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Introduction 

 

The 20
th

 Century saw efforts to redistribute wealth and income throughout most of the century, 

but over the last 25 years, material inequalities have persisted and in many ways increased. 

Traditionally, ‘class’ has been a term used to define and analyze identities and relations between 

groups located at different levels of the national socio-economic hierarchy. In Britain, for 

example, class “linked together and summarised… many aspects of any individual’s 

life”(Abercrombie and Warde 2000:145-6): family background, main source of income, cultural 

tastes and political associations. But in spite of continued inequalities, the analytic utility and the 

cultural salience of social class have been drawn into question by a number of shifts over the last 

30 years: the socio-economic changes associated with globalisation, the decline of traditional 

collectivist politics, the emergence of gender, race and ethnicity as political issues, and the 

ascendance of the individual as consumer (Abercrombie and Warde 2000:148).  

Our contribution focuses on the connections between class stratification, education and 

language. We argue that class remains an important concept in the analysis of stratification and its 

effects, and suggest that it can be productively extended beyond the nation-state to issues of 

language and inequality in colonial and post-colonial settings. We begin with some comments on 

the definition of social class, clarifying its relation to other axes of inequality (race, ethnicity, 

gender, generation etc) . Then we provide a sketch of debates about language, education and class 

leading up to the 1980s, and point to similarities of the dynamics in both ‘First’ and ‘Third 

World’ countries. After that, we consider processes involved in the ‘retreat’ from class analysis 

over the last 15-20 years.  

 

 

1. Defining social class 

 

The term ‘class’ points to a very broad principle of organization in capitalist societies, a principle 

of inequality (‘stratification’) structuring the distribution of resources, both material and 

symbolic, a source of domination, conflict, and suffering. As with other ‘principles of 

organization’ (e.g. race, gender), class is lived with varying degrees of awareness and expression. 

It may be mutely experienced or given full-throated articulation; it may be a key to self-

understanding, group mobilization, and society-wide struggles for power, or it may be denied and 

displaced – personally, socially, and politically. As lived, class is always entangled with other 

forms of social being and social consciousness.  

‘Social being’ and ‘social consciousness’ – terms introduced by Marx and Engels in The 

German Ideology – merit elaboration (cf Thompson 1978:18). ‘Social being’ refers to material 

conditions, ordinary experience, and everyday discourses, activities and practices - the ‘primary 

realities’ of practical activity. ‘Social consciousness’ refers to secondary or ‘meta-level’ 

representations developed by participants and analysts: ideologies, images, and discourses about 

social groups. When focusing on the primary realities of social being/practical activity - the 

routine interaction of embodied individuals in real world tasks - singling out class as an influence 

distinct from gender, race and lots of other social categories is likely to be difficult. But at the 

level of ‘social consciousness’/secondary representations, there are clear differences between 

discourses about class, ethnicity, gender and generation etc – they have different histories and 

direct attention to different social processes and arenas. Discourses about class, gender, race and 
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ethnicity differ substantially in the kinds of solidarity and opposition they propose, and in the 

ways in which the inequalities they are associated with are described, challenged and defended.  

So while ‘class’ as a social category refers to lived relations surrounding social relations of 

production, exchange, distribution and consumption, ‘race’ and ‘ethnicity’ are used to explain a 

highly complex set of territorial relationships involving conquest, migration, and the development 

of nation states (Bradley 1996:19-20). In fact the play between social being and social 

consciousness, between everyday experience and its secondary representation, is often a central 

issue in politics, with different interests promoting rival accounts of the processes, relations and 

identities shaping social life. The ‘being’/ ‘consciousness’ distinction partly resembles the 

relationship between objective social structure on the one hand, and subjecthood and identity on 

the other, the former referring to patterns and processes of stratification, and the latter to claims, 

attributions and denials around ‘groupness’. The implications of both distinctions are three-fold: 

(a) they provide a rationale for including ‘class’ and ‘race’ in the same discussion, as different 

ways of construing inequality and domination in (objective) ‘social being’; (b) they mean that 

analysis is itself part of the ideological debate; and (c) they remind us that systematic inequalities 

in the distribution of hardship, pain and pleasure don’t disappear just because people stop talking 

about them in the ways they used to.  

 

 

2. Class, language and education until the 1980s 

 

2.1 The industrialized West: UK and US 

 

19
th

 and early 20
th

 Centuries: The ‘industrial revolution’ of the 19
th

 Century shaped the modern 

working-classes in much of western Europe and north America. It coincided with the heyday of 

nationalism, the period of building and consolidating modern nation states. And in the nationalist 

toolkit, schooling and the promulgation of standard languages were important elements, 

especially through schooled literacy. Standard or ‘legitimate’ languages were historically 

resources of metropolitan elites, of reforming middle classes, but in an ideological manoeuvre 

described by Marx, what was particular – the language of a literate middle class – was presented 

as universal, as ‘the language of the nation’. In Britain and the United States, schooling, literacy 

and the teaching of Standard English were seen by many education activists and reformers as the 

means to self-improvement and social harmony: they would ameliorate social differences, replace 

‘seditious’ with ‘helpful’ literacies, and in general serve as an equalising and unifying influence. 

But in actuality, the nineteenth- and twentieth-century provisioning of universal education and 

literacy was the product of struggle, a process of exclusion and hierarchisation much more than 

equalizing (Collins and Blot 2003).  

Rather late in Britain, universal public education was established in the 1870s, more than half 

a century after the upheavals of the industrial revolution and much class-based political conflict, 

and perhaps for this reason, the relation between standard and non-standard language was always 

understood in class terms. In the US in the 1820-1840s, the ‘Common Schools’ were one of the 

earliest systems of universal schooling, predating a good deal of the industrializing of the nation 

as well as the Civil War. But for much of the 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries, they weren’t universal. Prior 

to the Civil War, southern states made educating African-American slaves a crime, and after the 

short-lived Reconstruction, they established the infamous Jim Crow system of two-tiered 

education that lasted until the 1960s. Throughout much of this period, if they were formally 

educated, American Indians were not part of the public school system, and with its working-class 

majorities formed through enslavement (African Americans), through expropriation and 

containment (Native Americans), through military appropriation (Mexican Americans) as well as 

the better known immigration, schooling was seen more as a project of ethnic and racial 

assimilation than of social class harmonizing (e.g. Nasaw 1979). So typically in the US, the 
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relationship between standard and non-standard language (and the educational problems 

attributed thereto) has been understood in race and ethnic terms.  

 

1960s-1980s: In the decades after WWII, it was clear in Britain that public education had not 

eradicated class difference, and that non-standard speech had not disappeared. During the 1960s 

and 1970s, language took over from IQ as an explanation of social stratification and it was 

analysed by sociolinguists as a constitutive element contributing to class differentiation in 

education. In the US, the failure of the school-based equalizing project was seen differently. 

There were references to ‘disadvantaged’ and ‘low-income’ children, but class was regularly 

obscured by the prominence of ethnicity and race during the era of Civil Rights mobilization 

(Collins 1988). But whether seen as class or race/ethnicity-that-happened-to-be-working-class, 

there were two major approaches in research on language and inequality in education, one 

orienting more to ‘social being’ and the other more to ‘social consciousness’. 

The former emphasised the role that everyday discourse played in the cultural reproduction of 

class inequality. In one strand of this work, research focused on the home and argued that 

traditional patterns of language use produced communicative dispositions which influenced 

people’s performance at school and opportunities in life. The home practices of subordinate 

groups were seen as leading to subordinate identities/positions in cycles of reproduction 

(Bernstein 1971; Heath 1983; Bourdieu and Passeron 1977). In the other strand, research focused 

on schools and argued that conventional classroom discourse was inhospitable to the speech 

styles of students from subordinated communities (Philips 1972).  

The second major approach stressed the part that language ideologies and attitudes to 

grammar and accent played in the production of subordinate identities. Sociolinguists and 

education researchers argued that teachers picked up on dialect features, that they held lower 

expectations for children with working-class accents, and that the lower achievement of these 

children was thus the outcome of sociolinguistically tuned ‘self-fulfilling prophecies’ (Edwards 

1976; Labov 1972). On another tack, it was argued that the schools’ standard language ideologies 

made working class people think that their subordinate position was justified (Labov 1972; 

Bourdieu and Passeron 1977; Hymes 1996:84).  

But particularly when class rather than race or ethnicity were in focus, neither of these two 

approaches attributed any political agency to the subordinate groups they studied. In the first 

perspective, the working class was the unknowing victim of either its own or the dominant 

culture, and in the second, it was the victim of class prejudice and standard language ideology. 

Neither approach recognized the skillful ways in which people blend dominant and subordinate 

varieties of language (Gumperz 1982; Rampton 1995), or focused on the ways in which language 

use was integrated with both family life, morality, sense of person, and institutional encounters 

(Lareau 2003). This neglect of class agency was partly due to ‘class’ being treated as a structural 

category rather than a group identification (Ortner 1991:168-9). Structural and statistical notions 

of class were ascendant in research, and informants were allocated to classes by analysts on the 

basis of fact-sheet variables like ‘occupation’, ‘level of education’. When people used 

ethnographic methods, class was cast as an abstract and macroscopic process, at some remove 

from lived cultural experience, where people used other labels and focused on local networks 

rather than societal groupings (Eckert 2000; Ohmann 1982).  

 

 

2.2 Colonial and post-colonial settings 

 

In some respects, colonial settings resembled the industrialized west. Systems of education-and-

language were/are stratified, class-specific linguistic resources were/are presented as the general 

idiom of nation and modernity, and education was/is meant to improve the lower orders, here 

seen in race and ethnic terms as ‘natives’ rather than ‘lower classes’. But there were also 
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substantial differences. The hierarchies were more sharply drawn, education was more clearly 

exclusionary, and debates about inequality and difference referred to distinct languages rather 

than to differences within a language. 

 

The colonial period: The class analysis of colonial societies came very late and remained the 

province of left wing movements. That does not mean that there were no class politics or class 

effects in colonial societies: they were racially organized societies with extremely deep class rifts.  

Colonial education systems addressed ‘the natives’ (‘Indians’, ‘Negroes’ etc.) rather than ‘the 

lower classes’, and to the extent that emancipatory goals were formulated, colonial education 

sought to ‘civilize the natives’, rescuing them from ignorance (and sin), inserting them into the 

small emergent class of schooled workers and clerks needed to support the colonial 

administrative, industrial or religious complex. Education was not aimed at self-liberation or self-

improvement, nor seen as a tool for making the colonial populations less dependent on the 

colonial apparatuses. It was a highly selective and exclusionary add-on to the colonial enterprise. 

There was little formal education beyond primary school levels, there was tight control by the 

colonial authorities, and this control intensified at higher levels of education (Mazrui 1978). This 

created a strongly stratified sociolinguistic market, in which control over particular linguistic 

resources was an immediate result of access to higher levels of education: English equalled elite 

identity. In this way, the colonial system established a class-sensitive linguistic pyramid, in which 

language pointed towards (non-)membership of particular strata in society and in which the strata 

became more prestigious the closer they came to the centres of colonial power (Blommaert 1999). 

 

The postcolonial context: After colonialism, the nationalist leaderships consisted of people who 

had been successful in colonial education, experiencing post-school education in the metropolitan 

languages and centres of the empire. But their very real self-interest as a class was generally 

disguised by nationalist fervour immediately post-independence, and in this atmosphere, a 

massive expansion of educational access, rather than system change, was often treated as the top 

priority. In this way, the linguistic hierarchies of colonialism were reproduced and extended, and 

the retention of colonial languages as media of instruction and literacy was legitimated (a) in 

terms of national unity in ethnically divided societies, (b) as the most efficient use of economic 

resources, (c) in terms of available teacher resources and printed materials, (d) as symbolising 

modernisation and progress (Fardon and Furniss 1994).  

At the same time, these leaderships often maximized the opportunities for their own children 

to acquire prestige varieties of languages like English and French (through their use in the home, 

at pre-school, and in university education in the former colonial centers), and to become part of a 

global elite with mobile, well-paid employment. The rest of their populations have either become 

more or less marginal (depending on the overall wealth of their countries), or have accessed local 

varieties of the powerful global languages by migrating en-masse to the cities of the former 

colonial centres where they have joined the low-wage sectors of the economy, becoming 

members of the local working classes. There, the schooling of their children generates new 

versions of the old debates on language, class and education, though once again, the class element 

is normally misread or reconfigured as an ethnic minority problem, with the main emphasis on 

transition to European languages as the key to educational achievement.  

 

 

2.3 Summary 

 

Language and class were conspicuous educational issues in countries like the UK and US up until 

the mid/late 1980s, although racialized stratification in the US and the distortions of colonialism 

and the postcolonial system often camouflaged class, replacing it with a preoccupation with 

inequalities of race/ethnicity. In the era of the new globalised economy, mass migration and 



 6 

population mobility, analysis without a sense of class has become both increasingly common and 

increasingly inadequate. We turn now to reasons for the retreat from class in official, popular, and 

academic discourses.  

 

 

3.0 The discursive erasure of class since the 1980s 

 

Beginning in the 1980s, Thatcherism in the UK and Reaganism in the US were successful 

conservative movements that attacked social democratic (class-oriented) policies and politics 

(public ownership of housing and transport, social welfare provisions, trade unions) and promoted 

private ownership, individual choice, and ideologies of merit over concerns with equality. By 

arguing that social position is due to individual merit (or lack thereof), and not to advantages or 

disadvantages perpetrated by the institutional systems, these ‘neo-liberal’ movements discursively 

discredited the notion of class, while themselves being savvy orchestrations of ruling class power 

and working-class dissatisfaction. At the same time, the ‘politics of redistribution’ was being 

displaced by a ‘politics of recognition’ rooted in the feminist and anti-racist movements of the 

1960s and 1970s (Fraser 1995). These advanced the causes of women and ethnoracial minorities 

in numerous institutional and public arenas, but did not prioritise the challenge for state power. 

The politics of redistribution occupied the traditional terrain of class, combating economic 

inequalities and poverty, but the politics of recognition targeted cultural and legal evaluation 

structures, stigma and discrimination based on ethnicity, gender and sexuality.  

These shifts seemed profound for the popular apprehension of injustice, and workplace 

exploitation (a basic issue in class politics) became much harder to articulate and oppose. In 

education in the US and UK, reports and policies since the 1980s have stressed the importance of 

‘maintaining standards’ and promoting general-purpose literacy skills, but have detached these 

from any analysis of class inequalities (e.g. the Kingman Report on language awareness in the 

UK, 1988, and the Reagan-commissioned “A Nation At Risk”, 1983 in the US). More recently, 

the UK’s “New Literacy Strategy” and the US “No Child Left Behind” programme share a belief 

that literacy skills in the standard language can be disseminated by formal pedagogy closely 

monitored by the national government, but they operate with a very narrow conception of literacy 

and standard language, and they largely ignore the economic resources necessary to begin the 

change they prescribe (Allington 2002; Rothstein 2004).  

 In research, class analysis has generally been less prominent in the US than the UK, for 

reasons already identified (Ortner 1991:64; Bradley 1996:75). In addition in the US, anthropology 

has been much more influential in the study of education than it has been in the UK, where 

sociology has played a more important role: “[f]or the (American) anthropologist the classroom is 

the site of cultural differences, often ethnic in origin, and the teacher an agent of cultural 

imposition. For the (British) sociologist the frame of reference is a class-based social structure, in 

which teachers and pupils alike are subject to the everyday disciplines of work” (Delamont and 

Atkinson 1995:34). But during the late 1980s and 1990s in Britain, language and education 

research lost much of this traditional interest in class. This was partly in line with growing social 

scientific interest in human agency: in the 1960s and 1970s, research had over-emphasized the 

structural and normative dimensions of class, neglecting the agentive, performative, interactive 

aspects of class-as-lived (Ohmann 1982), and as a result, ‘class’ felt too deterministic a concept 

for the 1990s. But at the same time, sociolinguists interested in education refocused on the new 

populations from the ex-colonies (Section 2.2 above), and in doing so, they drew their inspiration 

from the ethnography of communication in North America, with its anthropological roots and 

preoccupation with ethnicity, rather than from the more class-focused, sociological ethnographies 

produced in Britain in the 1970s and 80s (e.g Willis 1977). In their socio-economic positioning, 

the ethnic minority students they studied might be working class, but theoretical explications 

tended to dwell primarily on ethnicity and race.  
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4.0 The continuing realities of stratification 

 

As is now widely recognized, metadiscourses about social groups and categories form part of the 

dialectical processes through which specific groups and categories are constituted, reproduced 

and/or contested. Whether and how class is defined is a significant element in what class is, and 

this adds to concern about the reification of class in the 1970s and 1980s, about the retreat from 

class analysis in research in the 1990s, and about the failure to work the connections between 

class, gender, and ethnicity. In our view, what used to be called ‘class’ in rather totalizing ways 

can be usefully seen as the patterns of stratification that emerge in social systems in which 

‘difference’ gets socio-semiotically converted into ‘inequality’ within a Bourdieurian symbolic 

economy that works in synchrony with a hard economy. Class in this sense is a structuring 

principle, tied in some way to modes of production and divisions of labor in a social system, but 

with considerable room for interaction with other structuring principles. Thus, other widely used 

parameters - gender, race, ethnicity, linguistic difference - may display the same processes of 

stratification as what was previously called ‘class’.  

 The ascendancy of neoliberal doctrine and governance since the 1980s may have undermined 

the dominance and legitimacy of discourses of class, but it has been accompanied by a widely 

acknowledged increase in socioeconomic inequality, both within nations and internationally 

(Rothstein 2004). Exactly how we think about that inequality in language and education remains 

an open question, but to facilitate further reflection, we conclude by listing some of the 

continuing realities of stratification.  

o Immigrant minority populations often find themselves in run down areas and schools, and 

situations of relative poverty, and though the public discourse might focus on ethnicity and 

gender, factors traditionally associated with class still affect educational achievement in the 

UK (Gillborn and Mirza 2000). 

o Survey studies of language variation may have suggested that regional difference between 

non-standard dialects may have diminished in the UK, and there is also evidence that British 

RP has lost quite a lot of its cultural status. But no-one suggests that style-shifting between 

standard and vernacular speech varieties has disappeared, and it is this that displays a class-

habitus in Bourdieu’s terms. Indeed, what evidence there is suggests that as the children and 

grandchildren of immigrants grow up using English, they acquire both class-marked features 

and a style-shifting capacity tuned to the sociolinguistic stratification traditionally linked to 

class hierarchy (Harris 2003, Rampton 2006: Part III). 

o There has been quite a lot of both UK and US work on the ways in which minority speech 

features are taken up by young whites (Creole, Panjabi, AAVE etc), but the manner and 

extent to which this happens is extensively influenced by actual familiarity with the inheritors 

of these languages, which is itself extensively shaped by socio-economic positioning 

(Rampton 1995, Cutler 1999). 

o Recent survey research on the stratifying dynamics of class and ethnicity in US education 

(Rothstein 2004) demonstrates the cognitive and non-cognitive consequences of basic 

inequalities in resources such as income, housing, health care, and nutrition, as well as 

linguistic habits and personality traits. This research is complemented by Lareau’s (2003) 

long-term in-depth ethnographic work on class, race, and language socialization, and this 

concludes class is the most significant dimension in the ‘unequal childhoods’ of urban and 

suburban children. 
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