Social Context of the Anglo Saxons
Most of this information was gleaned from web pages linked on the Saxondæg page, especially Regia Anglorum.

Part 1: Status
The Saxons were very status conscious. 
At the bottom of the social latter is the ðeow, the slave or bondsman.  

Many ðeow came to markets from other lands, often brought by Viking or Irish raiders.  Ireland and Scotland are prime sources. Bristol had a well-established market.  
A freeman could also give himself into slavery to a wealthier individual in return for food and protection.  This happened when times were hard.  Finally, a Saxon could be sentenced to slavery for a period of time if found guilty of a crime.

Đeow do have rights – they should get a certain amount of food and basic shelter, and could own property.  However, they have no wereguild nor voice at moots, and may not carry a knife or any weapon.  Their hair is cut very short as symbol of their status, and their clothes are generally hand-me-down and threadbare.  Beyond their heavy workload, they may craft or otherwise earn enough to buy their freedom.  A grateful owner may also give them their freedom, an act which appears in some wills.
Next in line were the ceorls.  Though they had obligations of their own, they were considered free, able to fight and attend moots.  They were the backbone of the rural economy. There were three levels of ceorls:

Geneat: Peasant aristocracy who paid rent to their overlord.  They often attended their lord and carried messages in addition to their farming duties.
Kotsetla: Worked for his lord each Monday, or three days/week during harvest.  He usually had 5 acres or so to work on his own.
Gebur: Totally dependent on the lord. The gebur owes two days of work for the lord each week, or three at certain times of the year.  Plus, he is to plow an acre a week in season for the lord.  He is given three acres of his own to work.  The Gebur was most likely someone who recently became free or who gave up his land in return for protection against raiders.
Next up were the ðegns, or nobility.  They served as warriors, officers, and retainers of greater men.  Each served a lord, who was either a richer ðegn or the king himself.  The richest ðegns had over 40 £ of property and wielded considerable influence.
Eoldermen (later known as eorls) were powerful officers of the king, effectively overseeing one or more shires for military and judicial purposes.  Though they were appointed by the king, the title often remained in a family for generations, for they could gain a power rivaling the king’s.

An æðeling was a close male relative of the king, who could be in the running for kingship himself.  Usually powerful in their own right, they could be a valuable asset to the ruler, or a serious pain in the neck.

The king theoretically controlled all land, but in reality most of his land was given to others in return for service.  His court traveled from estate to estate around the kingdom, signing charters, making proclamations, and delivering the king’s justice.  The king was chosen by the witan, a ruling council, from the eligible candidates of the ruling family (the æðelings).
Social Advancement
A ðeow may buy his freedom or be released, and so become a ceorl.

A ceorl may give the rights of a ðegn if:

He has 5 hides of land, all his own.


A church, a kitchen, a bell-house and burh-gate, and


A seat and special office in the king’s hall.

One may have the rights of a ðegn, but one isn’t a ðegn until they serve a lord in that capacity. It is my understanding that it takes three generations at ðegn status before it is considered hereditary.  

Someone not born a ðegn could not become an eolderman.
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