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Social Class – Notes for Lg554

Social Class: What is it?
“In so far as millions of families live under economic conditions of existence that divide their mode of life, their interests, and their culture from those of the other classes, and put them in hostile contact with the latter, they form a class.” (Karl Marx in Robert Tucker, ed. 1978, The Marx-Engels Reader, 2nd Ed. NY, WW Norton: 608) 

Thus, for Marx, a class is a relational group which acquires its identity as a class by its oppositional relations with other classes.
Social Class and Occupation (SC) – the UK context
· 1851: Classifying the British population by occupation & indistry begins
· 1921: Modern form, w/sophisticated taxonomy of occupations and 5-class scheme (soon to become 6-class) linked to mortality rates

· 1928: occupation preferred to income and wealth as indicator of mortality; thus social position derived from occupation (Stevenson 1928, cited in Rose 1996).

· Assumption: society is a graded hierarchy of occupations

· In practice, occupational groups allocated to social classes

· The social class scheme is really a ranking of occupations by status

· Idea behind class scheme was to analyse infant mortality and fertility: Were the middle & upper classes reproducing themselves?

· This was a time of social ferment, socialist and labour movements, and the governing middle classes felt themselves under pressure

· Modern revisions (1980, 1990) give greater weight to occupational skills

· There is always movement of particular jobs up & down the status scale; this reflects change in society, but makes diachronic comparison difficult

· E.g. postmen have been demoted from technical to partly-skilled, and teachers have lost status steadily over time

· The data come from 10-yr Population Census, govt & academic surveys

· Allocation of individuals follows this process:

· They’re put in an occupational group acc. to job and skills

· Each occupational category as a whole is assigned to 1 social class

· W/in occupational groups, certain employment statuses are moved to a different social class, eg foremen from partly skilled to skilled

· Ultimately this is not objective but a matter of expert judgments

· Occupational schemes have many serious weaknesses:

· They cover only the employed population

· They assume consensus on an underlying continuum

· They’re individual-focused- modern theory focuses on households

· They take no account of gender, or the flexible labor market

· However, it is an excellent predictor of life-chances and works as a measure of social inequality

Socio-Economic Groups (SEG)
· SEG brings together people w/jobs of similar economic and social status

· …rather than dividing people first by occupation, as above

· It is a nominal measure, rather than a scaled ordinal one

· SEG allows grouping together of workers w/similar employment relations

· It mainly distinguishes between

· Employers, who buy labour, and control it;

· Employees, who sell labour, and give up control; and

· Self-employed people, who do neither.

· Among employees, the largest group, it distinguishes between:

· Long-term, diffuse service relationships, and

· Short-term, direct labour contracts.

· It thus conforms much better to theories of social class than occupation-ranking schemes, and is more often used for social mobility studies

· SEG tends to produce large flexible groupings, but lacks obvious rules for collapsing separate groups consistently for analysis

Socio-Economic Classification (SEC)

In the 1990s academics & govt. put forth a new Socio-Economic Classification, designed to have the conceptual basis of SEG but be occupationally-based.

· It should allow answers to the key question, “How does social structure shape outcomes?” 

· Social scientists mean eg health or mortality outcomes, but it’s the same general type of question we can ask about language change and choice.

· It should identify structural positions, which shape life-chances, and exist independently of the individuals who hold them at any time.

· It should have a large number of categories, and
· Be able to take into account the whole population,
· But be capable of orderly nesting into smaller schemas,

· With flexibility for researchers to make their own collapsing decisions.

· I.e., it should start out long looking like SEG, end up short like SC.

Social Class vs. Status in Sociolinguistics
Milroy discusses the important distinction between social class, which is basically economically and structurally determined, and social status, which is an evaluative concept. 

· Status is something we’re very interested in as sociolinguists, because it involves people’s norms of perception and evaluation – the symbolic dimensions of language attitudes and ideology; but 

· Class is often easier to operationalize in an objective fashion, since it can be related to census categories and type of occupation. 

· Also, class relates better to explanations of how power is distributed, how access to resources is restricted, how culture is developed and diffused and inherited – and for us, how language is used to do this.

Problems that arise here:

· Functionalist perspective (concord & harmony) or conflict models?     with contrasting relations to the means of production
· Under either approach, class and status may correlate but do not predict each other – because of intervening variables 

· like ethnicity (people may hold the same class, but not status) 

· and urban-ness (local status of members of the same class may differ greatly, depending on whether they’re urban/rural)

· Social mobility: Economic and status values may change radically, resulting in large differences between parents and children, for: 

· particular occupations, 

· degrees of education, 

· areas of residence, 

· ethnic groups, and 

· membership in social institutions 

· Importing of inappropriate theories into local situation; lack of local theorists and even of local data to base classification on.

Milroy, Chambers and other sociolinguists give several case studies, but I’ll give one of my own.

In the case of ‘Veeton’, an urban neighborhood I studied in Kingston JA (Patrick 1999), I relied on Jamaican sociologist Derek Gordon’s (1987) study of class, status and social mobility for a detailed picture of current stratification within the labor force, in particular for a classification of occupations. 

Gordon’s study:

· was based on an island-wide 1984 National Mobility Survey (1% sample of adult population)

· developed a 16‑category classification from the 48‑category used in its parent project

· made use of a 3-way distinction in production relations that took into account ownership, authority, training and skill level: 

·  “middle strata” - largely white-collar and managerial; 

· petit bourgeoisie - self-employed (artisans, traders smallholders) or employing others (small proprietors and medium farmers); and 
· manual wage‑laborers.

[Data/discussion from Patrick 1999, Urban Jamaican Creole, Chapter 2, follow.]

