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Abstract  Japan has historically considered itself immune to social polarisation dy-
namics. The Japanese have also traditionally self-perceived as a homogenous middle-
class society. Contemporary Japanese social reality is however quite different. The last 
25 years have seen several structural changes, like the increase in inequality between 
regular and non-regular workers. Along with growing disparities, Japanese society’s 
self-perception as a homogeneous middle class has started to be challenged. Nowadays, 
inequalities generate an exploitative relationship involving five distinct social classes. 
This paper attempts to analyse the social polarisation issue in Japan while taking into 
account the serious structural-demographic transformations that it has been experienc-
ing over the last 40 years.

Keywords  Japan. Homogeneous middle-class society. Shakai kakusa. Social polar-
isation. Income inequalities.

Summary  1 Introduction. – 2 The Japanese Rise: The Transformation into a 
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﻿1	 Introduction

Japan has historically (self-)considered itself immune to the social po-
larisation dynamics that have determined the inequalities and strong 
class division present in many European countries and the United 
States. This unique Asian country, after a ‘late’ process of industrial-
isation (Dore 1973) and a rapid late-comer effect in the last century, 
quickly joined the highest ranks of the economically advanced coun-
tries. Despite this transformation, Japan, and the Japanese, have con-
tinued to perceive themselves as a homogenous middle-class society,1 
both socially and culturally, as well as ethnically (Chiavacci 2008).

Contemporary Japanese social reality is however quite different. 
The last 25 years have seen structural changes in the income dis-
tribution of Japanese households: the median income across all age 
groups has been decreasing, partly due to the average ageing of 
households (from 20% to 36%) and the increase in single-income 
households (from 26% to 38%). The same process occurred for low-
income households, which increased for all age groups except for the 
55‑64 one (Cabinet Office 2022). Wage inequalities2 have worsened 
since the 1990s, in parallel with the deterioration of the employment 
situation as a result of the structural population ageing and the in-
crease3 in non-regular workers.4 Confirming this progressively grow-
ing disparity trend are the OECD data on the Gini coefficient of initial 
income (10th among OECD countries), the poverty rate (10th) and the 
Gini coefficient of disposable income (11th). Indeed, many countries 
ranked above Japan are developing countries (OECD 2023d). Besides 
the increase in inequality between regular (seiki rōdōsha) and non-
regular (hiseiki rōdōsha) workers, gender inequality ( jendā fubyōdō) 
remains an important factor of social disparity.

Along with these growing disparities, the over-emphasised self-
perception of Japanese society as a homogeneous middle class has 

1  Ichi oku sōchūryū, literally “100 million all in the middle class”.
2  In this case, household income gaps and individual wage differentials. Variables con-
sidered relevant for a study of inequality growth are income distribution and inequal-
ities in opportunities and outcomes (employment and career advancement, education-
al attainment), while other related issues may be inequality reduction policies and the 
relationship between equity and efficiency. Other indicators may be consumption and 
wealth levels, although less precise than income (Tachibanaki 2006, 1‑2).
3  The exponential increase of non-regular workers can be considered the most im-
portant transformation in Japan’s working life since the 1960s. See Gordon 2017, 9.
4  Shinozaki 2006; Komamura 2008. The term encompasses a wide variety of employ-
ment types, i.e., part-time workers, contract workers, dispatched workers, part-time 
students (arubaito), etc. For a more in-depth look at the different types of so-called ‘bad 
jobs’, see Kanbayashi, Takao 2016. 
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started to be put into question. Indeed, shakai kakusa5 has become 
increasingly prominent in recent decades,6 starting with the wave of 
neoliberal structural reforms (kōzō kaikaku) of the then Prime Min-
ister Koizumi in the first half of the 2000s, which led to a stagger-
ing increase in inequality7 and poverty,8 and an ‘intra-competitive’ 
molecularisation of labour. The Japanese homogeneous middle-class 
self-perception has de facto been gradually broken down, to the point 
that more than half of the population perceives itself as “living low-
er than a middle-class life”.9 This perception first came into the pub-
lic domain during the 2007‑08 global economic crisis,10 reaching full 
maturity in 2010 with the recognition of a socially divided society 
with growing economic inequality (Hashimoto 2018; 2021), and final-
ly achieving a new peak of awareness in the latest OECD survey on 
inequality perceptions (OECD 2021a). 

It is also important to consider the Japanese social polarisation 
process in its structural mechanisms. Feeding disparities and ine-
qualities in contemporary Japan generate an exploitative relation-
ship involving – at least – three distinct social classes. According to 
a Marxist perspective, the Japanese working class is still subaltern 
to the capitalist class and the ‘broader’ middle class. However, this 
subalternity affects the lowest areas of society the most, including 
non-regular (low-wage) workers, the unemployed, female workers 
(Hashimoto 2018; 2021) and immigrants, resulting in a new under-
class subject to the dynamics of social polarisation. It is precisely 
the latter who are positioned at the lowest end of the country’s so-
cial hierarchy (Shipper 2008), involved in a broader process of re-
production of class stratification recently amplified by the pandem-
ic and post-pandemic period, which has affected low-income groups 
the most (Kikuchi, Kitao, Mikoshiba 2020).11

The questions this paper seeks to answer are: is social polarisa-
tion a current process in today’s Japan? In what forms is it present, 

5  Literally ‘social disparity’. It is interchangeable with the terms kakusa no kakudai 
(social and economic disparity) and kakusa to fubyōdō (economic disparity and inequal-
ity), which are commonly associated with the concept of bundan (division).
6  As early as the late 1990s, inequality in Japan began to be assessed at a higher de-
gree than in the US (Tachibanaki 1998).
7  Two types of inequality were the sharp internal division between different catego-
ries of workers (regular, non-regular, etc.) and citizens (standard and socially vulner-
able), and the marked imbalance of power between capital and labour in favour of the 
former. Both have led to an increase in inequality that goes beyond the simple analy-
sis of income differentials. Ninomiya 2006.
8  Ninomiya 2006; Komamura 2008, 67‑8; Gordon 2017.
9  JILPT 2022; 2023, 35; NHK 2022.
10  Although it was already partially perceived earlier (Kosugi 2008).
11  In particular women in non-regular workers’ positions (JILPT 2020).
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﻿and how has it escalated over time? And, lastly, how does the varia-
ble of migrant workers, but more generally of the wider underclass, 
possibly increase the distance between an unreachable capitalist 
class and an increasingly poor working class (blue-, and white-col-
lar workers, alike)? The answers to these questions will also have 
to take the serious, and now seemingly irreversible, structural-de-
mographic transformations that Japan has been experiencing for at 
least the last 40 years into account. 

The structure of this work is as follows: the first section aims to 
describe the transformative processes that Japan underwent during 
the phase following the end of WWII, leading it to become an econom-
ic power and a society based on social, cultural and ethnic homoge-
neity; the second section, through the analysis of the available data, 
aims to report on the current reality of Japanese society and on the 
internal transformations taking place; the third section investigates 
the theme of the perception of inequality experienced by the popu-
lation, linking it to the socio-economic dynamics of recent years; the 
fourth section tries to make a comparison between the two antithet-
ical visions of a Japanese society characterised by marked overall 
homogeneity and, negatively, by clear tendencies of polarisation and 
inequality; the fifth section deals with the theme of class and how it 
can be found within Japanese social structure; the conclusions envis-
age a synthesis of what has been presented during the paper, while 
taking structural demographic changes brought about by the rapid 
population ageing into account. 

This paper’s methodology is based on primary and secondary 
sources analysis. Part of the data is derived from calculations al-
ready elaborated in other papers, while the statistical datasets are 
taken from various published Japanese and international institution-
al sources. Although social polarisation and stratification topics have 
already been extensively dealt with in Japanese and international lit-
erature, this paper attempts to systematise these issues by cross-ref-
erencing past and present data and sources.
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2	 The Japanese Rise: The Transformation  
into a Homogeneous Middle-class Society

Japan has been steeped in rhetoric, used since the second half of the 
last century, that identifies it as consisting of a homogeneous, mo-
no-ethnic society,12 generically middle-class, and characterised by 
a strong component of social mobility determined by a meritocratic 
(education) system (Chiavacci 2010, 48; Chiavacci, Lechevalier 2017, 
300). However, Japanese society, as well as its self-perception, was 
not always like this. Looking at its recent history, the early post-war 
years were the scene of intense class struggles and grassroots la-
bour activism (Gordon 1998). Before the Meiji Restoration (1868), Ja-
pan was characterised by a rigid hierarchy,13 where social mobility or 
marriages between people of different statuses were impossible (Lie 
2003, 70‑1).14 This system, albeit to a lesser extent, remained par-
tially active during the first half of the last century. Before WWII, a 
class system was in force where the hereditary elite were positioned 
at the top and the population below them (Lebra 1993, 57‑60). More 
recently still, the country was commonly described as a tate shakai 
(vertical society) (Nakane 1970, 87), and a class-stratified one (Steven 
1983, 319). As far as inequality is concerned, the Gini coefficient at 
the end of the 19th century first saw a gradual improvement until the 
late 1930s, and then worsened significantly in the post-war period, in 
a context of already strong income differentiation between cities and 
rural areas (Minami 2008, 7‑9) and intra-labour wage gaps (11‑12).

This was until the ‘official’ political and social paradigm shift in 
the mid-1960s (Chiavacci 2008, 6; 2010, 48). From there arose the 
strongly self-perceived idea of a general middle-strata15 and middle-
class society (Kosugi 2008, 2; Tachibanaki, Urakawa 2008, 21), free of 
class divisions (Lie 2003, 70‑3), especially in comparison with Euro-
pean socio-economic systems (Dore 1987). This ‘success’ came about 
due to a series of progressive reforms initiated in the post-war peri-
od that legally erased status divisions and forced the dissolution of 
family-owned monopolistic conglomerates (zaibatsu). Extensive land 

12  Literally tanitsu minzoku shakai. The concept of tanitsu minzoku (culturally homo-
geneous population) covers language, ethnicity/race and religion, while implying the 
uniqueness of the Japanese people. Lie 2003; Kowner, Befu 2015, 391‑3.
13  The so-called shinōkōshō model, consisting of a fourfold caste structure (in order 
samurai, peasants, artisans, merchants), in addition to an ‘outcaste’ sub-level (Caro-
li, Gatti 2017, 101).
14  A subdivision-based on ‘class’ and ‘race’ was already present in this hierarchy, and 
saw the presence of an initial underclass composed of racialised minorities (Baber 2023). 
15  Literally chū kaisō (Murakami 1984, 167).
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﻿reforms against agricultural monopolies were implemented,16 while 
taxes on personal wealth that directly affected previously existing 
inequalities were imposed (Minami 2008, 13). Structurally, this bal-
ance was underpinned by a strong division of gender roles (Gordon 
1998; Ochiai 2003), which was fundamental to achieving economic 
growth and societal harmony (Lebra 1984). 

Japanese growth in the second half of the last century, itself not 
supported by a redistributive welfare system but by a developmental 
productivist model centred on economic growth and (shared) produc-
tivity, was the basis of an extremely egalitarian and affluent society,17 
also due to fair and meritocratic opportunities for social mobility 
(Chiavacci, Hommerich 2016, 1‑2). This model, which required a con-
stant commitment of the individual,18 was called the ‘Japanese way of 
life’ (Chiavacci 2007, 41‑5; Chiavacci, Hommerich 2016, 3). It was em-
bedded in an industrial relations system delineated by the ‘three sa-
cred treasures’,19 composing the so-called ‘Japanese-type capitalism’ 
(Albert 1991; Gordon 1998), itself characterised by a distinct com-
ponent of social cohesion and income equality (Chiavacci, Hommer-
ich 2016, 23). At the same time, it was a very young and numerically 
expanding society, thus relying on a large workforce (6). The vision 
of a corporate-centred and gender-divided society had become the 
standard, partly due to a strong cultural bias (Gordon 1998, 200). If 
a minimal presence of inequality was perceived by the population, it 
was considered a necessary sacrifice in the name of efficiency and 
economic growth (Tachibanaki 2006, 1).

The strong division of gender roles, consistently with a corporat-
ist and familist welfare state model, attributed to men the duty of 
the country’s economic prosperity, while women necessarily had to 
be responsible for family management. This welfare model was cen-
tred on the ‘replacement’ role of women in care and was embedded 
in a social ‘pact’ that served to balance social mechanisms during 
the last century’s economic growth. According to a functionalist per-
spective (Spencer 1863; Durkheim 1895; Parsons, Bales 1955) of the 
gender role, it was this initial division that had a persistent impact on 
the subordinate position of women in contemporary Japanese social 
stratification, as well as the resulting structural gender inequality.

A systemic equilibrium – however internally ‘unequal’ – was thus 
acquired, both in social and labour market spheres. All this was 

16  Completely transforming the tenant farming system through confiscation in 1946 
of farmland from large and absentee landowners (Lie 2003, 72; Minami 2008, 13). 
17  A mass society (taishū shakai). Choi 2013.
18  The so-called risshin shusse.
19  Namely lifetime employment, seniority wage, and enterprise unions systems, in 
addition to harmonious labour-management relations. Nakamura 1993.
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underpinned by the extraordinary Japanese economic growth that 
began in the second half of the 1960s,20 indicating that Japan’s har-
mony model was efficient and potentially durable. At the same time, 
however, the Gini coefficients on household income (divided into in-
itial21 and equivalent redistributed22 income), together with various 
indicators of wage differentials (gender, enterprise size and industry 
type), showed that since 1952 income disparity has progressively in-
creased. This trend shows that economic inequality has been present 
since before the historical crises of the Japanese economic system, 
albeit to an insufficiently significant extent (Hashimoto 2021, 164‑5).

3	 Japanese Social Reality: Preliminary Data  
and Ongoing Transformations

The first half of the 1990s, with the beginning of the ‘lost decade’ 
(1992‑02)23 following the bursting of the speculative bubble in the 
real estate market, marked the outset of perpetual economic stag-
nation24 and social decline (Funabashi 2015). These transforma-
tions have been accompanied by a steady population reduction pro-
cess, which was also caused by a sharp decrease in the fertility rate 
(OECD 2023ba). The decline in the working-age population, which 
started in the 1980s, has in turn increased the proportion of popu-
lation groups (divided by age) affected by wage and income disper-
sion (Ōtake 1999, 12).

What was surprising, however, was the tardiness in recognising 
the structural inequality that permeates Japanese society. The po-
litical interest in the issue started in 2006 (Chiavacci, Hommerich 
2016, 2), including the ‘public’ perception of the problem. The effects 
of the long economic stagnation were belatedly perceived in terms 
of socio‑economic inequality, overshadowed by the demographic cri-
sis and the recognition of its transformation into a structural fact 
(Schoppa 2006). Despite this, the perception of society’s precarious-
ness and socio-economic vulnerability has affected all social strata, 

20  Uninterrupted at least until the 1973 oil crisis, then resumed until the early 1990s 
(Lie 2003, 73).
21  This is income before tax, before adjustments of social insurance payments.
22  Income calculated after subtracting tax payments, and social insurance and so-
cial benefits to pensioners and households in need.
23  In Japanese ushinawareta jūnen.
24  That, together with low real wage growth, has led to a sharp deterioration in the 
population’s economic conditions. Wage growth stood at 1.05 times greater from 1991 
to 2021, far below many OECD countries. Cabinet Secretariat 2023.
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﻿with serious consequences on the perceived security of the popula-
tion (Chiavacci, Hommerich 2016, 23; van Houwelingen 2016).

The scholarly community has been active on the subject since 
the 1990s, which has been further revived during the first lost dec-
ade (Lise et al. 2013, 583; Chiavacci, Hommerich 2016, 7‑14). Schol-
ars have split into two strands: those who have considered inequal-
ity as already present in Japanese society, with slight changes from 
an already present stratification (Hara, Seiyama 2005; Sato 2007), 
and those who have identified actual breakpoints with the country’s 
egalitarian past (Allison 2013; Kariya 2013). However, the literature 
agrees that, at least since the 1990s, there was no longer a perfect 
symmetry between economic growth and middle-class society (Chi-
avacci 2008).25 In particular, Tachibanaki’s (1998) work on income 
distribution and Satō’s (2000) work on social mobility had a lasting 
impact on the public debate (Chiavacci 2010, 56‑7; Chiavacci, Hom-
merich 2016, 7). Despite being criticised from a methodological point 
of view (Hara, Seiyama 2005; Ishida 2008), they made the limits of 
social upgrading of Japanese society at the expense of the already 
existing middle class clear. Indeed, the focus at the time was on the 
middle class, not yet identifying the issues of social polarisation and 
the various underclasses.

Economic stagnation and the demographic crisis were respond-
ed to by politicians who, in contrast to the egalitarianism principles 
adopted so far, opted for mechanisms of liberalisation, deregulation 
and competition, not only between companies but also between work-
ers (Tachibanaki 2006, 6). As a consequence, the harmonious system 
of industrial relations was also changed founded on a performance-
based wage system (which, however, preferred rewards to employ-
ees rather than wage increases), especially in large companies, also 
changing the paradigm of wage compensation principles (Shinozaki 
2006, 6; Tachibanaki 2006, 5). Unemployment (especially of young 
people and workers close to retirement), until then very low (2% in 
1991), increased substantially by starting to affect particular seg-
ments of the population, – reaching 8% of people between 60 and 64 
years in 2001, and 10% of people between 20 and 24 years in 2003 
(Chiavacci, Hommerich 2016, 12‑14).26 This phase can be considered 
a prelude to real social polarisation, at least as the public recogni-
tion of the problem in the 2000s revealed.

25  Already in the 1980s, economic inequality began to be a relevant trend, stimulat-
ing scientific debate at the time. Hashimoto 2021, 165.
26  Currently, Japan’s unemployment rate remains one of the lowest among OECD coun-
tries (2.7%), well below the OECD average (4.8%). OECD 2023f; 2023g.
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4	 Inequality Perception and Social Transformations

In the first half of the 2000s, the term shakai kakusa came into the 
public domain, coinciding with the neoliberal structural reforms dur-
ing the three consecutive terms of Prime Minister Junichirō Koi-
zumi’s LDP government (2001‑06). Indeed, concomitant economic 
growth has resulted in a general growth of inequality, benefitting 
only the upper class (Matsubara 2005). In 2006, inequality gained 
traction in the scientific and political debate (Shinozaki 2006, 4; Chi-
avacci, Hommerich 2016, 2; Hashimoto 2021, 163) and became even 
more important since the global economic crisis of 2007‑8 (Kosugi 
2008). At the same time, Japanese society was invested in the rela-
tively conscious transformation from a ‘general middle-class socie-
ty’ to a ‘gap’ or ‘divided’ society,27 along with growing polarisations 
in the labour market and social integration (Chiavacci 2010, 57; Chi-
avacci, Hommerich 2016, 14). In 2010, the awareness of having be-
come a divided society, particularly from the point of view of income 
differences, reached full maturity (Hashimoto 2021, 163). 

In this context, there was a marked division between regular work-
ers, placed in the primary segment of the labour market,28 and out-
siders29 who were in the secondary one, where the demand for la-
bour consisted mainly of flexible, low-cost and low-skilled workers, 
easily dismissed during economic fluctuations. Moreover, the latter 
group has increased constantly since the 1980s. Extending segmen-
tation beyond the labour market dimension,30 the former group can 
be placed in the group of the so-called kachigumi, i.e. the winners, 
while the latter is in the group of the makegumi, i.e. the losers.31 This 
stratification process was not dissimilar to what was taking place, 
through liberalisation policies, within Western economic systems 
(Minami 2008, 14). In addition to these mechanisms, the hinge of so-
cio-economic differences between rural periphery and urbanised ar-
eas became wider (Higuchi 2008), remaining unaltered to this day.

27  A bundan shakai. Ishida, Slater 2009; Chiavacci, Hommerich 2016; Ide, Furuichi, 
Miyazaki 2016.
28  Japanese labour market characteristic is its distinct segmentation into regular 
and contingent occupations (seiki koyō and hiseiki koyō, respectively), the former sol-
idly protected by legislation and various forms of employment adjustment. Kikuchi, Ki-
tao, Mikoshiba 2020, 6. The second group of workers tends to be more susceptible to 
displacement and dismissal during economic downturns and business cycle, especial-
ly in the case of foreign workers. Endoh 2019, 327‑8; Kitao, Mikoshiba 2020; Yokoy-
ama, Higa, Kawaguchi 2021.
29  Mainly non-regular workers, but the concept was extendable to new categories 
such as neet, ‘freeter’ and atypical workers.
30  For example, to social citizenship. Saitō 2006.
31  Ishida, Slater 2009, 7‑8; Chiavacci, Hommerich 2016, 15‑16; Chiavacci, Lecheva-
lier 2017, 302.
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﻿ Although public awareness of inequality has increased, the long-
standing population’s perception of being a middle-class society has 
remained partly intact. In the recent NHK/JILPT Joint Survey on Life-
styles and Attitudes (2022),32 more than half of the respondents stated 
that they perceived themselves as “living lower than a middle-class 
life”,33 while less than 40% will not be able to reach their parents’ 
standard of living. One of the paradigms of Japanese success in the 
last century, the risshin shusse, now seems to be over, as one of the 
main perceptions of respondents is that it is no longer possible to be-
come affluent through hard work.34 At the same time, despite the per-
ception of general economic hardship, 55.3% of the respondents indi-
cated that they felt themselves to be between the ‘upper-middle’ and 
‘lower-middle’ class,35 indicating a yet persistent self-recognition of 
belonging to the broader middle class (JILPT 2023, 38).

In turn, the growing inequality perception does not match the 
concern. Inequality in Japan has increased dramatically, but con-
cern about it is below the OECD average (2021a). This discordance 
might be explained by the population’s strong belief in opportunity 
equality and a perceived less importance of external factors (such as 
family background, etc.), albeit declining in recent decades (OECD 
2021a, 1). The policy’s part in reducing inequality is generally seen 
as secondary (2),36 de-emphasising the government’s role and rele-
gating this task to the very nature of Japanese society and its innate 
perceived ‘meritocracy’.

This difference between perception and concern creates a short-
circuit between perceived reality and the signs of social polarisation 
within Japanese society, the subject of the next section.

32  The complete file, in Japanese, can be found at: https://www.jil.go.jp/press/
documents/20220916.pdf.
33  Middle-class life means, at least in the perception of the majority of respondents, 
an annual income of “more than 6 million yen”, or approximately USD 57,000. While this 
may not seem high, the absence of economic growth since the 1990s should be consid-
ered. Hashimoto 2021, 174; JILPT 2022; 2023, 35.
34  65.6% of the total (JILPT 2023, 41). The perception of inequality is indeed more 
pronounced in contexts where there is a devaluation of the association between hard 
work and sufficient quality of life, as well as characterised by economic inequality and 
low intergenerational mobility (OECD 2021a).
35  The results are lower for the 20- and 40-year-old age groups, while among non-
regular workers the consideration of not being able to live well at present was preva-
lent (64.2%). JILPT 2022, 17; 2023, 38. 
36  This is not the case for the idea of the need for government intervention to support 
the unemployed and for progressive taxation. The popular demand for such policies is, 
respectively, almost equal and well above the OECD average (2021a).
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5	 Social Polarisation and Inequalities in Japan:  
ichi oku sōchūryū vs. shakai kakusa

Social polarisation, and socio-economic inequalities, are determined 
by the strong differentiation of wages, which vary according to labour 
frameworks. These differences in wages37 are caused by a combina-
tion of factors, such as global economic competition (external pres-
sure), demographic and skills recruitment issues, and, above all, by 
the polarisation between regular and non-regular workers (Shinoza-
ki 2006, 7; Zhiyong, Kohei 2023, 3) in an already extremely segment-
ed context by the presence of many small and very small enterprises, 
thus causing a marked differentiation of starting employment condi-
tions (Lechevalier 2016). 

If social polarisation has become structural, it is normal to ask 
whether and how social mobility in Japan, supported by its merito-
cratic education system, has changed.38 Indeed, the school system, 
extremely selective in terms of results, but at the same time consid-
ered very egalitarian, has also undergone a strong liberalisation pro-
cess, giving greater weight to individual choice and market opportu-
nities.39 Even though socioeconomic starting conditions and family 
social capital have always been determinants of educational achieve-
ment (Bourdieu 1986; Israel, Beaulieu 2004), a loss of meritocratic 
filtering as a function of the market has occurred, with the conse-
quent creation of further inequality and social class reproduction.40

At the same time, the ageing of the population has created an ex-
tremely elderly society, with major difficulties caused by inadequate 
pensions and a meagre welfare system. The social pact of the sec-
ond half of the last century is not currently suited to safeguarding 
the population from the current social transformations. The combina-
tion of the structural population ageing and the increase in the num-
ber of non-regular workers, in parallel with the progressive deteri-
oration of the macroeconomic situation (Tachibanaki 2006, 5) since 
the 1990s, have been decisive determinants of economic and wage 

37  At the same time, strong wage differentials have been used instrumentally to main-
tain a low unemployment rate. Ōtake 1999, 11.
38  This, in turn, offered a particular perception of the creation of ‘non-status’, espe-
cially in the form, considered objective, of entrance examinations. Lie 2003, 72.
39  A relevant fact is the enrolment ratio in private vs. public institutions, which is ex-
tremely significant in pre-school and post-secondary levels, although low in primary 
and lower secondary levels. Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Tech-
nology 2016; Saito 2016. Notably, tertiary education sees 79% of students enrolled in 
a private university, compared to the OECD average of 17%. Public spending on educa-
tion also stood at 7.8% (2019), below the OECD average (10%). OECD 2022.
40  Kariya 2010; 2013. Kikkawa (2009) defined the gakureki bundan-sen (dividing line 
based on people’s educational background) as decisive in the formation of socio-eco-
nomic gaps in Japan.
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﻿inequalities, i.e. household income gaps and individual wage differ-
entials of Japanese workers (Ōtake 1999; Shinozaki 2006; Chiavacci 
2010, 57) and the labour-related growth in the poverty rate (Kosugi 
2008, 4; Tachibanaki, Urakawa 2008). These processes have led to 
the emergence of a growing pool of working poor.41

The role of women is also peculiar in the labour market. Despite 
the steady increase in female labour market participation since the 
2000s and paradigm shifts in the Japanese family structure,42 struc-
tural difficulties 43 remain evident. First of all, the increase in wom-
en’s participation has not led to a reduction of gender gaps in employ-
ment conditions. The presence of women in corporate management is 
still extremely low (OECD.Stat 2023d), while gender pay and employ-
ment gaps remain wide.44 Part-time work is still the most common 
form of female employment (OECD.Stat 2023c).45 Two-thirds of the 
non-regular workforce are women, further fuelling the duality of the 
already highly divided domestic labour market (OECD 2017; OECD.
Stat 2023c; Watanabe 2018). Gender segregation is also evident in 
work and class categorisation: marked differences in the same job 
category and position (authority, possibility of promotion, assigned 
duties, etc.) can lead to different class positioning, which is almost 
always lower for women (Hashimoto 2018; 2021, 10).

41  Komamura 2008; Sekine 2008. Assuming that the unofficially defined poverty line 
in Japan is ¥2,000,000 per year, i.e., a public assistance worker’s salary level, in 2022 
there were about 17.5 million of them (including regular and non-regular workers), i.e., 
about 30.7%. Statistics Bureau 2023a.
42  As income earners in households increased through the growth of female labour 
market participation, there was a parallel decrease in the number of household mem-
bers and an increase in single-income households. This transformation has exacerbat-
ed income differences between household types. Tachibanaki 2006, 5.
43  In 2015, it reached 64.7%, above the OECD average (58.5%). However, the hours 
worked remained more or less the same, with only part-time job hours increasing. 
OECD 2017.
44  In 2022 it ranked fourth among OECD countries (OECD 2017; 2023b; OECD.Stat 
2023a; 2023b). The combination of class and gender in the difference in individual in-
come reveals how a man in the highest social class earns on average more than four 
times a woman in the working class annually (¥7,850,000 vs. ¥1,844,000 in 2015), show-
ing how economic inequalities are trans-dimensional (SSM 2015). In this sense, as the 
difference is more than double in favour of men and greater than the sum of the differ-
ence between different social classes (see later sections), the gender problem in Japan, 
including female labour exploitation by male labour, appears to be deeper than class 
differences (including inter-class exploitation) (Hashimoto 2018; 2021, 13).
45  Originally, part-time work emerged as a requirement of employers in the 1960s‑70s, 
and not as a direct result of the transformation of women’s lifestyles during the Japa-
nese reconstruction and economic growth of the second half of the last century. If part-
time work for women constituted around 10% of the national workforce in the 1970s, 
this was mainly due to market demands – particularly labour shortages – and was an 
ad hoc form of employment for women. The categorisation and differentiation of labour 
coexisted with Japan’s multiple economic and socio-cultural demands (Ueno 1987, 80).

Nicola Costalunga
The Japanese Myth



Inequalities e-ISSN 
1, 2024, 73-98

Nicola Costalunga
The Japanese Myth

85

Current data indicate that Japan experiences shakai kakusa even 
more clearly when compared to other OECD countries. Social indica-
tors (OECD 2023e; OECD.Stat 2023e) such as the poverty rate (10th 
highest),46 the Gini coefficients on initial income (10th), and disposa-
ble income (11th) show that the country is in an unenviable position 
(top 20% of the lower bracket), especially when compared to Western 
countries (Hashimoto 2021, 165; OECD 2023e; OECD.Stat 2023e). The 
Gini coefficient, which for Japan stands at 0.334, only finds develop-
ing countries such as Brazil, China, South Africa, Mexico, Chile, Cos-
ta Rica and Turkey, or special cases such as the U.S., in a worse posi-
tion.47 The significant income inequalities in Japanese society, which 
Tachibanaki identified more than two decades ago (Tachibanaki 1998; 
2006; Tachibanaki, Urakawa 2008), have become even more struc-
tural. The poverty rate, in contrast to the low unemployment rate, 
is now a persistent problem in the working-age population (Zhiyong, 
Kohei 2023, 2) and the post-retirement group. Even more serious is 
the poverty risk of single-parent households, especially single moth-
ers, who are both economically and socially vulnerable (Sekine 2008, 
55‑6; Tachibanaki, Urakawa 2008, 37‑8; Abe 2021, 23). The high lev-
el of economic disparity is first reflected in the Japanese gender dis-
parity (Hashimoto 2018; 2021, 13). These disparities are linked to the 
type of employment that determines the wage gap (Sekine 2008, 55), 
which in turn expands the polarisation between regular and non-reg-
ular workers – mostly women – and, thus, between different classes.

The upper classes (capitalist class)48 have an income almost two and 
a half times49 higher than the lower classes (working class),50 although 
it barely reaches the 6-million-yen threshold perceived as the minimum 
to lead a middle-class life (JILPT 2022; 2023, 35). Even more serious 
is the difference between individual and household income within the 
working class, where regular workers earn, respectively, 3,698,000 yen 
and 6,303,000 yen annually (2015), non-regular workers 2,269,000 yen 
and 3,908,000 yen (about 1.6 times less than regular workers), with a 
poverty rate, in order, of 7.0% and 27.5%.51 The pandemic also hit non-
regular workers the hardest (Nakamura 2023). These social class dif-
ferences, inter- and intra-groups, are the subject of the next section.

46  Japan’s relative income poverty rate is 0.16, equal to Mexico, Latvia and Korea, and 
lower than Chile (0.17) and the United States (0.18). OECD 2023e; OECD.Stat 2023e.
47  South Korea is also slightly worse, with the Gini coefficient at 0.339(OECD 2023e; 
OECD.Stat 2023e).
48  The poverty rate of this social class stood at 4.2%, which is not the lowest among 
Japanese social classes. See the next section for the class breakdown.
49  ¥6,044,000 (2015). SSM 2015.
50  ¥2,626,000 (2015). SSM 2015.
51  38.7% overall. SSM 2015.



Inequalities e-ISSN 
1, 2024, 73-98

86

﻿6	 Contemporary Japan: A True Class Society? 

So far, the social and economic inequality present in Japanese soci-
ety has been analysed. The use of official national and internation-
al data corroborates the fact that Japan is an unequal and polarised 
society. The situation is summarised by describing the country as a 
shakai kakusa, or disparity society. However, the term shakai kakusa 
only describes an unequal distribution of social resources (Hashimo-
to 2021, 165), without explaining the actual structure of social polar-
isation and its production and reproduction mechanisms.

Hashimoto (2018; 2021), used the concept of class to give analyti-
cal clarity to these issues. Through a Marxist perspective applied to 
social theory involving units of analysis at different levels (macro,52 
meso53 and micro)54, he identifies the ‘class’ unit as the most impor-
tant intermediate component for social, economic and political inves-
tigation in capitalist societies.55 Therefore, Hashimoto used an ana-
lytical and structuralist Marxist theoretical approach to establish the 
Japanese society class structure, while developing a method for op-
erationalising and measuring the national class system (Hashimoto 
2021, 166). This theoretical method is based on the division into four 
classes (Hashimoto 2003; 2018; 2021), a method followed in turn by 
the analysis of the class theories of Poulantzas (1974), Wright (1978), 
and Roemer (1982). These classes are bourgeoisie (capitalists), new 
petit bourgeoisie (new middle class), proletariat (working class), and 
old petit bourgeoisie (old middle class), which represent the class-
es of contemporary capitalist societies divided by two types of coex-
isting modes of production, simple commodity production56 and the 
capitalist mode of production.57 The former is represented by the old 
middle class (disconnected from the dynamics of capitalist exploita-
tive relations), while the latter includes the capitalist class, the new 
middle class, and the working class, positioned respectively accord-
ing to their effective58 capacity to control the means of production 
and in the various relations of mutual exploitation (Hashimoto 2021, 
166‑8). The capitalist class is clearly at the top of capitalist society, 

52  National level, e.g., the country’s economy.
53  Intermediate level.
54  Household or individual level.
55  Other intermediate units, such as gender, ethnicity and social groups, are not in-
dependent of the concept of class. Mann 1986; Hashimoto 2021, 166.
56  Characterised by a low value of organic composition of capital.
57  Characterised by a high value of organic composition of capital.
58  By this term both the power to dispose of or use the means of production and the 
legal possession of those means is meant (Hashimoto 2021, 167).
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despite having the lowest numerical value.59 The new middle class is 
in second place, tending to be less conservative than the capitalist 
class and characterised by high degrees of well-being derived from 
better occupations than other workers.60 The old middle class61 and 
the regular working class62 can be compared in income levels, mak-
ing them vertically close. However, while the former are gradually de-
creasing, the latter tend to increase. These archetypal demarcations 
fully correspond to the class divisions present in contemporary Japan.

In the Marxist tradition, the concept of class63 is linked to the 
group of people who share the same place in the social production 
processes and, consequently, the same relationship to the means of 
production. Class relations of production and power are thus deter-
mined by distribution and consumption. These mechanisms deter-
mine more or less extensive groupings, consisting of social struc-
tures in which shared values and interests are present, which in turn 
are determined not by income or status, but by property relations. 
Shared interests subsequently determine a series of social behav-
iours, causal for further, new, social processes. Hashimoto sees the 
concept of class as fundamental to analysing Japanese society as it 
underlies all its current disparities and inequalities (2021, 165), while 
it helps to describe Japan as a real class society. In doing so, he ex-
panded the initial four-class classification (Hashimoto 2003), adding 
one64 directly from the working class, the ‘underclass’ (Hashimoto 
2021, 168).65 Made necessary by the transformations of the no long-
er organic working class through its precarisation and fragmenta-
tion, it is mainly composed of non-regular (low-wage) workers, the 

59  It is also gradually declining, from 6.2% in 1992 to 3.5% in 2017. Statistics Bureau 
2017. Hashimoto summarises this class as “economically privileged, contented, and po-
litically conservative” (2021, 182).
60  It, unlike the capitalist class, is numerically increasing, rising from 18.3% in 1992 
to 22.8% in 2017. Moreover, its poverty rate is the lowest of all classes, standing at 2.6% 
in 2017. Statistics Bureau 2017. Hashimoto defines this class as “affluent and content-
ed”, but not “politically conservative” (2021, 184).
61  This class is mainly composed of small entrepreneurs. Like the capitalist class, 
it too saw a gradual decrease from 1992 to 2017, i.e., from 19.0% to 9.9%. The pover-
ty rate stood at 17.2% in 2017. Statistics Bureau 2017. It is defined by Hashimoto as a 
“traditional and conservative middle class”, albeit one that is constantly changing in 
“political character” and in a constant process in which it is “decomposing and shrink-
ing in size” (2021, 186).
62  Hashimoto defines this class as “satisfied with their lives to some extent”, denot-
ing a “certain level of income” and “standard of living” (2021, 184).
63  For explanations of the concept, see Marx, Engels 1976; Satgar, Williams 2017.
64  With this division into five different classes, Hashimoto’s work overlaps with the 
division used later in the NHK/JILPT survey (2022). See section 4.
65  For more on the meaning of the term, see Crompton 1993, Edgell 1999, Esping-
Andersen 1999. In the Japanese case, 45.4% of the members of this group are employed 
in manual work, while 18.4% in the service sector (Hashimoto 2021, 180).
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﻿unemployed,66 female workers67 and immigrants, whose wages and 
living conditions are significantly lower than those of regular, work-
ing class, labourers. Subordinated in the dynamics of capitalism just 
like the rest of the working class, but due to the neoliberal policies of 
the 1990s and the progressive decline of trade unions, they are a sec-
tion of workers lacking the generational reproductive capacity typical 
of Marxist theory and particularly weak concerning their ability to 
‘sell’ their labour power regularly and at fair value.68 The underclass 
represents the bottom of the hypothetical pyramid (Minami 2008, 14) 
which, in the Japanese case, is represented by the highest levels of 
poverty rate and lowest individual and household income. The lev-
els are even lower in women69 as well as in the cases of immigrants.

The results from quantitative analysis of annual individual and 
household incomes were, first and foremost, confirmation of a re-
al division into classes, reflected in a clear separation in status and 
the relationship to the means of production. The underclass is the 
weakest and most vulnerable to poverty, in addition to being in con-
stant growth (from 6.1% in 1992 to 14.4% in 2017; Statistics Bureau 
2017). The working class, at the same time, is the quantitatively larg-
est one, although the regular part has been declining slightly in re-
cent years.70 However, it does not experience the same exploitative 
dynamics as the underclass. 

These last two social classes fully represent the contemporary Japa-
nese transformative pattern. Although there has been virtually no ma-
jor change in the country’s overall social stratification since 1955, as 
noted by the latest National Survey of Social Stratification and Social 
Mobility (SSM)71 conducted in 2015, the transformations within the 

66  Young people tend to be among the non-regular workers. A large proportion of the 
unemployed are young people in the 15‑24 age group (5.2%), almost twice as large as 
the prime-age and older workers (25+, at 2.4%). OECD 2023f, 9.
67  Hashimoto excluded part-time housewives from his schematisation, as they were 
less vulnerable due to their husbands’ salaries (2021, 168‑73). Moreover, he also decid-
ed to exclude members of the underclass over 60 years old, as they are often retired 
and whose poverty index is relatively low (181‑2).
68  Marx 1867; Marx, Engels 1887; Hashimoto 2018; 2021, 8‑9.
69  Men’s individual and household annual income amounted to ¥2,130,000 and 
¥3,838,000 respectively in 2015 (poverty rate 28.6%), and women’s to ¥1,603,000 and 
¥3,028,000 respectively (poverty rate 48.5%). SSM 2015. These data indicate that both 
groups are positioned at the lower end of Japan’s social polarisation, but placing wom-
en in a worse socio-economic status. 
70  It decreased, at least for regular workers, from 41.1% (1992) to 34.5% (2017). Over 
the same period, the entire working class (regular and non-regular) increased slight-
ly from 56.6% to 61.9%. Statistics Bureau 2017.
71  In Japanese 2015-Nen SSM chōsa kenkyūkai. It is a survey conducted every ten 
years (since 1955), the seventh survey of which was completed in 2015. It collects data 
to allow researchers to examine the mechanisms that generate social inequalities and 
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social classes have led to a new overall paradigm. While the working 
class has numerically declined, there is a relative improvement in in-
comes (individual and household), including an improvement in pover-
ty rate levels. At the same time, as the number of non-regular workers 
increases, their incomes progressively decline, along with an overall 
socio-economic deterioration, including greater difficulty in horizon-
tal and intergenerational social mobility (SSM 2015). From a perpetu-
al division between classes, the most relevant transformations appear 
to be intra-class. Despite the evidence of inter- and intra-class polar-
isation, Japanese capitalism appears to be more notably imbalanced, 
and relatively exploited, by gender than by class, especially in subor-
dinate labour categories (Hashimoto 2021, 175). The high gender gap 
in Japanese society thus reflects not only the marked differences in-
herent in different areas of society (work, family, welfare, social and 
political participation) but also how it fuels economic disparities and 
class divisions, to the point of being considered a class attribution72 
peculiar to the traditional social structure (Araújo Nocedo 2012, 158).

Ultimately the division in the model into (at least) five classes is 
confirmed, possibly adding the part-time housewife working class as 
it has its characteristics – which can be associated, if unrelated to 
family income, to the underclass –, and in general taking the differ-
ent position of women compared to men into account. Thus, Marx-
ist class categories are relevant in describing contemporary Japan, 
which may be defined as a class society – or new class society –, see-
ing the relevance of the underclass (Hashimoto 2018; 2021, 24‑6). 

The question remains as to whether to place migrants in a sub-
class as opposed to the underclass, regarding the Japanese peculi-
arities on this issue. There is no doubt that the majority of migrant 
workers in Japan belong to the underclass. However, the relatively 
small, albeit growing, number of migrants and their top-down cat-
egorical differentiation (Shipper 2008) undermines a possible re-lo-
cation analysis. The same argument can be adapted to racialised 
minorities,73 phenotypically indistinguishable from the Japanese pop-
ulation, but also embedded in a process of dialectical intertwining 
of race and class that involves the production, and reproduction, of 
socio-economic inequalities (Baber 2023). Just like the native under-
class, immigrants and racialised minorities have limited access to 
material and immaterial resources, which are monopolised by the 

to see how they have changed over the years on a large scale. For more, see: http://
www.l.u-tokyo.ac.jp/2015SSM-PJ/index.html.
72  Although differentiated according to the social class of belonging, creating a further 
class verticalisation within a category already generally subordinate to men. Uno 1993.
73  These are the Ainu, Okinawans, and burakumin, but the concept could be extend-
ed to the Korean and Chinese zainichi and partly to the South-American nikkeijin. For 
more on the topic, see Weiner 2009; Baber 2023.

http://www.l.u-tokyo.ac.jp/2015SSM-PJ/index.html
http://www.l.u-tokyo.ac.jp/2015SSM-PJ/index.html
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﻿upper classes (Weber 1978). The only certainty is that, excluding 
high-skilled workers and a few other categories, the foreign labour 
force in Japan is functional in feeding the pool of low-skilled, low-
cost non-regular workers,74 and consequently decisive in widening 
the social polarisation already present in the country. Conclusive-
ly, women, migrant workers and racialised minorities constitute the 
most recent and flexible functional ‘reserve army’ for the Japanese 
labour market, with no prospect of imminent change.

7	 Conclusions

Over the past 70 years, Japan has undergone a constant transfor-
mation process. It has gone from post-war misery to the prosper-
ous 1970s-80s, only to fall back into almost perpetual stagnation. 
Within this transformative framework, inequality in Japan is strong-
ly linked to the process of population ageing,75 the degree of which 
is precisely more marked in older age groups (Ōtake 1999, 9; Shino-
zaki 2006, 5; Tachibanaki 2006, 5) due to their greater exposure to 
the risk of falling into poverty (Nakamura 2023) and social isolation 
(Sekine 2008, 51).

The rapid ageing of the population,76 already with the highest pro-
portion of elderly people among the OECD countries (2024), has put ex-
traordinary pressure on the Japanese pension system as well as on the 
health system (Siripala 2023), as the overall social safety net is set to 
grow from 2030 onwards (Moriyama 2022, 21). The risk of worsening 
living conditions (NHK 2022), and consequent further accentuation of 
social inequalities, is very real. The employment rate among pension-
ers is the second highest in the world77 and the highest average effec-
tive retirement age among OECD countries. This trend is driven more 
by maintaining the same economic living standards rather than im-
proving them (Moriyama 2022, 20‑1), often reflecting pre-retirement 
socio-economic status (23), but also by a decrease in social securi-
ty programmes since the mid-1980s (Oshio, Usui, Shimizutani 2019). 
This age group is (historically) at high risk of poverty (Tachibanaki 
2006, 18; Tachibanaki, Urakawa 2008, 22), especially in this context 

74  For a more detailed discussion, see Costalunga 2023.
75  In addition to the labour force ageing (Ōtake 1999, 12).
76  Projections indicate an increase from the current 29% (2022) of citizens aged 65 
and older (out of the total population) to 30.8% (2030) to 37.1% (2050). Statistics Bureau 
2023b. Their employment rate was 25.2% in 2022 (Statistics of Japan 2023).
77  For citizens aged 65 and over Japan ranks fourth, after Iceland, South Korea and 
Indonesia (OECD 2023c; Siripala 2023). In 2017, the ratio of persons engaged in work 
in the age groups 65‑9, 70‑4 and 75 and above were, for men, 56.3%, 37.5%, 16.3% re-
spectively; while for women were 35.4%, 21.6%, 6.6% (Statistics Bureau 2017).
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of difficult pension financial sustainability.78 The elderly group’s pov-
erty risk is at 20%, and incomes are less than half the median house-
hold disposable income (OECD 2021b, 1). Even in the case of work 
after retirement, the greatest disparities are between regular and 
non-regular workers, and in the economic and social accumulation of 
gender – in this case even widening it –.79 The old-age period becomes 
a mere extension of the income inequalities experienced during the 
previous working career. 48.5% of the population aged 60 or older fall 
into the underclass, becoming non-regular workers after a career as 
a regular one (SSM 2015; Hashimoto 2021, 179‑80).

As for the issue of migrants in Japan, although the positioning of 
most of them is clear, it requires further investigation in light of the 
fluidity of the subject’s political management. The discourse on na-
tional identity, adamantly linked to the notion of homogeneity and 
mono-ethnicity, has so far only been partly shaken by events that are 
spatially separate and temporally suspended from everyday life. Jap-
anese self-perception, in this case referring to the concept of ‘Jap-
aneseness’ (Lie 2003), has experienced attempts at re-branding its 
socio-nation ideas through sporting events (such as the 2019 Rugby 
World Cup) or the positioning of ‘winning’ athletes (as in the case of 
tennis player Naomi Ōsaka), without going beyond individual situa-
tions. This immobility is also attributable to the socio-economic and, 
consequently, class positioning of migrants, while society is incapable 
of disentangling ethnicity from cultural racial categorisation (Aru-
dou 2015) and top-down politics on the part of the Japanese govern-
ment (Shipper 2008).

Given these considerations, Japan can be regarded in all respects 
as a class society, at once immobile and progressively changing. The 
Japanese middle class has not only shrunk internally, but its decline is 
proportionally higher than the OECD average (Shinozaki, Takahashi 
2023, 26‑7). The myth of the ichi oku sōchūryū now seems to have come 
to an end in favour of an increasingly pronounced shakai kakusa, in 
which social polarisation and class division have become the norm. In 
today’s Japanese society, not only is the initial class position important 
in determining the future citizen’s positioning given the lack of real 
interclass mobility (Hashimoto 2018), but the apparent structural im-
mobility has produced new sub-classes with the effect of exacerbat-
ing the internal societal division (Hashimoto 2021). From this point, it 
remains necessary to assess whether other transformations, such as 

78  The estimated net future replacement rate is 39%, calculated on the average sal-
ary of a full-career worker (compared to 62% of the OECD average). Fujiki, Reilly 
2021, 1; OECD 2021b.
79  Japan’s gender pension gap is the widest among OECD countries, increasing the 
risk of old-age poverty for women. Moriyama 2022, 23‑34.
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﻿the increase of foreign presence in the country, and new forms of con-
sciousness on social (and potentially class) issues can lead the new un-
derclasses towards revamped common ‘emancipatory’ actions.
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