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Abstract

In this report current debates on changes of the class and stratification in contemporary Britain are explained. The concept of the class is explained and social forces that affect the formation of class structure are followed through the report. It is explained how political, economic and cultural changes contributed to the changes in the class structure. Changes of the primary stratification (relationship to the means of production) are discussed, but the process of the secondary stratification (nationality and gender) is also analysed. There are different theories and approaches introduced which try to capture the causes of stratification. Many arguments are supported by evidences and statistics, however class is so fluid and subtle that it is not easy to measure and fully explain. At the end key points are summarised.
Introduction
Giddens and Sutton (2013, p. 485) defined class as a large scale of people who share common economic resources, which powerfully influence the type of their lifestyle. Property ownership, wealth and occupation are the main bases of class differences. Class systems are fluid, class positions are partly achieved and class is economically based and interpersonal. According to Crompton (2008, pp. 11-28), class is widely used as a label to describe social structures of inequalities in modern societies. The class has also been used as a more abstract term to describe social forces, where it is assumed that these social forces tend to allocate certain individual, occupational or social category in a particular class. Crompton added that the development of capitalist industrialism and globalisation has been identified as a major factor in the transition of modernity, which has created a dynamic world that is constantly changing and transforming. The source of these changes are class-based organizations, which claim that they represent class interest, such as political parties, trade unions, employers and other interest groups. 
Changes in the class structure
In the second half of the twentieth century the proportion of the routine and manual jobs has decreased, while routine service jobs have increased (Crompton, 2008, p. 103-152). De-industrialization, technological change and the growth of the service economy resulted in a shift of the occupational structure. The number professions categorized as middle class have increased. Predominantly administrative, professional and managerial occupations were rising. New occupations – for example IT experts and call-centre workers – started to expand. New service professionals – such as librarians, social workers and psychotherapists – could be associated with the growth and development of the welfare state. The number of lower qualified service employees – for instance first line managers and hospitality industry employees – was rising as well.  
According to Livesey and Lawson (2008, pp. 460-472), share holding became globally available for everyone; not only the upper class was holding shares, it became increasingly the characteristic of the middle class as well. Middle class managers increasingly own part of the company for which they work. Business control is more and more in the hand of managers on day-to-day level. The upper class is replaced with managerial elite, who remain employees rather than employers. Class divisions weakened and the middle class became more fragmented in terms of income, status and life opportunities. There is no more clear-cut distinction among the ‘upper’, ‘middle’ and ‘working’ classes and occupational changes resulted in a much more fluid social situation. Globalised corporations became unbounded. They are not constrained by the traditional forms of manufacturing. The manufacturing process can be distributed anywhere (where the labour is cheaper). The decline of manufacturing jobs led to the increase of routine service jobs, however there are debates whether routine service jobs are a ‘new working’ class or an ‘old middle class’. It is also questioned whether the decline in the working class profession led to the existence of underclass.
Is there an underclass? Is the underclass created?
Underclass is often associated with underprivileged minority ethnic groups and they are characterised by such things as poverty, marginalisation, criminality, welfare dependence and so forth (Giddens and Sutton, 2013, pp. 504-505). 
According to Charles Murray (2001, pp. 1-39) drop out from the labour force among young males is an indicator that the underclass has formed. It is a clear change from the old norm that young people work regularly and hard and they are supporting their family and themselves. The percentage of unemployed young working class males (aged 18-24) grew from 20.5% to 31.2% between 1989 and 1999. The economy is not to blame because the overall unemployment rate was lower in 1999 than in 1989. There is no obvious explanation for the increasing number of young males out of employment, because even the men in their twenties who are attending higher education are falling since 1994. Another indication that underclass is rising is the growing tendency of crime. Murray is arguing that ‘Over the last two decades, larger and larger numbers of British children have not been socialised to norms of self-control, consideration for others, and the concept that actions have consequences’. One of the reasons they are not socialised is the growing number of children that are not being raised by two mature adults. In consequence, the third indicator of the underclass is births to unmarried women. Also the increasing number of divorces (especially in the lower classes) has a negative effect on the children. Murray stated that marriage is an ‘indispensible building block of society’. The erosion of the institution of marriage and the growing underclass is a serious risk to society (Murray, 2001). Family values in the past few decades have changed a lot. Changes in family structure, increased family breakdowns and the growing number of single-parent families have a large contribution to poverty (Crompton, 2008, pp. 144).
Neo-liberals argued that the welfare benefit available to the poorest members of the society is increasing inequality via their role of creating ‘underclass’. It might also be suggested that underclass is a product of competitive capitalist society and they become ‘losers’ – meritocratic view (Crompton, 2008, pp. 138-139). In spite of everything Duncan Gallie still argues that there is a little difference between working class and long-term unemployed, so there is a question of an underclass with a distinct culture (1994, cited in Giddens and Sutton, 2013, p. 506).
Does class still exist?

Pakulski and Waters (1996) in their book The Death of Class argue that society went through intense changes and the importance of the class is declining. They claim that property ownership is less restricted. They say that globalisation, economic changes, technology and politics have increased consumer power; status in a contemporary society is based on ability to buy goods, rather than on social class position. John Scott and Lydia Morris argue that certain aspects of the class are still significant. Their mobility studies, the fact that wealth is shared unequally and people are classified support their argument. Class is not dead, just becoming more complex (Abbott, 2001, cited in Giddens and Sutton, 2013, pp. 495-496). 
Economical and political changes behind stratification
In the decades after the war, Britain’s social economic policies were restraining ‘market forces’ (Crompton, 2008, p. 2). It has included holding back on borrowing and lending, the use of taxation and interest rates to control demand together with the regulation of prices and incomes. Up to the 1970’s material inequality has been reduced, incomes were rising; especially those of the poorest were growing fast. Restraining policies were criticised by neo-liberals as contributing factor to economic decline. So the Conservative government in 1979 reintroduced neo-liberal policies, state-owned assets were privatised, labour market restrictions were removed and financial services were deregulated.
According to Crompton (2008, p. 2), the trend towards a decrease in class inequalities stopped and started a fast growth of income and wealth inequality in 1980s.  Cutting workers’ wages and removal of employees’ rights was characteristic for this period of time, while the wages of the best-paid increased by 50 %. Neo-liberal policies: deregulation of international trade, along with financial and labour markets and removal of social protection was increasing inequality. But it seems justified by increases in efficiency, productivity, profitability and consequently by the total wealth. This wealth is shared unequally and he gap between poor and rich is widening.
Hickson (2010) stated that the conservative’s fiscal redistribution resulted in tax cuts for those at the top end, but it did not make the country wealthier and did not help the poor. The New Labour made some improvements, but in many ways they continue the Thatcherite approach. There has been no reduction in inequality since 1997. The salaries and bonuses of those at the top of the income scale continue to grow. Many bankers were, for example, receiving large bonuses in the early months of 2010, in spite of the fact that they had played role in causing a financial crisis.

Upper class
Giddens and Sutton (2013, pp. 496-501) noted that we know far less about the rich than about the poor, but what is certain is that a huge amount of wealth is concentrated in the hand of a small minority called upper class. They have wealth and power and they are able to transmit their privileges to their children. The upper class has changed its shape and it is assumed there is no longer a distinct upper class, at least it is questionable. Women and ethnic minorities are also slowly entering the ranks of rich. Since the early 1990’s, the wealthiest 10% owned more than 50% of all marketable wealth. The top 1% own 75% of privately held corporate shares; the top 5% own over 90% of the total. John Scott (1991, cited in Giddens and Sutton, 2013, pp. 496-501) found three groups of controlling and profiting from big businesses: senior executives in large corporations, industrial entrepreneurs and ‘finance capitalists’. Policies encouraging entrepreneurship and technology boom made many people rich; they made fortunes from businesses and technological advances and entered into the upper class.
Social mobility
During the last decades of the twentieth century the decrease of the skilled manual jobs and the slowing growth of managerial positions resulted in the decline of upward mobility (Goldthorpe, 2004, cited in Crompton, 2008, p.125). A recent study concluded that there will be no return to the increasing rate of upward mobility seen in the mid-twentieth century (2007, Jackson and Goldthorpe cited in Giddens and Sutton, 2013, pp.514-515). Britain is not considered an ‘open’ society; class barriers are still present. Yet, women have more opportunities than their counterparts in the previous generations; they have slightly better upward mobility than men have (Giddens and Sutton, 2013, pp.516-517).
Impact of women on class divisions

According to Giddens and Sutton (2013, pp. 509-511), gender is one of the more profound examples of social stratification and it is rooted deeper than class systems. It is so fundamental to modern society that it is overlapping with gender inequalities. Previously women’s paid work was insignificant but in the past few decades the proportion of the households in which women are the breadwinners is increasing, so women have increasing influence on the class position of the household. An increasing number of women are moving into managerial and professional positions. They are making polarisation between high income ‘dual-earner households’ and ‘single-earner’ or ‘no earner households’. Bonney’s (1992, cited in Giddens and Sutton, 2013, pp. 509-511) research has shown that high earning women are likely to have high earning partners. For that reason, marriages tend to create partnerships where both partners are relatively privileged or disadvantaged regarding occupational attainment. The increasing number of dual earner and childless couples is widening the gap between rich and poor. 
Immigration 
In the first half of the twentieth century, manufacturing industry was the dominant form of employment in England (2013, Sociology Central).  A labour shortage was created by the Second World War. This ‘economic vacuum’ at the bottom of the labour market started to be filled by immigrants from other countries. They were a socially and economically powerless group and they had lower status. They were often treated as different class sub-cultures. Also they were frequently seen as potential competitors for jobs that had been traditionally done by working classes. It caused a conflict between the ruling class and the newcomers. They were often exploited in times of economic boom and unwanted in times of economic fall (2013, Sociology Central). 
Education and class division
Social class divisions are still remarkably persistent in the education. Education is reproducing and reinforcing social inequalities based on class, gender and education (Giddens and Sutton, 2013, p. 914). Educational changes and reforms have led to the raise of standards at schools and increase of educational participation. Class and gender biased selection of children in education was abolished in the 60’s. However, there are still inequalities in education between poor and rich. Parents with economic resources are able to pay private tutors and they can send their children to a private school, while parents in low-income households cannot even afford to educate their children in a catchment area of a ‘good’ state school, because they cannot afford to move to that location (Crompton, 2008, pp. 126-129). 
Was Marx right or wrong?

Giddens and Sutton (2013, pp. 486-488) suggested that the 19th century industrialisation has changed the society in many ways to better, but many workers opposed industrialisation. In the 20th century industrialised societies developed, but protests and movements continued. Marx insisted that capitalism takes advantage of working class and it need to be overthrown. Although by today many working class people seems to become more prosperous, class division is less obvious, however Marx’s ideas have still a huge effect on the world perception. Recent societies are acknowledged by rapid capitalistic globalisation. It places Marx’s ideas in a new perception that might be related to the current international anti-capitalist and anti-globalization social movements.
Conclusion

Global changes in economy have resulted in de-industrialisation. The working class has decreased. The service economy has increased and the middle class has grown and it has become more fragmented. The structure of the companies has transformed and shares have become more available for everyone. 
The existence of the underclass is questioned – some even question the existence of classes. Actually, classes exist, they have just become more and more complex and boundaries between classes are getting blurred. 

Government decisions also took an important part in shaping classes. After the Second World War, before the neo-liberal policies were introduced, material inequality was reduced, but after 1979 the neo-liberal policies have changed the economy structure and consequently the gap between the rich and poor has is started to get wider. 

Women’s inequality has been reduced, consequently they are less considered as a separate class. But common divorces and the growing number of single-parent families have large contribution to poverty. Also the growing number of children raised by a single parent might be associated with the growing underclass. Immigration also took some part in changing class structure; it made it more fragmented (especially lower classes). 

The education system tried to remove inequalities but they still exist, none the less education still reproduces and reinforces class differences. 
Many working class people have become more prosperous, but still there are anti-capitalist and ant-globalization social movements.
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