
International Journal of Basic and Applied Sciences                         Salil Sagar                 Vol. 2.  No.4                    ISSN: 2277-1921 
 

175                          Online  version available at: www.crdeepjournal.org 

 

International Journal of Basic and Applied Sciences Vol. 2.  No.4.  2013.  Pp. 175-178 
©Copyright by CRDEEP. All Rights Reserved. 

 

Review Paper 

The Sound of Class: Analyzing Social Hierarchies through Phonetics in Thomas 

Hardy's Work 

Salil Sagar   
Government College, Dharamshala, India 
 
Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the function of phonetics in Thomas Hardy's investigation of social hierarchies, with a 

particular emphasis on the way in which language serves as a representation of social class in his narratives. Through the examination 

of significant works such as Tess of the d'Urbervilles and Jude the Obscure, we investigate the manner in which Hardy utilizes 

dialect, accent, and speech patterns in order to emphasize the differences that exist between various socioeconomic strata. Hardy not 

only uses phonetic variety to characterize his protagonists, but he also uses it to challenge the cultural standards that dictate the 

experiences and interactions that individuals have with one another. According to the findings of our investigation, Hardy's use of 

phonetics is a potent instrument that can be utilized to comprehend the intricate dynamics of social class in England during the 19th 

century. Characters such as Tess and Jude traverse a world in which their speech reflects their social origins and impacts whether or 

not they are accepted or rejected within a society that divides people into different social strata. The purpose of this study is to 

highlight the lasting relevance of language in influencing views of class. This is accomplished by putting Hardy's work within the 

larger context of sociolinguistic theory. This paper also invites a critical assessment of the consequences of phonetic discrimination in 

both historical and present contexts. 
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 Introduction 

In his writings set in rural England, the great Victorian author Thomas Hardy deftly mixes ideas of social class and individual 

identity. The importance of phonetics, the study of speech sounds, in exposing and analyzing social hierarchies is at the heart of 

his investigation. Accents, dialects, and speech patterns are powerful signifiers of identity in Hardy's stories, mirroring not just the 

personas but also the larger social systems that control interpersonal dynamics. The intricacies of class dynamics during a time of 

fast social change can be better understood by delving into the phonetic variances in his characters' speech.  

 

England saw a dramatic transition in the late 19th century as a result of the effects of industrialization and urbanization on the 

country's traditional social landscapes. Even when society undergoes transformation, Hardy's main characters frequently face the 

inflexible class differences that shape their existence. In a society where one's language may be both an asset and a liability, 

characters such as Jude Fawley and Tess Durbeyfield must find ways to succeed. Their phonetic features reveal a lot about their 

socioeconomic background and how they were accepted or rejected in a stratified society.  

 

By using phonetic diversity, Hardy draws a sharp contrast between the upper-class accents in Tess of the d'Urbervilles and Tess's 

country speech. Speech has the power to reinforce social structures and elicit instant judgments. The prejudices of people like 

Alec d'Urberville target Tess because her dialect, which stems from her poor origins, makes her vulnerable. On the other side, 

Alec's privileged social status is reflected in his sophisticated speech, which highlights the impact of accents on power dynamics 

and interpersonal dynamics.  

 

Hardy explores the linguistic obstacles that limit Jude Fawley's ambitions in Jude the Obscure. Because of his working-class 

accent, Jude feels like an outsider, which impacts his confidence and the opportunities available to him. As Jude fights the social 

limitations of his class, Hardy uses language distinctions to show the inner and outside battles he experiences. Hardy exposes the 

inherent prejudices that control human interactions through these characters, critiquing the shallowness of class differences.  

 

Our comprehension of Hardy's handling of language and class is deepened by applying theoretical frameworks from 

sociolinguistics. The significance of accents as social indicators has been emphasized by scholars such as William Labov, who 

have drawn attention to the correlation between phonetic variances and social characteristics. By using this critical framework to 

Hardy's writings, we can see how language serves to both define and criticize the social systems that control people's lives.  

 

Despite the historical setting in which Hardy's stories take place, the universal concerns of class and language are as pertinent as 

ever. In today's world, accents still have an impact on how people see things, which in turn shapes their opportunities and 

interactions with others. One way to examine how language maintains social stratification is to engage with Hardy's investigation 

A Multidisciplinary Journal 



International Journal of Basic and Applied Sciences                         Salil Sagar                 Vol. 2.  No.4                    ISSN: 2277-1921 
 

176                          Online  version available at: www.crdeepjournal.org 

 

of phonetics. In the end, this analysis prompts a reevaluation of how language influences our views of other people and the social 

standards that control our interactions. 

  

In this study, we will examine the phonetic features found in Jude the Obscure and Tess of the d'Urbervilles, two of Hardy's most 

important works. We seek to shed light on how Hardy's use of phonetics offers deep insights into class identity creation and the 

critique of social hierarchies by thoroughly examining characters' speech patterns and the social consequences that come with 

them. This exploration of Hardy's writings will provide light on the linguistic influences on our perception of social class and the 

pervasiveness of these issues in modern debate.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

Understanding Phonetics and Class 

The study of phonetics, which is the study of the sounds that are created by human speech, is of utmost significance in the field of 

sociolinguistics. This is due to the fact that it intersects with issues pertaining to identity, social class, and power distribution. It is 

common for accents and dialects to serve as markers of an individual's social background, which in turn shapes the individual 's 

perspectives and interactions with others. Because of the significance of the relationship between language and social hierarchy, 

considerable research has been conducted on the subject. During the time period that Hardy was writing about, there was a 

significant relationship between the qualities of language and the social stratification that existed. There were several accents that 

were regarded as more respectable than others on the market.  

Hardy’s Context 

In the 19th century, England was undergoing a period of enormous social upheaval, which was characterized by the transition 

from rural cultures to industrial urban centers. Thomas Hardy contributed to this transition by writing during this time. Because of 

this shift, not only did the environment undergo a transformation, but it also reshaped social structures, which resulted in a 

complicated interaction between various socioeconomic groups. Many of Hardy's narratives are reflective of the tensions and 

conflicts that have arisen as a result of this societal shift. These narratives capture the challenges of individuals who are attempting 

to navigate rigid class structures. In this setting, language, and phonetics in particular, becomes an essential instrument for 

investigating topics related to identity and social status. This is because accents and dialects serve as immediate markers of a 

person's background and standing in society. 

  

In the Victorian era, there was a significant focus placed on social propriety, and speech patterns were strongly related to class 

disparities. This was one of the defining characteristics of the event. The prejudices that followed linguistic variety were 

something that Hardy was painfully aware of; his characters frequently confront criticism not only based on their deeds but also 

on the way that they talk. Hardy exposes the superficiality of these cultural judgments by means of his vivid representations of 

dialect and accent. He does this by demonstrating how phonetic indicators can perpetuate barriers to social mobility and 

acceptability. Through the examination of phonetics in Hardy's work, we are able to acquire a deeper understanding of his more 

general commentary on the constraints that are imposed by social hierarchies and the frequently arbitrary nature of class 

formations.  

 

Phonetics in Hardy's Novels 

Tess of the d'Urbervilles 

In order to illustrate the significant differences that exist between the various elements of society, Hardy used phonetic variation 

across the entirety of the novel Tess of the d'Urbervilles on multiple occasions. In order to show these contrasts, the character of 

Tess is discussed. On the other hand, characters like Alec d'Urberville, who have a more refined speech, have a more polished 

speech than Tess, who is a peasant girl who speaks in a country accent that is indicative of her heritage. Tess's speech is more 

polished than Alex's. Tess's speech is differentiated from others since it is more polished than those of other people. It is via the 

utilization of this phonetic mismatch that Tess's socioeconomic condition as well as the prejudice that she encounters are brought 

to the attention of the audience.  
 
Dialect as Identity 
Tess's dialect is an essential component of her personality; it serves as a representation of her connection to her ancestry and the 

country. Nevertheless, when she engages in conversation with people from higher social levels, this very dialect becomes a source 

of estrangement for her. Not only does Hardy's treatment of Tess's speech communicate her innocence, but it also attacks the 

societal institutions that devalue her identity based on the fact that she comes from a linguistic background. 
 

Jude the Obscure 

Throughout Jude the Obscure, phonetic distinctions shed additional light on the socioeconomic conflicts that Jude Fawley is 

experiencing. His dreams for social mobility are continually blocked, not just by hurdles from the outside world, but also by the 

biases that are linked with his accent, which is associated with the working class. 

 

Class and Aspirations 

The speech that Jude gives represents both his poor beginnings and his aspirations to rise beyond them for himself. The phonetic 

subtleties of Jude's discourse highlight the internal turmoil that he is experiencing as well as the limits that he is subjected to by 
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society. Hardy makes use of these linguistic cues in order to depict the sad gap that exists between Jude's aspirations and the 

realities of class prejudice.  

The Impact of Phonetic Discrimination 

Social Perception and Interaction 
Within the body of work produced by Hardy, phonetics functions as an essential lens through which social perception and 

interaction are traversed. This serves to illustrate how language changes the identities of individuals as well as their connections 

with other people. Not only do the accents and dialects of Hardy's characters serve as indicators of regional identity, but they also 

serve as social signifiers that have an impact on how characters are seen within the communities in which they are set. One 

example is the country dialect that Tess Durbeyfield uses, which causes others to form instantaneous opinions about her and 

frequently positions her as a target of ridicule or pity. Because of this, it is clear that there is a widespread inclination in society to 

equate speech patterns with intelligence, morality, and worthiness. This highlights the significant impact that phonetic variance 

has on the dynamics of social relationships.  

 

The tension that arises from these phonetic disparities frequently manifests itself in the interactions that take place between 

characters. Tess's interactions with characters such as Alec and Angel Clare in "Tess of the d'Urbervilles" highlight the ways in 

which her speech acts as a barrier to acceptance and comprehension. Even though Tess is a person who exemplifies resiliency and 

complexity, her accent makes her stand out as "other," which results in misunderstandings regarding her personality and talents. In 

a similar manner, Jude Fawley, the protagonist of "Jude the Obscure," is subjected to prejudice from society due to his working-

class accent, which makes his goals and relationships more difficult to achieve. Hardy makes advantage of these exchanges to 

attack the superficial judgments that result from phonetic distinctions. In doing so, he reveals the unpleasant disconnect that exists 

between individuals and the limits that are imposed by cultural conventions. By means of this investigation, Hardy highlights the 

significance of language as a potent factor in determining how people perceive and interact with one another in social settings.  

 

Case Studies: Key Characters 

Tess Durbey field 

Through her words, Tess demonstrates that she is a victim of social injustice. It is through her contacts with personalities like 

Angel Clare that she demonstrates how her dialect can both enchant and repel people, thereby illuminating the intricacies of 

relationships according to social class. The use of phonetic markers by Hardy helps the reader gain a more profound 

comprehension of Tess's challenges and her ability to persevere.  

 
Jude Fawley 
His accent, which makes him appear to be an outsider, consistently undermines Jude's attempts to communicate his goals and 

aspirations. It is clear from his experiences that phonetic discrimination can impede personal development and contribute to the 

reinforcement of the restrictions that are imposed by social class. 

 

Hardy's Critique of Social Structures 

Language as a Social Construct 

Through his research into phonetics, Hardy makes the argument that language is a significant social construct that contributes to 

the maintenance of inequality. He is able to critique the rigid hierarchies that govern the lives of his characters because the 

phonetic qualities of his characters' speech serve as signals of their social position. This allows him to analyze the social standing 

of his characters.  

The Role of Dialect in Social Mobility 

Through the experiences of characters like Tess and Jude, Hardy reveals the significant limitations that language imposes on 

social mobility so that readers can better understand the implications of these limitations. As a result of the phonetic markers that 

are associated with their class, individuals are ultimately unable to escape the roles that have been given to them. This is because 

these markers help to reinforce the barriers that society has established.  

Contemporary Relevance 

Phonetics and Class Today 
In today's world, where language continues to play an important role as a key marker of identity and social standing, the 

investigation of phonetics and class that is found in the works of Thomas Hardy has a tremendous resonance. The use of accents 

and dialects continues to be an important factor in the formation of perceptions, the influence of opportunities, and the 

determination of social relationships. It is common practice to evaluate persons based on their speech patterns in a variety of 

settings, including social gatherings and interviews for employment. This practice serves to reinforce the class inequalities that 

already exist. It is possible that the preconceptions that are connected with particular accents can restrict access to education and 

job advancement opportunities. These prejudices are reflective of the prejudices that Hardy criticizes in his novels. Furthermore, 

as conversations about social justice and equality become more prominent, the problem of linguistic discrimination becomes an 

issue that is becoming increasingly pertinent. The characters in Hardy's works struggle with the limitations that their speech 

imposes on them, and individuals in today's society have issues that are comparable to those. The stigma that is linked to regional 

accents or dialects that are not considered standard can contribute to the perpetuation of stereotypes and lead to social isolation. 
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The significance of Hardy's observations regarding the connection between phonetics and social class is shown by the fact that 

this reality has persisted over time. The examination of these dynamics through the lens of current culture allows us to gain a 

deeper comprehension of the continued consequences of language in the formation of social hierarchies, as well as the pressing 

necessity of combating phonetic prejudices that continue to have an impact on the lives of individuals in the present day.  

Lessons from Hardy 

Because of the quantity of work that Hardy has produced, it is suggested that a critical analysis of the power relations that are 

entrenched in language be conducted. Through the process of analysing phonetic similarities and differences, we are able to get a 

more profound grasp of the complexities of class relations and the long-term effects that socioeconomic systems have on the lives 

of individuals.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the exact use of phonetics that Thomas Hardy employs in his work serves as an important lens for evaluating the 

social hierarchies that are present in his writing. This is because phonetics is a technique that is used all throughout his work. 

Hardy not only challenges the prejudices that are connected to the severe class structures that existed in England during the 19th 

century, but he also reflects the rigid class structures that existed during that time period through the distinctive speech patterns of 

characters such as Tess Durbeyfield and Jude Fawley. This is because Hardy takes advantage of the fact that these characters have 

distinct speech patterns. They were having a conversation, and the phonetic differences between them brought light on the huge 

influence that language has on our identities and how we see the world around us. These examples illustrate how people' accents 

and dialects may both empower and restrict them within a society that is stratified. 

Hardy's examination of phonetics, which extends beyond the historical context in which he was writing, offers insights that are 

timeless into the relationship between language and social rank. This is because Hardy's investigation goes beyond the historical 

setting in which he was writing. It is possible for us to have a more comprehensive understanding of the ways in which cultural 

norms continue to influence interactions and opportunities in the present circumstances if we conduct a study of the complexities 

of speech. In conclusion, the work of Hardy inspires readers to reflect on the power of language as a social construct and to 

consider the various ways in which phonetic discrimination is still prevalent in today's society. In a modern environment, it also 

challenges us to question our own interpretations of what it means to be a member of a particular class or group.  
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