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Social Class and Identity 

Social status dictates every aspect of life for members of Edward's court. 

It defines privileges, responsibilities, and loyalties. For most characters their 

social class is crucial to their sense of self. Characters work to improve their 

standing by courting the king's favor. They despise privilege they feel is 

unearned, and they associate social standing with dignity and worth. 

The easiest way to achieve social and political promotion in Edward's 

reign is to become one of his favorites. Gaveston, for instance, plans seductive 

entertainments for the king in Act 1, Scene 1. He is rewarded with an 

unprecedented amount of power and influence. Spencer Junior recognizes he 

can take advantage of Gaveston's sexual preference for him and earn a 

promotion himself. He advises Baldock to impress the king by acting and 

dressing like an aristocrat, hinting that Edward appreciates the "formal toys" of 

fancy dress. Mortimer Junior also understands the king's approval is a shortcut 

to advancement. As he plans to take over the monarchy in Act 5, Scene 4, he 

vows to promote his friends and punish his enemies. 

But Edward's favoritism violates the norms of his time. Social class was 

determined by birth—aristocratic status had to be inherited. The barons were 

born into noble families, and they've put in their time serving the king and the 

country. They're outraged when Gaveston, a Frenchman from a nonaristocratic 

background, gets the same status seemingly overnight. Titles and position 

become meaningless if anyone can achieve them. This loss of status drives the 

barons to treachery and vengeance. Mortimer Junior says the common people 

are also upset by Gaveston's advance, since no one else has the opportunity to 

rise above the social status they inherit. 

Class becomes a powerful determiner of both political and personal 

worth. Gaveston is astounded by his own promotions. He doesn't think he 

deserves them. Yet he dismisses the common people in Act 1, Scene 1, 

comparing them to embers he can brush away. When he offers the three poor 

men jobs, Gaveston is testing out his new aristocratic status—now he's powerful 

enough people can ask him for favors. 
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Edward also gets his sense of value from his status as a king. He feels he 

is entitled to loyalty, obedience, and good treatment. The indignities he suffers 

during the play—separation from his lover, captivity, and torture—seem worse 

because he is a monarch. When he's forced to resign in Act 5, he can't give up 

his royal identity. He agonizes over who he will be without his crown; 

surrendering the crown means surrendering his sense of self. As a result Edward 

never lets go of the belief he is king. This belief gives him dignity in his lowest 

moments, and he reminds Lightborne he is a monarch before his execution. 


