
Is Social Class in Britain still relevant in the 21st Century 

or is it as Pahl and Walters (1996) suggest ‘Dead’? 
 

 

Marxism – focuses upon the relationship between the 

employer (profit) and the employee (wage). It states that there is 

a major contradiction in this relationship that can only lead to 

conflict. 
As one seeks more the other will usually receive less or the gap 

between the two tends to become greater. 

As the power tends to sit with the employer/wealthy within 
capitalist societies it is almost always the wage earner that loses. 
 

The vast majority thus depend upon their wage (income) to 
support themselves and their families on a day to day basis and 

this then determines what they can buy and when. 

 
“.... We have a good deal of evidence to show that, right from 

the beginning of life, one's life-chances, the chance of surviving 

birth, of suffering from certain illnesses, the chances of living in 
certain types of accommodation, of receiving certain types of 

education and, indeed, the likelihood of earning a given income, 

are very much related to divisions in our society which we call 
social class." 

Ivan REID, 1980, The Listener. (Reprinted in I. Reid,  

Social Class Differences in Britain. Glasgow: Fontana, 1989.) 
 
 

 

"Income is, of course, both the major determinant of the 

standard of living and its usual measure. Perhaps the clearest 
evidence that it directly affects health is that as an occupation 

goes up or down in the earnings league it moves 

correspondingly in the death rates league." 
Richard WILKINSON, 1987, 'Does poverty equal poor health?' 

The Times, 2 IV. 

 
 



"According to a recent MORI poll.... the average British 

household possesses just over 150 books (including fiction, non-
fiction and children's books).... The AB's (the professional and 

managerial class) average a wall-straining 275 books; C1's 

(middle executive and white collar) own 193 books; C2's 
(skilled working class) possess 127; the rest (unskilled, 

unemployed, welfare recipients, etc.) have an average of 79." 

'Diary', Sunday Times (Books), 25 ii 1990. 
 

 

 

Postmodernism – however focuses much more on our 
consumption (what we spend our money on). It argues that the 

majority of people are no longer as dependent upon their wage 

now as they are able to access many forms of credit (e.g. loans, 
mortgages, hire purchase, overdrafts etc…). This credit means 

that what people buy is not dependent upon the wage they earn 

as much as by the money they borrow. Therefore people from 
different social backgrounds can enjoy similar food, clothes, 

leisure, health care etc where once they could not. 

Thus the existence of credit has lead some to argue that social 

class is dead. 
 

 

ACTIVITY 

In small groups we are going to try and determine whether class 
still has a major role to play in explaining how our society 

works or whether it is no longer a useful indicator and perhaps 

‘is dead’. 
 

0-25mins. Identify the arguments that support the relevance of 

social class using textbook, handouts, class notes, etc…by 
designing posters or other appropriate methods of 

communication. 
 

25-40. Feedback to the whole group. 

 



40-65. Identify the arguments that support the proposition that 

social class is dead / less relevant using the same strategies as 
above. 

 

65-80. Feedback to the whole group. 
 

80-90. WHO WINS? – Within your groups you must discuss 

which side of the argument that you support and then vote. 
 

Q. Explain and briefly evaluate the view that 

Social Class is less relevant in Britain today than it 

was before the 1980’s. 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 


