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Preamble
I would firstly like to thank the Director of Sciences Po Richard Descoings and the Ministry
of Education for making the opportunity available to give this lecture by firstly endowing the
Vincent Wright Chair and secondly choosing me to fill it this year. I would also like to thank
Agueda Perez Munoz and her staff for all her work in actually facilitating my arrival. It is a
great honour to occupy this chair and we should not forget the contribution both of Vincent
Wright and Sciences Po to an increasingly European Sociology. Secondly, I would like to
thank you all for coming and thirdly I look forward to a robust discussion of what I have to
say. I think I should offer a warning though – there is a worrying recent tendency for some of
Britain’s worst policy innovations to become facts of European life within a decade and i fear
we may be seeing things happening to our schooling system in London which will jump the
channel as quickly as it filters out across the rest of the United Kingdom. I hope in this
respect at least that Agnès and Marco, amongst others, will tell me I am wrong.

The Lecture
This lecture is loosely informed by my experience of living, working (and dining) in London
over the last forty years since having arrived as what would now be described as a pioneer
gentrifier – although I doubt if I used that term myself at the time.
My research interests have developed out of that experience and were initially informed by
the question of why a section of the middle class were beginning to choose to live in parts of
inner London in areas that were not typically seen as middle class places. This was a mixture
of gratification and disappointment – gratification that we hadn’t (as it were) bought into a
dud but disappointment that we weren’t quite as unusual as we thought we were. To be
honest, the question of children rarely came into the equation – personally or professionally –
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in the early days but it slowly emerged over time as like many of those who became my
research participants, I and my friends began, often belatedly, to have children and think
about their schooling. The baby boomers – the Peter Pan generation – may have thought that
these issues were beyond them but inevitably they have caught up with them as the
deficiencies in the London schooling system became apparent to a generation defined like no
other by its own experience of widening educational opportunity. I would argue that it is
school choice that has now come to dominate what we might now refer to as the middle-class
habitus in London. It has served to extend my original work on residential choice (which
increasingly became articulated as being the process of gentrification) into the interaction of
two markets – those around housing and those around school choice. The owner occupied
housing sector is nothing new although we have now seen it superseding the social rented
sector in many parts of London. However, what is new has been the transformation of the
state education system into one where access is increasingly determined by the micro
geography of where you live. I would be tempted to suggest that the housing market is now,
at least in some areas of London, dominated by the supply of good schooling in the area.
None of this of course is very surprising – there is a long history of middle-class privilege
when it comes to the demand for, and supply of, state welfare services. Tudor Hart, for
example, referred to what he called the ‘inverse care law’ in health – in which those in
greatest need suffered the worst provision. This is what we have seen happen particularly in
Inner London where the education system has not changed to meet the needs of the new
population – or at least not sufficiently rapidly.
Inner and Outer London
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Inner London – in contrast to Paris – had become a largely working class city by the 1950s
except for a continued upper and upper middle class concentration in its central and western
parts. The natural habitat of London’s middle classes was the suburbs of outer London and
beyond. The reasons for this are a matter of history but they are also a matter of social and
physical geography as was explained by Michael Young and Peter Willmott in a fascinating
article published in 1974 in which they accounted for London’s social geography in terms of
its physical characteristics which they characterised as ‘the Cross’
The Cross

The Cross - so called because (its authors argue) London is bisected east/west and north/south
by river valleys (respectively the River Thames and the Rivers Fleet and Wandle). It was in
these low-lying areas in which the railway lines and many of the factory districts were built.
Unsurprisingly, the working class who worked in these industries lived also in these areas.
The middle and upper classes lived – with the important exception of the upper class West
End of Central London – on the higher ground above these valleys. What of course is
noteworthy here is how this has changed over the last fifty years since – in what has become
one of the most famous quotes in English language urban sociology – the urban sociologist
Ruth Glass drew attention to the phenomenon of gentrification.
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Glass Quote
One by one, many of the working class neighbourhoods of London have
been invaded by the middle‐classes—upper and lower. Shabby, modest
mews and cottages—two rooms up and two down—have been taken
over, when their leases have expired, and have become elegant,
expensive residences ... Once this process of 'gentrification' starts in a
district it goes on rapidly, until all or most of the original working‐class
occupiers are displaced and the whole social character of the district is
changed.
Leaving to one side the tricky question of causality, what happened was that much of the
housing lived in by working-class factory workers (and indeed some of the factories
themselves) has been transformed into bijou homes for the new middle classes. Rising
property values, deindustrialisation and industrial restructuring created – as it were – a perfect
storm in which London became transformed into a more middle-class city.
Marc Boxer

Initially, these middle class were the ‘trendy apes’ (the journalists, media types and assorted
liberals) celebrated in the famous cartoon series ‘Life and Times in NW1’ by Mark Boxer in
The Listener. Simon and Joanna Stringalong were widely accepted to be modelled around
the journalist Nicholas Tomalin and his associates – perhaps more Hampstead than Islington
but who cares. As gentrification spread into ever cheaper areas of north (and south) London,
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it drew in an increasing number of middle-class folk (and displaced an increasing number of
the working class). These middle class inhabitants were the baby boomers mercilessly
portrayed in the cartoons of Posy Simmonds in the Guardian – student types, lecturers and
well meaning lefties generally (George and Wendy Webber, Jocasta and so on).
Posy Simmonds 1

Posy Simmonds 2

The other side of the story was social reproduction. London’s long history as a working and
upper class city had created a peculiarly and exaggeratedly skewed system of schooling. The
upper and upper middle classes had traditionally educated their children at private schools
(confusing called ‘public schools’) often boarding them out for three months at a time some
distance from home. The working classes have only had free secondary schooling since the
raising of the compulsory school leaving age to 15 at end of the Second World War – this
was subsequently raised to 16 in 1972. Most working-class kids left school as soon as they
could to start earning – it wasn’t so much the working class failing the system but the system
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failing the working class as Paul Willis demonstrated in his seminal book Learning to
Labour.
Generations of post war kids were brought up on a weekly comic called The Beano and (just
like the cartoons of Marc Boxer and Posy Simmonds), the Bash Street kids summed up how
teachers, kids and the system often felt about each other. More than one study of working
class education in England (Scotland was always different) has had a variation of the title
‘schooling the Bash Street kids’.
The Bash Street Kids

I am not saying that London had the worst education system in the country but it had a
working class educational infrastructure that was structurally unable to cope with the influx
of new middle-class residents. Until very recently, Islington and Greenwich had the lowest
performance of any Local Education Authority in the country and Barking & Dagenham (an
East London industrial borough where Henry Ford located his UK car plant between the
wars) consistently sent fewer children to university than any other LEA in the country. To
some extent, this didn’t matter to the pioneer gentrifers, as many of the baby booming middle
class were childless having postponed having children to pursue their careers. One of the
characteristics of the early days of gentrification, as a number of writers have pointed out,
was the (high) proportion of women having full time professional careers, something to
which the London labour market was particularly open. When they did have children, they
felt (as we shall see) that the problem was manageable for three main reasons
ILEA
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