Action, Criticism & Theory for Music Education
I S S N

1 5 4 5 - 4 5 1 7

A refereed journal of the

Action for Change in Music Education

	
  

Volume 15 Number 1
January 2016
Special Issue: El Sistema
Geoffrey Baker, Guest Editor
Vincent C. Bates, Editor
Brent C. Talbot, Associate Editor

El Sistema as a Bourgeois Social Project: Class, Gender, and
Victorian Values
Anna Bull

© Anna Bull. 2016. The content of this article is the sole responsibility of the authors. The ACT
Journal and the Mayday Group are not liable for any legal actions that may arise involving the article's
content, including, but not limited to, copyright infringement.
Special Features: For optimal viewing and to access endnotes and citations by simply placing the
cursor over the corresponding number and date, download and open this document in Adobe Reader.

Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15(1)

120

El Sistema as a Bourgeois Social Project: Class,
Gender, and Victorian Values
Anna Bull
King’s College London
This article asks why classical music in the UK, which is consumed and practiced by
the middle and upper classes, is being used as a social action program for workingclass children in British music education schemes inspired by El Sistema. Through
exploring the discourse of the social benefits of classical music in the late nineteenth
century, a particular classed and gendered morality in relation to music can be
traced that has parallels today. This paper argues, first, that classical music
education fits with a middle-class disposition by rewarding investment in a future
self; second, that it cultivates an ideal of hard work as a moral project; and third,
that classical music allows young women to perform a “respectable” female
identity. UK Sistema-inspired programs, in drawing on Victorian ideas of the
“civilising influence” of culture, symbolise hope for the continuation of the bourgeois
social project into the future.
Keywords: class, gender, Sistema, UK, inequality, classical music education.

O

ne cannot talk seriously about El Sistema-inspired programs in the UK
without talking about class. The enormous enthusiasm for Sistema as a
concept around the world may be seen as a response to living in an

unequal society. If inequality is the problem that is described by the word “class,” as
Imogen Tyler (2015) notes, then it becomes clear that it is important to analyse
Sistema programs in the UK through the lens of class. The language of “deprived
communities” and “anti-social behaviour, drug abuse, and crime” (Arts Council
England 2012) that is used to describe those targeted by these programs, while wellmeaning, echoes common stigmatizing discourses about class that circulate within
policy and the wider public sphere. Therefore, in order to understand the
proliferation of Sistema-inspired programs in recent years, it is important to theorize
them in relation to inequality, which includes the ways in which class is understood
and lived. In order to contribute to this agenda, this article explores the significance
of the fact that, in the UK, classical music is consumed and practiced by the middle
and upper classes but is being used as a social action program for working-class
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children and young people. To make this argument I draw on research into class and
classical music in order to critically discuss British Sistema-inspired programs.
Through re-reading the historical literature in this area and drawing on insights from
research within the sociology of education as well as an ethnographic study into
youth orchestras in the UK, I argue that Sistema programs in the UK should be read
as a moral project in the form of a middle-class civilizing mission.
I begin by outlining the history and funding of Sistema-inspired programs in the
UK, and contextualizing them within the UK's changing landscape of class and
culture. However, as the late nineteenth century is a crucial period in setting up
these patterns of class and culture, in the second section I briefly lay out a history of
classed morality and classical music education in this period, re-interpreting existing
literature to argue that classical music education at this time worked as a form of
gendered discipline for young women. Returning to the present, I then examine the
relationship between class and classical music education in the UK today. I suggest
that there is a distinctly classed value system attached to classical music as a social
practice, and that this value system can be linked with the middle class. I make this
link through three key arguments: first, that classical music fits with a middle-class
disposition of accumulating value for the future; second, that it cultivates an ideal of
hard work as a moral project; and third, that classical music inculcates a
performance of “respectable” femininity for young women (Skeggs 1997). Finally, I
return to my discussion of Sistema-inspired programs in the UK, arguing that they
perform a powerful symbolic role in the imagination of middle-class musical
activists.
I draw on primary and secondary historical material, contemporary documents
about Sistema-inspired projects in the UK, and original empirical data from an
ethnographic study into young people aged 16–21 playing in youth orchestras in the
south-east of England. The ethnography was carried out with four youth classical
music groups in a county in the south of England: a youth choir, two youth
orchestras, and a youth opera group. I participated as a musician in the two youth
orchestras and the youth opera group and observed rehearsals and performances
with the youth choir, over a period of 18 months. In addition, I carried out 37 semistructured interviews and three focus groups with young people, as well as interviews
Bull, Anna. 2016. El Sistema as a bourgeois social project: Class, gender, and Victorian values.
Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15 (1): 120–53.
act.maydaygroup.org/articles/Bull15_1.pdf

Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15(1)

122

with nine of the adults involved in running these groups. The young people were
mainly white and middle-class, with a handful of lower-middle-class participants and
one working-class participant.1 By contextualizing the material from this
ethnographic study within the specific histories of class, gender, and classical music
in the UK, the article provides a broad historical and social perspective that
demonstrates how class operates in the discursive construction of classical music
both among my participants and within Sistema programs today.
Sistema and class
In order to understand what kind of social project El Sistema is, we need to examine
it in the context of how class is understood and lived in the UK. I will first introduce
Sistema-inspired programs in the UK, before contextualizing them in local patterns
of class and cultural taste.
The Venezuelan music education program El Sistema has attracted worldwide
attention thanks to its claims to use classical music education to “rescue” or “save”
vulnerable children (Tunstall 2012). According to El Sistema USA, there are now one
thousand Sistema-inspired programs in 55 countries around the world (El Sistema
USA). However, Geoffrey Baker's recent study of El Sistema in Venezuela has called
into question its characterization as a revolutionary movement, describing how it
represents a regressive rather than progressive model of music education (Baker
2014).
Sistema-inspired programs in the UK have been set up in “area[s] identified as
having a high proportion of [the] most disadvantaged children” (Arts Council
England 2012, 11). In 2008, Sistema Scotland started its first project in Raploch,
Stirling. In 2009, three projects in England (Liverpool, Lambeth, and Norwich) were
set up, funded by the Department for Education under the name In Harmony
Sistema England (IHSE). The program was expanded in 2012, with Arts Council
England2 — jointly with the Department for Education — funding four new projects
at up to £575,000 each over three years, as well as continuing the funding for two of
the existing projects (Arts Council England 2012). In 2014, a further £1.35 million
was announced to cover the period 2015–18 (Arts Council England 2014).
As of November 2015, there are three projects running in Scotland (in Stirling,
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Glasgow, and Aberdeen) and seven projects across eight areas in England (Leeds,
Nottingham, Lambeth, Stoke and Telford, Liverpool, Gateshead, and Norwich). All
of the programs have explicitly stated links with El Sistema in Venezuela. Sistema
Scotland and the Venezuelan project are “official partners,” and the former “seek[s]
to benefit from the South Americans’ expertise, while adapting their methods to suit
conditions in Scotland” (Sistema Scotland 2014). For the English programs, the
funding guidelines for the 2012 funding round state: “Based on the principles of
Venezuela's inspirational El Sistema, In Harmony is a national program that aims to
inspire and transform the lives of children in deprived communities, using the power
and disciplines of community-based orchestral music-making” (Arts Council
England 2012, 2).
Despite these affiliations with the Venezuelan model, the UK projects have some
important differences. While the Venezuelan program runs separately from schools,
in dedicated music schools or núcleos (Baker 2014), the UK programs are targeted
directly at schools in disadvantaged areas. Music tuition often takes place on school
premises rather than in dedicated venues, and in some programs several hours a
week of curriculum time is devoted to it (In Harmony Liverpool 2015). An entire age
group within a particular school tends to take part in the program, and there is an
explicit focus on supporting children who are in danger of dropping out (Arts Council
England 2012, 2), unlike in the Venezuelan program, which seems to have a high
attrition rate (Baker 2014, 93). In addition, while both the Venezuelan and UK
programs prioritise social outcomes in rhetoric, it appears that greater importance is
given to these in the British programs. In Venezuela, Baker describes how musical
outcomes are prioritized over wellbeing, with, for example, children getting up at 5
am and rehearsing till midnight in order to achieve a high musical standard (Baker
2014, 134). In the English programs, the IHSE funding guidelines state desired
outcomes such as higher aspirations, better family relationships, and an “improved
attitude to learning” (Arts Council England 2012, 6) and similarly, Sistema Scotland
describes itself as “first and foremost a social program” (Sistema Scotland 2014).
However, unlike the Venezuelan program, evaluations examining social outcomes
such as confidence and wellbeing have suggested that the programs are effective for
these purposes (Burns and Bewick 2015; Lord et al. 2015; Glasgow Centre for
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Population Health 2015; GEN 2011). Finally, another important difference is in the
numbers of children involved. The UK programs are much smaller than in
Venezuela, with a few hundred children participating in each project to make a total
of between 4000 and 5000 children, against a current official figure of 700,000
participants in Venezuela.3
This is clearly a program that seeks to make a class-based intervention.
However, it does so without naming class, instead using the language of “deprived”
or “disadvantaged” children and areas (Arts Council England, 2012). Current
sociological understandings of class follow Pierre Bourdieu's theorization in
assuming that class is not simply an economic category, but that people's cultural
tastes and practices form part of their class position and identity (Bourdieu 1984).
This approach draws on a model of different forms of capital — economic, social,
cultural, symbolic — that can be passed across generations in order to safeguard
privilege (Bourdieu 1986). This is a relational understanding of class rather than a
hierarchical one; people formulate their class identities through distinguishing
themselves from others (Skeggs 2010). Furthermore, contemporary sociological
theorizations of class are attentive to how social class inflects other social identity
categories. This means we need to understand, in particular, gender identities
together with class (and race); the expectations and possibilities involved in being
female or male are different according to one's class position. Finally, class is always
being produced and reproduced; it is not a static descriptor, but an active process.
By analysing IHSE with the tools and insights offered by this sociological perspective,
this article suggests that Sistema programs are contributing to the ways in which
class is being re-inscribed in the UK in the twenty-first century.
There has been a resurgence in public discussions of class in the UK in recent
years, as inequality has grown as a result of the global financial crisis of 2008 and
subsequent implementation of austerity measures including large-scale cuts to
government services since 2010. Class formations are changing; Savage (2015)
suggests that the upper-middle class in the UK is drawing away from the rest of the
middle class, which has struggled to retain its position since 2008. In addition, he
argues there is a new “precariat” class that moves in and out of short-term, low-paid
employment within an increasingly precarious economy (Savage 2015). However,
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despite these emergent re-groupings, the middle class still retains shared
characteristics that can be traced from its formation in the early nineteenth century
to today. One example is boundary-drawing around its spaces, through processes
such as suburbanization (Butler and Robson 2003; Jackson and Benson 2014). A
second example, and one of the consistent characteristics across different middleclass fractions in the past and today, as Reay et al. (2011) argue, is that middle-class
groups reproduce their privilege through education. Education — including music
education — is, therefore, a key site where class is reproduced or contested.
While the middle class has become increasingly aware of its less-than-secure
position in recent years, stigmatization of working-class people in the UK has been
growing (Tyler 2013). Demonised as “chavs”4 on television and in mainstream
media, negative attitudes towards working-class people are now one of the few
socially acceptable forms of prejudice in the UK (Jones 2012). Particular types of
stigma are reserved for working-class women (Skeggs 1997; Tyler 2008). Reality
television abounds with programs showing the correction, and sometimes
humiliation, of working-class women who are deemed to lack the correct embodied
cultural tastes, such as What Not to Wear (Wood and Skeggs 2011), as well as the
increasing stigmatization of people on benefits through the new TV genre of “poverty
porn” (Jensen 2014). This prejudice has material effects, as negative judgements of
working class people affect their access to and experiences of education, the labour
market, and public space (Ashley et al. 2015; Friedman et al. 2015; Loveday 2015;
Reay 2004).
Cultural tastes map clearly onto class in the UK.5 Extensive recent research
shows how “culture is clearly hierarchical and exclusionary” (O’Brien and Oakley
2015, 7), in terms of both production (or participation) and consumption (Warwick
Commission 2015). Notably for the purposes of this article, Bennett et al. in a major
study of cultural consumption in the UK, found that classical music was exclusively
consumed by the middle class (2008, 251). They found that it was only middle- or
upper-class people who said they listened to classical music, and concluded from
analyzing the qualitative data in their mixed-methods study that classical music is
the only genre of music that still carries cultural capital (93). They also found that
23% of their sample strongly disliked classical music (79), showing that it carries
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some weight of antagonism for a significant minority of the UK population.
Similar trends can be seen in relation to who plays classical music through
examining tertiary education. A study of 2007–11 application data for music and
music technology degrees in the UK (excluding conservatoires) demonstrates that
there are clear class patterns in the composition of those studying music degrees at
university (which tend to have a large classical music component) and those studying
music technology; the former are predominantly middle-class while the latter tend to
be working-class boys (Born and Devine 2015). From the limited data available, it
appears this trend extends to conservatoires (Department for Business, Innovation
and Skills 2013; Scharff, Kokot, and Blamey 2014).
Therefore, it can be seen that classical music in the UK is a predominantly
middle-class taste and practice. There may be many reasons for this, and certainly
economic access is one of them. However, as I will argue, it is not the only one. I am
suggesting that there is also, still, congruence between ways of learning classical
music and middle-class culture.
The Victorians in the present: institutionalising bourgeois values
The idea of bringing “culture” — in this case, classical music — to working-class
people in order to bring about positive social outcomes is far from new. In this
section I will briefly examine the nineteenth-century antecedents of this belief in
order to explore possible parallels with Sistema-inspired programs today. In
nineteenth-century Britain and its colonies, using culture as a tool of government for
its supposed “civilizing effects” was a widespread, if contested, idea (Bennett 1998,
110). As Bennett describes, in this period museums, galleries, libraries, and other
forms of cultural provision were seen as a “civilizing influence” that was “expected to
give rise to social benefits in view of the changed forms of behaviour that it was
expected would result from exposure to it” (122). The Romantic ideal of “the
influence of the fine arts in humanising and refining, in purifying the thoughts and
raising the sources of gratification in man” (125) would, it was assumed, teach the
poor to learn voluntary self-regulation and moral discipline. Culture would work on
the poor from within, changing their very character.
The classed morality of this period holds important clues for understanding how
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class plays out in classical music education today. A powerful bourgeois value system
had emerged in the UK by the mid- to late nineteenth century which included sexual
and moral restraint; rational labour or “the gospel of work”; domesticity;
accumulation; thrift and “time-thrift”; punctuality; and all of these values performed
with seriousness or earnestness (Moretti 2014; Davidoff 2002; Thompson 1967;
McClintock 1995). Time-thrift (Thompson 1967, 78) is the process of treating time as
currency which can be “wasted” or “spent,” which is intrinsic to the Puritan work
ethic (Weber 2001 [1904]). Pre-industrial practices such as “Saint Monday” (taking
Monday off, probably to get drunk) declined as timepieces became more widely
available during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Thompson 1967; Davidoff
2002; Gay 1998, 13). Thrift, while taking on a moral dimension, also served an ideal
of accumulating and storing wealth for the future.
Music, among other cultural forms, was perceived to help in cultivating these
values. However, its role was a contested one, given its sensuous, embodied nature
and therefore its potential to lead people into “degeneracy” (McClintock 1995, 46).
Certain types of music formed part of the “rational recreation” movement (Bailey
1986), which promoted a more productive use of the working class's leisure time —
or, put more bluntly, tried to keep them out of the pub. Rational recreation was
linked to a particular morality around a gendered understanding of sexuality that
centred on female respectability, performed through embodied restraint or control.
It drew on the “cult of domesticity” that followed the emergence of the bourgeois
family in the first half of the nineteenth century, and involved the separation of the
household and workplace (Davidoff 2002, 181). The role of housewife was invented;
it first appeared in the census in 1851 (Gay 1998). Women's successful performance
of the role of refined, virtuous mother, daughter, and wife became the linchpin of this
new bourgeois identity.
This middle-class value system was read onto music, but within these discourses
music had a contested moral status. Some of these contestations were put forward in
an enormously popular book by Reverend Haweis, entitled “Music and Morals.”
First published in 1871 and reprinted many times, this book argued for “the music of
the great composers (i.e. the Austro-German canon) as truly exemplary, morally as
well as musically,” and representing “an uplifting and worthwhile pursuit” (Wright
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2013, 32).6 Haweis was writing against a gendered and classed discourse of musicas-entertainment. For example, single women who attended London's music hall
venues were assumed to be prostitutes (Hoher 1986).
Music was also harnessed to serve the “cult of domesticity,” as described by John
Hullah, a friend of Charles Dickens and, for a time, inspector of music in teacher
training colleges:
The more general diffusion of musical skills [would mean that] order,
cleanliness, mutual forbearance would take — must take — the place of
slovenliness, filth and mutual recrimination; and for some hours in the week the
working man might exchange for the hell of the gin-shop for that image and
foretaste, if such be possible, of heaven — a well-ordered, cheerful home (in Cox
1993, 33).
In this quote, alcohol, “filth,” and disharmony are positioned against ordered
domesticity, where music would take the place of less salubrious practices. The
“working man's” wife is conspicuous by her absence, but she was, of course,
responsible for maintaining this “well-ordered, cheerful home.” The implication is
that if this man's wife can entertain him with music at home, then the couple will
stop arguing and he will no longer need to go out to the gin-shop. The stigmatizing
narrative is glaringly obvious; for Hullah, the working class home is synonymous
with “slovenliness, filth and mutual recrimination.” The corrective powers of music
to improve family life are, I will argue, still an important idea in Sistema programs in
the UK today.
Social reformers thus saw music as having powers of redemption for the working
class. Consequently, music education was a deeply contested site, rehearsing debates
around who should, could, or needed to learn music. Music education was
frequently used by middle-class moral entrepreneurs as a tool to rescue the working
class from their moral torpor. Inscribed with the virtues of hard work and their
associated moral connotations of respectability, classical music managed to escape
charges of sensuality and emotional excess and so was salvaged by the middle class
as an acceptable cultural form, even for young women.
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Disciplining the female body into respectability
In the late nineteenth century, the rapid expansion of the lower-middle class meant
that boundary-drawing between classes intensified (Gay 1998, 7). This was also the
period when music education was institutionalized. The Royal Academy of Music
had been set up in 1822, but the rest of the Royal Colleges of Music as well as the
Guildhall School of Music and Drama were established between 1872 and 1893, as
well as the grade exam boards, which established a system of music exams that was
influential in the lives of the participants in my research today.7 The value-system
described above became institutionalized into music education. This can be most
clearly seen in the gendered composition of those seeking to access these
institutions: 90% of candidates for grade exams in the early years were girls and
young women (Ehrlich 1985, 118–9). For the conservatoires, a pattern of two or
three times as many women as men prevailed.8
One argument put forward to explain this preponderance of women attending
conservatoires and taking grade exams is to suggest that these institutions were
“little more than finishing schools” for young women (Herbert 2014). However,
rather than seeing them as a failed version of the systematic training for professional
performers that the Royal College of Music was set up to provide, I would suggest
that there was a pattern of gendered training occurring within music education in
this period. As Wright (2013, 276) suggests, the high number of women entering
these institutions was because music teaching was one of the few respectable
professions open to women. However, music education was important not only for
employment but also as a way to perform middle-class respectability.
In short, these institutions served a commercial demand for training respectable
femininity. For the lower-middle class, in particular, respectability was a major
concern because of their closer proximity to the working class. The discourses
around classical music as morally “exemplary” and “uplifting” (32) were very
convenient for the enormous emerging market in grade exams and conservatoire
music education. Indeed, this musical practice lent itself extraordinarily well to the
role of moral uplift through its requirement of sustained, detailed, daily disciplining
of the body. The instruments and the repertoire require a high skill level that draws
on thousands of hours of repetitive, disciplined work in order to render them even
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passably well. The aesthetic of classical music is thus dependent on years, even
decades, of lessons and daily practice.
Notwithstanding how important it was for women to have the possibility of
economic independence through this route at a time when most professions were
closed to them, I want to suggest that music education in this period reflected and
reproduced boundaries between classes. It did so through the requirements for
embodied control and restraint in both classical music and female respectability.
Classical music required not only the strict disciplining of the body, but also effacing
the body's sexuality in order to construct music as a respectable occupation for
women. This disciplining needed to be particularly strict given the still-contested
status of music in relation to bourgeois morality, and the sensuous possibilities of the
practice, as revealed by Leppert (1995) in his reading of the many nineteenth-century
paintings of music lessons. As Lucy Green (1997) describes, while women singing or
playing instruments for domestic use affirms their femininity, their bodies still
intrude uncomfortably into the frame: “history has dictated [the male
instrumentalists'] normality, and they are relatively transparent: we do not have to
listen to a man playing the drums; we can listen to the music played on the drums.”
For women performers, however, their body competes with the autonomy of the
music (79–80). Green is describing, of course, a respectable, bourgeois woman.
Working-class women would struggle to achieve even this status, being instead
associated with the “slovenliness and filth” (connoting sexual dirtiness as well) which
John Hullah imagines above.
For women, therefore, respectability and propriety were at play in ideals of
musical standards of ability. Mastery of one's instrument denoted the capacity for
embodied restraint, rational labor, and time-thrift; these bourgeois values became
audible in the successful performance of classical music, and could then be examined
and certified, and — if necessary — commodified in the form of piano lessons. In this
way, proficiency in classical music was institutionalized as a boundary marker
between respectable, middle-class women, and their “degenerate” working-class
others who lacked this refinement. As popular Victorian author John Claudius
Loudon explained, “women's virtuosity lay in her containment, like the plant in the
pot” (quoted in Davidoff 2002, 191). The juxtaposition of “virtuosity,” a word
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associated with musical practice, and “containment” suggests that this bodily
disposition was a performance that could be learned by young women who desired to
demonstrate their respectability.
In short, classical music was a way of performing the female respectability that
formed a crucial marker of bourgeois identity. Class, gender, and music education
were therefore intertwined in Victorian music education, and are still today.
Classical music and class in the UK today
The idea of the arts as having a civilizing effect still has considerable currency, at
least within the discursive construction of the role and significance of the arts and
culture within policy and public debate. Sir Peter Bazalgette, while head of Arts
Council England, recently referred to the “civilising influence of the arts” (Bazalgette
2014). Similarly, the former culture secretary Tessa Jowell argued that
“[e]ngagement with culture can help alleviate this poverty of aspiration” (Jowell
2004). In this section I draw on data from my ethnography of youth classical music
groups to explore the legacy that nineteenth-century institutions and values have left
on music education today. I argue that these classed and gendered values are still
present in classical music education in three key ways. First, there is a fit between
classical music culture and middle-class dispositions, specifically the orientation to
strategies of long-term investment in cultural capital as a way to accumulate value
for the future; second, the disposition required to learn classical music fits in with a
value-system where hard work has a moral significance; and third, classical music
still works as a signifier of respectable femininity for young women today. Using
classical music, which is closely entwined with the values and history of the middle
class, as a social project for working-class communities can therefore be seen as a
project to reform working-class children and their families. Classical music is used
to make them resemble middle-class young people who play this music. This teaches
them to value middle-class culture, and suggests that in their difference from middleclass young people, they themselves are deficient and need to change through the
development of “character” (Hunt 2014). In line with the individualizing nature of
educational and social strategies aimed at working-class children and families, such
interventions involve a displacement and negation of broader social structural
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problems such as high levels of inequality, a stratified education system, and low pay
and insecure labour conditions for working-class people. Despite enormously
touching individual stories of transformation, the overall effect of Sistema programs
risks being a perpetuation of the “powerlessness and educational worthlessness”
(Reay 2009, 25) that repeated studies of working-class experiences of education have
revealed.
Researchers such as Archer, Hollingworth, and Halsall (2007) and Reay, Crozier,
and Clayton (2009, 2010), among others, have drawn attention to the “fit” between
education and middle-class culture that occurs on various levels, such as the content
of the curriculum9 and the modes of language, dress, and bodily comportment
required, which concord with what is normal for the middle class at home. This large
body of literature is highly relevant to understanding Sistema-inspired programs in
the UK. This fit between mainstream education and middle-class culture extends to
classical music, where, for example, the necessity of recognizing institutional
authority (such as teachers and conductors) and the lack of recognition afforded to
vernacular forms of culture may have the effect of making some working-class pupils
feel devalued and alienated. The sources of value they draw on to construct their
identities are not ones that are recognized by this system (Archer et al., 2007).
The middle-class culture that classical music represents and cultivates includes
both cultural tastes and a particular value system. This value system varies across
class fractions (Barlow et al. 1992) but shares some characteristics. Reay et al. (2011,
6) argue that a “bourgeois self” that encompasses a “particular set of values,
commitments and moral stances” has remained relatively constant over time (Reay
et al. 2011, 6). This set of middle-class values differs from the values that have been
found to be important to working-class people, such as communalism,
egalitarianism, anti-pretentious humor, dignity, honor, loyalty, and caring, as well as
pride in and commitment to employment (see for example Skeggs 2005; Winlow
2001; Stahl 2014).
There is, I suggest, a fit between classical music education and the values and
morals of the “bourgeois self.” One of these morals is accumulating and storing value
over time (Barlow et al., 1995). Those in the middle-class who fail to learn this lesson
risk losing their class position. The middle class are characterized by a “fear of
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falling” (Ehrenreich 1990), and so working hard, thinking ahead, and planning for
inheritance are important lessons for middle-class young people to learn. This is not
to say that working-class people do not plan for the future; but it is not an essential
lesson for them, as it is for the middle class, as they have less to lose.
Classical music education is a way of learning the habit of long-term
accumulation of value. Some of the young people in my study said that a belief in
long-term investment was something they learnt explicitly from playing classical
music. Alice told me that her mother (a dentist) started her on the violin in order to
teach her the discipline of practicing every day and learning that long-term
investment will pay off.10 As Alice narrated it, learning this value-system was of
primary importance to her mother; learning to play music was secondary. Eighteenyear-old viola player Bethan provided a similar narrative. She told me:
Well I guess everyone here [in this youth orchestra] is very disciplined, you
know, they're all clearly working very hard and going to have bright futures
[laughs]. And I think — I've been practicing the violin every day since I was six
— not that I practice every day [laughs] but it's a good way to get into that kind of
mindset where you just keep going and what you do pays off.
I was struck by her earnest confidence in the “bright futures” that were in store
for her and her fellow musicians. Indeed, she was about to start a degree at Oxford
University, so this confidence was by no means unfounded. She went on to describe
that this mindset of “what you do pays off” helped with schoolwork as well. Indeed,
all of the participants in my research expected to go to university — usually high
status universities or music conservatoires. This disposition of working hard and
keeping going in their musical learning fitted well with a habit of working hard at
school and expecting to do well there. Similarly, Mark Rimmer's research into the
IHSE programs in Norwich, Newcastle, and Stoke on Trent demonstrates that the
children who did well in these music education programs tended to be those who also
enjoyed school and achieved high grades. For example, children who performed well
in IHSE programs were those who also said they enjoyed doing their homework in
their free time (Rimmer 2014).
Bethan's description of the mindset required for success in classical music is
more relevant to middle-class young people whose efforts are indeed more likely to
be rewarded within the fields of education and employment, as indicated by the
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middle-class dominance in high status universities and professional occupations in
the form of the “class ceiling” (Friedman, Laurison, and Miles 2015). As Skeggs
describes, “investment … must be about a projection into the future of a
self/space/body with value. We only make investments in order to accrue value
when we can conceive of a future in which that value can have a use” (Skeggs 2003,
146). In order to invest in the daily labor which classical music requires, you (or your
parents) have to be able to imagine a future self who will benefit from the labour you
are putting in (Wagner 2015). This is a classed resource. The middle class are
buffered by material and other resources in the present, so they are able to project
themselves into the future; there is a sense of entitlement and “assured optimism”
(Forbes and Lingard 2015) about their future. Yet for those in less privileged
positions where material hardship is an everyday reality, it is harder to project
oneself into the future with such assurance. Therefore, for working-class young
people it may make less sense to invest in a future self who will be able to play the
violin in ten or fifteen years' time. This is not just about being able to imagine a
future self, but also having faith in that future self so that it makes sense to invest in
him or her. It requires believing in a world that rewards your hard work and will
recognise your achievements. It requires faith in the current social order as being
fair and meritocratic. And it requires a belief in the tradition and history from which
this music has emerged. For these reasons, as well as the reasons of taste described
above, an investment in learning classical music may not make sense to some young
working-class people.
Classical music and the “gospel of work”
This disposition of accumulation over time requires disciplined labor or the “gospel
of work” (Gay 1998), a value beloved of the late Victorians. “Rational labor” versus
idleness was a crucial axis around which the emerging middle class asserted its
identity in the mid- to late nineteenth century (McClintock 1995, 119). This is not an
argument about whether it is a good idea to work hard or not, but rather about work
taking on a moral significance. Work becomes a means through which an individual
can assert their value as a person. This has become a particularly powerful discourse
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working families” contributing towards a “hard work zeitgeist” (Mendick et al. 2015)
and an increasing stigmatization of those claiming welfare (Baumberg, Bell, and
Gaffney 2012).
Class is about distinction, or distinguishing oneself from others. For middleclass people who are close to the boundary between the middle and working classes,
and are therefore at risk of being misidentified and stigmatized, middle-class values
need to be performed more actively. By contrast, for those who are securely middleclass, hard work and disciplined labor have until recent years been less important,
since their value as a person and the reproduction of their privilege have been
relatively assured. (This is changing; as Savage (2015) describes, insecurity is now
reaching most middle-class groups. Concomitantly, as Mendick et al. (2015)
describe, the discourse of hard work is becoming universal.)
These differences were evident in the ways in which young people in my study
talked about practicing their instruments. Privately-educated violinist Sam told me
that he had never liked practicing the violin: “to be honest, if I practice an hour a day,
I feel like that's been a good day for me.” Sam and other privately educated young
men did not feel the need to demonstrate their hard-working ethos. By contrast,
trombone player Jonathan, from a lower-middle-class background, described himself
as lazy, even though he spent eight hours a day in a practice room with his trombone.
“Every performance I do I'm not happy with. I think every solo performance I've
done is not good at all.” As a result, he felt he constantly had to push himself to work
harder. Similarly, Andy, from a working-class background, told me that when he
plays with other musicians who are better players than him, “I really get down on
myself … I really beat myself up about it. But I think that's how you get better.”
While this drive may be common to many classical musicians, it is exacerbated for
those whose sense of self and ability to fit in — or not — in the social world of
classical music is linked to their musical proficiency. This “laziness,” demonstrated
in level of musical ability, carries a heavy weight because it is their hard work (or lack
of it) that will give them access to the middle-class space of classical music, and will
confirm their difference from the supposedly “chavvy,” feckless working class.
Classical music education is an ideal way in which to demonstrate disciplined
labor because the repertoire and the instruments used to play this repertoire —
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particularly the most prestigious instruments such as violin — take years of
investment in order to be able to play well. The powerful tradition of classical music,
in particular fidelity to composer's intentions and the written score (Goehr 1992),
fixes these practices in place. Given the stigmatizing labels of fecklessness and
laziness to which working class people are subject (Jensen 2014), the requirement for
hard work over a long period of time appears to be part of the motivation for using
classical music as a social action program for working class children.11
Learning embodied restraint and gendered respectability
A further link between classical music and middle-class values today can be seen in
the gendered respectability that classical music still signifies for young women.
Historically, female sexuality was a marker of class in the Victorian period.
Proximity to working-class-ness still risks attracting a signifier of sexual degeneracy,
which was, and still is, a stigmatizing status that denotes lack of value (Mckenzie
2015). Middle-class young women distance themselves from these signifiers in order
to retain their distinction (Maxwell and Aggleton 2010; Griffin et al. 2012).
The problem with trying to identify respectability is that it only becomes visible
when it is transgressed. There were very few transgressions in my ethnography
because all of the young women had taken on a respectable feminine identity, such as
through avoiding dress that might be seen as sexualized or excessive. Where
transgressions did occur they were subtle. For example, during a concert in which I
was playing with one of the youth orchestras in my study, the girls were required to
wear all black, with long skirts or trousers; but, the organisers told us “since it's so
hot you don't need to wear stockings”; the assumption was that stockings would be
part of our usual concert attire, covering our legs. We all wore modest, elegant
clothing except one young woman who stood out for having very high wedge heels
and bright peroxide blonde hair. These differences operated as transgressions within
this social environment because they are signifiers that are attached to working-class
femininity (Tyler 2008; Skeggs 1997). It was only through the difference of her
appearance that the similarity of the rest of us became visible. In this way, symbols
of taste appear neutral to those who inhabit them as their 'norm' but as Skeggs
(2003, 101) describes, they operate as 'condensed class signifiers'. Within
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educational institutions, Archer et al. (2007) demonstrate the subtle ways in which
pupils are regulated and policed according to the ideal of ‘respectable’ middle-class
femininity.
The only time that this association of respectability with classical music was
made explicit was in an interview with the only working-class participant in my
research. Andy's position as a classical musician from an objectively working-class
background was an unusual one. As a result of this, he often saw the classical music
world differently to his peers. He would notice and comment on aspects of this world
that were taken for granted by his white middle-class friends. His perspective
therefore often revealed alternative ways of reading the cultural world of classical
music. When I asked him to tell me about ways in which he thought his classical
music friends were similar to him, he answered:
Andy: I think music is … often linked to, like, not even intelligence level, but kind
of a moral level of what is right and what is wrong, do you know what I mean?
Anna: I'm not sure…
Andy: Like I mean chav culture has a different set of morals as, like, white
middle class, and I think — you know I very much consider myself — even
though my parents are very working class, all my university friends would say, oh
you're completely middle class…
Anna: And so in the way it's a middle class morality, what would be the
substance of that, like is this about kind of…?
Andy: I think it's about common ground, common interests. So music obviously
but then the people who do music often have the same kind of outlook on things,
the same kind of moral outlook.
Andy's emphasis on this common ground he shares with his classical music
friends can be read as a move towards dis-identifying with the stigmatized workingclass identity of the “chav.” He does this through emphasizing his musical taste and
proximity to “authorized” culture, while distancing himself from “chav culture.” He
went on to describe this outlook as a “moral understanding of what is correct
behaviour and what is OK.” This perspective was also racialized: the sense of right
and wrong that he felt was linked to classical music was part of what he called his
“white middle-class morality,” which drew on Christian values. When I asked him to
explain what he meant by “chav culture,” he eventually stated that “moral is the only
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way I can explain it, in that I see … [a] sort of sexual promiscuity.” Hence for him, at
least, classical music carries an implicit moral code that sets it apart from “chav
culture.” These markers of class have material effects in confirming the value of
some and the lack of value of others, for example with professionals making
judgements about working-class girls' sexuality which works to legitimize the value
of those who possess it, and delegitimize those who don't (McKenzie 2015, 51; End
Violence Against Women coalition 2015). Classical music is a way for girls and
young women to perform these appropriate and sanctioned modes of femininity.
Behavioural change or structural change?
I have given three examples of ways in which Sistema-inspired programs in the UK
fit with middle-class culture: through middle-class dispositions of accumulating
value, a morality of hard work, and a “respectable” femininity. As such, I have
argued that these programs contribute to broader processes in which working-class
people are stigmatized and marked as lacking through conveying an implicit message
that working-class children need to change their behavior to become more middleclass. While public investment in working-class areas is to be warmly welcomed, it is
vital to look underneath the surface and ask critical questions about these
interventions. In tracing the historical antecedents of music education and locating
their classed and gendered dimensions, we can see how the Sistema programs come
with a moral weight and continue an historic trend of using culture to “civilize” the
working class.
For example, the guidance notes for applicants to the 2012 funding round for
new IHSE projects detail the outcomes that will be assessed for these projects, which
include “avoidance of anti-social behaviour, drug abuse, and crime” and an
“improved attitude to learning.” For parents, one projected outcome is “improved
relationships with their children,” and for children, “improved relationships with
their parents” (Arts Council England 2012, 6).12 Clearly, then, family life is one of
the areas that Sistema projects are intended to intervene in. This urge reflects an
assumption that working-class families are “troubled” and need to be fixed through
publicly funded programs; this has been a tenet of government policy over the last
twenty years, culminating in the recent creation of a “Troubled Families Unit”
Bull, Anna. 2016. El Sistema as a bourgeois social project: Class, gender, and Victorian values.
Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15 (1): 120–53.
act.maydaygroup.org/articles/Bull15_1.pdf

Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15(1)

139

(Gillies 2014). Working-class family relationships are seen to require intervention in
a way that middle-class ones are not. The similarity with Victorian ideals can be seen
through comparison with John Hullah's vision, discussed above. From these
guidelines, then, a stigmatizing picture emerges of the kinds of families children in
the program are imagined to come from. By contrast, in the Suzuki method, a music
education method associated with middle-class “intensive parenting” (Hays 1998),
while parental involvement is required, it is in order for the child's learning to be
supported (Yoshihara 2008; British Suzuki Institute 2015). For middle-class
children, the goals are musical, while for working-class children and their families,
the goals are moral or behavioural.13
A further outcome listed for IHSE projects for parents are “higher expectations
of and aspirations for their children” (Arts Council England 2012, 6). The inclusion
of “aspiration” is important, as it asserts a belief in meritocracy and the assumption
that social mobility depends on individual effort (Littler 2013). However, this ideal,
which is widespread within contemporary public discourse in the UK, ignores the
evidence that many working-class young people in fact do have high aspirations (St
Clair and Benjamin 2011). This emphasis on aspiration ignores the barriers that
working-class people face in access to higher education and professional occupations.
Drawing these threads together, a broader picture emerges of a complex,
contested, but powerful history of classical music practice working towards the
reproduction of bourgeois values. This brings me back to the question posed in the
introduction: what is the significance of the fact that this is a genre of music which is
consumed and practiced primarily by the middle and upper classes but is being used
as a social action program for the working class?
Performing a fantasy future
In order to answer this question, it is important to understand why Sistema, as an
idea, has caught the imagination of middle-class musical activists. The historical
continuity between the late nineteenth century and today of ideas of culture as a
civilizing influence sheds light on the symbolic meaning of classical music education,
and the reasons why Sistema has become such a powerful idea. Young people
playing classical music are a powerful symbol of the middle-class values described
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above, and this has helped IHSE to attract funding at a time of wider cuts to music
education.
The late Victorian era, which I have described as a crucial phase in setting up the
music education institutions that continue to shape the classical music world today,
was characterized by looking towards the bodies of young people as symbolizing the
health of the nation and hope for the continuation of Empire into the future (Pryke
1998). Youth movements around bodily discipline and health were springing up at
this time. While the lower-middle-class girls were doing their piano exams, their
brothers were joining the Boys' Brigade (established in 1883) and then the Scouts
(established in 1908), organizations which combined military practices such as drill
with reinvigorating the national body politic through the bodies of boys (Proctor
1998).
The ethos of the Scouts included “be prepared,” as well as “be cheerful” (BadenPowell 2005 [1908]). These instructions resonated with many moments in my
research with youth orchestras and choirs. We too had to “be prepared” with our
pencils at the ready, and “be cheerful” to demonstrate that music really is fun and
good for young people. Especially with the younger age groups, exhortations from
adults to “look like you're having fun” were common. In a rehearsal with one youth
orchestra, our conductor jovially mocked us for looking glum; around me I could see
slumped bodies and zoned-out expressions, amidst a palpable mood of low energy,
frustration, and boredom.
Why, then, was it important for us to look like we were having fun? These
frequent appeals to young people to show enjoyment they clearly were not feeling
suggests a parallel with the Scouts: young people playing classical music symbolize
the hope that their elders have for the future of our society. In short, they represent
the continuation of the bourgeois social project into the future. The fantasy
projected onto these young people is of a world where young people are still playing
classical music, and therefore carrying forward the values and practices as distilled
into these treasures of our civilization (the musical works) into the future. This belief
helps to bring into effect the world that is being imagined. The investment that has
been made into In Harmony El Sistema England, at a time when music education
funding generally was being cut by nearly a third in England (Department for
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Education 2011), may be understood in light of the powerful symbolic role that
classical music still carries in the bourgeois imagination.
We also need to understand who is doing this advocacy and reproductive work.
In my research, I found that my participants' imagined futures could be clearly
mapped onto their class and gender positions. While the young men from
established middle-class backgrounds would only pursue a career in classical music if
they were promised a position of status (for example, a conductor or composer), by
contrast, it was young women from all class positions, as well as lower-middle-class
young men, who most fervently wanted to pursue a career in classical music. This
gendered pattern echoes the Victorian practice of young women using classical music
to perform gendered respectability, and for the young men, using classical music as a
tool for social mobility. By contrast, for the established middle-class young men,
participating in classical music would endow them with valuable social and cultural
capital (including networks of privately-educated friends and contacts), but they
would eventually decide not to become a musician but rather study history, business,
or law at a prestigious university. They seemed to realize, on some level, that
classical music as a profession would not allow them to retain their social and
economic position, unlike their sisters or lower-middle-class friends.
One of the roles that these young women and lower-middle-class young men take
on, if or when their performing career is blocked, is to educate the next generation of
classical musicians. The proliferation of programs such as IHSE and London Music
Masters can be seen therefore as providing employment for lower-middle-class
musicians in disciplining the working class. This model brings to mind the UK
government-run Youth Training Scheme in the 1980s, which provided white-collar
jobs for the lower-middle class, running employment schemes for the working class
(Finn 1987). Similarly, Sistema programs not only ensure moral discipline for the
working class but also provide employment for the oversupply of classical music
graduates.
Conclusion: Reproducing the bourgeois ideal
On one level, the purpose of Sistema-inspired programs in the UK is to reproduce the
ideals for which classical music stands: a morality of hard work, respectability, and
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accumulation for the future. However, in doing so, they also legitimize commonsense understandings of who is valued and who is not. Stigmatization of workingclass people is compounded by the discourses around these programs, and by the
assumption that their own culture is inadequate and they need middle-class culture
brought to them. In this way, Sistema-inspired programs, though they may be a
response to living in an unequal society, may end up reinforcing the very inequality
that motivates their creation by bolstering ideas about the reasons why people are
poor, in particular the idea that the reason they are poor is because of their behavior
and their culture.
While evaluations of Sistema-inspired programs in the UK have found a wide
range of positive outcomes, analysis of these programs needs to look at their wider
social implications as well as the effects on the very small numbers of children that
are able to participate in them. It is also important to pay attention to the lack of
evidence that orchestral programs offer any particular benefit. As Jacqui Cameron,
Education Director for In Harmony Opera North points out, one of their programs
that offered only singing tuition had comparable results to the orchestral programs
(Cameron 2015). This raises the question as to whether it is in fact simply intensive
investment, rather than the experience of being in an orchestra, that offers benefits
for children. Classical orchestral music, as I have argued, also has the disadvantage
of being strongly associated with middle class tastes and values. Classical music
instruction trains young people for a society that values accumulation or investment
as a mode of morality. It will therefore reward those who are already enculturated
into this value-system, and may penalize those who have different values. It also
reduces the capacity of music and education to become a sphere of the possible — to
bring into being worlds which are, as yet, only imagined (Born and Hesmondhalgh
2000).
What are the implications of this argument for Sistema-inspired programs?
Over the last fifteen years or so in the UK, in line with New Labour's emphasis on the
social impact of the arts (Belfiore and Bennett 2008), there has been a shift in
legitimizing discourses for classical music. From discourses of “edification through
exposure to Art” (Mantie 2012, 99), justified as universally great across all cultures
and times, a rhetoric of “social benefits” is now prevalent. The current legitimizing
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discourse for classical music education is that it teaches valuable social skills such as
discipline and aspiration; this snug tying-up of great art with opportunities for young
people to learn appealing qualities makes these programs come across as selfevidently desirable. These social benefits bear a strong resemblance to the qualities
propounded by John Hullah in the 1870s, which musical participation would instil in
the working class: “patience, temperance, power of attention, presence of mind, selfdenial, obedience and punctuality” (Cox 1993, 16). The rhetoric of the social benefits
of classical music, institutionalized into music education as classed values in the late
nineteenth century, has returned today.
In prescribing classical music as a cultural intervention for disadvantaged
communities, Sistema-inspired programs reinforce the idea that being poor is about
the behavior and the culture of poor people. The programs may be new, but their
thinking is old, and it is far from emancipatory. They work on the assumption that
by changing their behavior, family relationships, and aspirations, poor people will no
longer be poor. This vision blames individuals for their situation, rather than looking
for structural solutions. Against these discourses, I have argued that classical music
is not a neutral good which can be rolled out to disadvantaged children in the hope of
rescuing them from a life of drugs and crime (Arts Council England 2012, 6).
Instead, its history is encompassed in its practices and its aesthetic; its powerful
performance norms, which are strictly followed today, constitute a palimpsest of this
history. This does not mean that this music cannot be reclaimed or resignified, but
both the practices and the aesthetic of classical music have to change if classed,
raced, and gendered hierarchies are not to be reproduced alongside musical ones. A
loosening of musical boundaries is required in order to break down social
boundaries. As an increasing number of organizations are now recognising, the
musical practices themselves need to change.
Acknowledgements
With many thanks to Kim Allen, Sarah Hickmott, Geoff Baker, and Owen Logan for
comments and encouragement, as well as to four anonymous reviewers for some
excellent suggestions and advice.

Bull, Anna. 2016. El Sistema as a bourgeois social project: Class, gender, and Victorian values.
Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15 (1): 120–53.
act.maydaygroup.org/articles/Bull15_1.pdf

Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15(1)

144

References
Archer, Louise, Sumi Hollingworth, and Anna Halsall. 2007. “University’s not for
me — I’m a Nike person”: Urban, working-class young people’s negotiations of
‘style’, identity and educational engagement. Sociology 41 (2): 219–37.
doi:10.1177/0038038507074798.
Arts Council England. 2012. In Harmony commissioned grant guidance for
applicants. http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/media/uploads/pdf
/In_Harmony_commissioned_grant_guidance_final.pdf.
———. 2014. Engaging children and young people. July.
http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/funding/our-investment-2015-18/strategicfunds/engaging-children-and-young-people/.
Ashley, Louise, Jo Duberley, Hilary Sommerlad, and Dora Scholarios. 2015. Noneducational barriers to the elite profession evaluation. Social Mobility & Child
Poverty Commission. https://www.gov.uk/government/news/study-into-noneducational-barriers-to-top-jobs-published.
Baden-Powell, Robert. 2005. Scouting for boys: A handbook for instruction in
good citizenship. Edited by Elleke Boehmer. Oxford; New York: OUP Oxford.
Bailey, Peter. 1986. Music hall: The business of pleasure. Milton Keynes: Open
University Press.
Baker, Geoffrey. 2014. El Sistema: Orchestrating Venezuela’s youth. Oxford; New
York: OUP USA.
Barlow, James, Peter Dickens, Tony Fielding, and Mike Savage. 1995. Property,
bureaucracy and culture: Middle class formation in contemporary Britain.
New edition. London: Routledge.
Baumberg, Ben, Kate Bell, and Declan Gaffney. 2012. Benefits stigma in Britain.
Elizabeth Finn Care. http://www.turn2us.org.uk/pdf/benefits%20stigma
%20in%20britain.pdf.
Bazalgette, Sir Peter. 2014. We have to recognise the huge value of arts and culture
to society. The Guardian. http://www.theguardian.com/culture/2014/apr/27
/value-of-arts-and-culture-to-society-peter-bazalgette.
Belfiore, Eleonora, and Oliver Bennett. 2008. The social impact of the arts: An
intellectual history. New York: Palgrave Schol, Print UK.
Bennett, Tony. 1998. Culture: A reformer’s science. First edition. London;
Thousand Oaks, Calif: SAGE Publications Ltd.

Bull, Anna. 2016. El Sistema as a bourgeois social project: Class, gender, and Victorian values.
Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15 (1): 120–53.
act.maydaygroup.org/articles/Bull15_1.pdf

Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15(1)

145

Bennett, Tony, Mike Savage, Elizabeth Bortolaia Silva, Alan Warde, Modesto GayoCal, and David Wright. 2008. Culture, class, distinction. First edition. London:
Routledge.
Born, Georgina, and Kyle Devine. 2015. Music technology, gender, and class:
Digitization, educational and social change in Britain. Twentieth-Century Music
12 (2): 135–72. doi:10.1017/S1478572215000018.
Born, Georgina, and David Hesmondhalgh, eds. 2000. Western music and its
others: Difference, representation, and appropriation in music. Berkeley, Calif:
University of California Press.
Bourdieu, Pierre. 1984. Distinction: A social critique of the judgement of taste.
Translated by Richard Nice. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.
Bourdieu, Pierre. 1986. The forms of capital. In Handbook of theory of research for
the sociology of education, edited by J. Richardson, 241–58. New York; London:
Greenwood Press.
British Suzuki Institute. 2015. Method. http://www.britishsuzuki.org.uk
/rpmserver/generatorSystem/asp/rpmServer_GoGenerate.asp?
intSiteID=15&intPageID=5&intNavbarOpen_Level1_ID=3.
Burns, Susanne, and Paul Bewick. 2015. In Harmony Liverpool year five evaluation:
Health and well-being report. Institute of Cultural Capital.
http://www.liverpoolphil.com/193/in-harmony-liverpool/social-action-throughmusic.html.
Butler, Tim, and Garry Robson. 2003. London calling: The middle classes and the
re-making of inner London. Oxford: Berg.
Cameron, Jacqui. 2015. The vital ingredients. ArtsProfessional.
http://www.artsprofessional.co.uk/magazine/289/case-study/vital-ingredients.
Cox, Gordon. 1993. A history of music education in England, 1872–1928.
Aldershot: Scolar Press.
Davidoff, Leonore. 2002. Family fortunes: Men and women of the English middle
class 1780–1850. Revised. London: Routledge.
Department for Business, Innovation and Skills. 2013. Pupils on free school meals
attending music colleges — a freedom of information request to Department for
Business, Innovation and Skills — WhatDoTheyKnow.
http://www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/pupils_on_free_school_meals_atte
- incoming-414358.

Bull, Anna. 2016. El Sistema as a bourgeois social project: Class, gender, and Victorian values.
Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15 (1): 120–53.
act.maydaygroup.org/articles/Bull15_1.pdf

Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15(1)

146

Department for Education. 2011. The importance of music: A national plan for
music education — Publications — GOV.UK. https://www.gov.uk/government
/publications/the-importance-of-music-a-national-plan-for-music-education.
Ehrenreich, Barbara. 1990. Fear of falling: The inner life of the middle class. First
HarperPerennial Ed edition. New York: HarperPerennial.
Ehrlich, Cyril. 1985. The music profession in Britain since the eighteenth century: A
social history. Oxford: Clarendon.
End Violence Against Women Coalition. 2015. Women and girls’ safety manifesto:
Priorities for the general election 2015.
Finn, Dan. 1987. Training without jobs: New deals and broken promises: From
raising the school leaving age to the youth training scheme. London:
Macmillan.
Friedman, Sam, Daniel Laurison, and Andrew Miles. 2015. Breaking the “class”
ceiling? Social mobility into Britain’s elite occupations. The Sociological Review
63 (2): 259–89. doi:10.1111/1467-954X.12283.
Forbes, Joan, and Bob Lingard. 2015. Assured optimism in a Scottish girls’ school:
Habitus and the (re)production of global privilege. British Journal of Sociology
of Education 36 (1): 116–36. doi:10.1080/01425692.2014.967839.
Gay, Peter. 1998. The bourgeois experience: Victoria to Freud. London:
HarperCollins.
GEN. 2011. Evaluation of Big Noise, Sistema Scotland’. http://www.gov.scot
/Resource/Doc/345409/0114922.pdf.
Gillies, Val. 2014. Troubling families: Parenting and the politics of early
intervention. In Thatcher’s grandchildren?: Politics and childhood in the
twenty-first century, edited by Stephen Wagg and Jane Pilcher, 204–24.
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
Glasgow Centre for Population Health. 2015. Evaluating Sistema Scotland – Initial
findings report. Glasgow. http://www.gcph.co.uk/assets/0000/5424
/Sistema_findings_report.pdf.
Goehr, Lydia. 1992. The imaginary museum of musical works: An essay in the
philosophy of music. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Green, Lucy. 1997. Music, gender, education. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Bull, Anna. 2016. El Sistema as a bourgeois social project: Class, gender, and Victorian values.
Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15 (1): 120–53.
act.maydaygroup.org/articles/Bull15_1.pdf

Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15(1)

147

Griffin, Christine, Isabelle Szmigin, Andrew Bengry-Howell, Chris Hackley, and
Willm Mistral. 2012. Inhabiting the contradictions: Hypersexual femininity and
the culture of intoxication among young women in the UK’. Feminism &
Psychology, December. doi:10.1177/0959353512468860.
Haslam, Nick. 2014. Class stereotypes: Chavs, white trash, bogans and other
animals. The Conversation. http://theconversation.com/class-stereotypeschavs-white-trash-bogans-and-other-animals-22952.
Hays, Sharon. 1998. The cultural contradictions of motherhood. New edition. New
Haven: Yale University Press.
Hayward, Keith, and Majid Yar. 2006. The “chav” phenomenon: Consumption,
media and the construction of a new underclass. Crime, Media, Culture 2 (1): 9–
28. doi:10.1177/1741659006061708.
Herbert, Trevor. 2014. Move over, Henry Wood: The British army was the true
pioneer of the BBC Proms’. The Conversation. http://theconversation.com
/move-over-henry-wood-the-british-army-was-the-true-pioneer-of-the-bbcproms-29296.
Hoher, Dagmar. 1986. The composition of music hall audiences. In Music hall: The
business of pleasure, edited by Peter Bailey, 74–92. Milton Keynes: Open
University Press.
Hunt, Tristram. 2014. Speech to character conference. http://www.demos.co.uk
/files/TristramHuntspeech.pdf.
In Harmony Lambeth. 2015. In Harmony Lambeth | Southbank Centre.
http://www.southbankcentre.co.uk/whatson/festivals-series/in-harmonylambeth.
In Harmony Liverpool. 2015. Liverpool Philharmonic: In Harmony Liverpool:
Social action through music. http://www.liverpoolphil.com/193/in-harmonyliverpool/social-action-through-music.html.
Jackson, Emma, and Michaela Benson. 2014. Neither “Deepest, Darkest Peckham”
nor “Run-of-the-Mill” East Dulwich: The middle classes and their “others” in an
inner-London neighbourhood. International Journal of Urban and Regional
Research 38 (4): 1195–1210. doi:10.1111/1468-2427.12129.
Jensen, Tracey. 2014. Welfare commonsense, poverty porn and doxosophy.
Sociological Research Online 19 (3): 3.
Jones, Owen. 2012. Chavs: The demonization of the working class. Second revised
edition. London; New York: Verso Books.

Bull, Anna. 2016. El Sistema as a bourgeois social project: Class, gender, and Victorian values.
Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15 (1): 120–53.
act.maydaygroup.org/articles/Bull15_1.pdf

Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15(1)

148

Jowell, Tessa. 2004. Government and the value of culture.
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/19407960802703532.
Leppert, Richard. 1995. The sight of sound: Music, representation, and the history
of the body. Berkeley: University of California Press.

	
  

Littler, Jo. 2013. Meritocracy as plutocracy: The marketising of “equality” under
neoliberalism. New Formations: A Journal of Culture/theory/politics 80 (80):
52–72.
Lord, Pippa, Caroline Sharp, Anneka Dawson, Palak Mehta, Richard White, and
Jennifer Jeffes. 2015. Evaluation of In Harmony.
http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/media/uploads/doc/NFER_In_Harmony_Year_
1_Interim_Report_Dec2013.doc.
Loveday, Vik. 2015. Embodying deficiency through “affective practice”: Shame,
relationality, and the lived experience of social class and gender in higher
education. Sociology, June 30: 1–16. doi:10.1177/0038038515589301.
Mantie, Roger. 2012. Striking up the band: Music education through a Foucaultian
lens. Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 11 (1): 99–123.
http://act.maydaygroup.org/articles/Mantie11_1.pdf.

	
  

Maxwell, Claire, and Peter Aggleton. 2010. The bubble of privilege. Young, privately
educated women talk about social class. British Journal of Sociology of
Education 31 (1): 3–15. doi:10.1080/01425690903385329.
McClintock, Anne. 1995. Imperial leather: Race, gender, and sexuality in the
colonial conquest. New York: Routledge.
Mckenzie, Lisa. 2015. Getting by: Estates, class and culture in austerity Britain.
Bristol: Policy Press.
Mendick, Heather, Kim Allen, and Laura Harvey. 2015. “We can get everything we
want if we try hard”: Young people, celebrity, hard work. British Journal of
Educational Studies 63 (2): 161–78. doi:10.1080/00071005.2014.1002382.
Moretti, Franco. 2014. The bourgeois: Between history and literature. Reprint.
Brooklyn, NY: Verso.
Neelands, Jonothan, Eleanora Belfiore, Catriona Firth, Natalie Hart, Liese Perrin,
Susan Brock, Dominic Holdaway, and Jane Woddis. 2015. Enriching Britain:
Culture, creativity and growth. University of Warwick.
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/research/warwickcommission/futureculture/finalre
port/warwick_commission_report_2015.pdf.

Bull, Anna. 2016. El Sistema as a bourgeois social project: Class, gender, and Victorian values.
Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15 (1): 120–53.
act.maydaygroup.org/articles/Bull15_1.pdf

Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15(1)

149

O’Brien, Dave, and Kate Oakley. 2015. Cultural value and inequality: A critical
literature review. AHRC Cultural Value Project. http://www.ahrc.ac.uk/NewsandEvents/News/Documents/Cultural-Value-Inequality.pdf.
Perry, Grayson. 2012. In the best possible taste. http://www.channel4.com
/programs/in-the-best-possible-taste-graysonperry/videos/all/s1-ep1-all-in-thebest-possible-taste.
Proctor, Tammy M. 1998. (Uni)forming youth: Girl Guides and Boy Scouts in
Britain, 1908–39. History Workshop Journal 45: 103–34.
Pryke, Sam. 1998. The popularity of nationalism in the early British Boy Scout
movement. Social History 23 (3): 309–24. doi:10.1080/03071029808568040.
Reay, Diane, Gill Crozier, and John Clayton. 2009. “Strangers in paradise”?:
Working-class students in elite universities. Sociology 43 (6): 1103–21.
doi:10.1177/0038038509345700.
Reay, Diane. 2004. “Mostly roughs and toughs”: Social class, race and
representation in inner city schooling. Sociology 38 (5): 1005–23.
doi:10.1177/0038038504047183.
———. 2009. Making sense of white working class educational underachievement.
In Who cares about the white working class?, edited by Kjartan Pall Sveinsoon,
22–7. The Runnymede Trust. http://www.runnymedetrust.org/uploads
/publications/pdfs/WhoCaresAboutTheWhiteWorkingClass-2009.pdf.
Reay, Diane, Gill Crozier, and John Clayton. 2010. “Fitting in” or “standing out”:
Working-class students in UK higher education. British Educational Research
Journal 36 (1): 107–24. doi:10.1080/01411920902878925.
Reay, Diane, Gill Crozier, and David James. 2011. White middle class identities and
urban schooling. Basingstoke, Hampshire; New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
Rimmer, Mark. 2014. “In Harmony-Sistema England” and cultural value. In
Classical music as contemporary socio-cultural practice: Critical perspectives.
King's College London.
Savage, Mike. 2015. Social class in the 21st century. London: Penguin.
Scharff, Christina, Patricia Kokot, and John Blamey. 2014. Analysis of demographic
background of UK music students. Unpublished manuscript.
Shepherd, John, and Graham Vulliamy. 2012. The struggle for culture. A
sociological case study of the development of a national music curriculum. In
Music education: Major themes in education, edited by Keith Swanwick, 247–
66. London: Routledge.
Bull, Anna. 2016. El Sistema as a bourgeois social project: Class, gender, and Victorian values.
Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15 (1): 120–53.
act.maydaygroup.org/articles/Bull15_1.pdf

Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15(1)

150

Sistema Scotland. 2014. Frequently asked questions | Sistema Scotland.
http://makeabignoise.org.uk/sistema-scotland/frequent-questions/.
El Sistema USA. 2015. About | El Sistema Around the World (El Sistema USA). El
Sistema USA. https://www.elsistemausa.org/el-sistema-around-the-world.htm
Skeggs, Beverley. 2010. Class, culture and morality: Legacies and logics in the space
for identification. In The SAGE handbook of identities, edited by Margaret
Wetherell and Chandra Talpade Mohanty, 339–59. SAGE Publications.
———. 2005. Exchange, value and affect: Bourdieu and the self. The Sociological
Review 52 (s2): 75–95. doi:10.1111/j.1467-954X.2005.00525.x.
———. 2003. Class, self, culture. First edition. London: Routledge.
———. 1997. Formations of class and gender: Becoming respectable. SAGE.
Spruce, Gary. 2013. Participation, inclusion, diversity, and the policy of English
music education. In Reaching out: Music education with “hard to reach”
children and young people, edited by Chris Harrison, 23–31. London: UK
Association for Music Education.
Stahl, Garth. 2014. White working-class male narratives of “loyalty to self” in
discourses of aspiration. British Journal of Sociology of Education: 1–21.
doi:10.1080/01425692.2014.982859.
St Clair, Ralf, and Amanda Benjamin. 2011. Performing desires: The dilemma of
aspirations and educational attainment. British Educational Research Journal
37 (3): 501–17. doi:10.1080/01411926.2010.481358.
Thompson, E. P. 1967. Time, work-discipline, and industrial capitalism. Past &
Present 38 (1): 56–97. doi:10.1093/past/38.1.56.
Tunstall, Tricia. 2012. Changing lives: Gustavo Dudamel, El Sistema, and the
transformative power of music. New York: W. W. Norton & Company.
Tyler, Imogen. 2008. “Chav mum chav scum.” Feminist Media Studies 8 (1): 17–34.
doi:10.1080/14680770701824779.
———. 2013. Revolting subjects: Social abjection and resistance in neoliberal
Britain. London, UK: Zed Books Ltd.
———. 2015. Classificatory struggles: Class, culture and inequality in neoliberal
times. The Sociological Review 63 (2): 493–511. doi:10.1111/1467-954X.12296.
Wagner, Izabela. 2015. Producing excellence: The making of virtuosos. New
Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press.
Bull, Anna. 2016. El Sistema as a bourgeois social project: Class, gender, and Victorian values.
Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15 (1): 120–53.
act.maydaygroup.org/articles/Bull15_1.pdf

Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 15(1)

151

Weber, Max. 2001. The Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism. Chicago:
Fitzroy Dearborn.
Winlow, Simon. 2001. Badfellas: Crime, tradition and new masculinities. Oxford:
Berg.
Wood, Helen, and Beverley Skeggs, eds. 2011. Reality television and class. London:
Palgrave Macmillan.
Wright, David C. H. 2013. The Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music. A
social and cultural history. Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer.
Wright, Ruth. 2010. Sociology and music education. Aldershot: Ashgate.
Yoshihara, Mari. 2008. Musicians from a different shore: Asians and Asian
Americans in classical music. Philadelphia: Temple University Press.
Notes
1I

am adapting Reay et al.'s (2011) theorisation of middle class fractions. By lowermiddle class, I am referring to young people whose parents did not go to university
but are in skilled jobs. By established middle-class I am referring to those whose
parents went to university, and who expect to go to high ranking universities and
enter professional careers themselves. Throughout this article I will refer to “middle
class”, “lower-middle class” and “working class” in the singular. This is an artificial
'ideal type' that I am using for heuristic purposes which belies the fact that classes
are made up of different fractions that are constantly shifting and re-grouping. This
also blurs the important difference in the middle class between public- and privatesector employees (Barlow et al. 1995).
2 Arts

Council England is the organisation that distributes public money from the
government and the National Lottery for the arts in England.
3 Sistema

Scotland's flagship scheme in Raploch, Stirling works with 470 children
(Sistema Scotland, 2014). Liverpool IHSE currently works with 211 children aged 016 (In Harmony Liverpool 2015), and In Harmony Lambeth currently works with
482 children (In Harmony Lambeth). If we take an estimate that there are 400
children per program across the eleven projects in the UK, that means that
approximately 4,400 children are currently involved in Sistema programs.
4 “Chav”

is a perjorative word for white working-class people in the UK which
emerged in the early 2000s (Tyler 2008). As Hayward and Yar (2006, 17) point out,
there is a conceptual overlap with nineteenth century categories: when “terms such
as “moral wretch,” “degenerate poor,” “depraved nomad,” and “savage outcast” all
ultimately came to be incorporated under the umbrella term “dangerous class.”
Similarly, today, the word “chav” is increasingly acting as a ubiquitous structural
category.” Similar terms include “bogan” in Australia and New Zealand, or “white
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trash” in North America (Haslam 2014).
5 An

excellent introduction to, and exploration of, this idea can be seen in artist
Grayson Perry's three-part series for Channel 4, “All in the best possible taste”
(2012).
6

Somewhat ironically the morality he so vehemently endorsed was not practiced by
Haweis himself who had an illegitimate daughter by one of his parishioners (Wright
2013, 32).
Grade exam boards offer extra-curricular musical qualifications. I am referring
here to the classical music grade exams offered by the Associated Board of the Royal
Schools of Music (established 1890) and Trinity College London (established 1877).
Other key institutions were the Guildhall School of Music and Drama (1880), the
Royal College of Music (1882), the Birmingham Conservatoire (1886), the London
College of Music (1887), and the Glasgow Athaeneum School of Music (now the
Royal Scottish Conservatoire, 1890) (Wright 2013).

7

8

The National Training School for Music, during its short-lived existence, had
roughly three times more female than male students (Wright 2005, 247). The Royal
Academy of Music in 1884 had more than three times as many women as men (with
thanks to Kathy Adamson from the RAM for assisting me with this archive enquiry).
The Manchester College of Music, the Royal College of Music, and the Guildhall
School of Music, which grew rapidly in this period, similarly had a majority of
women students (Ehrlich 1985, 110, 114, 116).
The 2011 National Plan for Music Education, as Gary Spruce (2013) notes,
privileges classical music. The last time similar debates were occurring in the UK
was around the introduction of the music education curriculum in the late 1980s and
early 1990s. In this earlier iteration, Conservative politicians were advocating that
the curriculum should prioritise the Western art music canon, and music educators
generally were arguing for a more diverse, practice-oriented mode of music
education (Wright 2010; Shepherd and Vulliamy 2012). What is surprising about
Sistema programs today is that, in contrast with these earlier debates, they have coopted many of the left's voices as well as the right.
9

10

All names have been changed.

See, for example, the statement by Richard Holloway, chair of Sistema Scotland,
quoted in Logan’s article in this issue.
11

Similarly, in relation to the Venezuelan Sistema program, Baker (2014, 198) gives
a convincing Foucauldian reading of how children become a tool for disciplining
their whole families, as the interventions made in the child's life are expected to also
bring about changes for their families.
12
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This is a broader point, whereby music education programs for middle-class
children and young people are primarily about musical “excellence” and
“talent”,with social goals as secondary to musical ones, while programs for
working-class or ethnic minority young people tend to be labelled as “youth work”
or “social action programs.” (See, for example the National Youth Orchestra
https://www.nyo.org.uk/why-join and the National Youth Choir
https://www.nycgb.org.uk/about-nycgb/what-is-nycgb, in contrast with XLP
youth club http://www.xlp.org.uk/what-we-do/arts).
13
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