Characters & Social Class Conflict

The conflict and tensions between different social classes is a recurring theme throughout the book.  Each character occupies a particular social position within society and the estate on which the book is set can be viewed as a microcosm of society at the time.  The fact that all of these characters are forced together due to the circumstances created by the war helps to foreground the tensions between and within them, and helps to reveal their attitudes and feelings towards each other.  There are also many incidents within the novel which help to highlight this theme.

LRC

A woman in conflict between the competing influences of her father (a Christian judge who believed in compassion and justice) and her husband (a traditional landed aristocrat who believes that an ordered society is based on privilege, breeding, rank and subservience).  See p.41 (p54) – ‘the contradiction between her emulation of Christ and her eminence as a baronet’s wife’; a conflict between principle and status.

She is forced to live by a strict class code (the upper classes) which entails treating the lower orders as her inferiors in rank but without condescension.  See pp 111-112 (pp.138-141) & p.163 (p.201) – ‘Even in a church itself … there could be none of this fatal throwing away of the privileges and responsiblities of rank.  If the minister was socially inferior, he must even with his robes be treated with that correct degree of condescension which was never offensive but which indubitably was the true preserver of society.’  Her husband sees it as their duty and responsibility to preserve things as they are.  Those even lower down the social scale are seen as dangerous particularly given the context of war: ‘They’re still brutes.. After the war they’ll be trying to drag us down to their level.  It’s up to us to see they don’t manage it.’

LRC has to deal with her internal struggle and also the external public conflict between herself and her son Roderick who challenges her decisions at every turn.  Roderick can be viewed as his mother’s conscience within the novel.

In many ways we can be sympathetic to LRC’s dilemma: she wants to do right in each situation but has to submerge her instincitve social and Christian compassion in favour of the demands of her position.  However, she does have a choice and in the end (as is seen with the expulsion of the cone-gatherers from the beach hut) she sides with rank and privilege.

Roderick

‘He did not see things as a baronet’s heir should’

Roderick represents his mother’s conscience within the novel.  Although his father fears that he is too sensitive and full of pity for the lower orders, his mother at times admires the fact that he has developed strong principles of justice and fairness inherited from her.

At every chance in the novel he speaks up against the unfair treatment he sees being handed out to the cone-gatherers: their potential dismissal following the deer drive; offering them a lift back from Lendrick; refusing to accept their expulsion from the beach hut – See pp.77 (97), 92-93 (116-117), 141-142 (173-174)

Quixotic – absurdly and unrealistically romantic, chivalrous or idealistic (after Don Quixote).

Sir Galahad – a chivalrous and crusading knight

Roderick is often seen as naïve and too innocent in the ways of the world and his sister Sheila often comapares him to the above fictional characters.  He wants the world to be fair, equal and just but cannot manage to bring this about.

Neil

Neil is very class conscious and often exhibits strong socialist principles.  He is resentful of the way he is treated and this ultimately leads to the tragic ending as he refuses to be ordered to help LRC.

From the very opening of the novel he states his feelings with regard to their accomodation (although it is actually Duror who has prevented them from occupying the beach hut): ‘We’re human beings just like them.  We need space to live and breathe in.’; ‘their hut which to him remained a symbol of their humiliation’

This resentment and hostility manifests itself in his initial refusal to participate in the deer drive: ‘Go and tell the lady… that we’re free men, we’re not at her beck and call.  It was beneath her to give us the beach hut to live in although it’s to be pulled down after the war.  Does she think she can treat us like dirt one day, and the next order us about?’
For other expressions of class consciousness see pp. 81 (103), 135 (168), 172 (211)

In spite of his clear resentment Neil still conforms to the social norms of deference to his superiors whenever he is confronted in a one to one situation with them: when passing the car in Lendrick ‘Neil’s dignity and composure… crumbled into the abjectness of a peasant.  He fumbled at his cap.  “Good evening,” he mumbled, and could not prevent himself adding, “sir.”’; when they are discovered in the beach hut ‘Neil did not know what to do or say.  Every second of silent abjectness was a betrayal of himself… he could not lift his head… A lifetime of frightened submissiveness held it down.,’

Revision – explain this apparent contradiction between Neil’s statements and thoughts, and his body language and actions.

Revision Questions to Consider

‘She’s a good woman really; but she’s got a code to live by.’ (Tulloch)

To what extent do you agree with this description.  Find evidence to support your position.

‘He did not see things as a Baronet’s heir should.’

What makes Roderick unusual?  Refer in detail to his words and actions but also the reactions of those around him to what he says and does.

‘We’re human beings just like them.’ (Neil)

Consider how social class restricts and/or advantages particular characters within the novel.

Explain why Roderick’s attempts at building bridges between classes is unsuccessful.  Consider the role of Duror (chp 10) and barriers built by others (chps 15 & 16).

