
Class in Britain

An overview



“England is the most class-
ridden country under the 

sun. It is a land of snobbery 
and privilege, ruled largely by 
the old and silly.” 

George Orwell, 1941
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Definition
• Division of society:
• Social

• Economic

• Cultural

• Class markers: mannerisms, dress, name AND accent

• Class lingo:
• Posh

• Chav

• NED
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A brief history of class
• British countries: system based on hereditary transmission

• “The soil grows castes; the machine makes classes.” (British sociologist Michael 
Young, 1958)

• Thatcher: paradoxical:
• Society = ladder with rungs (//Disraeli, Churchill)

• Call for a classless society

• With Thatcher: shift from people as collective producers 

to people as individual consumers

• Nowadays:
• Occupation ≠ class

• Strong influence of the economy + decreasing place of

machines
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https://www.ft.com/content/577a0abe-6c04-11e9-a9a5-351eeaef6d84
https://theconversation.com/why-britains-class-system-will-have-to-change-58188
https://theconversation.com/why-britains-class-system-will-have-to-change-58188


Social mobility
• Greater porosity nowadays → 5 generations for a child born from a low-

income family to earn the average income → ~ average (OECD, A Broken 
Social Elevator?)

• /!\ Class mobility higher than earnings mobility (below average, OECD)

• Upward social mobility: ~45% BUT increase in downward social mobility
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http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/60249/1/Bukodi_Goldtthrope_Waller_Kuha_Mobility problem in Britain.pdf


Obstacles to social mobility
• (Grand)Parents’ wages still important

• Parents’ educational attainments

→ Unequal educational opportunities

→ Educational attainment gap 

(decreasing between 2011 and 2018, 

slightly widened in 2018)

→ Unequal professional opportunities
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https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20160406-how-much-does-social-class-matter-in-britain-today
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/jun/15/social-mobility-in-richest-countries-has-stalled-since-1990s
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2019/jul/30/attainment-gap-widens-disadvantaged-gcse-pupils-study
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2019/jul/30/attainment-gap-widens-disadvantaged-gcse-pupils-study
http://www.economist.com/britain/2016/10/22/a-class-apart


The 7 classes (Great British Class Survey, 2013)
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The 7 classes (Great British Class Survey, 2013)
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Geographical
distribution



What’s hot right now?
• Evolution of the Queen’s English over the years – closer to the people’s

• August 2018: myth of the white working class (Brexit) (here and here)

• July 2019: 

• Record nb of students from the most disadvantaged bg in England accepted into uni this year

• Labour groups calling for the abolition of Eton 

• Biggest slip in living standards in East Midlands
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https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/the_queens_diamond_jubilee/9280753/The-Queens-English-changes-through-the-years.html
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/aug/01/white-working-class-stereotypes
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/sep/07/myths-white-working-class
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/aug/15/disadvantaged-students-a-levels-university-entrance
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2019/jul/09/abolish-eton-labour-groups-aim-to-strip-elite-private-schools-of-privileges
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2019/aug/29/east-midlands-shows-biggest-slip-in-living-standards-from-previous-generation

