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but also represent of deep inequality that cannot be resolved only by efforts to resolve social
imbalances through expanding educational opportunities. This suggests the need to approach
the problem of educational inequality while looking at human vulnerabilities that cannot be
solved only by expanding educational opportunities.

- Keywords: gakureki shakai, meritocracy, dragon Sakura, Kanozoha-atamaga-waruikara,
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Emerging Underclass and the New Class Society in Contemporary Japan

| HASHIMOTO Kenji

In Japan, economic disparity has rapidly expanded since the 1980s. At the beginning of the
21st century, the fact of expanding disparity had become widely recognized, and “disparity
society” became a buzzword. This article clarifies the causes and social consequences of this
expanding disparity by means of the class theory approach. Generally, the class structure of
contemporary capitalist society is considered to consist of four classes: the capitalist class,
the new middle class and the working class, which are located in the capitalist mode of
production, and the old middle class, which is located in the simple commodity production.
However, recently the disparity within the working class has expanded, and at the bottom
of the class there has been a massive accumulation of poor non-regular workers. We can
distinguish these people from the regular working class and call them the underclass. Most of
the underclass are dissatisfied with their jobs and lives, and often have health problems, many
of whom are unmarried, divorced or widowed.

Expanding disparities are also changing people’s social consciousness, and their political
attitudes are becoming more polarized. A cluster analysis of social survey data shows that there
are three types of political attitudes among contemporary Japanese people. Firstly, liberals,
who believe that expanding disparity is a serious problem and that income redistribution is
necessary, and who are negative fowards Japan’s military expansion; secondly, the neo-liberal
rightists, who accept expanding disparity, reject income redistribution, and call for the revival
of the Japanese military through modification to the Japanese Constitution; and thirdly,
moderate conservatives, who are between the two. The LDP government, with its neoliberal
economic policies that have expanded economic disparity, its military expansion and hostile
foreign policy toward China and South Korea, has been supported by the neo-liberal rightists.
And the expanding economic disparity caused by neo-liberalism has prevented the growth of
the Japanese economy and created many problems, including the growing underclass.

- Keywords: disparity society, expansion of disparity, class structure, underclass, political

consciousness, neo-liberalism
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