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            It’s the same the whole world over,
 It’s the poor wot gets the blame,
 It’s the rich wot gets the gravy.
 Ain’t it all a bleeding shame?
            
 
            Song of the First World War       
 
            
                

            
 
            The oligarchic character of the modern English commonwealth does not rest, like many oligarchies, on the cruelty of the rich to the poor. It does not even rest on the kindness of the rich to the poor. It rests on the perennial and unfailing kindness of the poor to the rich.
 
            G.K. Chesterton, Heretics, chapter 15
            

         
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Introduction

         
 
         ‘Class doesn’t count in Britain any more.’ I must have read the words, or words very like them, dozens of times before. Sometimes it is only a phrase or a subordinate clause that slips off the tongue, such as ‘in today’s classless society’, or ‘now that class barriers are disappearing’. Fifty years ago, after winning the 1959 election, Harold Macmillan trumpeted that ‘the class war is over’. In 1990, John Major declared it his ambition to turn Britain into a classless society, suggesting thereby that with one more heave this great goal might be achieved. If we were not actually there yet, we soon would be. Inexorable social forces had been set in motion years ago. We couldn’t have stopped the process even if we had wanted to.
         
 
         On lecture tours overseas I myself have spouted something of the sort to audiences of innocent Germans and amiable Americans. ‘Class divisions are fading in Britain,’ I told them, and they didn’t utter a peep of protest, any more than most of us do when we read such assertions in the newspapers. In fact, it was only when one of these lectures was going to be reprinted and I was correcting the proofs that I came across the sentence again, and something made me stop.
         
 
         It wasn’t a conscious, rational hesitation, more an instructive twitch, the kind of apprehension you have when you open your front door and sense that something inside the house is wrong, though you cannot exactly pin it down. If pressed, I could still muster all the usual arguments supporting the claim of Britain’s growing classlessness: these days everyone wears blue jeans, we are all on first-name terms, anyone can get to university or become Prime Minister. It was just as easy to think of the counter-arguments: how the gap between the fat cats and the low-paid is actually widening, how the rich still live longer than the poor.
         
 
         But it wasn’t that the balance between the pros and the cons had changed. It was more that to make the claim at all suddenly seemed glib. It tripped too quickly off the tongue, as though we wanted the claim to be true so badly that we were prepared to cut any corners, as though behind it there lay some sort of abiding embarrassment, possibly even a secret that we didn’t want to confront.
 
         My hesitation was not in any case prompted by the obvious, continuing and perhaps deepening economic inequalities in Britain. It was to do with something else, with what for want of a better word we call ‘culture’ and with the sense that the worst-off in this country live impoverished lives, more so than the worst-off on the Continent or in the United States. They seem to me impoverished not simply in relation to the better-off in Britain today but in relation to their own parents and grandparents. And the upper classes are uncomfortably aware of it, which is why they show so little respect and affection for the lower classes.
         
 
         If that is true, then this becomes the most interesting and pressing social question around. And if it is true also that the gap between the upper and the lower classes has not been narrowing, as we fondly supposed, but steadily and remorselessly widening, then we have been not so much labouring as lounging under a gigantic delusion.
         
 
         I am well aware that this is not what most of us believe. It is not what we want to believe. It is counter-intuitive and contrary to everything that we have been told. Besides, to reopen the whole question of class in Britain is to blunder into a minefield. Most of us find the subject painful and embarrassing. The words we have to choose from can sound patronising, crass or unkind — lower-class, lower-middle-class, working-class, let alone bourgeois or petit-bourgeois. Even middle-class is these days often used as a venomous synonym for smug, unadventurous or selfish.
         
 
         And even if it is worth investigating, as an urgent matter of justice and equity, what has happened to the class system in general and the working classes in particular, the present author may not look like the ideal candidate to undertake the task. I was educated at expensive independent schools, I live in a very nice house in a conservation area, I have a languid upper-class voice and a semi-dormant baronetcy. I have always had interesting and usually well paid work and taken holidays abroad in sophisticated spots (Who knows? Some of these things may be true of some of my readers too).
 
         Worse than all of this is the fact that in the past I have worked for a Conservative government, and not just any government but the administration led by Margaret Thatcher,  which its passionate opponents still believe did more to deepen  class divisions than any other government since the war.
         
 
         How can someone like me pretend to know what life was  and is like for the worst-off of my fellow countrymen? My  answer is that it is People Like Us who are largely responsible  for the present state of the lower classes in Britain. It is our  misunderstandings, meddlings and manipulations which have  transformed a British working class that was the envy and  amazement of foreign observers in the nineteenth century  into a so-called underclass which is often the subject of  baffled despair today both at home and abroad. My argument  in this book is that we did the damage, or most of it. It is the  least we can do to try to understand what we have done and  help to undo it where we can.
 
         In any case, this essay does not make any rash claims to  inside knowledge of how the worst-off in Britain live, let  alone of how they think. The book is based primarily on  what the ruling class has said, and written, about the lower  classes, on how it has treated their institutions and their aspirations,  and on the facts of common observation. At the end,  it is true, I do throw out a few suggestions of my own, which  the reader is free to amend or discard. But the real meat of the  whole business is to be found in the indictment drawn up in  the book’s middle chapters.
         
 
         The tendencies in British culture and society that I criticise  in this essay are not the unaided work of any single ideology  or political party. Almost all postwar British Prime Ministers  — Macmillan and Heath and Thatcher no less than Attlee and Blair and Brown – have sought to break down class barriers in one way or another. Sometimes they were at least half-right, sometimes they did lasting damage. My purpose here is not to keep a score sheet (though I am sure that the party-minded will not hesitate to do so). In fact the one thing I am certain of is that it is only by freeing ourselves of party-political mindsets that we can hope to identify exactly what has gone wrong and begin to formulate some suggestions as to how the damage might be repaired.
         
 
         All I want to say at this point is that it would be false comfort to imagine that we are anywhere near out of the wood yet. What is striking is how many of Labour’s more thoughtful ministers — Alan Milburn, Stephen Byers, Peter Mandelson, Estelle Morris to name but a few — have confessed, usually on leaving office, that, after years of Labour government, class divisions in this country not only persist but actually appear in some important ways to be deepening.
 
         The second potential objection — which I do take account of now and again — is that I do not give sufficient value to the huge improvements in material conditions over the past century and a half: the improved expectation of life, the medical advances now available to everyone, the educational opportunities, the cars, the videos, the holidays in the sun. Surely these are a blessing, and a blessing in particular to the poorest. And along with them go the new freedoms: the gradual disappearance of unkindness to the wretched and the deviant, the uninhibited freedom of expression, the acceptance of minority races, the erosion of the social barriers preventing women from leading a fuller life. Surely the freedoms, opportunities and material comfort and security open to the worst-off in this country are immeasurably superior to those enjoyed by people in previous generations who found themselves at the bottom of the heap. We are the beneficiaries of a century and a half of social reform, are we not? How can it be that class division should survive into the 21st century as anything worse than a slightly absurd remnant of the bad old days?
         
 
         Well, I have often drawn attention to these changes myself and in earlier essays have tried to open the eyes of those who believe that Britain is stuck in its straitlaced past. Anybody who bothers to refer back to these earlier writings (for example, ‘Farewell to Pudding Island’, Times Literary Supplement, April 28, 2000, or ‘Dogmas of Decline’, Prospect, August/September 2001) may find a certain dissonance, even a contradiction, between their relatively blithe tone and the grimmer notes struck here. I can only respond by asserting that modern Britain is a country complex enough and strange enough to accommodate a variety of descriptions that stand at awkward angles to one another: unbuttoned but also uneasy, dynamic but divided too, contented and yet apprehensive.
         
 
         I am a latecomer to the subject myself. Even a few months ago, I did not imagine that, this far on in the day, I would be writing a book about class. The subject seemed to me exhausted, passé, fit only for style gurus and features editors with a page to fill. But now I feel that we have to go over — or perhaps go through— this well-trodden ground in order to get to something more interesting, more worrying, and sadder.
         
 
         I shall begin by looking rather briefly at class distinction and class division in Britain today. But then we shall have to go back, a fairish way, if we are to catch some plausible glimpse of what has gone wrong and why.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            I
 
            Outworn Shibboleths

         
 
         At a society wedding a couple of years ago, a friend of mine wandering into the marquee for the reception was greeted by a cousin of his who took him aside and muttered conspiratorially into his ear, ‘Mind the gap’. Moving deeper into the tent, my friend again had this strange advice whispered into his ear by another acquaintance, this time intoned in the sonorous voice of the announcement on the Tube. Only on second hearing did he get it. ‘Mind the gap’ — in drawing attention to the social distance between the bride’s family (unmistakably upper-class) and the groom’s family (embarrassingly middle-class), the wedding guests were perpetuating, with a delight amounting to orgasm, the ancient English sport of class distinction.
         
 
         Making such distinctions has been one of the treasured pastimes of the upper classes for centuries. Such phrases as ‘milk in first’, ‘not quite our class, dear’ and ‘HMG’ for ‘homemade gent’ could be heard until very recently. Some families and social sets even had a special private term to identify their social inferiors; the Bloomsbury group’s word for ‘common’ was ‘bedint’. Social putdowns could take many forms, from Estella’s hurtful rebuke to Pip in Great Expectations for calling knaves ‘jacks’ to Alan Clark’s remark that Michael Heseltine ‘had had to buy his own furniture’ (Clark’s own fortune, based on a huge Scottish thread business, dated back only two generations, so that his grandfather too must have had to buy his own furniture).
         
 
         These days, though, it is itself a sign of vulgarity to make such remarks. To ‘mind the gap’ so crudely and overtly is widely recognised as not only old-fashioned but disgusting. Snobbery, at least this sort of snobbery, no longer corresponds to the social reality, except perhaps among a tiny cluster of dinosaurs who continue to lead completely unreal lives on their reservations, so conscientiously maintained by the National Trust. The social revolution has swept away all that sort of nonsense.
         
 
         This is largely true, as far as it goes. The intricate network of markers that once distinguished the upper from the middle classes has lost much of its potency. What I mean here are the distinctions set out so brilliantly by the professor of linguistics Alan S.C. Ross in his essay, ‘U and Non U’ published in Encounter and later taken up by Nancy Mitford and Evelyn Waugh, their contributions being gathered together by Mitford in a little volume Noblesse Oblige (1956). Ross, largely supported by Mitford, argued that members of the upper class in England were now distinguished by little more than their speech patterns. They were not necessarily better educated or cleaner or even richer than persons not of their class. Nor in general were they likely to play a more prominent part in public affairs, practise different professions or even engage in different pursuits or pastimes (Ross was curiously indifferent to blood sports, which then and now occupy the energies of the upper classes to an extent not found elsewhere. Despite all the efforts of the Countryside Alliance to depict fox-hunting as a classless sport, it remains largely patronised by and offers a rallying point for the rural upper class).
         
 
         But speech was the thing. U-speakers ate ‘lunch’ in the middle of the day and ‘dinner’ in the evening. They said ‘sorry’, not ‘pardon’. They went ‘riding’, not ‘horseback-riding’. They sat in their ‘drawing-rooms’, not ‘lounges’. They used ‘lavatory paper’, not ‘toilet paper’. They listened to the ‘wireless’, not the ‘radio’. They picked up the ‘telephone’, not the ‘phone’. In later life they had recourse to ‘false teeth’ and ‘spectacles’, not to ‘dentures’ and ‘glasses’. They ate ‘puddings’ rather than ‘sweets’, and, most famously of all, they kept the crumbs off by means of a ‘table napkin’, never, heaven forfend, by a ‘serviette’.
         
 
         Nancy Mitford confirmed most of these distinctions. She was, after all, the prime inventor of the game. It is Uncle Matthew’s explosion in The Pursuit of Love (1945) that sets it all off:
         
 
         
            Education! I was always led to suppose that no educated person ever spoke of notepaper, and yet I hear poor Fanny asking Sadie for notepaper. What is this education? Fanny talks about mirrors and mantelpieces, handbags and perfume, she takes sugar in her coffee, has a tassel on her umbrella, and I have no doubt that, if she is ever fortunate enough to catch a husband, she will call his father and mother Father and Mother.
            

         
 
         Mitford did, a little nervously, question Ross’s assertion that ‘one word or phrase will suffice to brand an apparent U-speaker as originally non-U (for U-speakers themselves never make mistakes).’ Usage changed very quickly, she conceded, and ‘I even know undisputed U-speakers who pronounce girl “gurl”, which 20 years ago would have been unthinkable.’ So you could not be condemned to outer darkness by a single solecism.
         
 
         In his essay, Evelyn Waugh condemned her classifications as absurdly capricious and unreliable. ‘There is practically no human activity or form of expression which at one time or another in one place or another, I have not heard confidently condemned as plebeian, for generations of English have used the epithets “common” and “middle-class” as general pejoratives to describe anything which gets on their nerves.’ Fish knives, for example, were condemned as non-U and indeed feature in the opening line of John Betjeman’s poem ‘How to Get on in Society’:
         
 
         
            Phone for the fish knives, Norman.

         
 
         Yet in many English stately homes fish knives had been in continuous use for nearly a hundred years. Waugh argued that fashionable usage was always in constant transition. Every family and every set had its own private vocabulary and syntax. Words and phrases that were originally adopted facetiously, in inverted commas, passed into daily use. ‘Posh’, queried by Professor Ross, is a good example. Originally it was decidedly non-U — its non-Uness is echoed in the name of Murray Posh, the wealthy vulgarian in The Diary of a Nobody (1892). In Anthony Powell’s novel, The Acceptance World, set in the late 20s, Peter Templer reproves his model wife Mona: ‘Posh? Sweetie, what an awful word. Please never use it in my presence again.’(1955, p62). But it then, as Ross points out, entered schoolboy slang, and is today used colloquially by all classes to denote the rich and smart.
         
 
         Waugh is right in pointing out that language is irrepressibly fluid. Just as all sorts of words change meaning over time, migrating from the particular to the general and the benign to the pejorative or vice versa, so class-restricted usage may alter or fade away. Old-fashioned U pronunciations — ‘gel’ for ‘gurl’, ‘lahnch’ for ‘launch’, ‘nurshry’ for ‘nursery’, ‘Millan’ for ‘Milan’ simply disappear. U-usages may spread downwards to conquer the middle classes — loo, lunch. Or non-U usages may become general — mirror, radio, glasses (although ‘wireless’ has a facetious afterlife in all classes).
         
 
         But in a larger and more important sense, Waugh’s remarks about the impossibility of pinning down U-speak are beside the point, or at least disingenuous. It is not simply the fluidity of language that has washed away this whole disgraceful topic. What has gone is the will to erect, maintain and police such distinctions. Except in rare private moments, such as my friend’s experience in the wedding tent, the upper class no longer dares to enforce its own code. This exclusive coinage has ceased to be legal tender. That may seem a pretentious phrase to describe what might seem to be no more than the small change of snobbery. Yet within living memory the code was used, quite fiercely, to maintain barriers, to inflict pain and to identify kindred spirits. Forms of address (well covered by Ross in his article, which deliciously first appeared in the Finnish philological periodical Neuphilologische Mitteilungen) were the heavy artillery in this campaign. It was crucially important to distinguish a knight’s wife, ‘Lady Smith’, from an earl’s daughter, ‘Lady Jane Fellows’. On the envelope it was vital to distinguish a gentleman, ‘A.C.L. Blair Esq’, from a non-gent, ‘Mr John Prescott’. A gentleman did not begin a letter ‘Dear Gordon Brown’, nor end it ‘Yours truly’. All these distinctions are now obsolete. Where they are still maintained for reasons of habit and caprice, they have lost the power to wound.
         
 
         And with this new tolerance in speech has come a similar tolerance in matters of dress. No longer would a room full of upper-class men freeze if someone entered wearing brown shoes with a blue suit. Some of the more arcane rules have simply vanished from view — my favourite was ‘never wear a soft hat in town before Goodwood’. Some of these rules were recognised as fatuously baroque even when they were first enunciated, for example, Lord Curzon’s claim that ‘no gentleman eats soup for luncheon’. But the important point is not so much that these rules have all disappeared as that the social penalties for breaking them have gone. A young man will still feel uncomfortable if he turns up at a dinner party wearing an ordinary suit to find the rest of the company in dinner jackets — or more usually these days the other way round. But he will not be ostracised. The pretty girls will not refuse to speak to him on that account. And the episode will not be remembered against him.
         
 
         There is more than fashion and linguistic fluidity at work here. These caste marks have not simply faded or mutated to be replaced by other such marks. Nor has the way the upper classes speak taken on a fresh set of inflections, in the way that Lady Caroline Lamb’s drawl was supposed to have set fashionable speech patterns for the rest of the nineteenth century.
 
         What has happened is much more dramatic and permanent. The old class markers have become taboo. To be caught using them (except, as I say, in deeply private circumstances) is to show yourself to be worse than a snob, although it certainly shows that. To remark on someone, for example, saying ‘Pardon’ where U-speak would use ‘sorry’ is now unkulturny, crass, out of it. U-speakers naturally carry on saying ‘sorry’, but they no longer preen themselves on their superior speech habits, nor despise others for the lack of them. It is now bad manners to remark on other people’s language or accent. And when you hear someone — usually an elderly person living in the country — indulging in such old caste talk, you wince and try to change the subject.
         
 
         To outsiders — anglophones from the United States or the Commonwealth, for example — upper-class English speech still sounds so bizarre, so affected that they imagine that the old class games are still being played. And English people with regional accents may still take elocution lessons to iron out their voices to what they regard as acceptable levels. The same is not, I think, true of the Scots, the Welsh, or the Irish — a significant difference which we shall come back to.
         
 
         But an important social change has taken place, none the less, even if it does not always sound that way. The manners of classlessness have become de rigueur. Social difference in the old-fashioned sense is no longer a legitimate topic for discussion.
 
         This is an admirable change. It removes a set of stultifying constraints. Lady Catherine de Bourgh no longer rules OK. Looking back, we may find it odd that the class code should have lasted so long after the material power of the aristocracy had unmistakably cracked. Perhaps that was the very reason why it lasted, as a consolation for the real differences in wealth and power which had crumbled away.
         
 
         Does all this mean that we are at last moving towards a society that is more or less classless?
 
         Surely this surge of feeling against overt class distinction must suggest that there is something new about the way we live now. If the upper classes no longer feel the need to cut themselves off, but on the contrary hasten to show that they are part of the populace, doesn’t that demonstrate that there is a will for unity surging through the country, one which may as yet be imperfectly expressed in our institutions but which has such a head of steam behind it that it must soon prevail?
 
         That is certainly the way our politicians talk. For the past half century every political party has talked of a classless society as its goal. But there has been rather less analysis of what exactly this might mean in practice and how it would differ from the Britain that we inherited and have been living in. Perhaps we need to spend a little time reflecting on the idea of a classless society before we can confidently claim that we are living in one.
         
 
         And we may need to pause and reflect on something else too. All we have said so far relates to the diminishing gap between the upper classes and the rest of society. Could it be that we are so inordinately anxious to draw attention to this phenomenon because there is another gap that is not narrowing at all, one that we are rather less eager to mind?
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            II
 
            Three Versions of Classlessness

         
 
         (i) Economic equality and its eclipse
 
         What then do we mean exactly by ‘a classless society’? What would such a society look like in practice? How would it differ from the way we live now and from the way our parents lived? And what sort of evidence are we to count as relevant and cogent for this investigation?
 
         The first answer to these questions, the most obvious and the most rigorous answer, is that a classless society would be a society of equals. The more thoroughly equal we are in every possible respect, the less will it be possible for anyone to claim that our society is divided into classes or castes or layers. And the first type of equality we think of is equality in the official rules governing society as a whole, what we have come to call political equality. A society in which some adults are not entitled to vote at all or in which their vote counts for less than the votes of other adults cannot claim to be either equal or classless. Within living memory, Britain has certainly been unequal in these ways. Until 1918, no woman could vote, nor could a very large number of adult males. The franchise was extended to women under 30, the ‘flapper vote’, only in 1930. Until 1948, businessmen and graduates of the older universities could vote in more than one constituency at parliamentary and local elections. Until 1972, you had to be a householder to sit on a jury, which naturally excluded the poor and the majority of women.
         
 
         Such inequalities now seem intolerable and antediluvian. We all take it for granted that the State must treat us equally as citizens. And much of modern politics is about pushing forward the boundaries of this civic equality, reforming and redefining its implications. Equal access to the law, for example, implies that the poor must be entitled to some sort of legal aid. At first, that aid was largely confined to criminal cases, where the liberty and even the life of the accused might be at stake. But in recent times we have come to feel that people should not be debarred by lack of money from standing up for themselves. For example, if the State insists on regulating marriage, the most intimate of all human relations, then every citizen must be enabled to use the full resources of the law in this field, which means that legal aid must be extended to divorce.
         
 
         And if the State is not only regulating other services such as education and health care but intervening as a near-monopoly provider of such services, then it follows that every family must be entitled to equal access to those services, and the quality of the services they receive should be as nearly equal as possible.
         
 
         Difficult to achieve in practice, but the logic is impeccable and irresistible. And every recent government has at least paid lip service to the ideal. State schools were no longer to be divided into the elite grammar schools and the dustbin secondary moderns (the tripartite division envisaged by the 1944 Act had never come to much, because nobody could be bothered to set up the intended third element, the technical schools). Everyone was to be educated at comprehensive schools which would cater for all tastes and talents. The independent schools which educated only some seven per cent of the total would be allowed to continue, on grounds of individual liberty, but their existence was felt by many to be an embarrassing anomaly. The universities were to be largely State-controlled and State-financed, not least because it was the State rather than private philanthropists which had established the new universities in such huge numbers. Again, access to the universities was to be greatly enlarged, until anyone who could benefit from a university education would be able to find a place. The rough estimate (and soon the official target) was that to achieve this we needed to provide university places for 50 per cent of the age group.
         
 
         But all this civic equality, though highly desirable in itself, would be scant comfort to the poorest if at the same time intolerable economic inequalities persisted. What good would all these rights and freedoms amount to if you were still on the breadline? It might be right for philosophers such as Isaiah Berlin to distinguish between two sorts of liberty, negative and positive, freedom from and freedom to, political and economic liberty, as they were variously called. But in ordinary speech, it would sound bizarre to claim you were living in a classless society if the government of the day felt no obligation to remedy huge inequalities of income which were producing opulence on the one hand and indigence on the other.
         
 
         Only the most extreme or idealistic socialists dreamed of exact mathematical equality of income. But it has generally been agreed in Britain, certainly ever since 1945, that the more intolerable inequalities should be levelled out by income tax, so that the top earners should be receiving after tax no more than, let us say, seven or ten times what the bottom earners took home. This process has not been a rapid one. On the contrary, it has been slow, jerky, sometimes imperceptible. But it did continue, off and on, throughout the first thirty years after the war. Left and Right would agree with Polly Toynbee that ‘after the last war, the gap between rich and poor got steadily narrower: we have never been more equal than in the late 1970s’ (Guardian, January 13, 2003).
         
 
         Left and Right would, however, disagree as to how far this was an unmitigated Good Thing and also about what happened next. The Right would argue that taxation had become so severely progressive as to inhibit industrial and commercial enterprise and to drive potential entrepreneurs to emigrate. The reduction of the higher tax rates under Margaret Thatcher, they maintain, revived the British economy and enabled not only the top earners to prosper but opened up opportunities to acquire wealth and property to people in the lower-middle classes who had never owned anything before. The Left would argue that the change of direction created a selfish, get-rich-quick society in which the wealth never trickled down to the poor.
         
 
         But both sides would agree, if pressed, that after 1980 there was a change of direction. Economic equality had ceased to be the prime objective, or even a prime objective of government policy. This change in direction has now lasted through a generation and three Prime Ministers. Far from the reduction in inequality achieving a sharply higher priority under New Labour, in some ways it is even less of a governing ideal. The figures from Incomes Data Services suggest that inequality of income actually increased over the first five years of the twenty-first century. Earnings of the top ten per cent of the workforce went up by nearly 54 per cent while the lowest earners in full-time employment saw their pay rise by only 46 per cent.
         
 
         If you concentrate on the fattest of the fat cats, the Chief Executives of the FTSE100 companies, their pay doubled in the Blair years, while the average UK salary rose by less than half that figure — and of course top earners don’t pay nearly as much tax as they used to, so the gap is even wider than it seems. True, Gordon Brown’s ‘stealth taxes’ have reduced the total weight of taxation on the poorest and increased the burden on the middle classes. But until the credit crunch there was no serious attempt either to raise the top rates of tax beyond 40 per cent (apart from the increase in National Insurance contributions) or to deter large companies from paying enormous salaries to their senior executives. And the increase in the top rate to 50 per cent was more in the nature of hush money than a deliberate effort to remedy inequality.
         
 
         These huge salaries to leading businessmen are matched by even huger compensatory pay-offs to them when they are sacked. That frugal investor, Warren Buffett of Omaha, Nebraska, goes so far as to say ‘Chief executives just care about their comp’ (Sunday Telegraph, May 11, 2003). Scarcely a day goes by without news of the vast rewards accorded to some Chief Executive Officer who has steered his company on to the rocks.
         
 
         During the two years in which the share price of Reuters fell from 800p to 107p, its chief executive Tom Glocer received cash bonuses worth £1.1 million, salary payments worth £1.6 million and relocation payments of £1 million. At the same time, Reuters employees faced a reduction of one in five jobs over the following three years, 2,250 having already been axed. By 2003, the size of some chief executives’ pension pots was already gigantic: Sir Richard Sykes of GlaxoSmithKline’s stood at £15.3 million, Lord Browne of BP’s at £12.7 million. Not entirely coincidentally, the employee pension schemes of these firms were in huge deficit.
         
 
         These trends continued right through the Credit Crunch. Between 2000 and 2008 the FT All-Share Index fell by 30 per cent. But cash payments to executives increased by 80 per cent. In the worst crash year of 2008, stock markets fell by a third, but the salaries of top executives rose by ten per cent. While ordinary savers saw the value of their future pensions plummet, the pension pots of top executives went on bubbling. In that year, sixteen company chiefs saw the value of their pension pots jump by more than £1 million, the biggest jumper being that financial wizard Sir Fred Goodwin, whose pension pot increased by £8.3 million.
         
 
         It was, of course, essential to offer some better incentives for performance. In the 60s and 70s, it really was true that business was hobbled not so much by the relatively modest rates of pay for top executives as by the ludicrous top rates of income tax they were expected to pay — 83p in the pound on earned income and 98p in the pound on investment income. But those absurdities were swept away when Nigel Lawson reduced both rates to 40p in the pound at the end of the 1980s. It is hard to argue that executives needed to double or treble their rates of pay on top of that if they were to be expected to get up earlier in the morning.
 
         Nor is this disregard for equality as a prime value confined to purely economic matters. Whatever else Labour’s recent proposals for the reform of education are motivated by, it is not an insatiable lust for equality. The Left complain that specialist schools are only grammar schools by another name and that to allow the universities to set the level of the fees they charge will be to introduce two or more tiers into higher education. Defenders of the government’s proposals argue that several tiers already exist in practice, and that the monomania for equality has been a snare and delusion which has depressed standards all round.
         
 
         But again both sides would agree that equality in the most straightforward sense has not been the principal driving factor in recent British politics. It may be a pleasant hope which now and then hovers in our minds. It may be an auxiliary motive in exercises to improve standards in public services. But it is not a fierce insatiable urge which governs all our waking moments. And we do not seem to be shocked by this. On the contrary, we read on one page of our newspaper of a multimillion-pound golden hello being paid to lure some foreign wunderkind to rescue a large British company and, on the next page, of continued degradation and poverty on a council estate, and at most we raise a weary eyebrow at the contrast. We do not demand a violent and immediate programme of levelling down.
         
 
         Yet it is during this same period since the late 70s that we have been deafened by talk of Britain’s growing classlessness. Ever since the Second World War — and indeed ever since the First — it has been generally agreed that the ancien régime was played out and that a new, more democratic, more flexible, less sclerotic, less snobbish society was on the way. But it is only within the last two decades that we have heard quite such confident assertions that the new classless society has actually arrived.
         
 
         Whatever else we mean by ‘classless’ in talking about Britain now, it isn’t economic equality, since we seem to be steaming in the opposite direction from that particular anchorage, and steaming quite blithely too.
 
         So, if it is not a persistent drive to reduce inequality that underpins our claim to be increasingly classless, what is it? There are, I think, two further candidates, to which we must now turn.
 
         (ii) One Volk, one lifestyle?
 
         Is it possible that, after all, the turn towards a classless society does not have much to do with politics in the official sense? Perhaps it does not derive — anyway, not primarily — from laws and governments and taxes and public services. Perhaps it is simply a matter of social behaviour, of the way we talk and dress and live our lives. We have already seen how the upper class no longer seeks to mark itself off from the middle class by enforcing its own linguistic taboos. Perhaps this benign relaxation is only one symptom of a more general convergence of manners.
         
 
         That would surely be a legitimate type of a classless society. People might not be equal in incomes. Some people might be more powerful than others in other ways that were not entirely economic. But despite these differences, people of all classes might live in much the same way. It has often been suggested that the United States has been more or less classless in that way and has been so ever since Tocqueville first noticed the fact. Switzerland and the Scandinavian countries have also been put forward as candidates. So have Australia and New Zealand. In these regions and countries, we are told, considerable inequalities of income and wealth persist but are tolerated, even regarded as necessary for economic prosperity (though these inequalities may now and then be curbed by government action if they appear to be growing excessive). But they are also tolerated because the lifestyles of the rich do not seem so very different from those of the poor. The houses and gardens of the top earners do not seem inordinately larger or more luxurious than those of ordinary people. Their pleasures, habits of speech, opinions and allegiances do not seem sharply removed from the common run. They are better cushioned against life’s discomforts, but not unimaginably so.
         
 
         Strolling round the shores of Lake Michigan, for example, you will see the mansions of the senior executives of the great motor manufacturers up to and including members of the Ford family. They are roomy and luxurious but they are not in the same class as the English country houses built by the great merchants of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and often now inhabited by their present-day successors such as Michael Heseltine and James Dyson, the vacuum-cleaner wizard.
 
         Is modern Britain, too, one of these ‘quiet republics’ (although some of them are ‘crowned republics’, as Britain too has been described)? Or, if we have not yet achieved this level of social convergence, are we on the way there?
 
         That is unmistakably what many people, perhaps the majority, mean when they talk about classlessness. Indeed, this is a phenomenon which many people take for granted, because it seems to them so obvious and conspicuous.
 
         What they mean is that we don’t look or sound so class-divided or behave in such class-divided ways as our parents or grandparents. We seem more homogeneous and we wish to seem so — by dressing alike, in blue jeans and Marks & Spencer clothes, by talking alike, in classless accents — mockney, Estuary English, dj mid-Atlantic — and in other hybrid voices which are designed to conceal class origins and demonstrate solidarity with our fellow citizens.
         
 
         Now people have been saying this kind of thing ever since the end of the Second World War (even since the end of the First). The 20th century was, after all, destined to be the Century of the Common Man. The power of aristocracy had been broken by death duties and the universal franchise. The coming of the Welfare State would equalise our economic conditions. The coming of the BBC and the cinema would equalise our voices, so that regional dialects (which among other things served to identify the lower classes) would be a thing of the past.
         
 
         In recent years, extra flourishes have been added to this diagnosis: for example, that the coming of Terence Conran’s pots and pans and tables and chairs would bring simple good design to the masses; similarly, the rash of TV programmes and newspaper columns on cookery would teach the lower classes how to cook and wean them off junk food. Basically, though, the lines of the argument have remained the same for a long time now.
 
         Have ‘class markers’ really disappeared to the extent we hope or pretend? And in so far as they have survived, do we really pay less attention to them? Are we more reluctant to point them out and spend time analysing them? If we hear less about class distinctions these days, is it because they are genuinely diminishing, or because we feel more inhibited about referring to them — which might also be a sign that they are diminishing, even if not as fast as we would like?
 
         Let us try a few comparisons. Think of a photograph of a crowd before the war — walking along Piccadilly, say, or at a military parade or a race meeting. The men will all be dressed in suits, and most of them will be wearing hats. Don’t we find it quite difficult to tell them apart, let alone be sure of identifying to which class they belong?
         
 
         You might suppose that the hats would help to distinguish them: flat caps for the poor, trilbies or bowlers perhaps for the middle classes, top hats for top people. But even there the matter is more complicated than that. Age and occasion come into it. At a golf tournament or out shooting in the 30s, for example, almost everyone up to and including the Prince of Wales will be wearing a flat cap. In the City, clerks and messengers and partners will all be wearing bowlers, although the Governor of the Bank of England and the Government Broker may be wearing toppers. I have in front of me a photograph of my uncle and my grandfather, Berkshire squires both, at a race meeting in the late 1920s. My uncle, then a young man, is wearing a flat cap; my grandfather, a retired Tory MP, is wearing a soft grey felt hat with a dark band of the type worn by bankers in Westerns. Both would have felt they were wearing a hat appropriate not so much to their class as to their age bracket.
         
 
         Now let us take a cross-section of passers-by in a London street today and begin to sort them. First, there are the men in standard lounge suits, from Austin Reed or Cecil Gee. They will be hatless and wearing pale shirts and darkish ties. Their shoes may be polished. These men, we assume, will be working in banks, insurance offices, law firms or the civil service.
         
 
         Then we see men who are on average somewhat younger, in baggy Armani-type suits with loafers on their feet. Their shirts are likely to be of a darker colour and half of them won’t be wearing a tie. These are sometimes described as belonging to the New Class. They work in the media, advertising, PR, graphic design or publishing. They too will be hatless.
         
 
         Then we can see men in track-suits, or track-suit bottoms and T-shirts if fine, or until recently shell suits. They will be wearing trainers and possibly a baseball cap or a hoodie of the type traditionally worn by serial rapists. If the wearer is under 25, the baseball cap may be worn reversed, and he may also sport an earring. All ages may well be shaven-headed.
 
         Don’t we have here the makings of a class system in clothes at least as strongly marked as the dress code of the 1930s? I am not confident enough to trace a similar system in women’s clothes of either period, except to say that the similarities in style (not in quality or cut of cloth) between women of different classes in any period usually seem to us more strongly marked than their differences. In the late 1920s, for example, every woman from the Duchess of York (later the Queen Mother) downwards will be wearing a cloche hat. My grandmother, no fashion plate, is wearing one as she strides over the grass between my uncle and my grandfather in the photograph I mentioned. Ten years later, women of all classes will be switching over to turbans; skirt lengths similarly go up and down according to the dictates of fashion rather than social class.
         
 
         Even if you concentrate on the young — who are famously addicted to an international classless style of dress — you can still find class markers today, fainter perhaps but not entirely erased. For example, straight upper-class young men these days will certainly possess several pairs of jeans, but on top, instead of a T-shirt, they will wear a polo shirt or a casual Friday shirt from Boden. And instead of a leather jacket, incongruously they will sometimes sport with their jeans a boating jacket of the type worn by Guards officers in summers long gone by. There are complicated feelings at work here, perhaps a desire to be both cool or hip and at the same time keep their distance and retain a separate group identity. At the weekend in London, upper-class men of all ages may still dress as if they were going for a walk in the country — tweed jacket, corduroys often of a lurid canary colour, and even a flat cap.
         
 
         But even if there has been some equalising of dress — though in my view the uniformity is not much greater, except among the young, than it was in the 1930s — such a claim is harder to sustain when you look at other sides of life: at the way people furnish and decorate their homes, for example.
 
         As always, city neighbourhoods are separated by price. And increasingly so are villages, as the pretty old cottages are bought up by the well-to-do, many of them retired people, and the old locals move out to the council estates. But in both city and country there are transitional areas where people from different income brackets live side by side, before the poorer sell up and are replaced by incoming professional people. And if we peer through the windows, we can once again establish a three-class system of sorts, this time in home furnishing.
 
         In the older well-to-do streets, you will find dark, often mahogany furniture of a Georgian or Victorian type, sofas covered in chintz, antique clocks, Axminster or Wilton carpets, with landscapes or sometimes family portraits on the wall. There may be a bookcase, glass-fronted, often with fine-bound books in it. Here and there in such streets, but more probably in transitional areas, you will find other houses decorated very differently. These have plain modern furniture in paler woods, sofas and armchairs upholstered in plain materials, carpets also of a plain design or made of coir, jute or seagrass. On the walls will be prints and reproductions from various periods of the 20th century, from Picasso and Matisse through Warhol and Liechtenstein to Caulfield, Hockney and Hodgkin. The rugs will be kilims and other tribal types. The books will be paperbacks, though a large part of the shelves will be given over to tapes, CDs and DVDs.
         
 
         Here and there in the transitional streets but abundantly in the poorer districts and on the new estates you will find a third kind of decor. Here the carpet will be of a violent highly coloured design, whorled and clustered and splashy. The wallpaper will also be colourful, often of a floral design and frequently textured with a flock finish or a crusty effect. There will be a matching three-piece suite. On the walls you are mostly likely to see family photographs, although there may be landscapes not entirely unlike those on the walls of the first type of house. If there is a bookshelf, it may contain china and glass ornaments as well as books.
 
         If we move outdoors, through the French windows which are available as standard in the first class and quite often seen in the second but seldom in the third, we shall find two general types of garden. The first, modelled on Vita Sackville-West’s garden at Sissinghurst, and also on Gertrude Jekyll’s writings and garden designs, will be largely muted in its colour effects, specialising in delicate pinks, mauves and pale blues, allowing no bright red or yellow. The shrubs will be massed informally to give a natural impression. There may be wild flowers planted in the long grass.
         
 
         The other type, more generally found in Class Three dwellings, though occasionally in old-fashioned Class One establishments, will go for bright colours, formal plantings with island beds in the lawn and herbaceous borders along the walls. Its favourite flowers are begonias, busy Lizzies, red-hot pokers, gladioli, while the first type prefers true geraniums, tobacco plants and old-fashioned roses.
         
 
         Some gardens partake a little of both types, and a few gardeners like to cross over, but not many. When the doyen of gardening writers, Christopher Lloyd, in his old age decided to abandon the tasteful muted efforts he had been achieving all his life at his famous garden, Great Dixter, in Kent, and go for the brightest scarlet and orange flowers he could think of, there was a sharp intake of breath among his fellow gardeners. He had, so to speak, gone over to the other side. But he was soon forgiven for what was identifiable as a classic high camp gesture in which bad taste is, at the whim of the insider, decreed to be good.
         
 
         Class distinction in gardening is relatively simple and lighthearted. By contrast, class distinction in voices is the most painful subject. It was, as I have said, supposed to have died out long ago. The public voices which we were subjected to all day long — on radio and television and in the cinema — were expected to flatten out our peculiarities, so that we would ultimately all be talking a modified BBC English.
 
         Those who made this hopeful prophecy failed to specify exactly what sort of BBC English they meant. Was it the superbly articulated upper-middle class of the old newsreading tradition — which had lasted through from Alvar Liddell to Bryan Perkins? Or was it the jaunty mid-Atlantic of disc jockeys on the Light Programme and Radio Luxembourg? That was the first complication, but there was another thing which I don’t think the prophets of sameness really took into account.
         
 
         Even in its early days, the BBC was the first place that you heard the regional accents of Britain given any kind of public authority. Indeed, hearing your own local accent on the radio brought it to consciousness, and made you aware of its difference from the accent employed by neighbours just across the county boundary. Hearing the voice of the Dorset farmer Ralph Wightman on the radio, for example, made me more aware of how the people in our own village on Salisbury Plain spoke, and how different it was — harder, more sardonic — from the creamy Hampshire burr of the cricket commentator John Arlott or the rising Labour politician Jim Callaghan.
         
 
         Perhaps as a result, far from dying out as expected, regional accents seem to have flowered as never before and are now often deliberately cultivated and rejoiced in. Even someone like the present writer, who has only an average ear for dialect, can detect at least a dozen in Great Britain, without attempting Ireland; the rude vowels of Lancashire, the rough gravelly Yorkshire, the gurgle and coo of the Tyne, the whining Scouse, the generic Midlands nasal, the flat hard Norfolk voice of the Singing Postman, old-fashioned Cockney, the South London vulgar diphthong, the Hampshire burr, the soft Bristolian, the rich cream Devon, the all-purpose Welsh lilt, genteel Morningside, guttural Glaswegian, soft peaty West Highland. Any self-respecting linguist should be able to double this tally.
         
 
         Most of what I have said in the last couple of pages is well known to us, and some of it is actually voiced now and then, usually in order to amuse ourselves. Class still provides part of the underlying message in the style supplements, and anyone who identifies a new social sub-class is sure of a hearing, particularly if the new term reflects a reality that goes beneath the surface. The term ‘Sloane Ranger’, for example, coined by Peter York and Ann Barr in the 1980s, was immediately resonant, not just because it identified with deadly accuracy the social habits of that remnant of the old upper classes which lived within a stone’s throw of Sloane Square, shopped at Peter Jones and wore waxed Barbour jackets, but because their description also captured both the nostalgia and the fortitude of such people as well as their snobbery.
         
 
         The whole topic of class markers still has some mileage left in it. A Daily Telegraph feature a few years ago (September 28, 2002) proclaimed that ‘it’s now cool to be a Sloane’ and that many of the old habits, aversions and haunts of the earlier Sloane Rangers continued 20 years after the tribe was first identified. Of Princes William and Harry, we were told that ‘on the odd occasions that the Princes do venture up to London, it is usually to meet Old Etonian chums in the same Chelsea bars and clubs that their mother had frequented 20 years previously.’ Smoking jackets and Burberry  were back. The Volkswagen Golf DBI (‘Daddy bought it’) fulfilled  the same social role as the Golf GTI had in its day. The  Countryside March of September 2002, one of the largest single  gatherings of the British upper classes in history (matched  in world terms perhaps only by the Opus Dei gathering in St  Peter’s Square to celebrate the canonisation of its founder),  featured an array of rural costume that had scarcely changed  in my adult lifetime. Nor had the fierce belief of the upper  classes in an unchanging countryside which must be preserved  at all costs.
         
 
         In fact, the cause of ‘preserving the countryside’ has a  strong class element in it. For the upper classes, the ideal  English landscape remains one in which villages keep within  their pre-1914 limits and do not spread into the surrounding  ‘unspoilt’ farmland — although, by any aesthetic standards,  modern agriculture can produce some decidedly unappealing  vistas, denuded of hedgerows, woods and wilderness. Ideally  too, the population of those villages should be made up  exclusively of gentry and peasantry, or ‘country people’, as  the euphemism has it. Townees belong in towns and,  if released into the country at all, should not wear  brightly coloured anoraks and must keep to the footpaths  at all times. The attitude of the old Duke of Portland  who built underground passages at his country seat,  Welbeck Abbey, so that he should not have to set eyes  upon his staff, was regarded as somewhat eccentric. But it  is implicit in many upper-class assumptions about the  countryside that the lower classes are better neither seen nor heard, that the best service that they can render to their social superiors is to remain as nearly invisible as possible.
         
 
         This particularly applies to Essex Man with his loud mouth and his vulgar tastes and habits. When the journalist Simon Heffer coined this term to describe members of old working-class families who had moved out of the East End into suburbs and new towns but had refused to become genteel, he described a defiant social reality which lurked behind the sociologist’s anodyne term ‘blue-collar worker’. ‘Essex Man’ described that considerable fraction of the working class that had been expected to join the general process of embourgeoisement, but — along with Essex Girl — had refused to kowtow. British politics has spawned plenty of such stereotypes — Hampstead Liberal, Orpington Man, Worcester Woman, Mondeo Man, and most recently Islington Man. Some of these stereotypes speedily become out of date. Hampstead long ago became too expensive an area for most liberals, for example, but even when the stereotypes provide only a blurred snapshot of a fleeting social moment, they do remind us that diversity — which we applaud — also tends to imply division — which we don’t.
         
 
         I’m not saying that these class markers all carry some profound significance. Some are vestigial reminders of former, more deeply class-marked stages in our social history. Others are passing fads which we take up by way of amusement and will drop as soon as they pass out of fashion
         
 
         It is not, however, as if the making of such distinctions has invariably become more lighthearted with the passage of time. On the contrary, quite often there is a sour, even malevolent note. Take, for example, the flock of websites that have sprung up which are devoted to the successors to Essex Man and Essex Girl, the Chatham Boys and Girls or Chavs. The homepage of Chavscum (webmaster@chavscum.co.uk) proclaims itself as ‘a field guide to Britain’s burgeoning peasant underclass’: ‘What makes the Chavs attire so funny is that they think they are at the cutting edge of fashion and by adorning their body with hunks of worthless 9ctgold crap they look rich! In reality what they do look like are a bunch of fucking pikeys!’ — and so on, through the Chavs’ deplorable taste in clothes and cars, their intellectual inadequacies (‘the dumbed-down lunchtime news will still prove as inaccessible as Proust to most Chavs’) to their mindless addiction to the most vacuous television shows and their drunken bickerings into the small hours. The hatred almost explodes off the computer screen.
         
 
         We shall return to this weird loathing. But for the purposes of this chapter what matters are the continued obsession with class difference and the itch to scratch at it and caricature it. There is in fact a huge amount of evidence (and evidence being added to every day) that one thing we cannot argue in support of the thesis that Britain has become, or is well on the way to becoming, a classless society is that there is now uniformity in the way we show ourselves to the world.
         
 
         There remains then only one candidate to justify the classlessness claim, and that is the most formidable and interesting of the three. After rejecting equality of income and equality in lifestyle as the prime mover in the emergence of our supposedly classless society, we must turn to equality of opportunity.
         
 
         (iii) Opportunity knocks but doesn’t answer
 
         There is no doubt that equality of opportunity has been the declared goal of most British politicians since the war. Indeed, you can date this general consensus further back. Disraeli, in his Vindication of the English Constitution, wrote that ‘the basis of English society is equality, but here let us distinguish: there are two kinds of equality; there is the equality that levels and destroys and the equality that elevates and creates.’
         
 
         The first kind implied an equality of result, in which the tall poppies would be beheaded and the talented reduced to the ranks. The second kind rested on equality before the law, on equality of liberties and hence the freedom to make the best of your talents. ‘One of the great achievements of modern Conservatism’, Rab Butler boasted, ‘is to bring in as a reality la carrière ouverte aux talents.’ Now this is not as thoroughgoing an equality of opportunity as that envisaged by the Labour Party throughout most of its existence. Most leading Labour thinkers would argue that a proper equality of opportunity demanded an equal starting point. Unfair differences in health and education must be eliminated in order to give the worst-off a chance of competing on reasonably equal terms. For Conservatives, by contrast, achieving this would demand an excessive degree of social engineering. ‘Complete equality of opportunity’, Ian Gilmour argues, ‘could only be achieved by taking children away from their parents and bringing them up in baby farms, which is, or should be unthinkable… Everybody should have a chance to get on in the world and rise as high as his abilities permit, unhindered by antique privilege.’ (Inside Right, 1977, p.151) And Gilmour went on daringly to declare: ‘In this country that aim is near achievement.’
         
 
         Socialists, and most liberals too, would dispute that confident judgment, and argue that the worst off were still unfairly handicapped in the race. None the less, they would surely agree that the aim was desirable, and that some considerable progress had been made over the course of the 20th century, even though reactionary Tory governments might now and then halt or derail the process.
         
 
         And what politicians put forward in their election programmes, most people accept as the natural direction of modern politics. And they see signs of this equality all around them; the spread of home ownership and the huge expansion of student numbers in further and higher education offer the most striking evidence of it.
         
 
         There is then a form of argument which is widely accepted both in political circles and in the broader population. It runs roughly like this: in the old days — let us say up to 1914 — there was not much social mobility, class barriers were rigid, and only the luckiest or most energetic men (very few women) escaped from the class into which they were born. These days, opportunities have hugely expanded for everyone, even the poorest (though they are still handicapped). Almost everyone has a chance to realise his or her potential. The life chances of our children are likely to be better still. Britain is a more flexible and open place, and as a result the old class rigmarole is fading and lifestyles are converging. All this adds up to an increasingly classless society, and one of the symptoms of it is that equality of opportunity is generally accepted as a guiding principle. It is up to the government to realise and strengthen this principle in practice, for example, by improving standards in the public services and ensuring through taxation and benefits that the poor receive a fair share of the cake.
         
 
         Thus in asserting this equality of opportunity, we bring in the other two ways of being classless: some equalising of incomes and some consequential converging of lifestyles. But it is this third principle, the equality of opportunity, which is the one that really counts. And it is on that principle that we base our claim to be on our way to a classless society, differing only in our estimates as to how near we are to that splendid goal. Equality of opportunity is what distinguishes us from Britain in the past and from many other benighted countries in the present.
         
 
         Now there are several things to be said about this claim. The riders and qualifications I shall offer may not by themselves destroy the claim or nullify it. But, taken together, these qualifications do suggest that there is a dangerous simplicity, a thoughtless over-confidence at work here. We ought at the very least to take the argument a little more carefully and sceptically before rushing to conclusions.
         
 
         The first point to note is that Britain always has been a notoriously open society. We may not see this ourselves. Often it takes outside observers like Stein Ringen, the American sociologist working at Oxford, or the economist P.T. Bauer, a Hungarian Jewish refugee, to point out that for many centuries, of all major European countries, Britain has been the easiest place for a young man of talent to make his fortune and to rise within his own lifetime to an accepted social position among the gentry or even the nobility. Marriage, too, provided a handy leg-up to many a likely lad, from Dick Whittington onwards. ‘Mind the Gap’ weddings have been a staple of English farce, and a social reality, for five centuries and more.
         
 
         Neither political nor social power has ever been closed off to the upwardly mobile. It may seem remarkable to us today that a music-hall entertainer’s son, brought up in furnished lodgings, with scarcely an O-level to his name and no higher education, should become Prime Minister, as John Major did. But was that any more remarkable than that the illegitimate son of a ploughman should do the same seventy years earlier and go on to hobnob with duchesses into the bargain, as Ramsay MacDonald did? Or that Benjamin Disraeli, a Jew who never attended public school or university and could become a Member of Parliament only because he had been hastily baptised as a child, should become Prime Minister of Britain at the height of her imperial power in the mid-nineteenth century?
         
 
         Yet we are reluctant to acknowledge these obvious facts, a reluctance which perceptive observers find rather perplexing. Professor Ringen argues that ‘Britain continues to portray itself as an exotic and archaic class society, although it is now an ordinary class society, much like Germany or Sweden. What is peculiar in Britain is not the reality of the class system and its continuing existence, but class psychology: the preoccupation with class, the belief in class, and the symbols of class in manners, dress and language.’ (Times Literary Supplement, January 24, 1997). At least Ringen discerns some progress in Britain; instead of an archaic society fully equipped with an aristocracy and a proletariat, we now just have rich and poor like everyone else. But Lord Bauer, in his essay ‘Class on the Brain: the cost of a British Obsession’ (1997), while joining Ringen in deploring the damage done by this obsession, prefers to point to continuities rather than transformations in our island story. What has always distinguished Britain from more rigid and hierarchical societies has been its relatively high class mobility and an admirable openness to change which flows from this mobility. Both observers agree that, to quote Ringen again, the British live in an open society but think they don’t: ‘Britain is a thoroughly modern society with thoroughly archaic institutions, conventions and beliefs’ — which is what makes the British mentality so difficult to grasp for a stranger — and, I am tempted to add, for many British intellectuals too.
         
 
         Of course, in certain respects Britain is still not as open as the more impatient reformers would like. Most judges are still educated at the more expensive schools, there are not many women chairing large public companies. And in some cases, policies designed to ensure equality of access and opportunity have not worked out as they were intended to. The huge expansion of higher education, for example, has mostly enabled the not-so-brilliant children of the middle class to attend university. The proportion of British graduates who come from the working classes has scarcely increased over the past half century (although their absolute numbers will have increased), because so many of the extra places are taken up by the ‘green-welly brigade’.
         
 
         In their huge survey of social mobility, Origins and Destinations: Family, Class, and Education in Modern Britain (1980), A.H. Halsey, A.F. Heath and J.M.Ridge looked back on nearly half a century of British education. Their conclusions were decidedly sobering. There had been some social mobility as a result of the huge expansion of State education, but not much:
         
 
         
            In summary, school inequalities of opportunity have been remarkably stable over the forty years which our study covers. Throughout, the service class has had roughly three times the chance of the working class of getting some kind of selective secondary schooling. Only at 16 has there been any significant reduction in relative class chances, but even here the absolute gains have been greater for the service class. If the ‘hereditary curse upon English education is its organisation upon lines of social class’, that would seem to be as true in the 1960s as it was in 1931 when Tawney wrote. (p.205)
            
 
            
                

            
 
            The class differences [in the age of leaving school and starting work] were the same in the 1960s as they had been in the 1920s, despite a relatively favourable demography, economic growth, and rising educational investment. Moreover, a class inequality with respect to the quality of education provided at all ages has persisted… In short, interpreting educational embourgeoisement to mean that, as education expanded, the typical educational careers of children from different social origins would converge, the result is disappointment. (p.207)
            

         
 
         Halsey was writing just as the new comprehensive schools were getting into their stride, and he shared the hopes of other educationalists that this new universal system might change things for the better. But 20 years on, the verdict is little more encouraging.
         
 
         In fact, Polly Toynbee in the Guardian (March 5 2003) reports that ‘Research into children born in 1958 finds they were far more class mobile (up and down) than children born in 1970, who largely stayed in their father’s social class.’ She describes this as ‘so counter-intuitive that people find these irrefutable truths hard to believe’. And so indeed they are if you expect comprehensive schooling and the huge increase in the numbers going to university to lubricate and accelerate social mobility as was the declared hope of the reformers. By now, it seems, that even lifelong enthusiasts for those reforms have to admit some disillusionment.
         
 
         The Education and Child Poverty Report asserts that ‘educational success in Britain is more determined by social class than in any other country’. The gap between poor and better-off children is evident by the age of two and widens throughout the school career, until school leavers from unskilled backgrounds are five times less likely to enter higher education than those from professional backgrounds (Guardian, March 25 2003).
         
 
         David Bell, the Chief Inspector of Schools, told the Fabian  Society that ‘since 1996 the socio-economic attainment gap  has widened in secondary schools’. Teachers were complaining  that conditions had become tougher in the classroom over  the past ten years and areas classified as ‘disavantaged’ had  spread from inner-city areas to other parts of the country,  notably coastal towns (Times, November 21, 2003). Shortly  before she resigned in despair as Education Secretary, Estelle  Morris, a former teacher, told the Labour Party conference of  her disappointment and disenchantment with the comprehensive  system:
         
 
         
            It hasn’t achieved all that we campaigned for. I thought it  would break the link between poverty and achievement. It  hasn’t. I hoped it would end the massive underachievement of  ethnic minorities. It hasn’t. (Blackpool, 2 October, 2002)

         
 
         And both Estelle Morris and Tony Blair himself at the  same conference chose to describe Britain as now being in the  ‘post-comprehensive era’.
 
         By the middle of Tony Blair’s second term, this disillusionment  suddenly became widespread among his ministers  and ex-ministers, especially those described as modernists.  The loyalist Patricia Hewitt told the Fabian Society that the  socialists of the 1930s would be horrified to see how little  progress we had made in overturning poverty and inequality.  Michael Meacher lamented that inequality was growing  again under the government which he had served for six years  before being discarded. And all in the same week, another ex-minister, Stephen Byers, talked about ‘an environment in which disadvantage reinforces itself across generations, where underachievement leads to a spiral of decline’ — just as Keith Joseph 25 years earlier had shocked his complacent audiences by talking about a cycle of social deprivation. In fact, Byers was the more shocking, since in his lecture to the Social Market Foundation (24 June, 2003) he indicated that things were actually worsening: ‘We are witnessing a silent and secret revolution where, to a greater extent than before, those born into disadvantage and poverty will be condemned to it for the rest of their lives.’ All this after half a century of the strongly redistributive taxation and thirty years of the comprehensive education that were supposed to flatten out inequalities and open up opportunities to the poorest.
         
 
         Alan Milburn, former Health Secretary and another of Blair’s modernisers, also declares that ‘children born — as I was — in 1958 were far less dependent on the economic status of their parents than those born in later years. Birth not worth has become more key to life chances.’ (Guardian, November 10, 2003)
         
 
         Milburn argues for a huge extension of home ownership to the poor to narrow the gap. Similarly, Chris Holmes, former Director of Shelter, believes that ‘housing inequalities are now much greater than they were 50 years ago’. Introducing his Housing Bill in 1949, Aneurin Bevan had argued that ‘it is entirely undesirable that on modern housing estates only one type of citizen should live… we should try to introduce what was always the lovely feature of English and Welsh villages, where the doctor, the grocer, the butcher and the farm labourer all lived in the same street.’ As a symbol of that aim, the Bill would sweep away all reference to ‘the housing of the working class.’ Yet as Holmes points out, far from that ‘lovely feature’ ushering in an era of social diversity in housing, it was instrumental in that long process of geographical social polarisation with which we are embarrassingly familiar (C. Holmes, Housing, Equality and Choice, IPPR 2003). In fact, Danny Dorling and Phil Rees of Leeds University argue in a paper for the Royal Geographical Society (A Nation Still Dividing, 2003) that the results of the 2001 census demonstrate that ‘for key aspects of life in Britain, the nation has continued in the 1990s to divide socially and geographically often at a faster rate than was occurring in the 1980s and 1970s.’
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