; Kumar 1995; Inglehart and Abramson 1993). We have represented this “big-class destructuration” account in figure 1.

If the postmodernist narrative focuses on intermediary organizations, a competing rational action narrative emphasizes instead the implications of the spectacular growth in income inequality over the last 35 years. Because this increase has been partly generated between big classes, consumption opportunities are now increasingly class-based (Weeden et al. 2008), a development that might in turn breed ever-more distinctive class cultures and interests. The class of professionals, for example, will increasingly display the tolerance, cultural cosmopolitanism, and largesse that is the luxury of a protected and economically secure group. Conversely, the class of native unskilled laborers will increasingly display the intolerance, parochialism, and economic protectionism of a class that is under threat and anxious. This account is of course straight-line materialist in its formulation: Namely, as class members come to live under increasingly distinct economic circumstances, they should develop correspondingly distinct interests and attitudes. We have represented this competing “big-class structuration” account in figure 2.

These accounts both draw on fundamental developments in the U.S. inequality regime. The resulting hypotheses, although opposing, are nonetheless equally plausible in their own way. It is striking that social science has focused obsessively on teasing out trends in the amount of inequality (in education, income, and consumption practices) but hasn’t explored to the same extent whether that inequality increasingly takes on a big-class form. This is a surprising omission for a discipline that still relies on big-class schemes as a main tool for measuring inequality.
Micro-class trend
 
At the micro-class level, theories of trend are even less well developed. If there is any available theory at all, it comes in the form of “postoccupational” narratives describing the gradual breakdown of occupational distinctions within big classes. According to such narratives, the contemporary workplace increasingly relies on teamwork, cross-training, and multi-activity jobs, all of which promote the labor force flexibility that a fast paced economy requires. In these new-economy workplaces, it is not simply that old occupational boundaries are replaced with new ones, but additionally the claim is that occupational boundaries themselves are no longer built organically into the organizational blueprint (e.g., Casey 1995). This development has been hastened as unions weaken and no longer negotiate effectively for fixed and stable job definitions. The decline of the occupationally defined workplace is further reflected in rising rates of intra-generational occupational mobility (see, e.g., Kambourev and Manovskii 2004; also, Mouw 2005). As occupational boundaries become amorphous, the nominal occupational designations reported in surveys convey less information about the networks and job environments that workers face, leading in turn to a weakening of inter-occupation differences in attitudes and behaviors. This postoccupational hypothesis is graphed in ideal-typical form in figure 3.

Although some organizations have clearly embraced the postoccupational model, one can also point to countervailing developments in the division of labor that suggest that an occupational logic is in some cases diffusing. The rise of this occupational logic has been partly concealed from organizational scholars because it has occurred off the firm’s own shop floor. The direct employees of a Silicon Valley computing firm, for example, may occupy flexibly defined postoccupational jobs, but much of the firm’s more deeply occupationalized labor (e.g., accounting, legal work, advertising, website management, janitorial work) is now outsourced. The growth of nonmanual subcontracting makes the organization of white-collar work more similar to that of the construction sector, where occupation-based organization has long been understood as unusually strong, especially in the United States (Weeden and Grusky 2005b; Grusky and Sørensen 2001, pp. 189-90; see also Zuckerman et al. 2003, p. 1029; Barley 1995). 

The diffusion of an occupational logic is evident in, and hastened by, the proliferation of occupational licenses, credentials, and certifications. The proportion of the labor force now working in licensed occupations increased from 10 percent in the 1970s to 20 percent in 2004 (see Kleiner 2006; also, Procertis 2007; Zhou 1993). This increase in part reflects the “natural growth” of long-closed occupations (e.g., lawyers), but much of it is also attributable to new occupations gaining closure (Kleiner 2006). Indeed, many non-professional occupations have now abandoned unions in favor of occupational associations (Weeden 2002), a strategy that appears to be motivated by rising anti-union sentiment. The unions that remain strong, moreover, tend to be occupationally-defined (e.g., American Federation of Teachers) rather than the classical industrial and broad-based “workers” unions. Although rarely recognized as such (but see Weeden 2002), these changes suggest that micro-class closure may well be increasing. The corresponding increase in occupation-based training and interaction makes the micro-class trend line far more uncertain than the postoccupationalists would have us believe (see figure 4).   

The foregoing discussion makes it clear that the postmodern narrative by no means exhausts the various mechanisms on offer. In our own analyses, no attempt will be made to distinguish these mechanisms, not just because doing so would be analytically daunting but also because the purely descriptive task is logically prior. We turn next to the methodological issues that arise in disentangling trends at the big-class and micro-class levels. 
How can trend be measured? 

Our goal, then, is to describe trends in the association between class membership, defined at the big-class and micro-class levels, and a wide range of life conditions. We group life conditions into four topical domains: (1) life chances (e.g., income, education, working conditions); (2) lifestyles (e.g., consumption practices, institutional participation); (3) culture (e.g., political preferences, social attitudes), and (4) demographic composition (e.g., race, ethnicity). The first three domains represent areas that have historically been viewed as crucial “litmus tests” for assessing class organization. That is, insofar as classes convey distinctive life chances, lifestyles, and cultures, they are conventionally understood as well-organized. Although the life chances domain is often regarded as especially important in defining classes (e.g., Goldthorpe and McKnight 2005; Weber 1946 [2008]), some amount of distinctiveness with respect to lifestyles and culture is also frequently insisted upon (e.g., Bourdieu 1984). The debate, such as it is, is between those who regard lifestyles and culture as constitutive of class (e.g., Lamont 2002) and those who define classes in other terms (e.g., life chances) and regard lifestyles and culture as simply a secondary form of “structuration” that reinforces class organization and formation (e.g., Giddens 2008). It isn’t necessary for our purposes to weigh in on such seemingly sterile debates. Indeed, regardless of whether lifestyles and culture are treated as fundamental to the definition of classes, one has to care about whether classes are well organized on those dimensions. The fourth domain, demographic composition, is also of interest given the longstanding argument that class formation and social organization can be undermined by racial, ethnic, and other cleavages (e.g., Bradley 1996; Giddens 1973). 


The variables pertaining to life chances and demographic composition are principally drawn from the 1972-2002 March Current Population Survey (CPS),
 while those in the remaining domains are drawn from the 1974-2006 General Social Survey ([GSS] Davis, Smith, and Marsden 2008). Within each domain, we chose variables that offer large sample sizes, consistent coverage across survey years, and similar item wording over time. After imposing these restrictions, we found that for some small number of topics, such as abortion attitudes, a large number of items were available as long time series. We opted for a representative sampling of these items to avoid overweighting those topics. We list all 43 variables and their item wording, response categories, and source surveys in the Appendix (see table A1).
 


We have pooled the annual or biannual samples of the GSS and CPS surveys into three time periods: 1972-1982, 1983-1992, and 1993-2006. Although we would prefer to analyze more fine-grained time periods, our samples are simply not large enough to do so, particularly for the GSS outcomes. The resulting three-period design allows us to reveal the major trends of interest without stretching the data too thin. 


We appreciate that an artifactual decline in class organization may be generated by restricting our analysis to items that were asked throughout the GSS and CPS time series. When the GSS was first developed, items were likely selected into the questionnaire precisely because there was much diversity of opinion about them, such diversity then rendering them “of interest.” Why, for example, were early GSS respondents asked whether they “approve or disapprove of a married woman earning money in business or industry if she has a husband capable of supporting her?” This item was presumably devised because it addressed an issue that at the time was hotly debated and about which opinion was fractured on class lines. In this case, the debate was effectively resolved over the next 30 years in favor of the egalitarian stance, and class differences necessarily receded as a result. Obviously, not all attitudes will harmonize in this way, but nonetheless our simple point is that the GSS items for which there are trend data are disproportionately those that, in the 1970s, were at risk of such harmonizing. By contrast, attitudes or lifestyle choices that were (or are) uncontroversial but are nevertheless linked to class (e.g., preferences in artwork [Halle 1993]) will only appear in very few years of the GSS, if at all. The resulting overrepresentation of controversial items thus biases on behalf of a decline in the class trend. This bias must be especially borne in mind when interpreting the attitude items and may account for any discrepancies between trends in the culture domain and those in other domains.
 
Class maps


We define the big-class and micro-class schemes with 1970 Standard Occupation Classification (SOC) codes. Unfortunately, data from post-1991 GSS and post-1982 CPS files are only published in 1980 or 1990 SOC schemes, a coding decision that forces us to reconcile classifications. We backcoded the more recent data into the 1970 scheme by (a) translating the 1990-basis data into the 1980 scheme, (b) multiplying each 1980-basis record by the number of 1970-SOC codes that contribute to the 1980 code (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1989), and (c) assigning sex-specific weights to each record in the resulting expanded data set (see Weeden and Grusky 2005 for details). This weight equals the proportion of the 1980 code that is drawn from the constituent 1970 code, multiplied by the survey weight and, for CPS data, an additional deflation factor that retains the original sample size. The GSS and CPS analyses are both restricted to adult respondents of age 25-64 in the civilian labor force, and the CPS samples are further restricted to households in months 1-4 of the sampling rotation to ensure that a given household does not contribute more than one observation to the sample.


We translated the 1970-basis SOC codes into three class maps: the Weeden-Grusky (WG) micro-class map, the Erikson-Goldthorpe (EG) big-class map, and the Featherman-Hauser (FH) big-class map. The WG micro-class map consists of 126 occupations (see appendix table A2) that capture as closely as possible the institutionalized boundaries in the division of labor. In developing this classification, we relied heavily on data about the technical features of the work itself (Dictionary of Occupational Titles 1991) as well as an archive of occupation-level data on the distribution of occupational associations, unions, occupational licenses, and occupational certifications (see Weeden 2008). The resulting mapping of institutionalized boundaries is imperfect, not just because such boundaries are realized in sometimes ambiguous and complicated ways, but also because (a) we haven’t the sample size to represent small occupations (even when deeply institutionalized), (b) we must work with existing SOC categories that themselves only imperfectly represent institutionalized boundaries, and (c) we are obliged to construct a mapping that is nested in existing standard big-class schemes. Our scheme nonetheless captures the many deeply institutionalized boundaries that present themselves even in imperfect data.


The two representatives of the big-class tradition applied here are the seven-class version of the Erikson-Goldthorpe ([EG] 1992) scheme and the twelve-class version of a class map popularized by Featherman and Hauser ([FH] 1978).
 The seven-class version of the EG scheme has become the de facto standard within the big-class tradition because the more detailed variant requires information on firm size and employer status that is not routinely available in the GSS or other surveys commonly used in inequality research (see Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992, pp. 35-47). The categories of the 7-class version are service workers, routine nonmanuals, petty bourgeoisie, skilled craft workers, unskilled manual workers, farmers, and agricultural workers. In translating the 1970 SOC codes into the EG scheme, we relied principally on the Erikson-Goldthorpe protocol for recoding 1960 SOC codes, but then checked our results against ISCO-based protocols developed by Ganzeboom, Luijkx, and Treiman (1989).
 


For all its popularity, the EG scheme has not entirely supplanted alternatives based on aggregate Census Bureau categories, of which the Featherman-Hauser scheme is one prominent example. Indeed, prior empirical research (Weeden and Grusky 2005a,b) showed that the FH scheme performs better than the EG scheme in the U.S. data, at least where performance is measured by the percentage of the total association at the site of production that it captures. The categories of the FH scheme are self-employed professionals, employed professionals, employed managers, self-employed managers, sales workers, clerical workers, craft workers, operatives, service workers, laborers, farmers, and farm laborers.
 This scheme is easily implemented by cross-classifying Census major occupations and employment status. We rely heavily on this scheme, not only because it is tailor-made for the U.S. occupational structure, but also because its treatment of self-employment status allows for a straightforward nesting of micro classes in big classes. The EG scheme, by contrast, lacks this simple nested structure, and to exploit the properties of nested schemes we perforce exclude the EG petty bourgeoisie (see Weeden and Grusky 2005 for details). The relationships between the FH, EG, and WG schemes are specified in appendix table A2.


These unavoidable compromises in constructing big-class or micro-class codes may result in two noteworthy biases. First, because we use the same occupational categories in each of the three time periods, our scheme effectively freezes the occupational structure in the 1970s. If this frozen scheme is progressively less accurate in capturing the true boundaries and institutionalized divides in the occupational structure, we may see a decline in micro-class effects (because of ever-poorer measurement) even in the absence of a real decline in micro-class organization. Second, because we also “freeze” the occupations that constitute a given big class across all three time periods, an occupation that undergoes a substantial shift in its technical features or working conditions may be misclassified and thus begin to “pollute” its big class and dilute observed big-class effects. The first bias may generate an artifactual decline in micro-class organization, while the second bias may generate an artifactual decline in big-class organization. 
 Although both forms of bias are likely at work, the occupational structure has been stable enough in the relatively short 32-year period covered here that such biases are, in our view, likely to be swamped by the true signal. 

Models


We have used these three class schemes to construct cross-classified arrays of each of the 43 outcomes by micro-class, time, and gender.
 For analyses of FH tables, we disaggregate the professional and managerial categories by self-employment status, a practice consistent with conventional elaborations of the FH scheme. We then fit a series of log-multiplicative models that allow us to characterize trends at the big-class and micro-class levels with relatively few parameters (e.g., Goodman 1991; Xie 1992; Grusky and Charles 2001). We place a premium on parsimony because our cross-classified arrays are necessarily sparse after disaggregating by time, gender, and employment status.

We begin with a baseline model that (a) allows the class and outcome marginal effects to vary over time and by gender, (b) saturates the two-way interaction of class and outcome, and (c) fits a multiplicative shift effect that permits the strength of this two-way interaction to differ by gender. This model does not, however, allow the class-outcome association to change in either strength or pattern. The EG tables, which consist of the four-way cross-tabulation of class (C), outcome (R), sex (S), and time (T), are thus modeled as follows:
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where C, R, S, and T are indexed by subscripts i, j, k, and t respectively. The τ parameters are identified by constraining the parameter for the first category to equal one, and the
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parameters, which are global sex effects on this class-outcome association, are identified by forcing their sum of squares to equal one.
 


We next fit a “global trend” model that overlays the gender shift effects in equation (1) with further shift effects that allow the association between class and outcome to expand or contract in each time period. These period shift effects are applied to the global class-outcome association and thus do not differentiate between changes in the strength of class structuration at the big-class and micro-class levels. The resulting model is specified by the following equation:
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Here, the 
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We have emphasized that trends at the big-class and micro-class levels may not move together. This hypothesis can be tested with the following “level-specific trend” model:
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where the subscripts b and o index big-classes (B) and occupations (O) respectively. The
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parameters are multiplicative shift effects that capture trend in big-class structuration after purging any confounding effect of changes in the occupational composition of big classes, while the 
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parameters are analogous multiplicative shift effects that capture trend in micro-class structuration net of big-class effects. 


The latter model can be further elaborated to allow (a) trends in the association between big-class and outcome to differ by gender, and (b) trends in the association between micro-class and outcome to differ by gender. Although such gender differences in trend are not the focus of our paper, it is necessary to test whether the estimated trends under equation (3) confound offsetting trends for men and women. We therefore fit the following “sex-specific trend” model:
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where all parameters are defined as above.
 


The preceding models can be applied directly to the EG tables after excluding the petty bourgeoisie. When the FH scheme is instead applied, four of the twelve classes are defined by self-employment status (i.e., self-employed professional, employed professional, self-employed manager, employed manager), and the micro-class and FH schemes are therefore nested only if we further disaggregate by employment status. This disaggregation would make our GSS tables unacceptably sparse and represent hypotheses (about differences in micro-class effects by employment status) that are unsupported by any conceptual framework. We resolve this dilemma by constraining the three-way interaction between occupation, employment status, and outcome to be the same for all occupations within the professional class and for all occupations within the managerial class. We allow for interactions between employment status and outcome at the big-class level because doing so is consistent with the logic of the FH scheme. The sex and time shift effects for these models are analogous to those specified in equations (1) through (4).
Parsimony and sample size
The main methodological challenge that we face is overcoming the sparseness of the GSS data. Indeed, our models are parsimonious not just because we have an inherent preference for parsimony (all else equal), but also because of the challenge of teasing out trend in the context of sparse data. We rule out models that allow the class and outcome categories to be scaled in time-varying ways because the GSS data are too sparse to permit such interactions. We cannot, for example, apply association measures (e.g., kappa) that allow the pattern as well as strength of the class-outcome association to vary (see Hout and Moodie 2008; Hout et al. 1995). In a side analysis, we have assessed the viability of a kappa-based analysis by selecting an arbitrary GSS item, drawing 100 random samples of different sizes for that item, constructing the associated class-outcome tables, and then applying kappa to these constructed tables. This exercise revealed surprisingly strong correlations between sample size and the resulting estimate of kappa (on the order of .8 to .9). We cannot in this context justify carrying out a trend analysis that allows the pattern and strength of the class-outcome association to vary simultaneously. In most cases, there is no reason to anticipate any substantial change in the pattern of the class-outcome association, and the dictates of sample size and theory thus nicely align. Moreover, even if we did anticipate some change in the pattern, it may be problematic to confound changes in the scaling of the outcome variable with changes in the association between class and that variable (e.g., Jonsson et al. 2008). The foregoing line of reasoning is, however, unconvincing for items pertaining to political party or voting, as there is good theory and much evidence suggesting that in these cases there are real changes in scaling (e.g., Hout and Moodie, 2008; Manza and Brooks 2005). We must therefore be cautious in characterizing the trend for the two political attitude items in our data set (PARTYID, POLVIEWS).
The convention of adding a small constant to the data can also generate complications in sparse tables. Because the subtables for our two earlier time periods (i.e., 1972-1982; 1983-1992) are especially sparse, adding a constant will have a stronger suppressive effect on the association in those subtables, thereby leading our models to underestimate any decline in association over time. Moreover, this underestimate is likely to be especially severe at the micro-class level, where data are sparser. We assessed the extent of such bias by drawing a same-sized random sample for each period of the data (separately for each GSS item). By equalizing the within-item sample size across time periods, we eliminate the possibility of introducing artifactual trend. We will not present the results from these random samples because they proved to be much the same as those based on the full sample. Although we found evidence of a minor suppressive effect (results available on request), it is trivial relative to the true signal in the data. We therefore report full-sample results here.
Are classes becoming more organized?  
We can now turn to the main goal of describing trends in class structuration at both the big-class and micro-class levels. We first lay out the logic of our analysis using a single outcome as an example, and we then present a scorecard of results for all 43 items that shows which of our five models is most frequently preferred and why. In the following section, we present the parameter estimates for micro-class and big-class association, calculating for each the average rate of annual change over the 35-year period analyzed here. Although our results prove to be quite consistent across items, we turn in the final subsection to understanding those differences that can be observed across domains in the rate and pattern of change. 
The logic of the analysis

To illustrate our approach, we present results for an arbitrarily chosen outcome, a 3-category item in the GSS that asks respondents to compare their family income relative to that of the average family (see appendix table A1 for item wording). The fit statistics for this item, which are presented in table 1, lead us to prefer the level-specific trend model (i.e., equation [3]). This model allows change in the class-standing association at both the micro-class and big-class levels (as represented by the FH scheme), but constrains these level-specific trends to be the same for men and women. The significant contrast between models 2 and 3 implies that the class-standing association changes in different ways at the micro-class and big-class levels. The non-significant contrast between models 3 and 4 underlies our decision to identify a single trend line for both genders. 
The trend parameters estimated under equation (3) are graphed in figure 5.
 This figure reveals that big-class differences in relative standing declined, whereas micro-class differences in relative standing held steady. Put concretely, the model implies that the perceived gap between occupations within a given big class (e.g., accountant, sociologist) has remained unchanged over this 30-year period, whereas the perceived gap between big classes themselves (e.g., professionals, managers) has grown smaller over this period. This result is striking in light of the substantial growth over the last 35 years in both within-class and between-class earnings (see Weeden et al. 2007). Why haven’t such objective trends registered at the subjective level? Although many accounts are plausible, the results of figure 5 are at least consistent with a postmodernist narrative in which growing big-class gaps in income are concealed from view as political parties and unions shed any aspirations of characterizing economic inequality in class terms and as big classes become culturally more similar. The micro-class gaps continue to register, by contrast, because occupational associations and networks are still strong and induce us to attend to the relative standing of occupations (e.g., how much teachers are paid relative to garbage collectors). 
The key question, though, is whether this pattern of results is at all typical. We obviously cannot present graphs analogous to figure 5 for all 42 remaining items, as illuminating as they might be. We instead provide fit statistics and selected parameters for the full set of items in appendix table B1 and then summarize these results in the two sections that follow. 
The overall scorecard
We turn first to a simple count of the number of outcomes for which each of the four models is preferred (see table 2). This count, crude though it is, shows that trends in class-based organization only rarely move together at the big-class and micro-class levels. According to conventional significance tests, the “global trend” model (see equation [2]) is preferred for only one of the 43 FH tables. By contrast, a level-specific trend model, whether one that constrains trend to be sex-invariant (equation [3]) or sex-varying (equation [4]), is preferred for 39 of the 43 outcomes. A similar pattern holds for the EG tables, although in this case the global trend model is preferred for slightly more outcomes (3), and the level-specific model is preferred for slightly fewer outcomes (38). 


The preceding exercise relies on conventional tests of significance and hence may overstate the extent of change in class-based social organization. Indeed, BIC overwhelmingly favors the baseline model, at least from among the models presented in appendix table B1 and summarized in table 2. The BIC adherent might conclude that the dominant story is one of stability in the strength of class effects. We are, however, reluctant to accept a rendition that requires us to ignore the highly significant change reported in table 2. As is well-known, BIC’s preference for parsimony encourages scholars to accept a “sociologically unacceptable” model (Rafery 1995, p. 152-153), even when it accounts for a low share of the association. Moreover, BIC’s preference for parsimony is specific to the GSS items, where sample sizes are small. For the 10 CPS outcomes, where sample sizes are large, the BIC criterion is in near perfect accord with conventional significance tests. Even more strikingly, we show below that the CPS estimates are, on average, changing more slowly than the GSS estimates, yet despite this weaker trend signal the CPS sample size is large enough to induce BIC to favor a model allowing for change. The upshot is that BIC tells us more about sample size than whether the trend, which is almost always significant, ought to be reported or featured.

Trend in parameter estimates  


In such situations, it is helpful to turn to the parameter estimates, not just to assess whether the conventional chi-square tests are teasing out trends that are statistically significant yet sociologically trivial, but also to ascertain the direction of any change at each level of aggregation. To this end, we calculated slope coefficients for each item by taking the geometric mean of the estimated shift effect parameters for the preferred model, as indicated by conventional significance tests of model fit.
 If the baseline model is rejected, the slope coefficients are calculated from the global trend parameters, the level-specific trend parameters, or the sex- and level-specific trend parameters, depending on which of these three models is preferred. If the baseline model is preferred, the slope coefficient is fixed at 1. 
These slope coefficients are the average multiplier over time on the class-outcome association. It follows that values greater than one indicate that class effects are strengthening, whereas values less than one indicate that class effects are weakening. The means of these coefficients are presented by domain in table 3 (FH classes) and table 4 (EG classes). For readers who prefer less processed results, the estimated shift-effect parameters for each item are presented in appendix table B1. 


The first conclusion emerging from tables 3 (FH) and 4 (EG) is that, consistent with the postmodernist account, there has been some weakening of the association between big classes and life conditions. Where significant linear change can be teased out from the slope coefficients, it is more likely to reveal a decrease in big-class structuration than an increase. Across all outcomes, the estimated slope coefficients suggest that the strength of FH class effects is declining by 13.3% per decade for men and 9.2% per decade for women (see table 3). This striking result belies the long dominant view that class systems are stable and timeless. 
For EG classes, the analogous percentages are yet larger, revealing declines on the order of 18.9% per decade for men and 19.1% per decade for women (see table 4). It is perhaps unsurprising that the EG scheme would show greater evidence of decline in class-based social organization given that this scheme (unlike FH) combines professionals and managers together into a single “service class.” Because professionals and managers are increasingly disparate on various attitudes and behaviors (e.g., Manza and Brooks 1999), the weakening of big-class effects is exaggerated in the EG tables. Even so, the decline in FH class effects is also striking, and our results presented below will reveal that the weakening big-class effects cannot be dismissed as wholly a consequence of the bifurcation of the old professional-managerial class. 
The implications of tables 3 and 4 are far-reaching. Although many forms of inequality, especially those of income and earnings, have increased spectacularly in the last 35 years, tables 3 and 4 make it clear that this historic expansion in inequality has not taken on a big-class form. The methodological implication of this result is that the big-class model, long the sociologist’s preferred measuring tool, is no longer doing as much signaling work as it once did. 


This does not mean that all forms of class-based social organization are receding. The decline of big-class structure has not, after all, been accompanied by a correspondingly strong decline in micro-class structure. Within FH classes (see table 3), the all-outcome slope coefficients indicate a modest decline in micro-class structuration for women (4.5% per ten-year period), but a slightly larger increase in micro-class structuration for men (7.0% per ten-year period). Within EG classes (see table 4), the estimates for men also reveal a modest decline in micro-class structuration (2.6% per ten-year period), roughly equivalent to that observed for women (4.1% per ten-year period). Granted, these results don’t offer much evidence of rapidly increasing social organization at the micro-class level, as arguments about the diffusion of an occupational logic might predict. They do, however, suggest either trendless fluctuation or modest decline that is less dramatic than the concomitant decline in big-class social organization. 
Which domains are becoming the most organized?

This general pattern of results holds across most domains, but there are also notable variations on the larger theme. In the political domain, the pattern is amplified to the point of caricature, practically rendering it a poster child for a micro-class narrative. Here, the big-class destructuration is more dramatic than in any other domain, with the strength of FH class effects weakening by 21.1% per 10-year period for men and 22.7% per 10-year period for women (table 3). The EG estimates are even more extreme (see table 4). While big-class structure is thus weakening, micro-class structure is taking off in this domain, especially for the FH scheme. As table 3 shows, micro-class association under the FH scheme increased by 50.6% per ten-year period for men and by 24.4% per ten-year period for women, a truly astonishing rate of growth. The micro-class trends are less extreme for the EG scheme, but still reveal a substantial growth in structure (see table 4). 
In prior research on class and politics, these countervailing effects at the big-class and micro-class levels have not been examined, and analyses have been based entirely on the usual aggregations of micro classes into big classes. The big-class trends estimated from such arrays are affected by (a) the changing micro-class composition of big classes, and (b) the changing pattern of micro-class association. We thus cannot expect our results to be entirely consistent with prior results (e.g., Hout and Moodie 2008). Also, because our models condition on a common underlying pattern of association between class membership and outcome, they conceal the offsetting effect of “class realignment” on the overall measure of structuration. The decline in big-class structure reported here is exaggerated because we do not allow for changes in the underlying pattern of the class-politics association.   


If the general pattern is cast into especially sharp relief in the political domain, it is muted beyond recognition in the life chances domain. Indeed, the data reveal little evidence of any change in the strength of class-based inequalities in life chances, whether at the big-class or micro-class level.
 As tables 3 and 4 reveal, the structural backbone to big classes thus remains largely intact, with big classes differing as much as ever in their average income, education, and wealth. These differences are in fact increasing for some items (see Weeden et al. 2008). We can conclude that the decline in big-class organization takes on a largely cultural rather than structural form. That is, the most striking declines in big-class organization are expressed culturally in the form of declining big-class heterogeneity in attitudes, lifestyles, and consumption practices. This result is consistent with a postmodernist narrative that locates the main source of change in the decline of intermediary organizations (e.g., political parties and unions) that in past eras inculcated a class-based worldview and thereby helped “imagined” big classes develop into coherent cultural communities.   

The life chances domain is thus the principal counter-example to a general pattern in which big-class association is sharply decreasing while micro-class association is stable, slowly decreasing, or slowly increasing. The smoothed shift effect is larger at the micro-class level than the big-class level in all but 3 of the 24 domain-specific “tests” in tables 3 and 4 (6 domains, 2 genders, 2 big-class schemes). It is nonetheless possible that these cross-outcome averages of big-class and micro-class slopes mask a parallelism that is only revealed in the joint distribution of slopes for individual items. To assess this possibility, figure 6 (men) and figure 7 (women) plot the joint distribution of big-class and micro-class slopes, thus allowing us to examine the evidence for countervailing trend within each item. The coefficients in figures 6 and 7 are calculated from the estimated shift effects of the preferred model (see above).


The resulting graphs confirm that trends in big-class organization differ from trends in micro-class organization. The striking decline in big-class organization is expressed by the relatively small number of items found above the horizontal axis. The trend in micro-class organization is more ambiguous, with some items evincing a decline in class-based structure, others clustering close to the vertical axis (implying no trend), and yet others showing an increase in class-based structure. Indeed, the correlation between the micro-class and big-class trends is exceedingly weak, equalling -0.03 for men and -0.07 for women. The forces generating the association between occupations and life conditions clearly remain in play (see Weeden and Grusky 2005) even as the link between big-class location and life conditions weakens. 
Conclusions 
The spectacular rise in income inequality has generated a prominent and influential literature in contemporary social science. This literature has focused almost exclusively on trends in the amount of inequality and has all but ignored possible changes in the form of inequality. We therefore know little about how inequality has come to be organized: Is it increasingly taking on a class form? Or is a peculiarly disorganized form of inequality taking hold even as inequality grows more extreme? Although sociologists have long been obsessed with the big-class map, it is peculiar that they haven’t sought to assess in any comprehensive way how that map has evolved during a period in which some forms of inequality (e.g., income inequality) have taken off quite spectacularly. 
Except in a few specialized subfields, studies of trend in the shape and form of inequality have been few and far between, and scholars have resorted to cobbling together stray results from studies that are not easily reconciled (e.g., Kingston 2000). We have instead carried out a standardized and comprehensive analysis of survey items on attitudes, lifestyles, and life chances. The results are unequivocal: The big-class form is clearly weakening, typically sharply and dramatically, sometimes more slowly and gradually. The average shift effect suggests a decline in big-class association of approximately 15% per decade (see bottom row, tables 3 and 4). By any measure, this is truly revolutionary change, not the “durable inequality” with which big-class systems have long been associated. Although inequality is surely durable, a big-class form of organizing inequality evidently is not. 
Is the postmodernist account on the mark? It must be conceded that the discipline’s reaction to postmodernism has been complex, tortured, and not entirely dispassionate. It doesn’t help that postmodernism often comes in a stylistically irritating package, replete with ramped-up rhetoric, smug delivery, obscure prose, and an apparent disdain for data. Although dismissing the postmodernist narrative thus comes easily, especially to scholars with an empirical bent, the case against postmodernism should of course be based on a more rigorously empirically evaluation than has to date been provided. The results presented here suggest that this empirical case is in fact wanting: We simply must own up to the evidence of a striking decline in big-class organization. Moreover, not only is big-class organization in clear decline, but even the pattern of that decline is understandable in postmodernist terms. As revealed in tables 3 and 4, long-standing big-class differences in life chances (e.g., education, income) have remained largely intact, whereas corresponding big-class differences in culture (e.g., attitudes, lifestyles) have not. This pattern is consistent with a postmodernist narrative in which intermediary organizations no longer convert big classes that are structurally coherent into communities that are culturally coherent. 

The postmodernist account does, however, fall short in one very important respect. The conventional postmodern narrative has an individualist form of inequality emerging, one in which attitudes, lifestyles, and consumption practices are actively constructed from a menu of choices no longer differentiated by class. We find, to the contrary, that micro-class social organization is alive and well and that the decline of big-classes does not imply the rise of  individualized decision-making. This result is not altogether surprising. The proximate sources of change so heavily featured in postmodernist accounts, most notably the decline of class-based unions and political parties, work to undermine big-class organization but leave micro-class organization altogether untouched. Even the weakening of unions has been less pronounced at the micro-class level, where many “craft” unions remain strong and do much to protect such occupations as teacher, airplane pilot, and mechanic.   

The postmodernist narrative is correct, then, in identifying a decline in big-class training but wrong in failing to appreciate the persistence and strengthening of micro-class training (see also Weeden and Grusky 2005). This “occupationalization” of the training function arises as (a) workers increasingly pursue their (occupation-based) career ambitions by seeking occupation-specific credentials, and (b) employers increasingly outsource the job training and screening functions to occupation-specific gatekeepers (see Mayo, Nohria, and Singleton 2007 on the rise of the MBA). The decline of unions has not generated a structureless labor market; far from it, the quiet revolution of our time has been the rise of a new type of labor market structure, an occupationalization of the labor market that has now taken off to the point that more U.S. workers are licensed than are unionized (Kleiner 2006). 
The division of labor thus retains its profoundly important influence on our lives, but increasingly that influence is expressed at the micro-class level. This form of solidarity links individuals to local subgroupings rather than big classes or the larger society; and, consequently, the modern tendency is one favoring “moral polymorphism” (Durkheim (1958, p. 7), where this refers to multiple, occupation-specific centers of moral life. The classic Durkheimian story about the rise of local organization is accordingly worth revisiting.
 Although class analysts routinely consider whether Marxian and Weberian formulations have been “borne out,” the class analytic arguments of Durkheim have not typically been put to similar test. To the contrary, the Division of Labor is usually regarded as a quaint piece of disciplinary prehistory, and class analysts have accordingly felt no real need to engage with it. This fixation with Marx, Weber, and their followers is not especially sensible given the results presented here and other developments in big-class organization. The labor market is arguably becoming ever more “Durkheimianized,” not just because industrial conflict at the macro-class level has come to be regulated and contained and big classes have accordingly lost out, but also because the structureless market described by postmodernists and neoclassical economists alike has yet to emerge. The unit occupation remains the lumpy building block of postmodern inequality. 









� Throughout our paper, we will refer to detailed occupations as “micro classes,” as they embody mechanisms (e.g., closure) and traits (e.g., culture) that are often attributed to big classes. 





� We have not included the 2003-08 CPS surveys because the occupational scheme adopted in those surveys cannot easily be reconciled with prior schemes.


� Weeden and Grusky (2005) analyze 11 additional items. We could not include these items here because the pooled sample in at least one of the three time periods was too small. This problem arose because the relevant item was not included in all of the annual or biannual surveys administered in that decade.  


� A compensating “item removal” bias to some extent mitigates our concerns here. Namely, some GSS items were discontinued from later surveys (and hence excluded from our list of items) because the debate had worked itself out and almost complete consensus was achieved, a form of selectivity that biases against finding a decline in the class effect. However, because very few items were removed from the GSS for this reason, we suspect that “item removal” bias is less consequential than the bias arising from differential item inclusion.


� We are unable to apply Wright’s (2008) class map because the variables necessary to implement it are not consistently available in the GSS or CPS.


� We thank Walter Müller, John Goldthorpe, Harry Ganzeboom, Ruud Luijkx, and Donald Treiman for sharing the conversion protocols.


� We opt against a 17-category version of the FH scheme because the industrial distinctions that it adds to the 12-class version (e.g., retail sales workers, wholesale sales workers) typically fall outside the purview of arguments about class destructuration.


� Unlike all other items, veteran status was not asked of women until the 1989 CPS, so we restrict our analysis of it to men. 


� Unless otherwise noted, all other models rely on the same identifying constraints.


� We have also applied more parsimonious models that fit sex-specific period effects on the global class-outcome association (see Equation 2) and sex-specific period effects on either the big-class or micro-class association (but not both). We will forego presenting these more parsimonious models because our goal is simply to assess whether one set of period effects will suffice. 


� The identifying constraints that we have used do not allow for direct comparisons of the size of the big-class and micro-class shift effects. The vertical scale for Figure 5 was set by calculating the overall strength of the class-outcome association in the first time period and then multiplying these values by the appropriate shift effect parameters. 


� Although we could have devised a model that forced the shift effects to change linearly, we decided that doing so would only complicate the analysis more than was necessary or useful. 


� The life chances domain includes two income variables, one pertaining to all workers and another restricted to full-time workers. Although the results reported are based on year-specific income quintiles, we have also analyzed arrays in which the income cutoff points were set to the quintile values in 1987, the midpoint year of our CPS series. The results did not differ.


� The (logged) big-class slope for the item measuring sociability with relatives (i.e., SOCREL) was estimated at -1.8 for men, and the (logged) micro-class slope for sociability with neighbors (i.e., SOCOMM) was estimated at -2.5 for women. Both are unusually large negative effects generated by the virtual absence of association in the latest period. In Figures 6 and 7, we have set the values of both of these outliers to -0.9.  


� This is not to suggest that the site of production has evolved entirely as Durkheim envisaged. In some sectors of the class structure, occupational associations have simply failed to emerge, either because they have been overrun by competing forms (e.g., unions) or because social organization of all forms has proven unviable. For example, occupationalization has not yet taken hold in the lower manual sector, presumably due to low skill levels, limited investments in training, and relatively rapid changes in manufacturing process. It is unclear whether these poorly organized sectors will remain unorganized, will ultimately develop strategies allowing for some form of closure and occupationalization, or will continue to decline in size and eventually wither away.  
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