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Eliza’s English

My Fair Lady (1964) is the musical film adaptation of George Bernard Shaw’s 

classic play Pymolian (1912). This film was directed by George Cukor with the leading 

characters played by Audrey Hepburn as Eliza Doolittle and Rex Harrison as Professor 

Higgins. The film succeeded with eight Academy Awards that included Best Picture, 

Best Actor and Best Director among others. Captured in Edwardian London the film is 

about an arrogant phoneticians gamble to make a common flower girl a duchess by 

transforming her ghastly cockney accent to that of a well-bred English lady. The film 

begins with Eliza selling flowers, stays with Eliza through her torturous English lessons 

and finishes with Eliza in a flourish as the ‘Hungarian Princess’- as she is dubbed in the 

embassy ball.   Although a century lies between the first penned version of My Fair Lady 

(Pygmalion) and the present, the class warfare is ever prevalent. A classic film in light of 

which today’s class problems are seen to be seamlessly echoed. One can argue that 

prejudice and discrimination amongst people, stereotypes declared and often causes of 

detrimental ideas, a desire to move between the classes are not just ideas of the past but 

are realities of the present. 

The film opens to the glamorous world of elite London, the Covent Garden opera 

has just taken place and the audiences are leaving after the show, and our protagonist 

Miss Eliza Doolittle literally collides with the ‘upper class’ carrying her flowers for sale. 
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The film commences with the privileged of London gracing the architectural columns of 

Covent Garden and the market place dwellings of the working class just across the street. 

The clear difference in social status is evident even before the film begins to make sense. 

The director’s choice to show the two worlds side by side brings a direct contrast to the 

lives in each, in particular their social statuses. “‘Class System’ is the differentiation 

among individuals according to such categories as wealth, position, and power” (Barber). 

These words by Barber better enunciate the opening scenes like no other. 

Style of life can be defined as “the things that people possess or do; that become 

symbols of their class position - as a measure of different dimensions of class” (Barber). 

This is one way to describe Higgins’s uncanny ability to place a man within six miles of 

London with their diction. Social status or the style of life does not play the dividing role 

between the classes but rather the ability to speak correct English. This is almost similar 

to music playing the key role in the 21st century, with the Rhythm and Blues on one side 

and the Opera on the other; they cater to audiences of the different classes from which 

they hail. They become the symbols of the classes themselves. 

Style of life, still plays a vital role in drawing a sharp contrast to the way of life in 

the Higgins household and the marketplace where Eliza hails from. The orderly life with 

the precise and concise way of the Higgins household in comparison to the woe begotten 

lives of the other half is striking. After Eliza is taken in by Professor Higgins on a wager 

to pass her off as a Duchess we glimpse the life of the ‘upper east side’ of London – 

Wimpole Street. Immediately following this scene in striking contrast is the song “With a 

little bit of luck”, which weaves us through the life Eliza has left behind - the life of the 

working class. 
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Social mobility or “the movement of an individual into a class position higher or 

lower” (Barber) – is something Eliza Doolittle desires. She could get out of the gutter by 

improving her language skills. For this she seeks Professor Higgins’s help and even 

offers to pay him a shilling for the lessons. Professor Higgins accepts the challenge 

though as a wager with Colonel Pickering and hence begins the journey of transforming 

Eliza from a common flower girl to a ‘lady’. Her struggles with ‘bath time’, the English 

vowels, and ‘Hartford, Hereford and Hampshire’ (were hurricanes hardly ever happen) 

are long and intimidating. Her first ‘come out’ at the Ascot races is deemed a failure but 

with room for improvement. So onward they go, and after six weeks of grueling lessons 

she’s hailed a princess for her efforts. Social mobility however desirable is not a simply 

accomplished idea, even for the greatest of the United States Presidents. Abraham 

Lincoln was a self educated country lawyer of humble beginnings. “Social mobility of a 

very large degree, all the way from bottom to top or vice versa” is a rarity and is of a 

small number, though “their effect on that society is still very significant” (Barber). 

This victory to Eliza is no victory at all, as she is left in limbo. With a need to 

become a shop assistant, her change has left her with no options, because now as a lady 

she is not fit to work for a living. She tries to go back to her beginnings, but to the market 

place of Covent Garden she is a lady and a stranger. In her bid to be recognized and taken 

in as one of them, she faces respect and distance. With a finality she leaves behind ‘what 

she once was’ to begin embracing ‘what she now has become’. When people from across 

the world come to the United States for a ‘better life’ they leave behind their society and 

culture. They try to embrace this new world they have come to, but often times they are 
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caught in-between. A desire to belong to this new place they sought is rife but a last bid 

to try and hold on to all that they have known before is also paramount.

Stereotypes are another effect of the class system existent in this world. 

“A stereotype is usually an overly simplistic and inaccurate belief that all members of a 

certain group believe the same things and act in the same manner” (Penner). This 

misconception belongs to all sections of society. Higgins’s attitude towards the ‘other 

half’ is rude bordering on indifference. He refuses to treat Eliza as a person with feelings 

to the very end of the film. He even treats her father with distaste. He buys her for five 

pounds and has the temerity to claim ownership when she goes missing at the end of the 

film. He coaches her, educates her and molds her to the ideals of the upper class. In spite 

of the changes he brings forth in Eliza his attitude remains the same. Professor Zoltan 

Karpathy is slightly villainous. He is a Hungarian by birth and is a language specialist by 

choice. He can find an imposter as effortlessly as Higgins’s and prides himself of the fact. 

He uses this knowledge to line his pockets in return for silence. This cavalier attitude 

when it comes to the less privileged is blatant and has a strong basis in stereotype. The 

royalty of Transylvania also have a hand in the pot. Their attitude that no imposter shall 

dare to attend a social function of standing is founded on simple orthodox beliefs. A 

decree to behead such an imposter to teach the ‘others’ a lesson, can be claimed as a need 

to keep their circle closed.

Does the other half live free of these stereotypical ideas? Take Alfred Doolittle 

(Eliza’s father) for example, he expects people of the upper class to pay their way 

through everything. This is explicitly portrayed by the fact that he nearly demands money 

from Higgins in place of Eliza. Eliza’s attitude though is slightly different. She acts like 
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the elite are out to get her money and will cheat in a heartbeat. She bawls at the very 

though of being ‘ripped off’. When Eliza returns to the marketplace after her glorious 

victory, the reaction of the ‘working class’ towards a lady is vastly different from the way 

in which they would treat one of their own. They are courteous, respectful and even offer 

to get her a cab, implying to her that it is not safe for a lady in such a place. These 

stereotypical attitudes by either section of society is founded on their past experiences 

and knowledge wrought as they grow up in their enclosed system of beliefs. 

Therefore one can fairly say class system and its effects are a way of life and their 

effects are not constrained to the past. Higgins’s words at the very end before the 

embassy ball aptly conclude the film. They have the irony of coming from the horse’s 

mouth. “What could possibly matter more, than taking a human being and changing her 

into a different human being by creating a new speech for her. It’s filling up the deepest 

gap that separates class from class and soul from soul. Oh, she matters immensely!” 
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