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Introduction

The books of P. G. Wodehouse are without a doubt primarily appreciated
for their humour and light-heartedness. For some, they are one of the funniest the
English literature has ever produced. But though they are prevalently humorous, we
can explore many important elements in his books and one of them is his stance on
the British social class system. The aim of my thesis is to explore the ways in which
he portrays the social class of the characters and the relationships between them.
I will also try to define whether he treats the social class system in a standard way,
especially as far as the master-servant relationship is concerned. For this, I will use
examples from his novels, particularly The Code of the Woosters and Right Ho,
Jeeves.

In the first part of my thesis | will try to define the term social class and
describe the history and present of the social class system in Britain as it has always
played a very important role in the everyday life of the British population. The
social class system sets many —often unspoken— social rules that the individual
classes abide by and they also influence the way others perceive the members of
a particular social class. Consequently, they define the behaviour and individual
personalities of the characters in Wodehouse’s books as they are set in Britain
around the time when these rules were very strongly enforced. | will present the
typical characteristics of each individual class, which will serve as the basis for
analysing the social class of the characters in the second part of my thesis. I will
also include a chapter specifying the master-servant relationship in the Victorian
era and the years following after that. The reason for this is the fact that both of the
books | will be analysing feature the main characters of a master and his
manservant.

In the second part of my thesis I will be analysing the notion of social class
in the novels of P. G. Wodehouse and the ways in which he describes the British
social class system of his time. Firstly, | will define the social class of the characters
to help us better understand the relationships and social rules between them. Then,
I will try to study the social class rules governing their relationships and my aim is
to see whether Wodehouse abides by the rules set by the social class system and

whether any deviations to this system can be found in his books. Finally, 1 will



present some ideas on what the reasoning behind his particular treatment of social
class in his books might be.



1 Social Class

Like many technical terms used in the field of sociology, social class is one
that professionals find rather elusive and very difficult to describe and therefore
define. It is a term most people are familiar with and are usually able to express in
their own words but for the purpose of clarity, it is necessary to define what exactly
the term ‘social class’ stands for. There exist a lot of definitions but we can agree
on the fact that the term is overarching and permeates all parts of society.
Sociologist A. H. Halsey sees class as one of the dimensions through which power
and advantage are distributed in a stratification system in society. He says that
“classes—for example professional people or factory workers—are formed socially
out of the division of labour”! and that “they make up more or less cohesive and
socially conscious groups from those occupational groups and their families which
share similar work and market situations.”? Drawing on the general ideas of Max
Weber, which I will be discussing later, he concludes that “in short, classes belong
to the economic structure of society.”® He continues to argue that .. .classes emerge
out of occupational structure, and power and advantage are unequally distributed
between them. It is this definition of class in terms of occupation which is widely
used in European sociology.”*

Other sociologists go even further than that. For example, professor
of sociology Margaret L. Andersen adds that class is not purely about the amount
of money one earns and about one’s economic security; class also means culture.
She says that class determines one’s understanding of the world and their feeling
of “fitting in’. How one talks and behaves, how they think, even such small things
as how one walks, looks, moves, where they live or who they are friends with—all
these things are indicators of class. It permeates all levels of people’s lives. She also
points out the important fact that class is socially constructed and all-

encompassing.®

! Albert Henry Halsey, Change in British Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 28.
2 Halsey, Change in British Society, 28.

3 Halsey, Change in British Society, 30.

4 Halsey, Change in British Society, 30.

5> Margaret L. Andersen, and Patricia Hill Collins, Race, Class, and Gender: an Anthology
(Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing Company, 1995), 101-102.
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Richard Centers looks on class from a psychological point of view and he
states that “a man’s class is a part of his ego, a feeling on his part of belongingness;
an identification with something larger than himself.”® Thus, he understands class
as an integral part of one’s mind, which provides a new and original way
of grasping this elusive term.

The notion of class is based upon two major traditions, one defined my Karl
Marx and the other by Max Weber. These two traditions have served as the basis
for understanding the term social class in sociology. However, through time, many
sociologists have developed these theories and modified them, making them more
suitable for the ever-changing society of their time.” I will now briefly discuss the
Marxist and the Weberian theory of class. Although they differ in many ways, there
is a certain affinity between them and that is that they both see classes as “groups
structured out of economic relationships.”® As we can see, they do not take into

account culture or psychology specifically when they try to define class.

1.1 The Marxist Theory of Class

Karl Marx, a major German sociologist of the 19" century, created “a two-
class model of classes divided by ownership and non-ownership of the means
of production (capital).”® Society is divided into two classes called the
‘bourgeoisie’ and the ‘proletariat’ by Marx and his associate Friedrich Engels. He
defined the relationship between them as ‘exploitation’, because the workers in the
‘proletariat’ class create products in exchange for a wage but the products are taken
from them by the ‘bourgeoisie’ and sold for a profit. This creates social polarity and
inevitably a conflict between the two classes.’® Consequently, classes struggle
against each other and the only way to resolve this struggle is a revolution which

would aim for a class-less society.!!

¢ Richard Centers, The Psychology of Social Classes (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1949),
27, https://books.google.cz/books?id=I0_7qC4CEEAC&pg=PA30&hl=cs&source=
gbs_toc_r&cad=3#v=onepage&q&f=false.

" Maureen Mackintosh, and Gerry Mooney in Questioning Identity: Gender, Class, Nation, ed.
Kath Woodward (London: Routledge in association with the Open Univ., 2004), 97.

8 Mackintosh and Mooney, Questioning Identity, 97.

® Halsey, Change in British Society, 29.

10 Mackintosh and Mooney, Questioning Identity, 98.

11 Halsey, Change in British Society, 29.


https://books.google.cz/books?id=IO_7qC4CEEAC&pg=PA30&hl=cs&source

A very important term that Karl Marx mentions is ‘class consciousness’.
The book Questioning Identity edited by Kath Woodward summarizes this term as
“an awareness Of a shared class interest and of the existence of classes with
opposing interests.”*? Class consciousness necessitates solidarity and collective
action by its members. It sprouts out of the restrictions of society and is vital for the

development of a new and improved society.'3

1.2 The Weberian Theory of Class

Max Weber’s theory is more complex than the bipolar Marxist model of two
social classes. He presents his idea of social stratification, or fragmentation, where
class is only one of its forms. As far as social class is concerned, unlike Marx, he
puts emphasis on individuals and sees class as groups of individuals who have
similar opportunities and also similar ‘life chances’ in the market position. He also
stresses the fact that class is not a bipolar concept and that there is complexity even
within the same classes.'*

This complexity is highlighted by the fact that he introduces another form
of social stratification—something he calls ‘status’. Status is linked to the amount
of prestige and importance given to a certain group of people by society. To better
explain the difference between class and status, we can give an example
of a member of an ethnic minority, who might occupy a certain economic class

position but is treated differently based on their difference in status.™®

2 Mackintosh and Mooney, Questioning Identity, 98.

13 Mackintosh and Mooney, Questioning Identity, 98-99.
14 Mackintosh and Mooney, Questioning Identity, 100.

15 Mackintosh and Mooney, Questioning Identity, 100-101.
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1.3 Class in Britain

For the purpose of this thesis, | will now focus on the British class system
in particular, rather than analyse class as a general concept and its evolution.

What has been the significance of class in Britain? How important a role has
it played in history and where does it stand today? These are some of the questions
I will discuss here. Because class is such a broad term, it has many variations around
the world and every nation has its own form of class and it also differs in its
importance in the society.

When talking about class in Britain, Halsey mentions the phrase ‘a class-
ridden society’ that is commonly used in relation to British society.'® This makes
sense, considering that many of the most popular classic British books, films and
TV series reflect the great division in British society in different times and eras and
it often plays an important, if not a crucial role in their stories. There is for example
Galsworthy’s The Forsyte Saga which describes the life of English upper classes,
the Austen novels treating mainly the lives of upper and middle classes while also
highlighting the differences between them, Dickens’ novels treating injustice and
inequality in the society, focusing mainly on working-class people, Elizabeth
Gaskell’s North and South exploring the Victorian class system, G. B. Shaw’
Pygmalion analysing the possibility of an upward social mobility, the works of the
Bronté sisters as a whole or the popular TV series Downtown Abbey, Call the
Midwife or Upstairs Downstairs, to name just a few. And of course, P. G.
Wodehouse’s novels and most of his work, even though he does not treat this topic
in a conventional way as we will see later.

George Orwell himself, when exploring the notion of ‘Englishness’ wrote
in his essay “England Your England” in 1941 that “England is the most class-ridden
country under the sun.”*’” This statement affirms the role of social class in British
history.

To look closer at these divisions and how they evolved through time I will

now look at class evolution in Britain up to this day.

16 Halsey, Change in British Society, 26.

17 George Orwell, “England Your England” (1941), Accessed February 27, 2019,
https://web.archive.org/web/20060227024942/http://whitewolf.newcastle.edu.au/words/authors/O/
OrwellGeorge/essay/England/england.html.
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1.3.1. History of British Class

If we, once again, take into consideration Halsey’s point of view of the
British class system, we will claim that class is a key concept when analysing
British history.!® The class system is closely linked with the fact that throughout
history the form of government in Britain has been monarchy, which plays a great
part in shaping the form of the social class system of the nation.

In the Middle Ages the main class system in England was called feudalism.
In this system all the land was owned by the king. Different kinds of people were
in charge of maintaining the land; these were called barons, knights and serfs and
an appreciable part of land was also held by the church. The ranks in the hierarchy
were based on the ownership of the land. Consequently, the king’s main concern
was the army, the wars and the conquest of territory.

The king was at the top of the social hierarchy, followed by lords, knights,
priests and serfs. There were also other peasant like soldiers, retainers, merchants
and a rank of artisans who were talented in crafts.

Great inequality, oppression, dependence on higher ranks and emphasis on
obedience were the main characteristics of feudalism. Naturally, this led to a revolt
of the lower ranks called the Peasant’s Revolt in 1381 which contributed to the fall
of feudalism together with the Black Death, which killed a great part of the
population resulting in a lack of subordinates to work for the landowners.°

The Industrial Revolution was a pivotal event in the history of Britain and
hugely important for the evolution of the British social class system. The main
changes in the society in this period were the building of factories and the need for
workers to work there, massive urbanisation, new technology and inventions and
an ever-increasing population.

The social stratification of that time comprised an immensely wealthy
aristocracy, then squires and gentry owning land and employing many servants.
They were considered an ideal, leading an enviable life and were respected by the
lower classes as was the case in feudalism. This hereditary class of landed

aristocracy is sometimes called ‘the idle rich’.

18 Halsey, Change in British Society, 26.

19 Michael Argyle, The Psychology of Social Class (London: Routledge, 1995), 29-30,
https://books.google.cz/books?id=IX1XFrl6qgAC&pg=PA24&hl=cs&source=gbs_toc_r&cad=3#
v=onepage&q&f=false.
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The Industrial Revolution saw the rise of entrepreneurs, the founders
of factories, initially middle-class merchants. These were a prosperous and hard-
working class. Another class that emerged during the Industrial Revolution were
the managers, who, as the name suggests, managed and organised the functioning
of the growing factories. These comprised the so-called middle class, together with
various experts and engineers in various industries and technologies and people
working in commerce and banking. The middle class contained another smaller
group of clerical workers considered a lower middle class. The middle class found
themselves in the middle of a three-tier society: above them stood the self-contained
aristocracy and below them crouched the working class.

Formed out of the peasants and craftsmen in the times of feudalism, the
working class were manual workers either in factories or in agriculture and it is fair
to say that it is a class created and shaped by the Industrial Revolution. In the middle
of the 19" century, five-sixths of the population were part of this class. Domestic
servants belonged to this class as well. The biggest challenge for these workers were
extremely low wages and harsh conditions, which led to riots eventually put down
by authorities—as Michael Argyle points out, we could describe this as a real class
war. Eventually, with the establishment of trade unions, Acts were passed to better
the conditions of the workers.

The Industrial Revolution enabled greater social mobility than the feudal
system, people could now move upwards in the social class system through
education, hard work and dedication, which marks a significant progress of the
society. Poor people were now able to entertain the hope of becoming rich.

In terms of geographical dispersion, the aristocracy, also called the upper-
class, generally lived in the country, the middle classes lived in the suburbs and
working-class people occupied industrial slums.?°

It may be of interest to add that not everyone agrees with the claim that new
classes (the upper, middle and lower) were created out of the Industrial Revolution.
For example, Ross McKibbin suggests that the word ‘class’ was used in that time
as an alternative to ‘rank’ or ‘order’. He disagrees with the notion that old

hierarchies of feudalism were dismissed and new collective classes made.?! He

20 Argyle, The Psychology of Social Class, 30-33.
21 Ross Mac Kibbin, The Ideologies of Class. Social Relations in Britain: 1880-1950 (Oxford:
Oxford Clarendon Press, 1990), 62.
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emphasises the fact that during the Industrial Revolution the old social hierarchy
flourished and evolved and that the time period only created more of its own
hierarchies.?

The evolution of class in the 20" century is characterised by the shift from
manual work to non-manual work. This is evident from the fact that at the beginning
of the 20" century over three quarters of the population were manual workers while
in the mid-century this number declined to two thirds and towards the end of the
century manual workers constituted only around one third of the employed
population. Above these working-class people there was the middle class, divided
into lower-middle class and upper-middle class containing white-collar workers and
professionals in different fields, respectively. At the top of this structure was the
upper class, very modest in number.?

The period after 1945 is characterised by increased individualisation and
a certain erosion of class. People’s identities gradually ceased to be collective
and workplace-based, they were rather characterised by their consumption and
lifestyle.?* Maureen Mackintosh and Gerry Mooney state that for example in this
period “well-paid sections of the working class were increasingly adopting middle-
class values and lifestyles, thus eroding working-class identities.”2>

1.3.2 Social Class System in Modern Britain

Although the role of social class in modern Britain has been contested by
many sociologists as we will briefly mention later, there is no doubt that it is still
an inseparable part of today’s society. | had the opportunity to come across this
phenomenon myself. When | was working as an au-pair in London in 2017, my
main duty was to take care of a four-year old boy. The family considered itself
middle-class and the mother of the family was upset when her son picked up the
‘wrong’ pronunciation Of the word ‘water’, inserting a glottal stop in the middle

of the word instead of pronouncing the ‘t’ sound. She said only working-class

22 Mac Kibbin, The Ideologies of Class, 107.

23 Halsey, Change in British Society, 31.

24 Mackintosh and Mooney, Questioning Identity, 106.
25 Mackintosh and Mooney, Questioning Identity, 105.

13



people talked like that and tried to get him to say it properly, because she did not
want her son to give the impression he belongs to a lower class.

In 2013 the BBC released the results of the largest survey of social class in
the history of Britain with over 160 000 respondents participating. It was called the
Great British Class Survey (GBCS). It explores the economic, cultural and social
capitals of the British population. The economic capital covers income, savings and
the value of owner-occupied housing.?® The notion of the cultural capital was
developed by Pierre Bourdieu who did not see economic capital as the only one
existing in the society. For him, the cultural capital is related to lifestyle and
includes leisure activities, education and sports.?’ The researchers of the Great
British Class Survey adopted this approach and in addition included people’s music
and food preferences and use of media. Lastly, the social capital—also inspired by
Bourdieu—Iooks at the scope of people’s social ties. The results showed an existing
division of the British population into seven classes. Savage et al. provide the

results in their article “A New Model of Social Class?”:%8

% Mike Savage et al., “A New Model of Social Class? Findings from the BBC’s Great British
Class Survey Experiment,” Sociology 47 (2) (2013): 223-224, Accessed February 22, 2019,
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0038038513481128.

27 Mackintosh and Mooney, Questioning Identity, 107.

28 Savage et al., “A New Model of Social Class?”, 224.
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Table 5. Summary of social classes.

% GIK % GBCS Description

Elite & 22 Wery high economic capital (especially
savings), high social capital, very high
highbrow cultural capital

Established middle class 25 43 High economic capital, high status of
mean contacts, high highbrow and
emerging cultural capital

Technical middle class 6 10 High economic capital, very high mean
social contacts, but relatively few
contacts reported, moderate cultural
capital

New affluent workers 15 6 Moderately good economic capital,
moderately poor mean score of social
contacts, though high range, moderate
highbrow but good emerging cultural

capital
Traditional working 14 2 Moderately poor economic capital,
class though with reasonable house price,

few social contacts, low highbrow and
emerging cultural capital

Emergent service 19 17 Moderately poor economic capital,

workers though with reasonable household
income, moderate social contacts,
high emerging (but low highbrow)
cultural capital

Precariat 15 <l Poor economic capital, and the lowest
scores on every other criterion

Table 1: Summary of social classes.?®

This indicates that there are currently seven classes distinguished in Britain.
We should however point out that the GBCS might not be entirely relevant, because
as it was found out, the majority of respondents were from well-educated social
groups. That is why the BBC decided to conduct a much smaller survey, which
would be more national representative. Its results can be found in the GFfK column.*

Although this research confirms the standing role of social class in modern
Britain, society has changed massively in recent years. So much so, that, as Argyle
points out: “The kind of ‘Upstairs-Downstairs’ situation shown on TV, of an
immense social gap between the gentry and their servants, is so remote from
present-day experience as to make it a suitable topic for entertainment.”3! He
concludes that “the earlier authoritarian and hierarchical forms of organisation have

been modified by industrial democracy, the power of employers and managers has

29 Savage et al., “A New Model of Social Class?”, 230.
% Savage et al., “A New Model of Social Class?”, 224.
3L Argyle, The Psychology of Social Class, 20.
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been reduced and supervisors have been taught more skilled and less authoritarian
styles of working.”3?

Nowadays, many sociologists question the importance of social class in
modern-day Britain and whether the term can still be applied. As we have seen
above, Maureen Mackintosh and Gerry Mooney talk about certain erosion of social
class identities, while Gordon Marshall et al. in the book Social class in Modern
Britain go as far as to say that the concept of class is obsolete. The reasons for this
are fundamental changes in social hierarchy, individualism, privatism and lesser
importance of class-based politics in Britain. According to them, “the proletariat
and bourgeoisie have had their day”3® and “only the dinosaur of class analysis
persists and perpetuates the mythology [of class terms].”**

Kate Fox, when talking about class in the modern day, mentions the notion
of ‘political correctness’, where middle class people avoid using the term ‘class’ in
general and substitute it with the term ‘background’ and when talking about lower
classes than themselves, they use phrases such as ‘less-educated’, ‘ordinary people’,
‘the man in the street’ and so on, rather than saying ‘working class’.*®

George Orwell provides a whole new perspective on social class, when he
writes that although extreme gaps between classes do exist, class-hatred is not
stronger than patriotism. He explains this: “There is no question about the inequality
of wealth in England. It is grosser than in any European country, and you have only
to look down the nearest street to see it. Economically, England is certainly two
nations, if not three or four. But at the same time the vast majority of the people feel
themselves to be a single nation and are conscious of resembling one another more
than they resemble foreigners.”® He also states that “somehow these differences
fade away the moment that any two Britons are confronted by a European.”®’

Therefore he plays down the disaccord between the British social classes.

32 Argyle, The Psychology of Social Class, 20.

33 Gordon Marshall et al., Social Class in Modern Britain (London: Routledge, 1993), chap. 1,
https://books.google.cz/books?id=hNdvmOoL Y 2kC&pg=PT34&hl=cs&source=gbs_toc r&cad=2
#v=onepage&q=obsolete&f=false.

34 Marshall et al., Social Class in Modern Britain, chap. 1.

3 Kate Fox, The Hidden Rules of English Behaviour (Hodder & Stoughton, 2004), 81.

% Orwell, “England Your England”.

37 Orwell, “England Your England”.
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1.3.3. Detailed Characteristics of the Individual Classes

For simplification, most sociology books divide the British society into
three main classes, with further distinctions within these classes. | will draw on
Michael Argyle’s classification and briefly describe the individual classes and later
make distinctions between them in terms of language, education, clothing, housing
and leisure activities. It would seem obvious that occupation serves as the main clue
when defining somebody’s social class, but this assumption might be far from true.
Kate Fox claims that the British class system is specific in that it is judged rather
on the grounds of non-economic indicators like speech, manner, taste and lifestyle
choices.®

The traditional upper class in Britain was the landed aristocracy which later
assimilated the founders and owners of large businesses. This class is known for its
scarcity in number and immense wealth, at one point owning a third of the nation’s
wealth, which has however changed in later years. Usually, members of this class
have been wealthy families and membership in this class has been secured by
heredity.3® This is a specificity of the British class system: power and advantage is
not conditioned solely by an activity in labour or capital, but also by birth and
breeding.*® Moreover, social mobility into this class has been extremely hard.
A specific feature of this class is that its members are bound not only by familial
ties but also by marriage.**

Originally families who owned some property or business, middle-class
people later transformed into managers or professionals. The middle class being
such a varied and broad class, Argyle mentions another two sub-classes within it:
the lower middle class and ‘petite bourgeoisie’ or what can otherwise be called the
upper middle class. The members of the lower middle class can usually rely on good
working conditions and job security. The majority of this class are women. There
is a thin line between this group and the working class, mainly because some jobs—
for example shop assistant jobs—exercised by lower middle-class people provide

very little autonomy, which is typical for the working class. ‘The petite bourgeoisie’

38 Fox, The Hidden Rules of English Behaviour, 406.
39 Argyle, The Psychology of Social Class, 15.

40 Halsey, Change in British Society, 30.

41 Argyle, The Psychology of Social Class, 15.
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are people who usually own their own small businesses with a modest number
of employees.*?

When we talk about the working class, we usually mean a group of people
who practice manual work. Argyle divides this class into the ‘traditional working
class’ and the ‘new working class’. The traditional working-class people generally
work in traditional industries and live in row houses in big industrial cities. They
are poorly paid and their work conditions are often harsh. As a result, a tight bond
and solidarity exists between them. The new working class is less tight than the
traditional one, solidarity between its members is not that apparent and they are
more likely to live a lifestyle that could be considered middle-class. As opposed to
the traditional working class people, they often live in new housing estates or own
council houses.*®

The term ‘underclass’ is linked to a term sociologists call ‘culture
of poverty’, denoting people who live on the margins of society. Members of this
class usually live in unpleasant conditions and might deal with many social issues
like unemployment, teenage pregnancy, crime, single parenting. The British
underclass usually live on council estates.*

It is necessary now to cover in more detail different aspects of lifestyle
of individual classes to point out in what way they differ and what is specific for

a particular class.

1.3.3.1. Language
Language has been one of the most important indicators of social class in

Britain to this day. It makes a huge difference if one talks in ‘posh’ English or in the
Cockney accent. Originally, it was generally accepted that working-class people
talked in regional dialects including the London Cockney accent and middle-class
and upper-class people used the RP or ‘received pronunciation’ which is not
influenced by any regional accent. This distinction is a little less relevant today.*
The main difference in pronunciation between classes is that upper-class

people pronounce consonants very carefully, while working-class people tend to

42 Argyle, The Psychology of Social Class, 16-17.

4 Argyle, The Psychology of Social Class, 17-18.

4 Argyle, The Psychology of Social Class, 18-19.

4 Hiroko Tomida, “The History and Development of English Class System”, 274, Accessed
February 24, 2019, http://www.seijo.ac.jp/graduate/gslit/orig/journal/english/pdf/seng-43-15.pdf.
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speak in a more casual way, often omitting the sound ‘t’ and replacing it with
a glottal stop, dropping the ‘h’ sound, pronouncing ‘k’ in final ‘g’ sounds or
pronouncing the ‘th’ sound as ‘f*. Conversely, the upper-classes tend to drop vowel
sounds. Put another way, they use clipped vowel sounds. It should be noted that the
upper-classes consider their speech to be the right way of speaking and call the
speech of working-class people an ‘accent’. Working-class people are also more
likely to mispronounce certain words resulting from a lack of education.

It is not only the way people speak that gives away their social class, it is
also the words they use. This will be particularly relevant for us when studying the
characters’ language used in novels. There is a distinction in the English language
between so-called ‘U’ and ‘non-U’ words. The former are used by the upper classes
and the latter by non-upper classes. They represent words that could linguistically
be called synonyms but they give away one’s social status pretty infallibly.

For example, the word for apology can say a lot about one’s class: saying
‘pardon’ is considered lower-class, ‘sorry’ classifies one as upper-middle class and
the word ‘what’ is used both by the upper classes and the working classes. Another
divisive term is ‘toilet” which is looked down on by the upper classes. They employ
the words ‘loo’ or ‘lavatory’. Another example is the term for a midday meal: upper
classes will refer to it as ‘lunch’, while the working classes as ‘dinner’. And lastly,
upper classes usually relax on the ‘sofas’ in their ‘sitting rooms’ or ‘drawing rooms’
while lower classes do the same thing on ‘settees’ in their ‘lounges’ or ‘living

rooms’.*6

1.3.3.2. Education
Education is another telling factor while indicating somebody’s class.

Britain has a long tradition of public and private schools and prestigious
universities, Oxford and Cambridge at their top, where access has been allowed
mostly to upper-class and upper-middle class students. The situation is a little bit
better nowadays, with universities offering financial support for students from
poorer backgrounds. However, it is still difficult for disadvantaged students to gain
access to these universities and the system is far from providing equal opportunities
to all. Middle-class and working-class children usually attend state schools, which

provide education free of charge.

4 Fox, The Hidden Rules of English Behaviour, 73-78.
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Education is crucial for social mobility, enabling children from
disadvantaged backgrounds to climb up the social hierarchy and through studying
get a better job than their parents.*’

The type of education one receives also has a direct impact on one’s
manners. It is said that students educated at public schools usually exhibit better
manners and are more encouraged to do so than those educated at state schools.
This was the case especially in the past and concerns especially gentlemen’s

behaviour towards women.*®

1.3.3.3. Clothing
We might argue about the truthfulness of the saying “You are what you

wear” but as with most sayings there is definitely some truth to be found. And if we
accept this statement as true, there is no doubt that social class is a part of our
identity and thus clothes also demonstrate our social class, at least to some extent.
Today, the clothing is not as indicative of social class as in the past, although some
generalisations could be made. Members of the upper classes, to give an example,
tend to wear high-quality clothes made from natural materials like wool and cotton
produced by retailers like Burberry, Aquascutum, Jaeger and so on. The typical
portrayal of an upper-class gentleman is him wearing a bowler hat, a black jacket,
pinstriped trousers, a white shirt and a black tie. It is not unusual, however, to see
upper-class people wearing jeans and t-shirts nowadays. The typical middle-class
person might wear an ordinary suit, white shirt and a tie. The traditional portrayal
of working-class people is them wearing a cap, shabby working clothes, a coat, and
a scarf. Today, working-class people usually prefer wearing sweatshirts, jeans,
trainers and peaked caps.*®

Just to demonstrate how important fashion was earlier for denoting the
social class, we can cite Veblen from his book The Theory of the Leisure Class
published in 1899: “...expenditure on dress has this advantage over most other
methods, that our apparel is always in evidence and affords an indication of our
pecuniary standing to all observers at the first glance. It is also true that admitted

expenditure for display is more obviously present, and is, perhaps, more universally

47 Tomida, “The History and Development of English Class System”, 276.
8 Tomida, “The History and Development of English Class System”, 280.
49 Tomida, “The History and Development of English Class System”, 278-280.
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practiced in the matter of dress than in any other line of consumption.”*® He points
out that clothing is a way for upper-class people to demonstrate their wealth by

wearing highly expensive and often impractical clothes.>

1.3.3.4. Housing
In the past, social class was very much based on whether people owned their

own houses or flats but this distinction is not so valid anymore. It is maybe more
important to note what area people live in to be able to tell their social class, because
people of the same class usually inhabit the same area. As a rule, the working class
live in the least expensive homes out of the three main classes. Middle classes live
in more expensive homes and some upper class people still own large country

houses, as was typical in the past.>?

1.3.3.5. Leisure Activities
We have seen that social class does not solely stem out of the occupation

one exercises, but is a combination of many factors. Leisure time is one of the most
important parts of human lives, therefore it naturally reflects people’s social lives
as well. Typically, the leisure activities practiced by upper-class men have been
shooting birds in the country, fishing, hunting and playing sports, such as tennis or
golf. In the city, especially in London, they are members of exclusive gentlemen’s
clubs where they get together with other men to discuss news and politics, eat and
drink. In their free time, upper-class women usually occupy themselves with
organizing parties and balls and maintaining acquaintances. The upper class attend
such prestigious events like the Ascot Race and the Henley Royal Regatta where
they show off their attires.>® At the Ascot Race, it is customary for women to wear
extravagant and costly hats.

Activities considered typical for middle-class people include for example
reading, going to museums and galleries, frequenting cafés, going go concerts and
other cultural events. The general agreement is that these people like to practice

%0 Thornstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899), chap. 7,
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/833/833-h/833-h.htm.

51 Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class, chap. 7.

52 Tomida, “The History and Development of English Class System”, 282.
%3 Tomida, “The History and Development of English Class System”, 282.
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intellectual and cultural activities. This group is also specific in that the range
of their activities is very broad and diverse.

Working-class people have not been given much chance to develop leisure
activities due to their long working hours and straining working conditions. When
they do have free time, they generally gather in their local pubs where they play
games and watch sports with other working-class people. Others do gardening or
DIYs or go on trips to the countryside.>*

In recent years, the difference between the ways middle-class and working-
class people spend their free time is less and less profound and it is common to see
people practice activities that are otherwise considered typical for a different class

than their own.

1.3.3.6. Marriage
Because marriage plays one of the most important roles in the novels of P.G.

Wodehouse, I will just lightly touch on this subject. As Kate Fox states, in Britain
there exists a class-endogamy rule, which means that inter-marriage between
classes is not encouraged and that it does not happen very often.