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This chapter explores comparative atlitudes 1o inequalily and to the related
. issue of what sorls ol measures shoule: be adopted to protect the most
i - e oo R vulnerable in socicty. Some forms of vulnerability are universal: for
=" D "= - ooen 5 instance, no-one is immune from illness, and none can escape old age. So
= an element of secll-interest certainly exists when it comes to supporling
NP R . . policies and programmes that provide basic health care lor the sick and a
tiiis tiiis siiis 1} decent standard of living for the clderly.
E~-3s: g3z E¥iiE % But support for wellare provision in gencral may also have much to do
s 2% . L% -oonE: é with perceptions of - and attitudes towards - iiequality. Even to somcone
—_ E, E -‘;.;, ,‘é E :-:.:, E, 3 E-_; who is reasonably well-off, concern for the fact that many others live in
T A i : 2 poverty may lead that person to support redistributive policics. The greater
: . v . the concern, perhups, the stronger will be the support for such policics.
= £ £ 2 Converscly. someone who is unaware of or indifferent to inequality. or lecls
< E ] ] that the poor have only themselves to blame. may be predisposed against

any stale intervention that aimed lo redistribute wealth. The 1987 ISSP
{International Social Survey Programme) qguestionnaire module was
designed explicitly 10 address these sorls of issucs,

All the countrics we invesligate ~ indeed all industrialised nations - have
a number of povernment programmes intended lo protect their citizens
from the dilficullies causcd by, for example, illncss and unemployment.
Indeed this prolection has come lo be regarded as a fundamentul right of
citizenship - an entitlemeat that socicty owes to all its members (Marshall,
1963; Maun, 1986). Nonctheless, nations dilfer greatly not only in the way
they structure and administer their welfure programmes, but also in the

T
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breadth and generosity of their provision. For example, whereas in the
mid-1980s Italy devoted 28 per cent of ils GIXP to such programnmes. the
equivalent figure for Australia and the USA was only 7 per cent! To
simplify an exceedingly complex picture, we shall divide our seven naltions
into three groups according 1o their political structures. The [irst,
represented only by Hungary, is communist or state socialist. The second.
represenled by Britain, Italy. the Netherlands and West Germany (all
countries with mixed economies and developed welfare programmes), can
be called social democracies. The third, consisting of Australia and the
USA. both of which have much more limited stale wellare provision, we
label capitalist (sometimes called liberal) democracies.

Communist countries exercise centralised governmental control over
their cconomies. and most people are employed by stalc-owned industrics.
Through government programmes and through benefiis provided by public
employers, communist states have created comprehensive welfare systems
which have placed such services as health care and education entirely
within the public scctor. While the social democracics of Western Europe
also have wide-ranging ‘cradle-to-grave’ welfare systems that cover many
aspects of life. most jobs remain in the private sector and the public sector
does not monopotise all social services. Finally, in the capilalist
democracies of the USA and Australia, almost all industrial and
commercial employment is in the private sector and its citizens” wellare is
served by a combination of private and public programmes.?

These dilferent economic models have developed for a complex set of
historical reasons (Flora and Heidenheimer, 1981: Mommsen, [981;
Tomasson, 1983: Jansson, 1988). Our two capitalist democracies are both
new nations. former [rontier societies peopled by a diverse mix of
immigrants. Although they are extensions of Western socicty in gencral and
British socicly in particular, the USA and Australia also represent new
beginnings - self~made nations that ‘grew up’ democratic and capitalist.
They have been less constrained by the monarchical and feudal traditions
of Europe than their mother couniries of the Old World. The social
democracies of Western Europe developed not from the middle classes, as
the capitalist democracies did, but from the top and bottom. In part the
welfare state came from the top - both from a leudalistic sense of noblesse
oblige and [rom a real-politik aittempt to bribe the working class, and from
the bottom, as the working class organised itself into labour movements
and socialist partics, which challenged both the landed classes and
emergent industrialists for political and economic power. They pressed for
the welfare staic both to secure material protection and benefits for their
class and to promote their sense of a just socicty. In contrast, communist
nations developed {rom the botlom, the top having been overthrown by
social revolutions or military occupations and then eliminated by

redistributive and collectivist policies and stringent, ceniralised party
control.

These diflferent political econoinies have developed from different
historical dynamics. Nonetheless, they exhibit themselves today through
differences in the policy preferences and ideologies of their citizens? In
part this is because the system that evolved in cuch country rellects the
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wishes of its citizens. In pan, citizens in cach syslem have come to expect,
and accept as natural, the welfare programmes offered.

So in the first part of this chapler we examine similaritics and
differences between countries in their public attitudes lowards the welfare
state, focusing first on the level of public sympathy for social welfare
benefits. Then we assess the public’s willingness to finance such welfare
benefits through taxation, asking how far taxation itscll is scen as an
appropriate instrument for achicving greater redistribution. We look at
possible reasons for dillerences between nations in support for the wellare
state. Are they associated with the degree of perceived inequality, with
perceptions of one’s own social mobility. or perhaps with optimism about
one’s own economic prospects? Do beliels about ‘getting ahcad in life’ help
to explain atitudes towards the wellare state? In particular, do people in
some nations belicve that opportunities depend primarily on lamily and
class origins. while those in other countries belicve they depend primarily
on individual initiative? And are some concerned more about incquality of
outcomes than aboul cyuality of opportunity?

In the sccond part of this chapter, we concentrate on the theme of social
incquality. Is it seen as serving a usclul purpose (as perhaps spurring on
individual elfort or as a prerequisile of gencral prosperity), or is it merely a
product of the prevailing class or economic system? We also discover
whether or not perccived levels of class conflict vary between nations.
Finally, we examine the relationship belween class (income level,
occupalional status and cducation) and a broad range of attitudes (for
instance, towards weclfare programmes, taxation and redistribution.
opportunities for getling ahead, and class conflict) and consider whether
cross-nalional diflerences in these relationships help to explain cross-
natioual diflercnees in general belicls about social inequality.

Support for welfare programmes

The five questions we asked on this theme covered a ranpc of welfare
policies, from providing a decent standard of living for the uncmployed 10
the more general issue of whether more shoukd be spent on benelits for the
poor. The picture is clear. Public support for welfare spending is highest
among the Hungarians (average of nearly 80 per cent), lollowed closely by
the Italians and - rather less enthusiastically - by the citizens of the other
three social democracics of West Germany, Britain and the Netherlands.
But as the summary table below shows, it is the gap between the social
democracies and those countries we have termed capitalist democracies
that is the widest. In general, these diflerences in preferences match the
actual levels of social wellare benefits and programies provided in cach
nation. Intriguingly then, support for welfare provision in the European
social democracies is much closer 10 that in Hungary than to that in the
culturally similar nations of Australia and the USA.
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Strongly agree/apree
that the govermnent should . . .

..« provide
everyone with a

... 5pend
more on benefits

Average over
five *welfarist’

items* gunrantecd hasic for the poor
inconme
Hungary 79% 78% 2%
Italy T6% 6% 83%
West Germany 4% 51% 8%
Britain (3% 59% 82%
Netherlands 6% 48% 55%
Australia 42% 6% 59%
USA 8% 0% 58%

Note. *The five jtems were “reduce differences in income belween people with high incomes und those with low
incomes” "provide a jub Tor cveryone who wints one’s ‘speadd less on benefits for the pooe’ (siranply disagrec/disagres)s
‘provide n decent standard of living for the unemployed’; and “provide cveryone wilh 1 puaruntecd basic income’.

Full details are given in Table 4.1.

Dilferences arc greatest for the ‘levelling’ items (income redistribution
and a poarantecd income or wage). For example, while nearly 80 per cent
of Hungarians support a minimum income (or all, this is favoured by only
20 per cent of Americans. The European social democratic norm is around
50 per cent. Differences, while still marked. tend to be smaller for ilems to
do with government action to help the ncedy or dependent. So spending
more on benefits for the poor is supported by over &) per cent of Nalians
and around 60 per cent of Americans and Australians. Naturally, support
will depend in part on what is already provided in each country. This may
explain why the Duich are the least supportive of morc spending on the
poor and why it is also the least popular of the [ive items among the
Hungarians: government expenditure on the poor is alrcady rather high in
both these countries,

In brief, the tripartite division into communist, social democratic and
capitalist democratic nations explains many of the cross-national
differences in prelerences for the wellare state., Nalions with the strongest
public demand for various social welfare programmes are the most likely
to have such programmecs. Partly this indicates that people tend to accept
the types of governmental measures they alrcady have, but we fecl it also
indicates that where social welfare measures exist, they do so because of
public demand.

On one aspect of egalitarianisin, however, there is something close to a
consensus across the seven nations (see also Haller, Moshammer and
Raubel, 1987). This is the issuc of government support for children from
poor families to go on to higher cducation. As the tabie below shows,
people in different nations certainly dilfer somewhat in the strength of their
support, but few in any country disagree with the proposition. The
percentage f{avouring such a policy ranges [rom around 70 per cent
(Australia) to nearly 90 per cent (llaly).

Lo el s e
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The povernment should provide
more chances for children
from poor [amilies to go
(o universily
% stronply agrecing/agrecing

Ty %
Wesl Germany 844%
Netherlands R4%
Britain B3%
USA 75%
Flungary 2%
Australia 1%

Moreover the expected ordering of countries (communist, social democratic
and capitalist democratic) does not conform on the issuc of cducational
opportunity as it did on the other items. The USA is closc to the middle of
the range and Hungary is towards the lower end. Indeed, Americans and
Australians arc more supportive ol government action for educational
opportunity than they arc lor any of the other wellare measures and by a
much wider margin (on average +38 percentage poinis in the USA and
+29 percentage points in Australia), than in the social democracies (+13 to
+24 percentage points) or in our lone communist slate {(—7 percentage
poinis).

Why should this be so? A likely explanation is the existence of what has
been called the ‘opportunity ideclogy’ in the USA (Smith, 1987).
Educational programmes are, par excellence. a means of promoting equality
of opportunity rather than cquality of owicomes. Education is a roule lo
upward mobility, not a mecans ol redistribution.' Indeed over a range ol
issues, many Americans believe not only that cquality means cqual
opportunity, but also that attempts to climinale (or cven reduce)
inequalities in living standards are themselves incquitable (Rasinski, 1987).

Taxation apd redistribution

Sharing the tax burden

We then went on to ask about attitudes to the levels of taxation nccessary
10 finance government wellare programmes (although the question wording
did not explicitly link the one concept with the other). Here too we found
cross-national variations, but not nearly as marked as when we asked
about wellare policics. On avcrage, across the scven countrics, the
proportion of pcople saying that the taxes of those with high, middle, and
low incomes are 1oo high is about the same. (The exception is Hungary
where direct taxation .is a fairly recent phenomenon and stll low by
Western standards.) In none of the countrics does more than about one in
three feel that the rich are too highly taxed; indeed, except in Australia,
fewer than a quarter are of this opinion.
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Taxation is much loo high/too high for those ...

a b c
... with high +« . with middle o« wilh low Dilference

incomes incomes incomes ¢c—Db
West Germany 12% 49% 0% 3%
Hungary 17% 34% 53% 19%
USA 17% 68% 67% —1%
Ttaly 1 8%, 61% R4 23%
Britain 24% 40% 85% 45%
Netherlands 25% 5% 6% 19%
Australia 34% 59% 9% 10%

Similarly, a majority in cach country agrees that those with low incomes
are paying too much in taxes, When compariung the public’s pereeptions ol
the tax burden of those with high and low incomes, all nations appear to
be rather progressive and pro-levelling, although the percentage believing
that the poor bear a greater 1ax burden than the rich ranges from +68
percentage points in West Germany 1o +35 percentage peints in Ausiralia.
This also suggests widespread support ucross all the nitions lor a ‘soak-the-
rich™ taxation strategy 10 linanee desired wellare programmes.

Examination ol the ligures on taxing the middle class shows however
that there are strong nalional differences that are related o political
system. America emcerges as cspecially concerned about the tax burden of
the middle class. Only in America are the laxes of those with middie
incomes rated as more burdensome than the taxes of those wilth high
incomes, The Australians alone come close o sharing this belicl. Davis
(1986) noted that “America is a pious middle-class nation, while Britain is
a secular working-class one”. 1o some cxtent this characterisation ol the
British applies 10 the other European social democracies too. There is little
evidence ol a widespread middle-class tax revolt that might jeopardise the
sorts of government wellare progrummes that have been seen to command
widespread support among the citizens ol the social democracics. In
Britain concern about the direct tax burden shouldered by the middle
income groups is notably muted in comparison both wilh the (relatively)
low-taxed Americans and with their more highly-taxed Western European
neighbours (Taylor-Gooby., (987). On the other hand, the present British
government has recently lowered tax rates for the well-ofl and public
opinion can hardly have [ailed to notice.

There is however further evidence to suggest that - to a greater or lesser
extent - pecople in all seven countrics believe that high carners can and
should bear more of the tax burden. A certain measure of sell-interest is at
play here: higher taxes for those on high incomes can lead to lower taxes
lor the rest, although in practice the exient to which taxing high carners
more would reduce the burden on others is, of course, stricily limited.

Progressive taxarion and redistribution

Respondents were asked whether “people with high incomes should pay a
larger share of their income in taxes than those with low incomes, the same
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share or a smaller share”™. A second question inviled them to agrce or
disagree that “it is the responsibility of the government to reduce the
differences in income between people with high incomes and those with
low incomes™. ‘

In contrast to responses Lo the question about taxation levels, there scems
to be something approaching a consensus when we asked specilically
aboul progressive laxation. About two-thirds to three-quarters ol respondents
in all nations agreed that high income earners should be taxed more
heavily than those on low incomes. Support is a bit weaker in the capitalist
democracies, but not markedly so {about ten percenlage points lower), The
sharp differences that appear over support for welfare measures among the
capitalist democratic, social democratic and communist nations are muted
on the issue of progressive taxation, but they re-emerge over the question of
income redistribution. ‘

Supporls Favours
progressive povernment
taxation aclion to reduce
income differences
Taly T1% 1%
Britain 5% 63%
West Germany 73% 56%
Netherlands TU0% 4%
Hungary 9% T7%
Usa 4% 28%

Australia 63% 42%

Where people in the capilalist democracies dilfer from their counterparts in
Western Europe (and in Hungary) is apparenlly on the desirability of using
the taxes of the rich explicitly to redistribute income. Yel again Americans
and  Australians  emerge  as  notably more  hostile 1o government
programmes designed to promote greater equality of oulcomes. And on
these figures, yct again Britain remains (irmly within the Western European
social democratic ‘camp’ - despite the ideology of Britain's current
goveniing partly.

Perceptions of inequality and social mobility

Onc of the reasons that people in the capitalist democracies of the USA
and Australia are less enamoured of welfare programmes is that they sce
current conditions as being already more equitable than do the cilizens of
other countrics. While around three in five Americans and Australians
agree that income differcnces are too large, this beliel is shared by many
more of those living in the social democracies and in Hungary.
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Strongly agrec/agree
that income diflferences are

oo farpe
Italy 86%
Britain 75%
Hungary 74%
West Germany T
Netherlands 66"
Australia 8%
USA 56U

Moreover, individual Americans (and, 1o a lesser extentl. Australians) arc
rather more inclined to rale (hemseives as near the top of the social
structure than are individuals in other countries. ‘Respondents in all seven
nations were asked 10 place themselves on one of ten ‘rungs ol o ladder’
representing different positions in the social structure. While 18 per cent of
Americans sec themselves as on one of the top three runps. 10 per cent or
lewer ol people in the West Luropean democracies rnk themselves thus?
The differences are, however, less marked than many discussed in this
chapler.
Top three Fourth 1o Eighth 1o
rungs scventh rung  tenth rung

LSA k3 1K 72 10
Australia %o I 84 6
Tualy %o 0 e 7
West Germany % 1\ | 9
Britain % 8 75 17
Hungary % 3 74 24

It may not be surprising that such a high proportion ol the British place
themsclves near the bottom of the social structurc, compared with their
more prosperous Western European neighbours. Only Hungarians are less
likely than the British to place themselves at the top and more likely Lo
place themselves at the bottom.

Citizens of the USA and Australia arc also much more oplimistic about
their own chances of becoming more prosperous than are those of any
other nationalily. Amcricans are considerably oul in front with 71 per cent
agreeing that “people like me and my family have a good chance of
improving our standard of living”. Only Australians even begin to
approach the Amcrican figure. while the Europcans (conspicuously the
Dutch) are markedly less confident (see the table below). While responses
may partly reflect the short-terin economic prospects in each country. this
question probably also taps deeper and more enduring l'u_linbs about
personal opportunity - a throwback perhaps to the [rontier Splrll’. the
popular notion of the USA as the “land ol opportunity’.

But the optimism of the Amcricans and (to a lesser extent) of the
Australians does not seem to be based on past experience ol grealer
upward mobility: the proportion of Americans and Australians reporting
that their own job is better than their father’s does not differ much from
that of cilizens of other countries. .
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Strongly agrec/agree that  Level of own job
people like me have pood much higher/
chance of improving standard higher than

of living father’s
USA % 47%
Australia 58% 46% '
Italy 43% ™
West Germany 36% 25%
Britain ot 47%
Hungary 3% 57%

Netherlands 23% 43%

As we can sce, [ive of the seven countries report an ‘upward mobility rate’
in the range ol 37 1o 47 per cent; only the West Germans and the
Hungarians deviate from the norm. This finding cchoes those of many
more detailed studies of actual (as opposed to reported) comparative
mobility (for example, Erikson, Goldthorpe and  Portocircro,  1982;
Ganzeboom, Luijkx and Treiman, 1988). In particular, the ofi-told tale of
American Nuidity and British rigidity appears to be liction rather than lact,
So it scems we cannot look to diflerences in levels ol intergenerational
mobility as an explanation lor the greater opposition in the capitalist
democracies to egalitarianism and social wellare policies.

Beliefs about opportunity and mobility

Do cross-national dillerences in what we have called the “ideology of
opportunity” help to cxplain support lor - or hostility towards - welfare
programmes? In particular, do befigfs about the kinds ol opportunities that
socicly provides lor sclf-advancement, and the faclors inlluencing these
opportunities, differ across nations cven il the perceived degree of
opportunily does not? Other studies have indicated that Americans are less
likely 1o see intergencrational mobility as dependent upon  [amily
background than are the British, West Germans., Austrians or lizlians
(Haller and Hocllinger, 1986; Smith, 1987). Do Amcricans (herelore regard
their own upward mobility as stemming {rom the grealer openness of their
society, while Europeans believe that success in lile is in some degree
influcnced by a person’s class origins?

However., as the table below shows, people in all countries tend to agree
on which [actors are most important for “petting ahead in lile™. Morcover,
such dillerences as do occur do nol generally follow the communist/social
democratic/capitalist democratic pattern obscrved so [ar.
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Factors inllucncing “gélling ahcad in Efe” gmnk orders)
West
Britain USA Australia Germany Netherlands Italy Hungary
Hard work 1 { 2 4 2 4 3
Ambition 3 2 1 2 3 6 1
Good education 2 3 3 | 1 | 5
Natural ability 4 4 4 5 4 3 2
Knowing right people 5 5 5 3 5 2 4
Welleducated parents 6 6 6 6 6 7 8
Wealthy family 7 7 7 7 7 8 6
Political connections il 8 8 9 3 5 7
Race 8 9 9 8 9 13 n/a
Gender 9 10 10 10 LT 1 10
Religion 12 il I 12 10 10 11
Political beliefs 13 12 13 no'on 9 9
Part of the country 10 13 12 13 13 12 2

Noles. Pereentages for cach country are shown in Table 4.2, Race was not asked about on the Hunganan
questionnaire.

Peoplc in all seven indvstrial nations tend to rank personal characteristics
such as hard work., ambition. natural ability and cducation as the most
importanl. Next. typically. comes “knowing the right people™ This is
usually followed by parentally-transmittcd characieristics of wealth and
education. Rated least important {usually) are ascribed characterislics such
as race, sex, religion, and region of origin and political [aclors (connections
and beliels).

The English-speaking nations (Britain. the USA and Australia) are
especially close in their ranking of achievement lactors, with only minor
differences in both ranking and absclute levels. West Germany and the
Netherlands also closely resemble one another and differ from the English-
speaking nations primarily in ranking one’s education a little higher than
personality attributes. 1t may be that, in West Germany and  the
Netherlands, cducation is secn as certifying one’s personal abilily, or that it
is viewed as the mechanism through which individuals turn their personal
ability into achievement. Italy dilTers in giving more weipht to conneclions:
“knowing the right people™ (ranked second) and 1o political connections
(ranked fifth} than does any of the other nations, while the personal
characteristics of hard work and ambition are scen as less imporlant
Hungary is distinguished by the relatively low emphasis on education
(Braun and Kolosi, 1988).*

Likewise, while the refative ranking of political conncctions and political
beliels is only a bit higher in Hungary. their absolute levels are well above
those of other nations (see 'lable 4.2). This would scem to relicet the
pervasive role of the Communist Party (at least in 1987 when we dSkcd the
questions) in social and economic lile.

*However this is lar from saying that Hungarians disparage cducation per ser we have
already seen that gver 70 per cent support grealer opportunitics for children of poor parents
1o go on to higher education.
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While the Hungarian patieen shows the importance of a country’s
political system in shaping belicfs about opportunity. overall cross-national
dilferences in beliefs about opportunity and mobility are small, and appear
o be governed more by cultural patlerns than by government structure and
political ideology.

Explanalions of incquality

Similarities between the nations are even greater when we  asked
respondents 1o agree or disagree with various possible justifications of
inequality. They were asked 1o agree or disagree with cight possible
explanations, which we subsequently grouped and labelled as ‘financial
incentives’, ‘class conllict’ and ‘promotion of gencral prosperity’. As a
convenient way ol summarising the data, average pereentages were
calculated for cach ol the three groups.

First, we found that there is a majority beliel in all countries bar one
that pay incqualities serve an important purpose in that, withoul rewards,
people would ncither work so hard nor acquire the skills and education
needed for technical and professional occupations. As the table below
shows, on average. between around 60 and 80 pér cent ol the public in six
of the seven countrics belioves consistently that at least some pay
dilferences are needed to stimulate the development of human capital, hard

work and the assumption of responsibilitics. ‘

Strongly agree/agree that financial
incenltives are nceded if people are. ..

Average ...lo ...tolake ...togel ...(vstudy
work extra  skills and fora
hard  responsi- qualilica-  vocation

bility tions

Australia 9% 2% 82% 1% f1%

West Germany 73% 69% 64% o 5% :
* Britain 70% 61% 82% 9% 69%

lualy 8% 54% 7% 73% 07%

USA 66% 62% 0% 57% OR%

Hungary 62% T0% 0% 61% S85%

Netherlands 46% 3o% 4% 43% 42%

Only the Netherlands is a notable outlier, ils citizens heing much less
likely to belicve that pay differentials are a necessary incentive lo work and
o get ahead.

In order to explore further how dillerent nations explained their
incqualitics. we asked about 1he role of class and vested interests in
perpeluating incquality, We lind that, of the three explanations of social

* inequality, class conilict is next most popular. These are the responses to

two propositions that we pul Lo respondents:
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Strongly apree/ngree (hat inequality
conlinues Lo exist hecause ...

Average ...it benefits the ... ordinary people don’t
rich and juin togeiher 1o get
powerlul rid of it

Traly 67% 4% 61%
West Germany 52% 63% 40%
Netherlands 51% SH% 45%
Britain 49% 59% 4%
USA 44% 46'% 2%
Australia 44% 55% %
Hungary 2% 6% 28%

In most countries, an average of betwcen #4-52 per cent agrec that
inequality is perpetuated because it benefits the rich and powerful and
because ordinary people have not organised to climinale it. The outlicrs are
Hungary and laly, Tungarians being the least fikely to see class conllict as
an cxplanation lor inequality and the ltalians the most likely to express
this belicl. The other Western European social democracies cluster closcly
together, their averages ranging belween 49 per cent and 52 per cent, And
the Duich agree with Lhe class interest explanation more than with the
personal incentive  explanation (at 51 per cent versus 46 per cenl

respectively). Predictably (in view of our previous lindings) a majority ol

Americans rejects the two propositions. But perhaps among the most
surprising of our lndings are the answers given to thesc questions in
Hungary. Both statemenis are, alter all, predicated on a *Marxist’ view of
the world. and both are decisively rejected.

We also wanted (o discover whether a measure of ceconomic incqualily
within society was seen as nccessary lor promoling gencral, as opposed 10
individual, economic success. The resulis are shown in the table below.

Strongly agree/agree that...

Average ... large dilferences . .. allowing businesscs
in income are to make good profits is
necessary for best way Lo improve

national prosperity cveryone’s standard

of living
Australia 41% 28% 53%
Britain ak 26% 53%
USA 9% 3% 46%
Hungary ~ 9%’ 25% 54%
Italy % 13% 57%
West Germany 32% 24% 40%
Netherlands 24% 16% 31%

So, of the three general explanations of inequalitly (incentives, class conflict
and the promotion ol economic prosperity) the latter is clearly the least
popular, with typically an average of only 3341 per cent endorsing the two
propositions which come under this heading. Once again the Dultch are
outliers, being less likely to endorse this lactor than citizens of the other six

u
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countries, However, the Netherlands does follow most other nalions in
endorsing general prosperity less frequently than financial incentives and
class conflicts. The Hungarians alone endorse the general cconomic good
morc frequentdy than class interests as an explanation for the existence of
inequality.

It may be of interest that decisive majoritics in [ive of the seven countrics
lail 10 support the view that farge dillerences in income are nccessary for
national prosperity. (It may well be that the word ‘large” put people ofl)
And Hungary is the most enthusiastic about business profits, with Britain
not lar behind. For full delails. sce Table 4.3. ‘

As in the carlicr cxamination of the factors that arc most important for
getting ahead in life, there is more agreement than disagreement among the
nations on the reasons for incquality. This suggests that belicls about
inequality are to a large degree shaped by pan-cultural lorces. Among these
forces the two most likely are their common Western cultural heritage and
their status as industrialised nations. Moreover, the national differences
that do cmerge do not closely follow communist, social democratic and
capitalist democratic lines. Instead they seem to reflect individoual national
variations, resulting [rom cither particular historical developments  or
dillerences in current economic and social conditions.

Assessments of social conflict

To what extenl arc soctal divisions seen as scrious conllicts within cach of
the seven nations? We asked about five pairs of social groups: poor people
and rich people; the working class and the middle class; the unemployed
and people with jobs*; management and workers: larmers and city people.
We were interested in the extent to which views on income inequality were
related to perceived conllict between structured social groups; and also in
whether support for a stronger government role in comballing inequality
was associated with leclings that there was a collective dimension 10 social
conllict. - ‘

Perceiving very strong/strong conflicts between. ..

Average ..poor ..management ..unemployed ..farmers ...working
and rich  and workers and people and city  class and
with jobs people middle

. class
Netherlands 49% Ti% 68% 48% 3% 2%
1taly 47% 59% 51% 5% 24% 45%
USA 43% 59% 53% 46% 36% 20%
Australia 40% 43% 51% 46% 42% 18%
Hungary 0%t . 54% 41% n/a 20% ™
Briain 38% 52% 54% 9% 26% 20%
West Germany  30% 36% 52% 36% 11% 13%

Note. + Excluding "..unemployed and people with jobs’,

*This question was omilted on the Hungarian queslionnaire since unemployment does not
exist in the same form as in the other nations.
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Full details are given in Table 4.4.

_Once again we find that there is more cross-national agreement than
disagreement, in that the seven nations penerally report similar levels of
social conllict overall, The West Germans are the lcast likely 10 perceive
divisions, the ltalians and Dutch the most likely, but these diflerences are
not great, '

Moreover, with few exceptions. such conllicts as are thought to exist are
not perceived as strong. Even so. very few citizens of any country believe
that no divisions exist between the groups we nominated. The paltern that
emerges is that people across the nations perceive greater conllict between
econemic groups than between explicitly mentioned socinl classes or
between farmers and city dwellers. The conllicts between the poor and the
rich. and between management and workers. afe seen to be the strongest,
those between the unemployed and people with jobs come sccond or third,
‘\:I‘;';lc class and rural/urban conflicls come lourth or filth (again scc Table

However. the perception of greater conflict between income groups and
work hierarchies than between classes probably does not indicate that
these are more important or salient social dividers than class. Lt may
merely rellect the fact that the social distance between the former two
groups (rich versies poor and managers versus employees) is secn as greater
than the distance between the middle and working classes. Il the class
terms had been widened (for example, upper versus lower class} or il the
economic terms had been narrowed (for cxample. average incomc versus
lower than average income). we suspect that the levels of perceived conflict
would have been similar for class and economic groups.

There are a few notable diflcrences between countries. For instance. the
West Germans are conspicuous in denying class conflicts: the Dutch are
particularly likely to see conflicts between the poor and the rich: the
Italians are especially prone to sec poverty and uncmployment as divisive,
And there are some cross-national differences in perceptions of conilict
between farmers and cily-dwellers, an issue (hat may become more salient
with the growth of ‘green” movements worldwide.

In any event there seems to be no general paitern which explains the
country-by-country dilferences in rankings of conflict. But these dilferences
are not great and. where they exist, they may well merely reflect the
particular socio-economic conditions in cach nation. such as the level of
unemployment, the size and condition of the farm scctor, and so on.

Inequality and class

Having examined how the nations differ on attitudes towards the welfare
state and social incquality, we next consider the class basis lor these
aititudes within each nation. We took three mcasures of socio-cconomic
status (housghold income. occuepation and cducation) and locked at the
extent to which they were associated with attitudes. (We shall use the term
:lsass lgoscly to cover these measures.) Detailed ligures arc shown in "Lable
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Overall. we sce that in all countries class is related to support for the
welfare stale and to beliefs about equality. Of the 126 associations
measured, all but three are positive. Morcover. in just over three (uarters of
the cascs. the relationships are statistically significant. On the other hand,
except lor a lew variubles and a lew countrics, the relationships are not
particularly strong. So we lind that class is consistently related o attitudes
towards social welfare and inequality, but that the relationship is generally
modest.

The associations with social class tend to be strongest in relation to
support lor social wellare poficies and levelling. and weakest for helping
the poor (o go 10 universily and lor progressive taxation. As a peneral rule,
the association with class 1ends to be greater for variables that showed the
larger cross-national dilferences in terms of the various countries’
prevailing political idcologies (for example. social wellare programmes and
income redistribution) and the degree of perceived income inequality in
each. 1t tends to be lower for those variables that showed a greater measure
of cross-natlional agrcement (for cxample, progressive taxation and helping
the poor to attend university). On these issucs, not only docs a degree of
cross-national consensus exist, but also there is a'[air degrec of interclass
consensus within nations,

Modest 1o moderale dilferences also appear when we look at associations
between class and explanations lor existing social inequalily. Those in the
lower classes are more likely than those in the upper classes 1o attribute
inequality to class divisions. These diflerences arc. however, altogether less
striking than the ones noted earlier (again sce Table 4.5).

To summarise, class diflerences appear on a number of social wellare
and social inequalily items. As the table below shows, on average these
differences are quile similar across nations both in terms of their absolute
values and in the pattern of associations across variables.

Averape degree of
association (gamnia)*

Netherlands +.201
Brilain +.193
United States +.175
Awustraliz +.150
Ialy +.147
West Germany +.133

Noles. * 00 indiciic: no relutionships 10O indicaies a perleat relationship. An eaplanition ol this mcasure of
association is given in nole 7 at ihe cnd of this chapier.

These averages arc rather close 1o one another. Moreover, they do not
differ much according to the political system operating in cach country.
Cross-national variations are not explained by the dillerent class structures
of the varipus countrics. In particular. the greater suppont in the social
democracies than in the capitalist democracics for more benefits and
redistribution is not the result ol a radicalised working class in the [ormer
which demands more than a passive working class does in the latter. True,
the working classes in the socizl democracies are more in favour of such
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measures than their counterparts in the capitalist democeacies. Bul it is
also the casc that the middle classes in the social democracics are more
supportive of wellare and egalitarian micasures than arc the middle classes
in the capitalist democracies, and that this “class gap’ is virtually identical
under both political systems. There are indeed dillerences wirhiin nations,
but these tend o be fairly constant in size; varations between nidions seem
10 be related (o something other than the ‘objective’ class structure, So class
differences belween nations are not a likely explanation lor cross-national
variations in allitudes towards the wellarc state and social inequality.

Conclusions

We have found that cross-national difterences in popular prelerences for
wellare policies in general, and levelling programmes in particular, are
large. Respondents in the study's one communist nation. Flungary,
overwhelmingly favour the [ull gamut ol wellare policies. Support in the
social democracics of Western Europe is lower. but still substantial. In the
capitalist (or liberal) democracies of the USA and Australiz, support is
lower still. with majoritics failing to endorse programmes such as 1hese.
Part of the explanation is that people in the capitalist democracies are
more inclined (o believe that income gaps in their nations are smaller, that
their own relative social position is higher. and that their chances for
future advancement are greater than do citizens of the social democracies
and of Hungary. However, this cgalitarian optimism does not (as has ollen
been sugpested) appear to result from higher rates of individual upward
mobility in the recent past. Rather it is the evalvation of inequality - how
unlair it is [elt 10 be and whether government is seen as an appropriate
redistributive agent - that varies enormously between nations.

Moreover, the lower level of support among Amcricans for redistributive
measures, and the relatively greater enthusiasm for mceasures that allow
scope for individual opportunity, suggest that an ideology of opportunity
plays a key role. Australians also (1o a slightly smaller degree} appear lo
conform o this pattern. Given their similaritics as ‘pioncering’ and
‘immigrant’ nations. one might wonder whether the experience of nation-
building, or the influx of immigrants in scarch of a better lile (or both),
might have helped to create an enduring cthos of ‘individualism’, 1n
contrast, citizens of Hungary and of the European social democracies are
more supportive of an egalitarian ideology, and of government programmes
designed to lessen inequality and provide for some at lcast of the cilizen's
basic needs. Not surprisingly. we have also lound that thosc nations with
well-established welfare states are more in lavour of welfure state provision,
In that sense we are all products of our experience. !

Despite their decidedly dilferent stunces on wellare policics, the cilizens
of the seven nations have very similar perceptions of social inequality.: Such
national dillerences as do exist are not strongly related 1o the various
couatries’ political systems. Personal qualitics such as hard work, rather
than family position or ascribed altributes. are widely seen as important for
personal advancement - although Hungarians and lalians (the latter the
most pro-wellarc in the social democracies) both give relatively greater
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weight w personal and political connections than do people in llu, other
nations.

Similar proportions ol respondents in most countrics also endqrsc the
various explunations ol social inequalily. Majoritics in cach believe that
incentives arc nceded o stimulate human  capital  development and
personal productivity: substantial numbers in cach believe that the ‘haves’
are keen to maintain the dillerences that operate o their advantage: there
is. however, less support [or the proposilion that overall economic
prosperity depends on these dilferences.

Finally. the pereeived level of conllict between social groups is also
similar across nations. There are clear nation-specilic vanations, but they
do not [ollow the gencral patiern evident in respect ol welfare policies. The
results suggest thut the seven nations, while sharing many beliels about the
nature of socicty and of human behaviour and motives, dilfer nonetheless
in the value their cilizens attach to equalily of opportunity and outcome,
and in their beliefs aboul how governments might best achieve these gouls.

Notes
l.  The detailed figures lor the seven nations discussed in this chapler are:
Netherlands 27.0% Hungary 16.2%
Italy 28.0% Ausiralia 17.0%
West Germany  24.0% USA 17.0%
Britain 0%

Source: OECD. 1988

2. For cxample. in the USA health and medical care for the poor is covered by Medlicaid,
lor the elderly by Medicare and for most employed people by private health tare. For
some employed people no collective protection exists.

3. As Cameron (1978) and Hicks and Swank (1984) have demonstriaded, (he
comprehensiveness of a country’s wellare provision vaiies inversely with the electoral
strength of its right-wing political party {or parlics).

4. AL 37 per cent the Duich are much more heavily rcprcscnlul in the bottom three levels
of the social standing scale than are the other six nations. This is probably’ because
they used a ladder with a widening base, clearly suggesting thal more people were on
the bottom rungs than in the rest of the scale. In the other countries the vertical scale
wis uniform throughout its length,

5. We have not included Hungary in (his discussion. Hungarian data were not available
for the social wellare policy and class conflict scales because one of the constituent
guestions was nol asked. Moreover, occupational details were not colleeted in the same
lormat as in the other countries.

6. The numbers in “Table 4.5 are a measure of association called gamma, Tt can range
from a Tow of (%, indicating no relationship between (wo variables o a high ol +1.00,
indicaling a perfeet relationship, Here a posilive relationship means that those with
lower income. lower status occupations and less schooling are more in favour of the
wellire state and levelling policies, and sce more inequalily and class contliet than do
those with higher incomes, higher oceupational status. and gresder educition. As a rule
of thumb, social scientists might consider gammas below 0.2 as weak, cven if they are
sipnificant. Gammas in the range 0.2-0.3 can be considered moderate, and over 0.3
they begin 1o become strong,
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BRITISH SOCIAL ATTITUDES
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5 Kinship and friendship
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Relationships with family and friends may be the most rewarding {eatures
of human ecxperience, but they are also somctimes among the most
difficult. 1If we had to predict what people living in ltaly, Hungary or
Australia might have most in common, safe bcts probably would be
wanling to do the best for their children; slriiing 1o keep their immediate

37

F family happy and comfortable; forming and keceping close relationships
with relatives and [ricnds. In other words, people living in all sorts of
i different circuinstances and cultures can identily with family life and strile.
The worldwide popularity of television soaps, Iwhclhcr set in wealthy Texas
or suburban Melbourne, attests to that. In lus scnse, family life ‘travels
well’. .

So it is not surprising that, on first sight, lhe lSSP (International Social
Survey Programme} data on social networks from seven different countries
(Australia, Ausiria, Britain, Hungary, ltaly, USA, West Germany) reveal
many more similarities than diflerences. But under scrutiny variations do
begin to emerge. In this chapter, we concentrale on comparisons befween
countrics, although where it scems important we shall comment on within-
country differences. We have chosen three main themes, mainly because
these have long been identified in the litcrature as key dimensions of kin
and friend relationships:

Yor furither daraile, 3¢t pate T at the eod of Chapler &,

ant st the .05 per cent level.
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* contact and support (the two features of close n,[duomhlps)
* gender divisions in family rclationships
| ¢ families and friends (the twin foundations of personal networks)

In concentrating on these areas, we have in mind the question: do these
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