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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

Stella R. Quah

Social class is a phenomenon that has been the subject of close
sociological scrutiny over the past five decades. It is imperative
then to begin by highlighting the three main features that
distinguish this volume from other books on the subject.

The main distinguishing feature of our study is its setting;
this is the first published sociological study of social class in
Singapore. This attention on Singapore has permitted us to
concentrate on the search for answers to questions of importance
to both Singaporeans and the international community of so-
cial scientists. It is important for Singaporeans to explore the
cffects of the principles of meritocracy to attain social rewards
within the socio-economic system (followed since the 1960s)
and to see whether the current level of economic development
justifies labelling Singapore as a “middle class” society. On the
other hand, there is a growing number of international social
scientists for whom Singapore’s high rate of economic develop-
ment represents an analytical challenge. Among other things,
scholars want to know how this fast pace of development has
been attained and how it has affected individual members of
society.

Our study explores these and other pertinent questions. The
outcome of our analysis is presented in the next eight chapters
as follows. Chapter 2 provides an overview of the basic charac-
teristics ol social stratification in Singapore and hence serves as
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2 e Social Class in Singapore

an appropriate background to the other chapters. Chapters 3,
4 and 5, respectively, concentrate on the three principal com-
ponents of social class, namely education, occupational pres-
tige, and income. Chapter 3 addresses the question of the
importance of education in the context of modern Singapore.
In Chapter 4, we focus on occupations and introduce the scales
we used to ascertain occupational prestige as perceived by
Singaporeans. Chapter 5 deals with the economic dimension of
social class and presents the pattern of change in income distri-
bution in Singapore. Chapter 6 deals with the significance of
the ethnic dimension in the study of Singapore’s social stratifi-
cation. Chapter 7 addresses the question of social mobility, that
is, the level of openness of the stratification systems that allows
the movement of people across social classes over time. Chap-
ter 8, on status attainment, looks in detail into the process
whereby people in Singapore are able to improve their social
status. Finally, Chapter 9 reviews and summarizes the main
findings of our study in order to provide a realistic or empiri-
cally-based picture of social class in Singapore.

The second distinguishing feature of this study is its empiri-
cal orientation. This book does not attempt to test grand theories
or pretend to contribute to the existing body of general theo-
ries on social stratification. Our aim is modest: we present
empirical evidence on some “middle-range” conceptual propo-
sitions in the sociological literature that we consider relevant to
the study of Singapore’s social class system. More specifically,
there is no one main theoretical framework followed throughout
the study. On the contrary, we look at social class from a variety
of perspectives. Thus, different but relevant concepts are in-
troduced and discussed in the following chapters as we move
from the question of the role of formal education to the im-
portance of the social prestige attached to one’s occupation
and to his or her income level. Various conceptual perspectives
are also brought up in the analysis of the role of ethnicity and
of the influence of parental background in the attainment of
social status.

The third distinguishing feature of this book is related to the
first two: we present in this study our replication of the main
American occupational prestige scales used in sociological
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studies of social class worldwide. Considering that Singapore,
as the setting of this study, is a multi-cultural nation in South-
cast Asia, the replicated scales constitute an improved instru-
ment for the assessment of occupational prestige in Asian com-
munities. At the same time, the replicated scales facilitate the
comparative analysis of the social class system in Singapore with
social class systems in other nations.

Having pinpointed the three main features that differentiate
this book from other social class studies, I turn now to the other
objectives of this chapter. These other objectives are: to famil-
iarize the reader with relevant features of Singapore; to provide
a brief outline of the current international trends in the study
of social stratification highlighting a few conceptual and meth-
odological considerations applicable to this study; to review the
main contributions to the study of social class in Singapore to
date; and to describe the main concepts and approaches found
in this study. Each of these objectives will be dealt with in a
.~.-v|>;1rate section.

RELEVANT FEATURES OF SINGAPORE

Today, the island republic of Singapore, with a population of
5,002,800 people, and with a little more than half the land size
ol Hong Kong, and about the size of Chicago, enjoys the fruits
ol the considerable improvement in economic development
and standard of living (see Table 1.1) which has been attained
over the past two decades. Symbols of prosperity such as im-
pressive skyscrapers, modern shopping complexes, smooth, wide
highways, a large number of “latest model” private cars, and a
high rate of home ownership are increasingly obvious to
Singaporeans and visitors alike. Impressed by these manifesta-
tions of affluence, the casual observer may conclude that Singa-
pore has become a “middle-class” society, where social class
distinctions have weakened and economic rewards are both
high and evenly distributed.

This general deduction brings to mind the assumption put
lorth by Clark Kerr, Alex Inkelex and W.E. Moore in the late
10608 and carly 1960s whereby the process of industrialization
was seen as reshaping the stratification hierarchy from pyrami-
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TABLE 1.1
Basic Indicators of Economic Development and Standards of Living,
Singapore, 1970, 1983 and 1988*

BASIC INDICATORS 1970 1983 1988

Per capita indigenous
Gross National Product

(at current market prices, $$) 2,904 12,608 15,999
Electricity consumption per person per

year (kilowatt hours) 936.0 3,054.7 4,433.3
Water consumption per person

per year (cubic metres) 72.6 102.7 112.2
Per cent of homes owned by

occupants 26.0 70.0 82.0
Persons per private car 15 12 12
Persons per telephone 13 3 2
Persons per television set 13 5 5
Persons per public bus = 313 297
Persons per taxi z 234 253

*Source: Ministry of Communication and Information (1988) Singapore Facts and
Pictures 1988. Singapore: Information Division, Ministry of Communi-
cation and Information, p. 38; and Department of Statistics Singapore
(1989) Yearbook of Statistics Singapore 1988. Singapore: Department
of Statistics, pp.18, 33, 101; Tan Han Hoe, ed. (1989) Singapore 1989.
Singapore: Information Division, Ministry of Communications and
Information, pp. 158-159; Ministry of Culture (1972) Singapore Facts
and Pictures. Singapore: Ministry of Culture, pp. 54, 85-86.

dal to “a pentagon or even a diamond” (Goldthorpe, 1966:649).
The logic behind this assumption was that increasing levels of
industrialization would create the need for more complex jobs
requiring more specialized training, providing higher salaries
and the corresponding higher status. The overall effect of this
process was thought to be “that the middle of the stratification
hierarchy become considerably expanded” (1966:649).

Much has passed during the subsequent three decades. Studies
of transformations in the social class systems of industrialized
societies and the emergence of “new industrialized countries”
or NICs (Taiwan, South Korea, Hong Kong and Singapore),
provide good reasons for caution in accepting generalised as-
sumptions without further empirical testing. The sociological
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analysis of the social stratification system in Singapore, or in
any society for that matter, requires one to go beyond superfi-
cial signs and search for answers to some important questions
on more specific and detailed social class phenomena in the
population. Some of these questions are: the prevailing income
and educational attainment differences in the population; the
pattern of differential prestige people give to diverse occupa-
tions; the subjective perception of social class in the minds of
people; the pattern of social class in different ethnic communi-
tics; and the process of attaining or losing social prestige or
status in society. These are the basic aspects explored in this
study of social stratification and mobility in Singapore.

CURRENT TRENDS IN THE STUDY OF SOCIAL
STRATIFICATION

The inclination to compare stratification systems across cul-
fures took off in the United States after the Second World War
and has become a consistent, strong, and enriching trend in
international sociology ever since. Indeed, classical studies such
as the 1959 book Social Mobility in Industrial Society by S.M. Lipset
and R. Bendix made use of data not only from different regions
in the United States but also from various European countries;
their earlier collaboration, Class, Status and Power which was
first published in 1953, is a good illustration of this trend. The
authors indicated in the preface to the second edition, pub-
lished thirteen years later, that “American sociology has shed
its carlier, parochial orientation” (1967:xv). That edition in-
cluded new chapters on Japan, India, Africa, Australia, Great
Britain, China and Poland, among others. But Bendix and
Lipset were fully aware of one main problem of comparative
rescarch that we still face in the 1990s. That problem is the
need to use universally applicable concepts and the imperative
ol preserving the everyday meaning of those concepts since it is
that kind of meaning that affects people’s behaviour. Bendix
and Lipset saw the problem accurately; social scientists have to:

tread an uneasy path between the con-
struction of generally applicable concepts
and the use ol everyday terms in scientific
discourse, frequently turning from one
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level to the other in order to minimize
the twin dilemmas of excessive abstrac-
tion or empiricism (1967:xvi).

Another classical example of the same principle that social
stratification is a universal social phenomenon transcending
geographical and political boundaries, is Gerhard Lenski’s Power
and Privilege. A Theory of Social Stratification, published in 1966.
Lenski incorporated in his general theory of stratification a set
of “constants” and a set of variables classified as “primary”,
“secondary” or “minor” in terms of their impact upon the
“nature of the distributive system”. The “constants” included
the selfish character of human nature and the expected varia-
tions in values and customs in different communities. Among
the variables, the only one Lenski assumed to have a “primary”
influence upon the nature of the distributive system was the
“level and mode of technology” which determines the type of
economy prevailing in a given society.

This assumption may be seen as an elaboration of the indus-
trialization hypothesis put forth by Kerr, Inkeles and Moore
some years earlier. Yet, Lenski was aiming at a greater goal. In
the preface of his book, he expressed the hope of bringing
together the perspectives of “Marx, Spencer, Gumplowicz,
Summer, Veblen, Mosca, Pareto, Michels, Sorokin, Parsons,
Davis, Dahrendorf, and Mills” into “a single, unified frame-
work” and presented his theory as a step in that direction. But,
more important to this discussion, is Lenski’s position on his
own theory two decades later. Having contributed to and
followed closely the developments in social stratification theory
during the intervening twenty years, Lenski asserted in the
preface to the second edition of Power and Privilege, published
in 1984:

While there are materials I would add
and details I would alter if I were starting
afresh today, 1 have not seen anything
that persuades me that the basic theory is
unsound... (1984: vii). The one change of
theoretical importance that I would make
would be the addition of a discussion of
the ways in which capitalism, socialisim
and communism coexist in modern soci

——
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ety and how variations in the mix of these
three elements account for many of the
differences among industrial societies...
(1984: x).

Pursuing the implications of Lenski’s latest position, one may
argue that, while the level of technology and the correspond-
ingr level of industrialization play a significant role in the nature
of the stratification system, industrialization might not have the
same effect in all nations. Not all industrializing nations expe-
rience a significant expansion of the middle ranks in their
stratification hierarchy. Among the factors responsible for
variations in the impact of industrialization are the particular
socio-cultural and political suprastructures of every industrial
or newly industrializing nation.

The above trends, namely, the emphasis on comparative
research to test conceptual models of social stratification; the
increasing awareness of national and cultural variations in the
shape of the stratification hierarchy; and the variations in and
importance of the everyday meaning of social class differences,
are clearly reflected in the fast growth of the body of sociological
literature. The 1980s witnessed an abundance of journal articles
on specific aspects of social class in countries from all corners
of the globe. For example, just between 1981 and 1988, there
were published studies on rather diverse aspects of social
stratification and mobility from the Netherlands, Harijan in
India, Denmark, Mexico, Sweden, rural Hungary, Zambia, Fin-
land, rural Trinidad, Nepal, Hong Kong and Cameroon, to
mention but a few (cf. Braam, 1984; Gupta, 1984; Levy 1984;
Winn, 1984; Harcsa, 1983; Scarritt, 1983; Jarvela, 1983;
Nevadomsky, 1983; Vir, 1982; Lau, 1984; Lau and Kuan, 1988;
Clooksey, 1981). Moreover, there has also been an increase in
the number of full book-length studies providing extensive
discussions and data on a wider range of aspects of social
stratification systems in individual countries (see for example:
Wild, 1978; Western, 1983; Boyd, Goyder, Jones, McRoberts,
Pince and Porter, 1985; Snodgrass, 1980; Slomczynski and
Krauze, 1986).

Two main features of these country studies deserve special
mention, One is the reference to common  theoretical models,




& o Social Class in Singapore

hypotheses and concepts in sociology. This feature is a healthy
sign of the continued commitment to sociological theory test-
ing. The other feature is the valuable documentation of the
rich variety of social stratification and mobility systems found
today, even in industrialized nations formerly expected to reach
an identical or very similar mode of social class structure.
However, although authors of country studies do refer to well-
known conceptual models in addition to their own theoretical
assumptions, there is one limitation. Since each country study
approaches empirical testing in its own fashion, subsequent
comparability of findings is, of course, restricted.

A final trend of relevance to this discussion (but, by no
means the last or least important trend in the field), is the
continuation of the classical controversies among different
schools of thought in social stratification. Among contempo-
rary sociologists, one finds functionalist explanations of social
inequality and opportunities for social mobility expressed just
as enthusiastically as the explanations suggested by exponents
of theories such as social exchange, conflict theory, symbolic
interaction, phenomenology and even sociobiology. A brief but
interesting illustration of such a diversity of conceptual inter-
pretations applied to educational attainment is discussed by
Wallace and Wolf (1986:5-8). Their sensible view of this plethora
of approaches is worth repeating:

Opverall, what sociological theory provides
is a number of different but comple-
mentary ways of looking at our day-by-day
experiences. All are useful, but none can
provide us with all the answers. In fishing,
someone who is interested in catching
minnows or soft-shell crabs uses very dif-
ferent equipment from someone in pur-
suit of shark... A fishing boat built to
handle one sort of quarry is not “better”
than one designed for a different sort of
fish... Similarly, each sociological per-
spective sheds light on some parts of our
world and provides some answers; while
for others we have to look elsewhere
(1986:8).
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One word of caution is in order. The underlying assumption
ol Wallace and Wolf’s position is that, whatever their theoretical
perspective, sociologists would be searching for objective em-
pirical evidence of their conceptual premises with the aim of
improving the respective theoretical frameworks from which
they set off. Wallace and Wolf’s implicit advice to follow a
multiple perspective approach in the study of social stratifica-
tion and mobility is effective if and when this positive assump-
tion applies. But there are at least two possible drawbacks. One
is that a sociologist may fail to distinguish between a theoretical
perspective and his or her political ideology. The other one is
that a multiple perspective approach must still retain a certain
theoretical consistency; if different approaches are used to ex-
plain a given social phenomenon, those approaches must be
compared and some basic conclusions that contribute to the
prowth of the sociological body of theory must be drawn.

LITERATURE ON SOCIAL CLASS IN SINGAPORE

I'he study of Singapore’s social stratification system and mobil-
ily patterns has been both modest and relatively productive,
depending upon the point of reference used. Compared to the
numerous and detailed studies covering the United States,
Canada, England and Australia, for example, the available in-
[ormation on Singapore when this study began, was inadequate
and outdated. On the other hand, the social class system in
Singapore has been a subject of keener study, compared to the
social class systems of some countries in the region.

Available studies dealing with aspects of social class and social
mobility in Singapore could be classified into two basic catego-
ries, namely specific and general, according to their main objec-
tives and to how closely they deal with the subject matter. Each
category deserves special mention.

Specific Studies

With few exceptions, most of the specific sociological studies of
social stratification in Singapore have been conducted by re-
searchers linked to the University of Singapore, particularly its
Department of Sociology, established in 1965. Five years earlier
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an interesting and informative study of a poor urban neigh-
bourhood (Kaye, 1960) called attention to the appalling living
conditions in Singapore’s Chinatown. The other significant
study on social conditions in Singapore that was not linked to
the university was Buchanan’s economic and political appraisal
of Singapore (1972), which presented a rather bleak picture.
According to Buchanan’s calculations about seven out of every
ten people belonged to the lower class and had very slim hope
of improving their situation.

One of the first specific studies conducted by researchers at
the University of Singapore was Tham Seong Chee’s Ph.D.
dissertation on Occupational Patterns in Malay Society. A historical
and cultural enquiry inlo their nature and problems (1972). Tham
interviewed a group of Malay entrepreneurs and discussed their
values, motivations, backgrounds and attitudes, thus collecting
relevant data on the business leaders of one of the two signifi-
cant ethnic minorities in Singapore. There is a problem of data
accessibility, however. This dissertation remains unpublished
and was written in Malay.

Another source of relevant data is illustrated by Peter Chen’s
studies conducted in 1971 and 1972 and compiled in his “Social
Stratification in Singapore” (1973), a Department of Sociology
Working Paper comprising 99 pages of tables with “preliminary”
data from three surveys. In the one-page introductory note,
Chen listed these surveys as the “Survey on social stratification
in Singapore” involving a sample of 922 people; the “national
sample survey of husband-wife communication and family plan-
ning in Singapore sponsored by ECAFE, United Nations”; and
“a survey on environmental problems in Singapore” (1973).
He added that the data were preliminary because he was
planning to incorporate them into a book. Unfortunately, Chen
has not yet published such a book which could have been a
significant contribution to the study of social class in Singa-
pore.! Nevertheless, the following year, Chen published a more
formal discussion on Growth and income distribution in Singapore
(1974) where he discussed the link between economic growth
and income inequality; usual measurements of income distri-
bution in populations; and income redistribution instruments
in Singapore. Chen’s most recent papers on the subject of
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social class deal with The professional and intellectual elites in
Singapore (1975, 1978) where he draws from his 1973 findings
to conclude that Singapore is a middle class society.

Another well-known contributor to specific studies on social
stratification has been Riaz Hassan. One of his first papers on
the subject dealt with Class, ethnicity and occupational structure in
Singapore (1971) where he discussed, among other things, the
consequences of social class distinctions for the social integra-
tion of the main ethnic communities in Singapore. His findings
were based on educational and occupational data. Some years
later he wrote a more detailed study on a group of lower
income families living in public housing apartments (1977),
and described their living conditions and struggles.

Two M.Soc.Sc. theses have focused specifically on social
stratification themes. They are the study by Li Hsiao Yuan
(1974) on higher education and occupational choice of post-
secondary education students, and the detailed study of poverty
in Singapore completed by Cheah Hock Beng as his M.Soc.Sc.
(thesis in 1978. Based on secondary and other type of data,
(heah discussed the significance of poverty and the constraints
faced by the poor in reaching and utilizing social services.

Interestingly, by documenting the pervasive presence of pov-
erty, Cheah’s (1978) data cast doubts on the interpretation of
Singapore as a middle class society. But the latter is precisely
the message conveyed by Chen (1978) based on his 1973 survey
lindings. Perhaps one of the reasons for this contradiction is
the interpretation of the term “middle class society”. Chen
hased his conclusion that Singapore was a middle class society
on the fact that, when the “upper-middle”, “middle”, and “lower-
middle” categories of the socio-economic status scale in his
Table 1.1 (Chen, 1973:1) were combined, 56.5 per cent of the
respondents in the ECAFE survey were classified as middle class
in terms of a socio-economic status (SES) scale comprising
their income, educational level, occupational status and hous-
ing type. However, this proportion differs from his social strati-
fication study survey whereby 51.4 per cent of the respondents

identified themselves as middle class but only 36.0 per cent
were classified as members of the middle class based on Chen’s
SES scale,
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As it will be appreciated in the following chapters of this
study, there are various ways of determining the cutting points
in the SES scale, that is, the boundaries between classes. More
importantly, the magnitude of the “middle class” group depends
entirely on the procedure applied to determine such bounda-
ries and on the validity and reliability of the measurement of
the components of the SES scale. An even more controversial
aspect is the question of how large a society’s middle class
group should be in order to conclude that that society is “mid-
dle class”. It appears that some researchers would say 50 per
cent or more of the sampled individuals. A more cogent per-
spective is that, even in societies where the top and bottom of
the stratification hierarchy are narrower than the middle, those
upper and lower class minorities cannot be dismissed. Their
social and economic significance is as important as that of
ethnic minorities. This is true of Third World countries and the
NICs in general, and of Singapore in particular.

Further information on how the poor lived in the early 1970s

" may be found in Kuo’s (1975) study on Families under Economic

Stress based on a survey of 209 families, 55 of whom were
families on welfare. Kuo documented the main differences
between the welfare and non-welfare families in his sample, in
terms of their economic and social activities, attitudes, values,
education and occupation, among other aspects.

Another specific study was conducted by Chiew Seen Kong
on the Educational and Occupational Attainment of Singapore’s
Chinese Women and Men (1977). Chiew applied a path model to
predict the occupational attainment of a sample of 990 Chi-
nese in Singapore interviewed in 1970 and found that educa-
tional attainment is the best predictor for all, but particularly
for women. His most recent contribution is an analysis of cen-
sus data on Ethnicity, FEconomic Development and Occupational
Change in Singapore (Chiew, 1988). Dealing with the same theme
of ethnicity and social stratification, is A. Mani’s M. Soc. Sc.
thesis on The Changing Caste Stralification among the Singapore
Indians (1978). This study documents the strong influence of
motherland values, beliefs and customs that create rigid strata
among the Indian community, the second largest ethnic mi-
nority in Singapore after the Malays.
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These are the main specific studies in the local sociological
literature dealing with social stratification and mobility. Chen
(1986:53) mentioned a “second nationwide survey” on social
stratification that he conducted in 1980, but added that “results
of the second survey are yet to be produced” (1986:53). No
publication on that second survey has appeared at the time of
this book. Our study, then, represents the second sociological
national study on social stratification after Chen’s (1973), and
(he first one to be extensively documented and published.

(ieneral Studies

I'here is a large number of studies from various perspectives
and with objectives other than the specific study of social strati-
lication which touch upon aspects of social class in Singapore
felevant to our discussion. The largest proportion of these
studies cover analyses by sociology students of local ethnic,
dialect, and religious groups. A good review of these unpub-
lished academic exercises, theses and other studies may be
found in Chen (1986:34-42). One of the best known studies in
this category is Chiew’s M.Soc.Sc. thesis on ethnicity and na-
tional identity (1971) where he discusses the perceived and
actual stratification of the population primarily in terms of
¢thnic and linguistic background. Another thesis on “Business
ileologies of Chinese managers” was written by Wan Pek Yuet
(1978); she found significant differences in the values and
approaches of Chinese business managers compared to their
Western counterparts. Mani’s (1975) concept of the
“Singaporean model of caste” documents interesting aspects of
(aste stratification in the Indian community, where high educa-
flonal and occupational status may balance the weaknesses of
un inferior caste status. An ethnographic study of the joys and
iribulations of a fishing village relocation, conducted by Chew
So0 Beng (1982), offers interesting insights into the occupa-
(lonal and status changes undergone by the villagers when they
moved into modern, high-rise, public housing apartments.

Some of the work by political scientists on elites in Singapore

(v ulso relevant; for example, the problems of elite cohesion as
perceived by the Malay community (Kassim, 1974); Chan’s
(1977) study of the intellectual elite, its characteristics and
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ideology, and the political roles they play as “intellectual polit-
cian”, “legitimizer”, “mandarin” or “independent”; and her
work on Singapore’s legislators where she provides social back-
ground data on members of Cabinet and Parliament (1985).

A few economists have also contributed informative papers,
adding to the body of data on income distribution, the occupa-
tional structure of the labour force and educational enrolment.
Among the most relevant of these studies is the work of V.V.B.
Rao and M. Ramakrishnan (1980) on Income Inequality in Singa-
pore in which they demonstrate a decline in income inequality
from 1966 to 1975 attributable, in their view, to an increase in
the employment rate, among other things.

Two other relevant contributions from the field of econom-
ics are the work of Pang Eng Fong. One of his contributions is
“Growth, inequality and race in Singapore” (Pang, 1975) where
he compares the three main ethnic groups and documents the
differences in their economic gains. This paper appears as
Chapter 5 of his more detailed study Education, Manpower and
Development in Singapore (Pang, 1982). In this book, Pang pro-
vides a discussion of the positive link between education and
earnings and, more importantly, the link between earnings and
supply of skilled manpower. He concurs with sociological stud-
ies of occupational structures that increases in the supply of
highly skilled or educated people will produce a decline in “the
net benefits of a university education”. He adds that “if this
decline continues for an extended period of time, it may reduce
the demand for higher education as a passport to good jobs”
(Pang, 1982:110). The latest contributions from economics are
a joint monograph by Linda Lim and Pang Eng Fong (1986) on
Trade, Employment and Industrialization in Singapore which dedi-
cates one chapter to the discussion of employment, earnings
and labour mobility, and the study on “Singapore’s new educa-
tion system” by Soon Teck Wong (1988), who explains the
changes implemented in the late 1970s and feels optimistic
about the effectiveness of the restructured educational system.

Outside the academic setting, government bodies have been
particularly active in the compilation of population statistics
useful in the study of social stratification. The earliest of these
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sudlies and one of high historical significance, was Goh Keng
Swee's (1956) official report on urban incomes and housing
which began a trend in the government’s collection of empirical
(lita for policy making. The Housing and Development Board
tollects systematic data on incomes of public housing dwellers,
amnong other things. The Department of Statistics’ publication
ol the census data include income, educational qualifications,
liroad occupation groups and type of housing for the total
population, although the published data do not permit the
torrelation of these components of social class. The Ministry of
[ ubour publishes statistics from its labour force survey peri-
ndically including wages, broad and specific occupational cat-
¢pories and other relevant data on Singapore’s labour force.

Iinally, a slightly outdated but still useful publication for
tescarchers is Singapore Standard Occupational Classification 1978,
piiblished by the Department of Statistics to provide “a common
lilumework for the compilation and classification of the occupa-
tlons in Singapore’s workforce” (1980:3). Although these sources
ure useful, there is no official Singapore source on occupations
tomparable to the detailed and comprehensive Occupational
{utlook Handbook published by the United States Department of
Lubour (1987). On a much smaller scale, two slim books de-
sribe occupations in Singapore. One has been prepared by
the Singapore Professional Centre (1985) and covers 25 occu-
pitions that the Centre considers as “professions”, describes
hiriefly the basic areas of endeavour in each occupation and
provides additional information on training, employment op-
piortunities and other matters. The other one is an even briefer
hooklet on jobs and careers in Singapore’s information
processing industry published by the Singapore Federation of
the Computer Industry (1987).

THE SINGAPORE STUDY: MAIN CONCEPTS AND
APPROACHES

Our main aim when we first came together to work on this
project in 1983, was to provide a reliable data base on the
current system of social stratification and social mobility in
Singapore, Tt was evident to us that information on important
aspects such as the population’s perception of occupational
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prestige, the shape of the social stratification hierarchy, and
the social and cultural values of different social classes, were
either not available or incomplete or, at best, outdated.

Thus, we set out to plan the study from scratch pursuing
three principal goals: to replicate well-known occupational
prestige scales in the context of Singapore; to provide empiri-
cal information on Singapore’s stratification hierarchy and
pattern of social mobility; and to document our findings as
precisely as possible in order to provide the bases for future
periodic comparisons. The study was to be fundamentally de-
scriptive considering the need to fill in the serious information
gaps mentioned earlier. Once the descriptive task is accom-
plished in this book, further analysis of the data from different
conceptual perspectives will be our next goal.

Concerning our first goal, occupational prestige scales repre-
sent one of the few crucial instruments used in the study of
social stratification to ascertain the relative importance of a
person’s occupation. Such relative importance is, in turn, one
of the crucial components in the assessment of a person’s social
class. The other most common components are level of formal
education and income. Answering the important question “What
do prestige scales scale?”, Hauser and Featherman (1977:5-6)
reported that, according to their review of cross-national data,
people perceive the prestige of a given occupation on the basis
of a variety of real or assumed attributes of that occupation,
including power over resources and people. But, they added,

For most capitalist and industrial nations,
this occupational power would manifest
itself in the conjunction of income, au-
thority relationships within, and between
occupation groups, and education, to
fashion the observed socioeconomic na-
ture of occupational status (“desirability”
or “prestige”). In other systems, occupa-
tional power may fashion other configu-
rations such that occupational status is
truly nonsocioeconomic, but instances of
these conditions are too under-researched to
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bring us to disclaim our initial (albeit pro-
visional) assertion (1977:6) [emphasis
added].

As Hauser and Featherman imply, the testing of the socio-
veonomic nature of occupational prestige must be pursued in
non-Western countries as there may be “small social systems
uiidl some nations (perhaps such as Israel, Cuba, and China) in
which this postulate may not hold” (1977:5). Indeed, cultural,
political and economic features of people’s working conditions
ancl jobs in Third World countries or in newly industrializing
iutions may alter the ways their people rate occupations and
the reasons they want to keep or change their jobs. Conse-
fjuently, replicating and probing the validity of the most com-
imon occupational prestige scales in the context of Singapore is
une of the main contributions of this study. Similarly, with the
fupid economic change that Singapore has undergone during
the past twenty years, our second and third goals are well
justified. An analysis of the stratification hierarchy and mobility
putterns will indicate the effects of rapid economic development
ipon the distribution of rewards; and this analysis needs to be
teplicated periodically to monitor such distribution.

In terms of the procedures we followed to implement our
sy, the nature of the sample and the preparation of the
ijuestionnaire were two of our main concerns. Although the
methodological details may be found in Appendix 1 on re-
search design, some significant features of the procedure may
he mentioned at this juncture. Every effort was made to assure
that the sample was representative to allow us to make inferences
(v the total population. A random sample design was used
whereby random samples were drawn from the four ethnic sub-
populations of Singapore citizens, i.e., Chinese, Malays, Indi-
ans and Others. In this manner, the sampling unit was the
mdividual citizen, while the total sample was representative and
ook into account ethnic differences that could provide revealing
information on social class and mobility patterns. The focus on
individuals as the unit of analysis was the only way in which we
tould assure a standardized source of information on the oc-

cupational history, educational attainment, income, parental
hackground and other key variables for every one of the subjects
i our study,
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A great deal of care went into the designing of the question-
naire in accordance with the type of data we needed. In addi-
tion to regular background data, we collected information on
the basic components of social class such as education, income
and occupation not only for each individual respondent but
also for the respondent’s parents, spouse and best friend, in
order to document the influence of family, kinship and social
networks upon the social class and social mobility of the re-
spondent; the occupational history of the respondent; and the
respondents’ attitudes and perceptions on the importance of
education, on their relative power in the community, and on
their personal social mobility and that of their children, among
other things. A combination of open- and closed-ended ques-
tions and attitude scales were used to permit the recording of
systematic as well as reliable data.

Another important part of the questionnaire comprised the

questions on occupational prestige. We needed to ascertain the
population’s rating of the prestige of occupations available in
Singapore and the occupational prestige of the occupations of
the respondent himself or herself, his or her spouse, father,
mother and best friend.

The principle we followed concerning occupational data was
“the more the better”. Thus, our approach was twofold. We
extended our net as widely as possible both in the actual re-
cording of information and the comparison of occupational
prestige scales. In addition to covering the occupations held by
the respondent in his first, current and last jobs, and the occu-
pations of four or five individuals in each questionnaire, we
applied three occupational prestige scales to all these occupa-
tions. A detailed description of these scales may be found in
Chapter 4 and in Appendix 1.

Finally, some chapters make extensive references to data
collected from other studies and from the past Singapore
censuses. We hope that this feature enhances rather than hinders
the reporting of our findings, by putting them in the context of
the accumulated body of relevant information.

NOTY
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I Although it would be desirable to make comparisons between Chen’s 1970s
it ind our data, this was not possible because there appear to be differences
Wi the mmethods used by Chen to arrive at the socio-economic status scales and

1 certain respondents’ self-identification of class position, occupational
jiestige and other measurements of social class.

BENERENCES

Wonlix, R, and Lipset, S.M. eds. (1953) Class, Status and Power. Social Stratification
i Comparative Perspective. New York: The Free Press.

Honiding, Roand Lipset, S.M. eds. (1967) Class, Status and Power. Social Stratification
i Comparative Perspective. Revised and reset 2nd Edition. London: Routledge
& Kegan Paul.

Boyil, M., Goyder, J., Jones, F.E., McRoberts, H.A., Pineo, P.C., and Porter, J.
(1085) Ascription and Achievement: Studies in Mobilily and Status Altainment in
Canada. Ottawa: Carleton University Press.

Wi, GUAL (1984) “Social stratification and the aged in the Netherlands —
I'he aged as a minority category”. Netherlands Jowrnal of Sociology, 20, 2, 98-
114.

Wi hanan, 1. (1972) Singapore in Southeast Asia:  An Economic and Political Ap-
fraisal. London: G. Bell & Sons.

than, HLCL (1977) “The role of intellectuals in Singapore politics”™. In T.B. Wee,
vil,, The Future of Singapore — The Global Cily. Singapore: University Educa-
tion Press, 39-47.

Ll TLC. (1985) “Legislature and legislators”, In J.S.T. Quah, H.C. Chan and
(M. Seah, eds., Government and Politics of Singapore. Singapore: Oxford
Lniversity Press, 71-91.

Cheah, TLB. (1978) “A study of poverty in Singapore”. Unpublished M.Soc.Sc.
thesis. Singapore: Department of Sociology, University of Singapore.
Chen, IM5,]. (1973) “Social stratification in Singapore”. Sociology Working Pa-

per No. 12, Singapore: Department of Sociology, University of Singapore.
fhen, IS, (1974) “Growth and income distribution in Singapore”. Southeast
Astan Journal of Social Seiences, 2, 1-2, 119-130.

fhen, PS.). (1975) “Elites and National Development in Singapore”. In A.
Wehmhoerner, ed., Elites and Development. Bangkok: Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung,
71-82,

Lo, PS]. (1978) “The professional and intellectual elites in Singapore”. In
I'5,]. Chen and H.D. Evers, eds., Studies in ASEAN Sociology: Urban Society and
Social Change. Singapore: Chopman Publications, 27-37. Also appearing in
L1 Shaw et al., eds., (1978) IEliles and National Development in Singapore.
Tokyo: Institute of Development Economies, 61-72.

Ehen, I15,]. (1986) “Sociological studies on Singapore society”. In B. Kapur, ed.
Stngapore Studies. Critical Surveys of the Humanities and Social Sciences: Singa-
pore; Singapore University Press, 33-64,

Chow, 5.1, (1982) Fishermen in Flats, Monash University Centre of Southeast
Astan Studies, Monash Papers on Southeast Asia No, 9,

Chlew, S0 (1971) "Singaporean natonal identity”, Unpublished M.Soc.Se.
thesis, Singapore: University of Stingapore,




20 e Social Class in Singapore

Chiew, S.K. (1977) “Educational and occupational attainment of Singapore’s
chinese women and men”. Sociology Working Paper No. 59. Singapore:
Department of Sociology, University of Singapore.

Chiew, S.K. (1988) “Ethnicity, economic development and occupational change
in Singapore” Akademika, January.

Cooksey, B. (1981) “Social class and academic performance — A Cameroon
case study”. Comparative Education Review, 25, 3, 403-418.

Department of Statistics (1980) Singapore Standard Occupational Classification.
Singapore: Department of Statistics.

Department of Statistics Singapore (1988) Yearbook of Statistics Singapore 1987.
Singapore: Department of Statistics.

Goh, K.S. (1956) Urban Income and Housing. Singapore: Government Printing
Office.

Goldthorpe, J.H. (1967) “Social stratification in industrial Society”. In R. Bendix
and S.M. Lipset, eds., Class, Status and Power. Social Stratification in Com-
parative Perspective. Revised and reset 2nd Edition. London: Routledge &
Kegan Paul., 648-659.

Gupta, S.K. (1984) “The significance of social stratification in Harijan Commu-
nity”. Indian Journal of Social Work, 45, 2, 175-187.

Harcsa, I. (1983) “Social mobility in rural Hungary”. East European Quarterly, 17,
4, 493-502.

Hassan, R. (1971) “Class, ethnicity and occupational structure in Singapore”.
Civilizations, 21, 1, 496-514.

Hassan, R. (1977) Families In Flats: A Study of Low Income Families in Public
Housing. Singapore: Singapore University Press.

Hauser, R.M. and Featherman, D.L. (1977) The Process of Stratification. Trends

and Analyses. New York: Academic Press.

Jarvella, M. (1983) “The permanency of social classes and intergenerational
mobility in Finland”. Acta Sociologica, 26, 3, 287-298.

Kaye, B. (1960) Upper Nankin Street, Singapore. A Sociological Study of Chinese
Households Living in a Densely Populated Area. Singapore: University of Malaya
Press.

Kassim, 1. (1974) Problems of Elite Cohesion: A Perspective from a Minority Commu-
nity. Singapore: Singapore University Press.

Kuo, E.C.Y. (1975) Families under Economic Stress: The Singapore Experience.
Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies.

Lau, S.K. (1984) Society and Politics in Hong Kong. Hong Kong: Chinese Uni-
versity of Hong Kong Press.

Lau, S.K. and Kuan, H.C. (1988) The Ethos of the Hong Kong Chinese. Hong Kong:
Chinese University of Hong Kong Press.

Lenski, G.I.. (1984) Power and Privilege. A Theory of Social Stratification. Chapel
Hill: The University of North Carolina Press..

Levy, D.C. (1984) “The state, education and social class in Mexico”. Latin
American Research Review, 19, 3, 153-171.

Li, H.Y. (1974) “Higher education and occupational choice: A comparison of
four institutes in Singapore”. Unpublished M.Soc.Sc. thesis. Singapore:
University of Singapore.

Introduction ® 21

I i, .. and Pang, E.F. (1986) Trade, Employment and Industrialization in Singa-
pore. Geneva: International Labour Office.

[ ipsct, SM. and Bendix, R., eds. (1959) Social Mobility in Industrial Society.
Berkeley: University of California Press.

Lipset, SM. and Bendix, R., eds. (1967) Class, Status and Power: Social Stralifi-
cation in Comparative Perspective. Revised and reset 2nd Edition. London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul..

Muni, A. (1975) “The relevance of caste in the study of Singapore Indians”.
Review of Southeast Asian Studies, 5, 1, 29-48.

Mani, A. (1977) “The changing caste structure amongst the Singapore Indians”.
Inpublished M.Soc.Sc. thesis. Singapore: Department of Sociology, Univer-
sity of Singapore.

Ministry of Communication and Information (1988) Singapore Facts and Pictures
1988. Singapore: Information Division, Ministry of Communication and
Information.

Nevadomsky, J. (1983) “Economic organization, social mobility and changing
social status among East Indians in rural Trinidad”. Ethnology, 22, 1, 63-7.

Pang, E.F. (1975) “Growth, inequality and race in Singapore”, International La-
Bowr Review, 111, 15-28.

Fang, E.F. (1982) Education, Manpower and Development in Singapore. Singapore:
Singapore University Press.

Wi, V.V.B and Ramakrishnan, M. (1980) Income Inequalily in Singapore. Impact
of Economic Growth and Structural Change 1966-1975. Singapore: Singapore
University Press.

Searritt, J.R. (1983) The analysis of social class, political participation and public
policy in Zambia”. Africa Today, 30, 3, Hh-22.

Singapore Federation of the Computer Industry (1987) A Guide to_Jobs and Ca-
veers. The Information Processing Industry in Singapore. Singapore: Singapore
I'ederation of the Computer Industry.

Nugapore Professional Centre (1985) The Big Decision for a Betler Future in your
Career. 2nd Edition. Singapore: Federal Publications.

Womezynski, K. and Krauze, T. eds, (1986) Social Stratification in Poland. Eight
Ismpirical Studies. New York: MLE. Sharpe.

Windgrass, DR, (1980) Inequality and Economic Development in Malaysia. Kuala
I.umpur: Oxford University Press.

Suon Teck Wong (1988) Singapore’s New Educational System: Edwcation Reform Jor
National Development. Singapore: ISEAS.

Lo, TLIL ed. (1989) Singapore 1989. Singapore: Information Division, Ministry
ol Communications and Information.

Iim, S.C. (1972) “Occupational patterns in Malay Society”. Unpublished

I’h. D. dissertation. Singapore: University ol Singapore.

[ itted States Department of Labor (1987) Occupational Outlook Handbook.
Washington: U.S. Department of Labor.

Vie D, (1982) “Education and social stratification in Nepal”. Indian Journal of
Soctal Work, 43, 8, 821-326.

Willace, R, and Wolf, A, (1986) Contemporary Sociological Theory: Continuing the
Classical Tradition.  Englewood Clills, N,J: Prentice-Hall,




22 e Social Class in Singapore

Wan, P.Y. (1978) “Business ideologies of Chinese managers in Singapore”,
Unpublished M.Soc.Sc, thesis. Singapore: University of Singapore.
Western, [.S. (1983) Social Inequality in Australian Sociely. Melbourne: The

MaCmillan Company of Australia.
Wild, R.A. (1978) Social Stratification in Australia. Sydney: George Allen & Unwin.
Winn, S.V. (1984) “Social class and income returns to education in Sweden—A
research note”, Social Forces, 62,4, 1026-1034.






