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Chapter	1	Introduction		
	

This	 is	a	study	about	belonging	 to	a	place	called	Peckham,	 in	South	East	London.	 It	 is	

also	a	study	that	looks	at	the	everyday	life	in	this	place,	and	the	practices	that	make	up	

the	place.		

	

Peckham	 is	 an	 intensely	 multicultural	 and	 socio-economically	 and	 ethnically	

diverse	area	in	South	East	London,	about	six	kilometres	from	Central	London.	It	covers	

a	wide	area	that	is	especially	ambiguous	in	the	sense	that	its	borders	are	not	reducible	

to	 a	 single	 official	 or	 administrative	 body.	 In	 the	 2011	 census	 38,5%	 of	 residents	

reported	being	White	British,	17,5%	African	and	10,6%	Caribbean1,	with	a	number	of	

other	 different	 ethnicities	 residing	 in	 the	 area.	 The	 area	 is	 organised	 around	 the	

multicultural	high	street	of	Rye	Lane,	which	houses	an	extensive	retail	offering	as	well	

as	the	area’s	main	transport	links	to	elsewhere	in	London.		

	

Peckham	 is	 also	 one	 of	 the	 rapidly	 gentrifying	 areas	 in	 South	 London.	 Gentrification	

refers	 to	 a	 well-documented	 process	 in	 which	 formerly	 working-class	 and	 often	

ethnically	 diverse	 inner	 city	 areas	 become	 desirable	 destinations	 first	 to	 artists	 and	

other	cultural	professionals	in	search	of	affordable	housing,	followed	by	sections	of	the	

middle	class	attracted	by	the	newly	trendy	aura	of	these	areas.	This	process	gradually	

increases	 the	 cost	 of	 living	 in	 these	 formerly	 affordable	 neighbourhoods,	 arguably	

displacing	 some	of	 the	 less	well-to-do	 residents	 living	 in	privately	 rented	homes.	The	

cultural	dimension	of	gentrification	changes	the	service	and	consumption	landscape	of	

the	 areas	 to	 better	 suit	 the	 needs	 of	 the	 new	 middle	 class,	 which	 furthers	 the	

displacement	 of	 former	 users	 and	 residents.	 (Hamnett	 2003;	 Lees,	 Slater,	 and	 Wyly	

2008,	 4–14.)	 According	 to	 estate	 agency	 and	 property	 consultancy	 Knight	 Frank,	

Peckham’s	house	prices	have	gone	up	by	53,2%,	between	the	years	2008	and	2016	–	it	

is	currently	one	of	the	top	ten	areas	for	fastest	rising	property	prices	in	London,	among	

many	other	areas	in	South	East	London	(Williams-Grut	2017).		

																																																								
1	Numbers	are	for	The	Lane	ward,	which	covers	the	immediate	area	around	Rye	Lane.		
2	The	exact	definitions	of	and	connections	between	these	related	concepts	are	not	definitive	but	
discussed	and	contested	in	the	various	disciplines	in	which	they	are	employed	(see	e.g.	Manzo	
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Figure	1	Rough	delineation	of	study	area	in	Peckham	on	a	map	of	South	London.	Source:	openstreetmap.org	
®	OpenStreetMap	contributors	2019.		

	

This	all	means	its	former	reputation	as	home	to	large	council	estates,	gang	violence	and	

a	large	working	class	population	is	giving	way	to	new	meanings:	currently	it	is	touted	in	

the	media	 as	 ‘the	 new	 Shoreditch’	 –	 a	 trendy	 place	 to	 come	 dine	 and	 drink	 in	 and	 a	

cultural	hotspot	with	an	emerging	art	scene.		

	

This	 study	 is	 not	 based	 on	 media	 representations	 however,	 but	 on	 the	 everyday	

experience	of	residents	of	Peckham.	These	experiences	were	gathered	by	interviewing	

long-standing	 residents	 about	 their	 relationship	with	 the	 area.	 This	 study	 is	 strongly	

rooted	in	the	context	of	everyday	life,	which	is	also	seen	as	the	crucial	context	in	which	

wider	social	categories	and	power	structures	are	lived	through	and	negotiated.		
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1.1	Research	questions	and	central	concepts		
	

Broadly	speaking,	this	is	a	study	of	how	people	come	to	feel	a	sense	of	belonging	to	their	

place	 of	 residence,	what	 this	 belonging	means	 to	 people	 and	 how	 it	manifests	 in	 the	

locality.	What	makes	 a	 place	 a	 home	 –	or	 what	 does	 not?	 How	 is	 belonging	 to	 place	

constructed,	 and	on	 the	other	hand,	 shared,	 in	 everyday	 life	 and	discourse?	 I	 am	also	

interested	 in	 the	 power	 relations	 at	 play;	 what	 is	 going	 on	 in	 Peckham	 in	 terms	 of	

people’s	claims	of	belonging?	What	is	the	nature	of	belonging	to	place	in	an	increasingly	

globalised	and	mobile	world	where	some	claim	places,	as	well	as	feeling	rooted	in	place,	

are	losing	their	meaning	as	anchors	of	human	existence?		

	

This	study	centres	on	the	notion	of	belonging,	and	more	specifically,	belonging	to	place.	

Belonging	is	a	hugely	ambiguous	concept	used	in	both	everyday	discourse	and	academic	

research,	 where	 it	 is	 conceptualised	 in	 various	 ways,	 and	 often	 ambiguously	 or	 ill	

defined	 (Lähdesmäki	 et	 al.	 2016;	 Antonsich	 2010).	 In	 its	 everyday	 usage	 it	 often	

connotes	membership	in	a	group:	one	can	belong	to	an	association	or	a	sports	team,	for	

instance,	 and	 to	 belong	 is	 also	 to	 be	 accepted.	 It	 can	 also	 signify	 something	 is	 in	 its	

proper,	appropriate	place:	 tools	belong	 in	 the	toolbox	and	mugs	belong	 in	 the	kitchen	

cupboard,	for	instance.	Moreover,	to	belong	is	also	to	feel	comfortable	and	content	in	a	

situation	or	setting.		

	

Analytically,	 belonging	 can	 be	 viewed	 on	 one	 hand	 as	 a	 subjectively	 experienced,	

affective	sense	that	an	individual	has	–	in	this	case	towards	a	place	–	and	on	the	other	

hand	as	a	discursive	resource	that	seeks	to	define	who	belongs	and	who	does	not,	and	

that	produces	inclusion	and	exclusion	(Antonsich	2010).	These	two	ways	of	looking	are	

not	separate	entities	but	rather	two	inherently	interrelated	dimensions	that	coexist	and	

impact	 upon	 each	 other.	 It	 is	 impossible	 to	 experience	 a	 sense	 of	 belonging	 without	

being,	 at	 the	 very	 least,	 accepted	 as	 present	 by	 other	 people.	 On	 the	 other	 hand	 it	 is	

irrelevant	to	speak	of	someone	belonging	to	a	group	or	a	place	if	they	themselves	lack	

the	subjective	sense	 that	 they	belong.	A	more	social	approach	 to	belonging	developed	

notably	by	sociologist	Nira	Yuval-Davis	(2006),	which	she	terms	‘politics	of	belonging’,	

looks	 into	 how	 intersecting	 social	 categories	 and	 power	 structures	 impact	 upon	

individuals’	possibilities	of	belonging.		
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Despite	 its	 ambiguity,	 or	 perhaps	 precisely	 because	 of	 it,	 I	 see	 belonging	 as	 a	 useful	

conceptual	 framework	 for	 a	 study	 of	 the	 complex	 relationships	 between	 people	 and	

place.	 Its	 strength	 lays	 in	 its	 ability	 to	 combine	 under	 one	 conceptual	 framework	 the	

interrelated	 dimensions	 of	 social	 or	 group	 memberships	 (or	 lack	 thereof)	 and	 an	

affective	 personal	 sense	 of	 attachment	 to	 a	 particular	 place,	 as	 well	 as	 the	

performativity	 in	which	 they	are	constituted.	 Individuals’	claims	of	belonging,	and	the	

practices	through	which	they	enact	it,	both	shape	the	place	and	are	shaped	by	it.	In	this	

study	I	 intend	to	 look	at	how	this	complex	process	unfolds	 in	one	particular	 time	and	

place,	through	the	experience	of	the	residents	I	interviewed.		

	

Place	 is	a	central	concept	 through	which	 I	make	sense	of	 the	research	situation.	 In	 its	

everyday	 usage	 place	 usually	 denotes	 a	 specific	 geographical	 location,	 but	 as	 an	

analytical	 concept	 it	 also	 refers	 to	 the	 entirety	 of	 meanings	 people	 attach	 to	 it.	 The	

notion	 I	 utilise	 in	 this	 study	 leans	 heavily	 on	 the	 long	 tradition	 of	 theorising	place	 in	

geography	and	particularly	humanistic	geography	(e.g.	Tuan	1975,	1979;	Relph	1976).	

Classically,	 place	 has	 been	 distinguished	 from	 space:	 the	 former	 denotes	 a	 specific,	

meaningful	 location	 within	 vast,	 open	 space	 –	 “a	 center	 of	 meaning	 constructed	 by	

experience”	(Tuan	1975,	152).	Hence	I	view	place	as	being	essentially	experiential	and	

constituted	by	individuals	attaching	meanings	to	it.	Moreover,	places	are	always	social,	

these	meanings	 shared	 and	 constructed	 in	 relation	 to	 others,	 and	performed	 through	

daily	practices.	Even	when	 they	 are	 geographically	bounded,	 such	as	Peckham	 in	 this	

study,	 places	 are	 dynamic,	 constantly	 being	 made	 and	 remade,	 rather	 than	 static	

locations	with	clear	boundaries.		

	

Places	vary	immensely	in	scale:	place	can	mean	a	private	home	or	a	specific	spot	in	it,	or	

a	 neighbourhood,	 a	 city	 or	 a	whole	 region	 (Tuan	 1975).	 In	 fact,	 place	 need	 not	 even	

mean	a	fixed	geographical	location:	places	can	move	and	still	remain	meaningfully	itself	

to	those	‘inside’	them,	like	a	camp	or	a	ship	does	(Relph	1976,	29–30).	A	place	can	even	

exist	only	in	memory	and	still	retain	its	significance	to	those	to	whom	it	held	meaning.	

Moreover,	 and	 even	 more	 so	 in	 the	 contemporary	 globalised	 and	 hyper-connected	

world,	 place	 is	 constituted	 in	 its	 network	 of	 connections	 with	 other	 places	 (Massey	

1994;	Amin	2004).		
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Coupling	these	two	notions,	I	take	belonging	to	place	to	essentially	mean	a	meaningful	

bond	between	 a	 person	 and	 a	 place	 –	 place	 taken	 here	 in	 all	 its	 complexity	 –	 as	 it	 is	

notably	conceptualised	in	humanistic	geography.	Belonging	to	place	is	best	looked	at	as	

a	 relationship	 between	 people	 and	 places:	 it	 is	 not	 a	 property	 of	 the	 individual	 nor	

located	in	a	place,	but	a	constantly	evolving	process	that	takes	place	in	their	interaction.	

It	must	be	noted	that	while	belonging	is	a	notion	I	start	with,	I	am	not	presupposing	that	

informants	decisively	belong.		

	

There	 are	 various	 other	 notions	 that	 relate	 to	 belonging	 to	 place	 used	 in	 different	

disciplinary	 fields,	 such	 as	 place	 attachment,	 place	 identity	 and	 sense	 of	 place2.	 I	

particularly	make	use	 of	 those	of	 home	and	homeliness.	Home	 is	 another	notion	 that	

some	 (Rapoport	 2005)	would	 rather	 do	 away	with	 completely	 as	 a	 research	 concept	

due	to	its	ambiguity	and	its	established	usage	as	an	everyday	folk	concept.	I	make	use	of	

it	precisely	because	it	is	used	as	a	folk	concept	by	the	people	I	interviewed,	and	as	the	

experience	 of	 homeliness	 is	 a	 key	 theme	 in	 this	 study.	 Analytically,	 I	 take	 ‘home’	 to	

denote	a	certain	density	of	affect	and	not	primarily	a	physical	place,	though	usually	it	is	

also	physically	 located	somewhere.	 I	 take	belonging,	and	feeling	at	home,	to	take	place	

on	various	geographical	scales,	 from	that	of	the	house	to	that	of	the	nation	or	beyond,	

and	oftentimes	it	defies	territorial	and	scalar	assumptions	altogether	(Amin	2004,	33).		

	

Importantly,	the	notion	of	home	is	used	in	this	thesis	in	a	wider	sense	than	the	house	or	

the	 private	 home.	 To	 be	 truthful	 to	 interviewees’	 experience,	 rather	 than	 applying	 a	

predefined	scale	or	location,	I	start	with	their	own	definitions	of	what	home	is	for	them.	

Most	importantly,	this	also	depends	on	the	context:	when	discussing	where	people	feel	

safe	 for	 example,	 the	 private	 house	 may	 more	 likely	 be	 the	 ‘home’	 belonging	 is	

articulated	 to,	 whereas	 in	 another	 discussion	 this	 may	 be	 the	 whole	 city	 of	 London.	

Belonging,	or	home,	is	not	a	single,	uniform	experience	or	construction	but	also	varies	

depending	on	the	context.	 I	would	argue	that	concepts	 like	place,	home	and	belonging	

																																																								
2	The	exact	definitions	of	and	connections	between	these	related	concepts	are	not	definitive	but	
discussed	and	contested	in	the	various	disciplines	in	which	they	are	employed	(see	e.g.	Manzo	
2003).	I	do	not	intend	to	take	part	in	these	conceptual	debates.	In	this	thesis	I	use	them	to	
broadly	refer	to	different	aspects	of	belonging	as	I	conceive	of	it:	a	meaningful	bond	between	
people	and	places.		
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are	 particularly	 usable	 in	 a	 study	 that	 seeks	 to	 understand	 complex	 experiences	

precisely	because	of	their	ambiguity,	or	better,	malleability.		

	

This	 is	moreover	a	study	of	a	place	in	change,	as	Peckham	undergoes	a	process	that	I,	

along	with	others,	recognise	as	gentrification.	It	can	be	posited	that	when	one	perceives	

intense	change	taking	place	in	familiar	surroundings,	previously	unreflective	belongings	

rise	to	the	surface	and	become	more	visibly	defended	(e.g.	Manzo	2003,	53;	Relph	1976,	

40,	 65).	 Urban	 change	 brings	 into	 the	 research	 situation	 firstly	 an	 element	 of	

temporality,	and	secondly,	of	power.	How	does	a	sense	of	belonging	change	in	time,	and	

as	the	place	one	belongs	to	changes?	What	kinds	of	contestations	arise,	and	how	does	

symbolic	power	structure	and	become	articulated	in	them?		

	

1.2	Empirical	material:	interviews	and	informants		
	

This	 study	 is	based	on	eleven	 interviews	with	altogether	 twelve	 local	 residents	 that	 I	

conducted	 in	 February	 and	 March	 2017.	 The	 interviews	 were	 semi-structured:	 six	

common	predefined	themes	were	discussed	 in	each	 interview	but	 the	specific	 form	of	

individual	questions	and	the	order	they	were	discussed	in	varied	(Hirsjärvi	and	Hurme	

2008).	 The	 interview	 structure	 includes	 questions	 on	 how	 residents	 experience	

Peckham	as	a	place	of	residence,	their	social	life	and	everyday	activities	in	the	area	and	

how	they	have	perceived	(putative)	change	in	the	area	around	them.	Interviews	lasted	

between	35	and	90	minutes.	They	were	conducted	face-to-face	in	locations	participants	

themselves	chose,	except	for	one	–	that	of	Belinda	–	which	was	conducted	via	email	due	

to	 her	 having	 to	 cancel	 the	 face-to-face	 interview.	 Most	 participants	 asked	 to	 be	

interviewed	in	their	private	home,	but	some	interviews	were	also	conducted	in	a	local	

café	or	pub	or	the	informant’s	place	of	work.		

	

Interviewees	 were	 recruited	 in	 various	 media,	 both	 online	 and	 on	 the	 spot.	 Finding	

people	 willing	 to	 be	 interviewed	 revealed	 to	 be	 not	 an	 easy	 task.	 I	 placed	 flyers	 on	

public	notice	boards	and	slid	them	in	letterboxes	on	some	streets.	I	also	posted	ads	in	

online	 forums	 such	 as	 closed	 Facebook	 groups	 for	 local	 residents,	 and	 a	 local	

community	organisation	posted	an	ad	on	my	behalf	on	their	Facebook	page,	but	these	

attempts	yielded	no	contacts.	I	had	contacted	a	few	local	community	organisations	and	



	 7	

other	groups	prior	 to	 travelling	to	Peckham,	and	through	these	contacts	 I	managed	to	

recruit	 my	 first	 informants:	 Rowan,	 Joan,	 Edith,	 Dora,	 and	 Marco	 and	 Elena.	 After	 a	

couple	of	 initial	 interviews	 I	 used	 the	 snowball	 sampling	method,	 asking	 the	people	 I	

interviewed	 to	 refer	 further	 subjects	 from	 their	 social	 network.	 A	 large	 part	 of	

informants	were	 found	through	these	contacts	acquired	 from	previous	 interviewees.	 I	

also	had	some	success	in	recruiting	informants	from	among	local	storekeepers	(Vincent,	

Rahama).		

	

In	order	to	gain	an	understanding	in	how	informants	perceive	neighbourhood	change,	a	

prerequisite	was	that	they	had	lived	in	the	area	for	a	minimum	of	five	years.	Informants’	

length	of	residence	in	the	end	varies	from	a	couple	of	years	to	more	than	six	decades,	

the	average	being	over	25	years.	Two	relatively	distinct	groups	emerge,	however:	those	

who	had	lived	in	Peckham	since	the	1970s	or	80s,	and	younger	people	most	of	whom	

who	had	 lived	 there	 for	 six	 years.	 In	 this	 sense	my	 findings	 reflect	 the	 two	phases	of	

gentrification	 that	 Jackson	 and	Benson	 (2014,	 1200)	 have	 found	 in	 their	 research	 on	

Peckham,	with	two	groups	of	incomers:	pioneer	gentrifiers	who	moved	into	the	area	in	

the	1970s	and	80s	and	young	professional	couples	who	arrived	 in	 the	2000s.	Table	1	

presents	information	on	all	twelve	informants.	
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Snowball	sampling	may	yield	a	group	of	informants	who	are	very	similar	to	each	other.	

While	there	remains	a	strong	bias	towards	white	and	middle	class3	residents,	as	well	as	

people	 who	 participate	 actively	 in	 community	 organisations,	 informants	 are	 by	 no	

means	a	homogenous	group,	nor	are	they	all	part	of	one	and	the	same	friend	group	or	

social	 network.	 It	 is	 possible	 –	 perhaps	 even	 likely,	 judging	 by	 the	 difficulties	 I	

encountered	while	recruiting	informants	–	that	people	who	are	also	otherwise	active	in	

their	neighbourhood	and	have	put	prior	thought	 into	their	relationship	with	place	are	

more	 likely	 to	be	willing	 to	participate	 in	an	 interview	on	 these	 themes.	On	 the	other	

hand,	this	bias	made	it	possible	for	me	to	focus	on	themes	of	participation	and	activism	

in	my	analysis	 (see	especially	Chapter	3).	Moreover,	 the	 sample	 is	not	 intended	 to	be	

statistically	 representative	 of	 the	 total	 composition	 of	 people	 living	 in	Peckham,	 be	 it	

according	to	socio-economical	or	ethnic	categories	or	tenure	type.		

	

As	we	can	see	from	Table	1,	the	majority	of	the	informants	are	British,	and	moreover	all	

but	one	are	European;	Rahama	is	of	African	descent.	Most	have	originally	arrived	into	

Peckham	from	elsewhere,	with	the	exception	of	Trevor	who	has	lived	in	the	area	since	

his	 childhood.	The	majority	work	 in,	or	have	retired	 from,	what	 I	have	categorised	as	

professional,	 ‘white-collar’	occupations	in	various	fields	such	as	finance,	IT,	healthcare,	

media	and	architecture.		

	

Geographically	 their	 homes	 are	 scattered	 around	 the	 area	 of	 Peckham,	 mostly	 in	 its	

southern	parts	near	the	Peckham	Rye	Common,	while	only	Vincent	lives	north	of	High	

Street	Peckham.	Rahama	had	 lived	 in	Peckham	previously	but	 currently	 resides	 some	

kilometres	away	 in	Dulwich.	She	however	has	strong	ties	to	the	area	due	to	her	small	

business	 located	 on	 Rye	 Lane	 that	 she	 has	 operated	 since	 the	 early	 2000s.	 I	 did	 not	

determine	 geographical	 boundaries	 for	 the	 study	 area	 that	 I	 refer	 to	 as	 Peckham	

beforehand;	rather	they	were	shaped	by	the	informants’	definitions	(see	Chapter	2.3).		

	

All	interviews	were	recorded	in	full	–	with	the	exception	of	the	one	conducted	via	email	

–	 and	 transcribed	 for	 the	most	part.	 I	 did	not	 transcribe	 interviews	verbatim	 in	 their	

																																																								
3	Informants’	class	positions	are	interpreted	from	available	information.	This	will	be	expanded	
upon	in	chapter	1.4.		
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entirety;	some	sections	with	less	relevance	to	the	study	at	hand	have	been	more	loosely	

written	out.	All	direct	quotes	used	 in	 this	study	are	 from	verbatim	transcriptions	 that	

have	not	been	edited	for	clarity.		

	

1.3	Methodology		
	

This	 study	 is	 concerned	 with	 personal	 experiences	 of	 the	 people	 I	 interviewed	 and	

thereby	 is	methodologically	part	of	 the	multi-disciplinary	 study	of	human	experience.	

Experience	 is	another	ambiguous	notion	that	 is	commonly	used	 in	both	academic	and	

everyday	 discourse.	 In	 academic	 research	 human	 experience	 has	 been	 theorised	 in	

various	disciplines,	perhaps	most	notably	so	in	phenomenology,	which	seeks	to	capture	

and	understand	human	experience	as	it	presents	itself	to	the	experiencer.	Experience	is	

also	a	central	to	cultural	studies,	where	it	 is	conceived	of	as	occupying	“the	subjective	

dimension	 of	 lived	 social	 worlds”	 (Pickering	 2008,	 24)	 –	 experience	 is	 the	 analytical	

resource	 through	 which	 these	 social	 worlds	 can	 be	 looked	 at.	 At	 the	 same	 time	

experience	 is	not	 independent	of	 its	 context	or	 the	 social	position	and	historicality	of	

the	experiencer.		

	

While	phenomenological	writing	on	place,	such	as	 that	of	Edward	Relph	(discussed	 in	

the	next	subchapter),	has	influenced	my	concern	with	human	experience,	I	do	not	share	

all	 of	 the	 meta-theoretical	 and	 ontological	 assumptions	 of	 phenomenology.	 Whereas	

phenomenology	is	concerned	with	‘pure’	experience	as	it	occurs	to	the	experiencer,	the	

more	 hermeneutical	 conception	 I	 employ	 here	 sees	 experience	 as	 always	 already	

implicated	by	of	the	very	 ‘real’	cultural,	social	and	material	context	it	 is	shaped	in	and	

which	it	further	shapes	–	experience	is	always	already	interpreted,	discursive	and	full	of	

meaning	 (Laverty	 2003,	 24;	 Pickering	 2008,	 28).	 Pickering	 (2008,	 28)	 argues	 that	

experience	needs	to	be	interrogated	with	conceptual	and	theoretical	tools,	rather	than	

taken	as	sufficient	in	itself.		

	

In	a	way	typical	to	cultural	studies,	the	methodology	and	theory	I	employ	in	my	analysis	

is	 strongly	 informed	 by	 the	 empirical	 material.	 Contextualisation	 in	 general	 involves	

linking	the	meanings	that	arise	 from	the	empirical	material	 to	wider	cultural,	political	

and	 theoretical	 discussions,	 and	 analysing	 what	 they	 can	 tell	 us	 about	 the	 time	 and	
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place	 in	 which	 they	 were	 born.	 (Grossberg	 2010,	 26–28.)	 In	 this	 way	 I	 believe	 it	 is	

possible	to	both	take	experience	seriously	and	be	aware	of	its	social	context:	the	power	

relations	 it	 reflects	 and	 further	 (re)produces	 via	 the	 socially	 shared	 discourses	 and	

practices	it	informs.		

	

Hence	 the	 methodology	 was	 also	 readjusted	 in	 the	 course	 of	 the	 research	 process.	

Initially,	 through	 studying	 lived	 experience	 I	 aimed	 to	 capture	 the	 experience	 of	

belonging	 to	 a	 place.	 As	 I	 had	 postulated	 that	 belonging	 is	 formed	 and	 actualised	 in	

everyday	 life	 in	 a	 place	 (see	 especially	 Edensor	 2002),	 a	 large	 part	 of	 the	 interviews	

were	 dedicated	 to	 discussing	 everyday	 routines	 and	 tasks.	 However,	 early	 on	 in	 the	

analysis	 I	 noticed	 a	 discrepancy	 between	 how	 people	 talk	 about	 their	 daily	 life	 in	

Peckham	and	how	they	actually	appear	to	live	it;	there	seemed	to	be	a	strong	tendency	

to	speak	 in	an	 idealising	sort	of	way	or	 to	give	highly	self-conscious	or	what	could	be	

seen	 as	 socially	 acceptable	 answers.	 I	 interpreted	 that	 oftentimes	 these	 discussions,	

rather	 than	 merely	 reflecting	 interviewees’	 actual	 material	 practices,	 reveal	 ideal	

constructions	about	themselves	and	about	Peckham.		

	

To	capture	this	discrepancy	I	was	observing	I	felt	I	needed	to	diversify	my	methodology	

and	pay	closer	attention	to	the	discourses	that	my	interviewees	were	using.	This	kind	of	

critical	 reading	 of	 discourses	 differs	 from	 phenomenology	 where	 the	 accounts’	

truthfulness	is	not	questioned	but	they	are	assumed	to	reflect	a	‘true’	experience	–	their	

words	are	assumed	to	speak	for	themselves	(Starks	and	Brown	Trinidad	2007,	1375).	A	

more	 discourse	 analytic	 approach,	 by	 looking	 at	 the	 used	 language	 itself,	 aims	 to	

“expose	 the	ways	 in	which	people	use	 language	 to	 accomplish	 their	objectives”	 (ibid.,	

1377).	These	objectives	are	often	subtle	and	implicit,	but	never	devoid	of	meaning:	the	

subtle	use	of	discursive	power	is	evident	whenever	the	nature	of	Peckham	is	discussed,	

since	these	speech	acts	help	constitute	their	object.	The	question	is,	then,	what	kind	of	

Peckham	is	being	constructed	in	the	interviews.		

	

I	make	use	of	the	notion	of	performativity	in	discussing	these	discourses.	Performativity	

as	theorised	by	Judith	Butler	(1993)	refers	to	the	idea	of	discursive	production:	things	

like	 gender	 do	 not	 exist	 in	 the	 world	 as	 such	 but	 are	 produced	 into	 the	 world	 in	
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discursive	 practices.	 Gregson	 and	 Rose	 (2000,	 441)	 apply	 Butler’s	 notion	 of	

performativity	to	the	construction	of	places,	pointing	out	that		

	

performances	 do	 not	 take	 place	 in	 already	 existing	 locations	 --.	 These	 ‘stages'	 do	 not	

preexist	their	performances,	waiting	in	some	sense	to	be	mapped	out	by	performances;	

rather,	specific	performances	bring	these	spaces	into	being.		

	

I	 too	 adopt	 this	 view	 of	 spaces,	 or	 places,	 as	 performatively	 constituted.	 I	 take	

performativity	 to	mean	all	discursive	 speech	acts	 and	 social	 and	material	practices	 in	

which	objects	are	constructed	and	meaning	is	assigned	–	also,	or	perhaps	in	particular,	

the	mundane	and	the	everyday	ones.	Performative	acts	produce	effects;	they	can	bring	

something	into	being	and	construct	reality	in	one	way	or	another.	(Lehtonen	2014,	322–

23.)		

	

The	 semi-structured	 interview	 method	 produces	 qualitative,	 in-depth	 empirical	 data	

well	suited	for	interpretative	analysis.	Importantly,	I	conceive	of	the	interview	material	

as	 having	 been	 produced	 in	 the	 interview	 situation,	 in	 the	 interaction	 between	 the	

interviewee	and	the	 interviewer.	This	gives	 the	 interviewer	an	active	role;	 informants	

do	not	merely	narrate	their	‘true’	experiences	to	the	interviewer	as	if	pouring	them	into	

a	 clean	container.	This	 renders	 it	 critical	 to	also	consider	how	 the	 interview	situation	

itself	has	influenced	the	formation	of	the	material.		

	

A	challenge	worth	noting	here	is	that	because	many	of	the	interviewees	were	active	in	

community	organisations,	they	may	have	come	into	the	interview	situation	in	the	role	of	

a	 community	 activist	 or	 an	 expert	 on	 local	matters	 rather	 than	 just	 a	 resident	 of	 the	

area,	which	is	the	experience	that	I	am	essentially	interested	in.	I	attempted	to	counter	

this	by	carefully	explaining	the	purpose	of	the	study	in	the	beginning	of	each	interview.	

Still,	 for	 some	 the	 context	 of	 their	 recruitment	 was	 their	 connection	 to	 a	 local	

community	 organisation,	 which	 may	 have	 influenced	 their	 ideas	 of	 the	 interview	

beforehand.		

	

Moreover,	despite	my	focus	on	the	 lived	experience	of	belonging	to	a	place,	which	my	

interview	 questions	 were	 also	 geared	 towards,	 there	 is	 abundant	 self-reflection	 and	
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discourse	on	‘things’	and	‘facts’	about	Peckham	as	opposed	to	personal	experiences	and	

emotions	 in	 the	material.	This	 is	 likely	a	result	of	 interviewees	being	 in	 the	role	of	an	

expert	on	the	local	area.	I	believe	that	this	kind	of	discourse	is	best	suited	for	analysis	

with	 something	 other	 than	 a	 phenomenological	 approach.	 The	methodology	 requires	

certain	self-reflectiveness	towards	the	conditions	of	the	formation	of	the	material,	and	

they	are	also	discussed	in	the	analysis	where	I	consider	it	relevant.		

	

1.4	Previous	research		
	

Typically	of	cultural	 studies,	 I	approach	 the	 themes	 I	outlined	above	 from	the	 level	of	

everyday	 life	 and	 the	 mundane	 (see	 Grossberg	 2010,	 8).	 The	 approach	 of	 cultural	

geographer	Tim	Edensor,	 especially	 in	his	book	National	Identity,	Popular	Culture	and	

Everyday	Life	 (2002),	 is	 influential	 in	how	 I	 see	 the	 everyday	 as	 the	 essential	 domain	

where	identities	and	belongings	are	being	played	out	and	constructed.	Hence	I	approach	

belonging	 from	 day-to-day	 life	 as	 it	 is	 lived,	 the	 “habitual,	 unreflexive	 routines	 of	

everyday	life”	(Edensor	2002,	vi).		

	

Studying	belonging	is	by	nature	a	very	cross/interdisciplinary	pursuit.	Theoretically	my	

approach	 borrows	 from	 a	 variety	 of	 disciplines,	 most	 importantly	 cultural	 and	

human(istic)	 geography	 and	 cultural	 and	 urban	 sociology.	 There	 has	 been	 growing	

interest	in	themes	of	belonging	in	a	variety	of	academic	fields	in	the	social	sciences	and	

humanities	in	the	2000s.	Lähdesmäki	and	colleagues	(2016,	234)	suggest	that	scholars	

who	choose	to	employ	the	notion	of	belonging,	rather	than	other	related	concepts	such	

as	 identity,	 do	 so	 to	 “emphasize	 the	 fluid,	 unfixed,	 and	 processual	 nature	 of	 diverse	

social	and	spatial	attachments”;	 this	 is	 indeed	the	wider	 field	 in	which	 I	would	 like	 to	

place	this	study.		

	

Place	as	experientially	constituted,	and	the	affective	bonds	that	people	form	with	places,	

were	 notably	 theorised	 in	 humanistic	 geography	 in	 the	 1960s	 and	 70s	 by	 pioneering	

authors	 such	as	Edward	Relph	and	Yi-Fu	Tuan.	This	early	humanistic	geography	 took	

phenomenology	 as	 its	 starting	 point	 and	 focuses	 on	 the	 experiential	 and	 emotive	
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aspects	of	place	as	felt	by	individuals.4	In	the	first	sections	of	his	seminal	book	Place	and	

Placelessness	(1976)	Relph	charts	a	theory	of	place	as	constituted	by	the	experiences	of	

the	individuals	with	a	significant	bond	to	it;	his	theorisation	of	home	places	and	of	the	

sense	of	rootedness	people	form	towards	them	have	been	particularly	influential	for	my	

outlook.	Relph	(1976,	38)	postulates	that	forming	ties	with	these	significant	places	is	an	

important	human	need.		

	

Early	humanistic	geography	has	been	criticised	for	ignoring	the	relevance	of	the	social	

and	 cultural	 context	 of	 places	 and	 of	 the	 social	 position	 of	 the	 individuals	 whose	

experiences	 they	 depicted	 (Ponto	 2017,	 27;	 also	 Seamon	 and	 Sowers	 2008,	 47–48).	

More	generally,	 focusing	only	on	 the	personal	and	 individual	dimensions	of	belonging	

easily	leads	to	“socially	de-contextualised	individualism”	(Antonsich	2010,	644).	When	

this	risk	is	kept	in	mind,	the	key	theorisations	of	humanistic	geography	are	still	a	fruitful	

starting	 point	 for	 an	 analysis	 on	 place	 and	 belonging.	 A	 recent	 example	 is	 Finnish	

geographer	Heli	Ponto	(2017)	who	employed	the	approach	of	humanistic	geography	in	

her	 doctoral	 dissertation	 on	 the	 place	 experiences	 of	 young	 people	 in	 the	 Helsinki	

region.		

	

Geared	with	an	epistemology	and	methodology	very	different	from	those	of	humanistic	

geography,	 sociological	 research	 tends	 to	 focus	on	social	 categories	 that	 structure	 the	

situation	 under	 analysis.	 While	 sociology	 has	 traditionally	 left	 space	 and	 place	 for	

geographers	 to	 ponder	 upon,	 recently	 questions	 of	 place	 have	 also	 emerged	 in	

sociological	 thought,	 which	 makes	 this	 study	 operating	 in	 the	 intersection	 of	 these	

disciplines	an	especially	contemporary	one.		

	

This	study	has	significant	parallels	with	previous	research	on	middle	class	residents	in	

London	 and	 Peckham	 in	 particular.	 British	 urban	 sociologists	 Emma	 Jackson	 and	

Michaela	 Benson	 (2014;	 2013;	 also	 Jackson	 2014;	 Jackson	 and	 Butler	 2015)	 have	

written	extensively	about	middle	class	belonging	in	one	particularly	gentrified	pocket,	

																																																								
4	A	full	evaluation	of	the	influence	of	humanistic	geography	is	outside	of	the	scope	of	this	study;	
see	Ponto	(2017,	chap.	2)	for	a	comprehensive	discussion.		
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‘Bellenden	 Village’,	 in	 Peckham,	 based	 on	 interviews	 with	 middle	 class	 residents5.	

Despite	 not	 initially	 intending	 to	 study	 the	 middle	 classes,	 I	 ended	 up	 working	 with	

what	is	potentially	a	similar	stock	of	source	material	for	my	analysis	as	these	previous	

studies.	This	previous	research	encompasses	many	of	the	themes	that	emerge	from	my	

interview	material	gathered	from	a	smaller	sample	of	informants,	and	hence	provides	a	

stimulating	point	of	evaluation.	However,	while	class	is	highly	relevant	also	for	my	own	

study,	 unlike	 in	 this	 previous	 sociological	 strand	 of	 research	 it	 is	 not	 posited	 as	 a	

primary	analytical	framework.		

	

A	 brief	 remark	 on	 how	 I	 conceive	 of	 social	 class	 is	 in	 order	 here.	 Social	 class	 is	 a	

construct	 with	 both	 cultural	 and	 material	 dimensions.	 In	 this	 study	 it	 has	 meaning	

insofar	 as	 it	 as	 engenders	 a	 set	 of	 lifestyle	 practices,	 social	 capital	 acquired	 through	

education	and	social	networks	and	material	and	economical	means	and	assets.	When	I	

refer	to	certain	informants	as	middle	class,	it	is	an	interpretation	I	have	made	based	on	

available	 information	 such	 as	 lifestyles	 choices,	 occupation	 and	 homeownership.	 In	

some	 cases	 informants	were	 quite	 conscious	 of	 their	 class	 position,	 explicitly	 naming	

themselves	 as	 middle	 class6 .	 Social	 class	 in	 the	 British	 context	 is	 said	 to	 have	

transformed	 from	 the	 traditional	working-middle-upper	 class	model	 based	mainly	 on	

occupation	 and	 income	 into	 a	much	more	 complex	 field	where	 both	 economic,	 social	

and	 cultural	 capital	 intersect	 to	produce	various	positions	 (Savage	et	 al.	 2013,	2015).	

British	 sociologist	Mike	 Savage	 and	 his	 colleagues’	 influential	 analysis	 suggests	 there	

are	seven	classes	that	differ	in	terms	of	these	three	capitals,	as	delineated	originally	by	

Pierre	Bourdieu	(1984).	The	exact	number	or	type	of	social	classes	is	not	central	to	this	

study,	 but	 rather	 its	 cultural	 and	 lifestyle	 dimensions	 that	 Savage	 and	 colleagues’	

research	 illustrates,	 and	 the	 symbolic	 practices	 within	 these	 domains	 through	which	

class	is	made	and	reproduced	(see	also	Skeggs	2004).		

	

																																																								
5	Much	of	this	research	was	conducted	as	part	of	a	wider	comparative	research	project	between	
urban	middle	classes’	residential	practices	in	London	and	Paris;	for	an	overview	see	Bacqué	et	
al.	(2015).		
6	Mike	Savage	(2000,	35–36)	has	argued	that	the	working	class	is	seen	as	the	dominant	category	
in	the	UK,	and	that	there	is	a	cultural	reluctance	to	self-identify	as	middle	class.	I	generally	did	
not	encounter	this	phenomenon:	even	though	I	did	not	explicitly	ask	about	class,	four	
informants	directly	referred	to	themselves	as	middle	class,	whereas	only	one	expressed	he	
identifies	as	working	class.		
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Class	 formation	 is	 deeply	 entangled	 with	 power,	 and	 class	 positions	 imprint	 on	 the	

possibilities	of	 individuals.	Class	 is	however	only	one	of	 the	 intersecting	categories	or	

‘axes’	 that	place	 individuals	and	bodies	differently	 in	 relation	 to	power	and	resources	

(Skeggs	2004,	2–3).		

	

As	the	research	situation	in	Peckham	is	largely	impacted	by	a	process	of	gentrification,	

this	 study	 is	 also	 connected	 to	 gentrification	 research,	 which	 Loretta	 Lees	 (2018,	 1)	

argues	 has	 in	 recent	 years	 come	 to	 dominate	 the	 multi-disciplinary	 field	 of	 urban	

studies.	Gentrification	is	a	complex	phenomenon	taking	place	in	cities	globally,	causing	

rising	rents	and	the	displacement	of	the	less	affluent	into	the	fringes	of	urban	areas.	A	

classic	 definition	 of	 gentrification	 that	 focuses	 on	 its	 residential	 dimension	 depicts	 a	

formerly	working-class	 area	becoming	an	attractive	 residential	 location	 to	 sections	of	

the	middle	class,	which	progressively	drives	up	the	cost	of	 living	and	also	changes	the	

retail	and	service	provision	of	the	area,	as	well	as	its	character	(Lees,	Slater,	and	Wyly	

2008,	4–5,	12–14).	Hence	the	phenomenon	also	has	a	distinct	cultural	dimension.		

	

Gentrification	research	tends	to	underline	class,	as	gentrification	is	by	definition	a	class	

struggle;	Ruth	Glass,	who	first	coined	the	term	in	North	London	in	1964,	described	it	as	

essentially	 a	 power	 struggle	 between	 working	 class	 residents	 and	 middle	 class	

incomers.	 This	 classic	 definition	 still	 keeps	 its	 influence,	 while	 gentrification	 is	 also	

understood	 to	 be	 fundamentally	 related	 to	 the	 flows	 of	 transnational	 capital	 and	

investment,	 and	 “a	 central	 ingredient	 in	 the	 reproduction	 of	 capitalism	 worldwide”	

(Lees	2018,	4).	Today	gentrification	is	also	commonly	discussed	in	media	globally	and	a	

familiar	term	to	many	also	outside	academic	research.	I	do	not	intend	to	take	part	in	a	

debate	on	the	causes	of	gentrification	here;	 the	phenomenon	is	discussed	 insofar	as	 it	

plays	a	part	in	the	context	of	this	study.		

	

Urban	 geographer	 Tom	 Slater	 (2006)	 has	 influentially	 criticised	 the	 tendency	 of	

gentrification	research	 to	 focus	on	 the	 lifestyles	and	residential	preferences	of	middle	

class	incomers	rather	than	the	existing	residents	arguably	most	affected	by	the	process.	

This	bias	has	been	countered	 in	 research	notably	by	Kirsteen	Paton	(2014)	and	Tone	

Huse	 (2014)	 that	 gives	 voice	 to	 groups	 such	 as	 the	 working	 class	 and	 the	 ethnic	

minorities	 affected	 by	 gentrification.	 These	 studies	 also	 complicate	 the	 simplified	
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picture	of	gentrification	as	a	dualism	between	a	resident	working	class	and	a	gentrifying	

middle	class,	which	is	partly	what	I	initially	set	out	to	do	with	this	study.	I	consider	the	

framework	 of	 gentrification	 research	 valuable	 here	 as	 it	 helps	 pay	 attention	 to	 the	

classed	nature	of	the	process	of	urban	change	currently	taking	place	in	Peckham.		

	

This	 study	 also	 has	 a	 limited	 link	 to	 studies	 on	 urban	 super-diversity	 (see	 e.g.	 Hall	

2015b;	 Vertovec	 2007)	 and	 a	 more	 explicit	 one	 to	 discussions	 on	 racialisation	 or	

ethnicisation.	 In	 relation	 to	 gentrification,	 Norwegian	 sociologist	 Tone	 Huse	 (2018,	

194–95)	writes	that	European	gentrification	scholarship	has	tended	to	not	engage	with	

ethnicity	 and	 ‘race’	 as	 extensively	 as	 its	 North	 American	 counterpart,	 while	 in	many	

situations	 it	would	 be	 critical	 to	 consider	 their	 role.	 I	 indeed	 see	 it	 imperative	 in	 the	

research	 situation	 in	Peckham,	which	 is	 characterised	by	 immense	ethnic	diversity	 in	

terms	 of	 both	 its	 residents	 and	 local	 amenities	 and	 businesses,	 and	 where	 the	

gentrification	 process	 is	 implicated	 by	 ethnicity	 as	 well	 as	 class.	 Moreover,	 that	 the	

overwhelming	majority	of	my	informants	are	white	in	this	context	is	not	irrelevant.	My	

aim	is	not	to	inspect	ethnicity	or	‘race’	as	categories	but	rather	the	processes	in	which	

things	 such	 as	 bodies,	 spaces	 and	 phenomena	 become	 seen	 and	 understood	 through	

them	(Murji	and	Solomos	2005).	
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Chapter	2	Peckham	as	a	material	place		
	

Despite	 the	 effects	 of	 globalisation,	 and	 despite	 what	 some	 of	 the	 more	 excessive	

postmodernist	 accounts	 of	 contemporary	 space	 assert,	most	 of	 us	 live	 in	 recognisable	

worlds,	 distinguished	 by	 distinct	 material	 structures,	 distribution	 of	 objects	 and	

institutional	 arrangements.	 Within	 these	 inhabited	 realms,	 surrounded	 by	 familiar	

things,	routes	and	fixtures,	we	make	our	home	by	the	accretion	of	habitual	enactions,	by	

our	familiar	engagement	with	the	physical	space	 in	which	we	live.	(Edensor	2002,	50–

51.)		

	

As	 Tim	Edensor	writes,	 as	much	 as	 it	 is	 said	 that	 places	 have	 lost	 their	meaning,	 the	

materiality	of	places	is	still	very	much	a	fact	in	our	lives	and	how	we	make	our	home.	In	

this	 chapter	 I	 inspect	 Peckham	 and	 belonging	 from	 the	 standpoint	 of	 materiality,	 a	

perspective	that	has	gained	increasing	explicit	attention	in	the	field	of	cultural	studies	in	

the	past	few	decades.	This	is	not	to	say	that	materiality	is	in	some	sense	in	opposition	to	

meaning,	discourse	and	all	 those	aspects	cultural	studies	has	classically	engaged	with.	

As	cultural	studies	scholar	Mikko	Lehtonen	(2014)	puts	it,	materiality	and	culture,	the	

real	 and	 the	 symbolic,	 are	 so	 intrinsically	entangled	 that	 they	cannot	be	meaningfully	

separated	–	one	cannot	exist	 in	human	experience	without	or	before	 the	other:	 “[t]he	

“real”	world	 is	 always	already	symbolic.	The	 “symbolic”	world	 is	always	already	 real”	

(Lehtonen	2014,	303,	translation	mine).		

	

An	emphasis	on	materiality	also	renders	questions	of	space,	place	and	mobility	all	 the	

more	relevant	to	cultural	studies:	David	Morley	(2001,	426)	calls	for	“bringing	back	into	

their	 ambit	 questions	 of	 physical	movement	 (and	patterns	 of	 settlement)	which	 have	

been	long	annexed	to	geography”.	Guided	by	the	understanding	that	materiality	is	both	

patterns	of	settlement	and	movement,	I	will	explore	both	themes	in	this	chapter,	tracing	

how	they	help	construct	Peckham	as	a	place	of	belonging	as	well	as	localised	identities.	

The	interconnectedness	of	routes,	routines	and	familiarity	is	looked	at	more	closely	in	

chapter	 2.1,	 whereas	 chapter	 2.3	 moves	 towards	 more	 symbolic	 constructions	 of	
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neighbourhood,	focusing	on	the	dynamics	of	movement,	material	attributes	of	place	and	

territorial	and	symbolic	boundary	drawing.		

	

Bodies	 are	 inherently	 material,	 and	 an	 embodied	 experience	 of	 place	 is	 analysed	

especially	 in	 chapter	 2.2	 on	 Rye	 Lane.	 At	 the	 same	 time	 there	 is	 symbolic	 power	

embedded	in	these	embodied	experiences,	and	I	will	show	how	embodied	and	affective	

experiences	can	also	simultaneously	become	strategies	of	symbolic	power,	othering	and	

exclusion.		

	

2.1	Everyday	routes	and	routines		
	

I	will	 first	 look	 at	 how	 informants	 carve	 out	 an	 existence	 for	 themselves	 in	 Peckham	

within	 the	 wider	 context	 of	 London	 and	 explore	 what	 role	 mobility,	 and	 especially	

public	transport,	plays	in	it.	Although	inhabiting	a	familiar	space	is	characterised	by	an	

element	 of	 unreflexivity	 (Edensor	 2002,	 54–56),	 I	 will	 argue	 that	 many	 times	

informants	also	bond	with	place	with	great	intentionality,	and	that	this	establishing	of	

an	 everyday	 life	 and	 routine	 centred	 in	Peckham	 is	 crucial	 to	 their	 belonging.	On	 the	

other	 hand,	 mobility	 and	 movement	 of	 bodies	 within	 Peckham	 in	 different	 rhythms	

shapes	space	and	affects	how	places	are	experienced.		

	

London’s	 urban	 form	 sets	 a	 distinctive	material	 context	 for	 everyday	mobility.	 It	 is	 a	

comparatively	spread-out	city,	and	despite	the	recently	intensifying	trend	to	build	high	

remains	 predominantly	 low-rise,	 with	 much	 a	 lower	 residential	 density	 than	 other	

world	cities.	The	urban	fabric	of	metropolitan	London	bears	signs	of	the	city’s	historical	

making:	 it	 consists	 of	 numerous	 small	 centres	 that	 were	 once	 separate	 hamlets	 or	

villages	 scattered	 around	 the	 City	 of	 London.	 During	 the	 course	 of	 the	 18th	 and	 19th	

centuries,	 the	 city	 intensely	 sprawled	outwards	 and	 these	hamlets	 grew	 into	 suburbs	

for	 the	middle	classes,	connected	to	 the	centre	via	newly	built	railways.	(Porter	1994,	

208–15.)	This	process	of	urban	sprawl	created	the	distinctive	polycentric	urban	fabric	

of	London	today	(see	also	Burdett	et	al.	2004).	Peckham’s	story	is	alike:	it	grew	from	a	

countryside	hamlet	to	a	middle	class	suburb	with	the	arrival	of	the	railway	in	the	mid-

19th	century,	and	now	lies	within	the	comparatively	densely	populated	inner	London.		
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London’s	 spread-out	 urban	 form	 means	 everyday	 distances	 are	 often	 long	 and	 for	

professionals	working	in	other	areas	of	London	a	considerable	part	of	the	working	day	

is	 spent	 commuting,	 most	 commonly	 in	 public	 transport.	 Transport,	 especially	 the	

commute,	constitutes	an	experience	essential	to	everyday	life	in	London.	Three	quarters	

of	the	12	people	interviewed	for	this	research	say	they	regularly	travel	within	the	city	

for	work-related	activities,	and	six	commute	to	their	place	of	work	daily	or	nearly	daily.	

In	addition,	visiting	friends,	shopping	and	leisure	activities	require	varying	amounts	of	

travelling	 to	other	parts	of	London.	Only	one	 informant	claims	she	rarely	has	 to	 leave	

Peckham	for	shopping	or	leisure.		

	

Peckham’s	fairly	central	location	within	wider	London,	its	good	transport	links	and	the	

Peckham	Rye	train	station	come	up	in	nearly	every	interview	as	among	the	top	aspects	

about	living	in	the	area.	Peckham	is	located	in	London	fare	zone	2	and	is	served	by	the	

London	Overground	via	Peckham	Rye	Station	as	well	as	regional	trains	and	more	than	

ten	bus	lines	running	through	Rye	Lane	and	Peckham	High	Street.	Many	informants	also	

name	good	transport	links	as	a	factor	in	why	they	chose	to	move	to	the	area	in	the	first	

place.		

	

A	 closer	 scrutiny	 however	 reveals	 that	 in	 reality	 being	 satisfied	 with	 –	 let	 alone	

belonging	 to	 –	 a	 place	 is	 not	 as	 simple	 as	 enjoying	 a	 good	 location	 and	 convenient	

transport	 links	 to	 elsewhere	 in	 London.	 Travelling	 in	 the	 often	 crowded	 public	

transport	network	can	be	a	tedious	chore	one	wishes	to	avoid.	“Rush	hour	trains	are	a	

complete	squash”,	remarks	Joan.	Some	worry	that	the	transport	links	might	lead	to	an	

unpleasant	sense	of	overcrowding,	especially	with	the	London	Overground	service	that	

started	 operating	 to	 Peckham	 Rye	 in	 2012.	 “I’m	 just	 afraid	 there’s	 too	 many	 people	

coming,	obviously	the	train,	now	it’s	just	a	nightmare	coming	in	the	rush	time	into	the	

station”,	Marco	says.	Crowdedness	 is	arguably	a	defining	experience	of	many	areas	 in	

densely	populated	inner	London.	In	this	sense	the	good	transport	links	are	not	without	

their	unpleasant	sides.		

	

In	addition,	although	Peckham	is	well	connected	within	London,	many	regard	a	type	of	

localism	as	a	preferred	form	of	dwelling.	Although	the	scale	that	informants’	everyday	

life	takes	place	is	not	limited	to	Peckham,	there	is	a	tendency	to	want	to	bond	with	the	
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place	 in	a	way	 that	does	not	apply	with	 regard	 to	 the	wider	area	of	London7.	A	more	

locally	oriented	way	of	life,	as	opposed	to	constantly	travelling	across	London	for	social	

and	leisure	activities,	is	a	strategy	for	constructing	belonging	to	Peckham.	I	would	argue	

that	the	local	neighbourhood	becomes	especially	emphasised	as	a	locus	of	belonging	in	

a	large	and	geographically	spread-out	city	like	London.		

	

Interviews	reveal	that	 limiting	time	spent	in	transport	 is	one	way	to	carve	out	a	more	

local	existence	for	oneself.	This	often	means	cutting	out	a	part	of	one’s	social	network	

but	can	lead	to	a	more	fulfilling	life	and	an	enhanced	sense	of	belonging	to	place.	Edith	

for	 example,	 who	 has	 lived	 in	 Peckham	 for	 the	 better	 part	 of	 four	 decades,	 explains	

having	made	a	 conscious	decision	 to	 stop	 travelling	 to	other	parts	of	London	 to	meet	

friends	 and	 instead	 focused	 her	 social	 efforts	 to	 people	 who	 live	 in	 Peckham	 –	 and	

admits	to	have	since	been	happier	with	her	much	smaller	life	circle.	There	is	a	degree	of	

intentionality	 about	 this.	 Joan,	who	 has	 lived	 in	 and	 around	 Peckham	 since	 the	 early	

1990s,	explains	having	put	great	effort	into	fostering	friendships	with	fellow	residents	

ever	since	she	moved	into	the	area.	She	finds	this	crucial	as	”it’s	easy	to	feel	isolated	in	

London	especially”,	and	later	remarks,		

	

I	think	it’s	very	much	more	an	intentional	choice,	you	know,	investing	locally	so	that	my	

network	doesn’t	--	involve	me	getting	on	a	bus	every	day	of	the	week	or	getting	on	the	

train	every	day	of	the	week.		

	

These	 examples	 reveal	 that	 limiting	 time	 spent	 in	 transport	 is	 not	 only	 about	 saving	

time	 but	 also	 about	making	 everyday	 life	 better.	 In	 addition	 to	 reducing	 the	 need	 to	

endure	 the	 crowded	 trains,	 a	 more	 locally	 oriented	 everyday	 life	 provides	 one	 with	

more	personal	and	even	moral	 fulfilment8.	 In	addition	 to	 social	networks,	 an	ethos	of	

localism	informs	lifestyle	choices	such	as	where	leisure	time	is	spent.	Vincent,	who	is	a	

more	 recent	 incomer	 to	 Peckham,	 also	 sees	 value	 in	 not	 having	 to	 constantly	 travel	

across	London	 in	his	 free	 time.	He	explains	how	he	gradually	eased	 into	a	more	 local	

lifestyle:		

																																																								
7	While	I	recognise	that	this	interpretation	may	be	amplified	by	the	fact	that	the	interview	
questions	were	centred	on	everyday	life	in	Peckham,	I	would	argue	that	this	does	not	explain	
away	the	whole	phenomenon.		
8	This	moral	dimension	that	a	local	lifestyle	acquires	is	explored	more	fully	in	chapter	3.		
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In	 the	beginning	 I	was	 jumping	around	 like	a	pinball	going	here	and	there,	after	a	 few	

years	if	you’ve	got	things	to	do	you	get	tired	of	this	sort	of	thing.	--	In	the	long	term,	it	

will	make	a	big	big	difference	if	whatever	you	look	for	it	can	be	on	your	doorstep.	You	do	

more	things,	you	are	out	more,	you	socialise	more,	you	know	the	quality	of	life	improves.		

	

Living	locally,	then,	is	more	personally	rewarding	than	“jumping	around	like	a	pinball”,	

with	which	Vincent	refers	to	having	to	travel	all	over	London	for	socialising	and	leisure.	

The	 temporal	 dimension	 demonstrated	 in	 Vincent’s	 experience	 is	 evident	 in	 many	

interviews:	often	the	more	one	gets	settled	in	the	area	the	more	time	and	energy	they	

invest	 locally.	From	a	subjective	perspective,	 then,	 the	desire	 to	 ‘invest	 locally’	 can	be	

seen	as	making	lifestyle	choices	that	help	cultivate	a	meaningful	relationship	with	place.		

	

	“Space	is	produced	by	inhabitants	through	habit,	through	a	constant	engagement	with	

the	world	that	relies	on	familiar	routines”,	Tim	Edensor	(2002,	56)	writes.	An	embodied	

everyday	sense	of	place	arises	from	these	repetitive	material	routines	such	as	walking	

to	 the	 grocery	 store	 or	 catching	 the	 train	 to	work	 in	 the	morning.	Urban	 sociologists	

Talja	Blokland	and	Julia	Nast	(2014)	argue	that	familiarity	develops	through	what	they	

term	 ‘neighbourhood	 use’,	 simply	 being	 physically	 present	 in	 the	 shared	 space.	

Engaging	in	this	way	with	the	neighbourhood	unavoidably	also	brings	one	in	some	kind	

of	contact	with	the	other	people	around.	Cyril	for	example	explains	that	he	only	started	

to	engage	with	people	 in	the	neighbourhood	when	he	started	to	work	from	home	and	

was	physically	in	Peckham	for	most	of	the	day.	“If	you	stay	in	an	area,	if	you	work	from	

home,	you	get	to	know	lots	of	people”,	he	says.	Blokland	and	Nast	argue	that	this	leads	

one	to	feel	more	comfortable	in	the	neighbourhood	and	enhances	a	sense	of	safety.		

	

Being	 familiar	with	material	surroundings	–	a	sense	of	knowing	your	way	around	–	 is	

often	mentioned	in	interviews	as	being	integral	to	feeling	at	home.	Belinda	for	example	

remarks:	“knowing	the	area	so	well	makes	me	feel	at	home	too,	along	with	knowing	off	

the	 top	 of	my	head	how	 to	 travel	 from	Peckham	 to	 other	 parts	 of	 London.”	 She	 feels	

homely	precisely	because	she	knows	her	way	around	well	enough	 to	be	able	 to	move	

around	Peckham,	as	well	as	to	and	from	it,	with	ease.	An	orientation	to	familiar	space,	as	

well	 as	 spatial	 routines,	 can	 be	 highly	 unreflexive	 (Edensor	 2002,	 54).	 An	 element	 of	
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predictability	 is	 crucial:	 one	 has	 to	 be	 able	 to	 understand	 and	 predict	 how	 the	 space	

unfolds	for	it	to	feel	familiar	(Blokland	and	Nast	2014,	1146).		

	

Informants	 largely	make	 sense	 of	 Peckham	 in	 terms	 of	 their	 own	 everyday	 patterns,	

routes	and	patronage	of	shops	and	services.	Most	daily	routes	are	indeed	from	home	to	

the	 train	 station	 and	 to	where	 they	 do	 their	 daily	 shopping	 and	 spend	 leisure	 time	 –	

most	importantly	local	cafes,	restaurants	and	pubs.	These	activities	are	concentrated	in	

certain	 parts	 of	 Peckham	 rather	 than	 others,	 and	 hence	 there	 are	 areas	 most	

participants	 know	well	 and	 others	 they	 do	 not.	 The	 most	 important	 of	 these	 lesser-

known	areas	is	the	large	area	north	of	Peckham	Road/Peckham	High	Street:	all	but	one	

participant	 live	 southwards	 of	 Peckham	 High	 Street.	 Due	 to	 the	 bias	 this	 creates	 in	

participants’	routines,	my	analysis	geographically	focuses	on	the	area	around	the	main	

thoroughfare	of	Rye	Lane,	south	of	Peckham	High	Street,	pictured	in	figure	2.		
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Figure	2	Map	showing	the	areas	of	Peckham	central	to	this	study,	as	well	as	railway	stations	serving	the	area	
(in	blue	text).	Rye	Lane	and	the	commercial	part	of	Bellenden	Road	are	highlighted	in	pink;	Peckham	Library	
is	marked	with	a	book	icon	and	the	bus	garage	with	a	bus	icon.	Source:	openstreetmap.org	®	OpenStreetMap	
contributors	2019.		

	

Routes	 and	 routines	 create	 mental	 mappings	 of	 Peckham	 that	 are	 subjective	 to	

individuals	 but	 also	 shared	 and	 socially	 constructed,	 as	 boundaries	 of	movement	 are	

also	 shaped	by	 shared	 experiences,	 circulating	 affects	 and	popular	 representations	 of	

different	 areas	 within	 Peckham.	 This	 theme,	 as	 well	 as	 meanings	 associated	 with	

northern	Peckham,	will	be	discussed	further	in	chapter	2.3.		

	

There	 are	 two	 sides	 to	 movement	 and	 mobility:	 firstly	 the	 subjective,	 embodied	

experience	 of	 one’s	 own	 movement	 discussed	 above,	 and	 secondly	 the	 observable	

movements	 of	 others.	 Movements	 of	 bodies	 through	 space	 create	 repetitive,	
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intersecting	 ‘rhythms	 of	 place’	 (Edensor	 2010).	 People	 move	 through	 the	 area	 at	

different	times	of	the	day	in	different	rhythms.	One	of	these	regular	rhythms	imprinting	

its	 influence	on	Peckham	is	 the	commute.	Below	Joan	describes	her	 impression	of	 the	

morning	commute	that	creates	movement	on	the	street	that	intensifies	around	Peckham	

Rye	Station.		

	

That’s	kind	of	how	I	imagine	London	must	have	been	in	the	fifties	when	you	know	eight	

o’clock	in	the	morning	all	the	doors	opened	and	all	these	men	in	bowler	hats	went	out	to	

work	in	the	City,	and	so	it	kind	of	feels	a	little	bit	like	that,	around	sort	of	7:30	there’s	a	

mass	 exodus	 of	 very	well	 toned	 out	 polished	 people	 leaving	 the	 house	 and	 heading	 very	

intentionally	with	great	speed	to	the	train	station.	(Emphasis	added)		

	

It	 is	clear	 that	what	kinds	of	bodies	are	on	 the	move	 is	not	 irrelevant.	She	evokes	 the	

iconic	 image	 of	 the	 bowler	 hat	worn	 by	 bankers	working	 in	 the	 City	 of	 London,	who	

often	 commuted	 from	 the	 suburbs,	 in	 the	 mid-19th	 century	 (Robinson	 1986).	 The	

contemporary	 polished	 bodies	 rushing	 through	 Peckham	 come	 to	 signify	 a	 lifestyle	

structured	 around	 ‘white-collar’	 work	 in	 corporate	 offices	 in	 Central	 London.	 The	

rhythm	of	the	commute	constructs	Peckham	into	a	white-collar	place,	which	stands	in	

opposition	to	its	popular	representation	as	a	working	class	place,	notably	promoted	by	

the	well-known	television	series	Only	Fools	and	Horses9.		

	

Furthermore,	 Joan	 suggests	 the	 polished	 bodies,	 at	 least	 in	 this	 measure,	 are	 an	

increasing	but	relatively	recent	presence	in	Peckham.	There	is	a	sense	that	these	bodies	

are	at	 least	distinctive,	 if	not	slightly	out	of	place,	 in	Peckham’s	 landscape.	In	part	this	

tangible	 emergence	 of	 white-collar	 work	 reflects	 the	 wider	 transition	 into	 a	 post-

industrial	economy	where	most	people	work	in	services	rather	than	manufacturing	and	

other	 traditional	 ‘blue-collar’,	 working	 class	 work	 with	 which	 Peckham	 is	 popularly	

associated.	But	Joan’s	observation	also	speaks	of	a	change	in	the	composition	of	people	

living	in	Peckham,	which	is	both	experiential	and	real:	the	demographic	of	residents	has	

																																																								
9	The	sitcom	series,	set	in	Peckham,	was	shown	on	BBC	One	between	1981-91	to	a	broad	
nationwide	viewership	and	centres	on	a	host	of	stereotypical	South	London	characters.	It	is	an	
enduring	cultural	icon	that	is	often	still	referred	to	in	media	representations	of	Peckham	as	well	
as	some	of	my	interviews,	and	hence	still	shapes	popular	imaginaries	of	Peckham.		
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indeed	changed	due	to	the	increasing	gentrification	and	rising	house	prices	in	the	past	

decade.	This	urban	transformation	will	be	discussed	further	in	chapter	4.3.		

	

Rhythms	like	the	commute	can	also	have	racialised	dimensions.	In	the	interview	extract	

below,	Rowan	talks	about	how	he	considered	the	racial	composition	of	Peckham	to	be	

until	the	recent	years	when	it	has	arguably	undergone	intensifying	gentrification.	Here	

the	rushing	commuters	assume	a	racial	quality.	In	Rowan’s	account	Peckham	used	to	be	

a	 ‘black’	place	with	 the	exception	of	 certain	bars	and	notably,	public	 transport	during	

commuting	hours:		

	

I	 only	 ever	 used	 to	 see	 white	 people	 in	 like	 bars	 like	 Bar	 Story,	 the	 Victoria,	 the	

Montpelier,	 I’d	 only	 ever	 see	white	 people.	 And	 I’d	 only	 ever	 see	 them	 at	 commuting	

hours,	rush	hour	on	the	buses	and	trains,	so	everyone	else	would	just	be…	in	general	I	

just	think	everyone	was	black.		

	

The	 three	 bars	 are	 established	 as	 spaces	 for	whiteness	 in	 an	 otherwise	 ‘black’	 public	

space,	 but	 remarkably	 the	 commute	 –	 and	 arguably	 by	 extension	 being	 a	 working	

professional	–	 is	associated	with	whiteness	while	blackness	becomes	a	static	presence	

during	the	daytime	hours.	Here	times	of	the	day	and	rhythms	of	life	become	racialised,	

inscribed	 on	 and	 read	 from	 the	 bodies	 present	 in	 Peckham.	 This	 also	 illustrates	 how	

racialisation	can	affect	both	places	and	practices.	In	the	next	subchapter	I	look	into	the	

racialisation	 of	 space	 in	more	 detail,	 particularly	 as	 it	 concerns	 Peckham’s	main	 high	

street,	Rye	Lane.		

	

2.2	Rye	Lane	and	racialised	otherness		
	

A	distinctive	 feature	 in	London’s	scattered	urban	fabric	 is	 the	abundance	of	 local	high	

streets	–	a	2010	study	found	that	two-thirds	of	Londoners	live	within	five	minutes	of	a	

local	high	street	(Greater	London	Authority	2014,	9).	Local	high	streets	serve	a	variety	

of	 uses	 from	 retail	 to	 public	 transport	 to	 social	 meeting	 places.	 In	 addition	 to	 their	

practical	importance	to	residents,	high	streets	play	a	central	role	in	the	local	identity	of	

neighbourhoods.	(Carmona	2015,	6–7.)	Hence	they	are	a	distinctive	part	of	everyday	life	
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in	 London.	 Peckham’s	 main	 high	 street	 is	 Rye	 Lane,	 a	 busy,	 multi-cultural	 shopping	

street	cutting	through	most	of	central	Peckham.		

	

Rye	Lane	is	 indeed	given	a	central	place	 in	most	 interviewees’	 imaginings	of	Peckham	

(cf.	 Jackson	 2014).	 Although	 it	 is	 less	 than	 a	 kilometre	 in	 length,	 most	 of	 Peckham’s	

small	 businesses	 are	 concentrated	 on	 it.	 In	 addition,	 at	 the	 time	 the	 interviews	were	

conducted	 four	 supermarket	 chains	 had	 stores	 on	 Rye	 Lane:	 Tesco	 and	 Asda	 in	 its	

southern	 part,	 Morrisons	 in	 Aylesham	 Centre	 at	 the	 northern	 end	 of	 the	 street	 and	

Iceland,	which	has	since	closed,	next	to	Peckham	Rye	station.	Its	nearly	round-the-clock	

busyness	 gives	 Rye	 Lane	 a	 central	 atmosphere,	 especially	 contrasted	 with	 the	

surrounding	 residential	 areas.	 To	 quote	 one	 interviewee,	 “all	 the	 life	 is	 happening	

there”.	Whether	 or	 not	 they	 use	 the	 shops	 and	 services	 on	 it	 the	 street	 does	 not	 go	

unmentioned	by	any	of	the	participants.		

	

Rye	Lane	being	the	main	thoroughfare	of	the	area	would	be	one	reason	for	its	perceived	

centrality.	Nearly	all	of	the	interviewees	live	in	its	close	vicinity.	Typical	of	high	streets,	

Rye	Lane	is	also	the	main	hub	for	public	transport	in	Peckham.	Even	those	who	do	not	

patronise	the	shops	along	it	are	likely	to	use	the	Peckham	Rye	railway	station	that	has	

its	main	entrance	on	Rye	Lane,	or	some	of	the	more	than	ten	bus	lines	that	run	through	

it10.	 Since	 a	majority	 of	my	 interviewees	 are	 professionals	 working	 in	 other	 parts	 of	

London,	Peckham	Rye	station	and	hence	Rye	Lane	are	part	of	their	daily	commute.		

	

Unsurprisingly,	a	sense	of	rush	and	busyness	about	Rye	Lane	is	ubiquitous	in	my	data.	

According	 to	 Rahama,	 a	 long-standing	 Rye	 Lane	 trader,	 the	 street	 can	 feel	 too	 noisy,	

crowded	 and	 busy	with	 traffic,	 from	which	 living	 in	Dulwich,	 an	 adjacent	 area	 to	 the	

southwest	of	Peckham,	is	a	welcome	break.	Hence	she	is	happy	to	live	there	instead	of	

Peckham,	saying	she	feels	at	home	in	Dulwich:		

	

[Dulwich	is]	very	peaceful	and	quiet.	After	talking	a	lot	in	Peckham	I	can	--	just	go	home	

peacefully	and	sleep.	Ha	ha!		

	
																																																								
10	Between	January	and	June	2019	Rye	Lane	was	closed	to	motor	traffic	due	to	a	gas	network	
upgrade	project,	during	which	all	bus	routes	running	through	it	were	diverted	(SGN	2019).	As	
the	interviews	were	conducted	in	2017	the	closure	is	not	reflected	in	my	data.		
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Elena	 and	 Marco	 feel	 that	 the	 busyness	 arises	 from	 Rye	 Lane’s	 commercial	 nature,	

which	is	especially	evident	in	comparison	with	the	surrounding	residential	streets.	“It’s	

more	chaotic	because	it’s	commercial,	obviously”,	Elena	says	of	Rye	Lane,	whereas	the	

adjacent	areas	on	both	sides	of	Rye	Lane	are	residential	and	quiet,	“like	a	small	village”,	

Marco	continues.	Rowan	too	feels	uneasy	with	the	intense	traffic	and	pollution,	saying	

he	would	like	to	see	the	street	pedestrianised.		

	

Rye	 Lane	 is	 also	 an	 intensely	 multicultural	 street.	 Urban	 ethnographer	 Suzanne	 Hall	

(2015a,	 2015b)	 found	 Rye	 Lane	 to	 be	 extremely	 diverse	 ethnically	 and	 linguistically:	

shop	proprietors	come	from	over	twenty	different	countries	of	origin	and	usually	speak	

multiple	 languages.	 Nearly	 a	 third	 of	 them	 are	 able	 to	 converse	 in	 four	 or	 more	

languages.	The	street	hosts	some	199	retail	units,	most	of	which	have	been	subdivided	

into	 various	 ensembles	 of	 micro-businesses	 trading	 on	 an	 abundance	 of	 goods	 and	

services.	Both	chain	and	independent	stores	selling	clothing,	cosmetics,	electronics	and	

homeware	alternate	with	restaurants,	banks,	betting	shops	and	hair	and	nail	salons	in	

the	retail	landscape.	A	variety	of	culinary	cultures	are	also	catered	to:	apart	from	British	

supermarket	 chains	 there	 are	 numerous	 stores	 specialising	 in	African,	 Caribbean	 and	

Asian	foodstuffs.	Figure	3	shows	a	typical	streetscape	with	narrow	shop	fronts	located	

cheek	to	cheek	on	the	ground	floor	of	Rye	Lane’s	low-rise	19th	century	buildings.	While	

the	 area	 around	Rye	Lane	 is	 relatively	 deprived,	 the	 street	 is	 economically	 extremely	

active,	which	 is	often	overlooked	by	city	officials	and	residents	alike	 (Hall	2015b,	23).	

Attitudes	that	assign	relatively	little	value	to	the	street’s	migrant-owned	businesses	can	

also	be	found	in	my	interview	data	and	will	be	discussed	further	in	chapter	4.3.		
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Figure	3	Shops	in	the	quieter	southern	part	of	Rye	Lane.	Picture	taken	by	author	in	February	2017.			

	

Interviews	 with	 residents	 show	 that	 many	 times	 impressions	 of	 Rye	 Lane	 are	

thoroughly	entangled	with	ethnicity	and	 ‘race’.	The	street	 seems	 to	conjure	up	strong	

emotional	 and	 even	 bodily	 reactions	 that	 range	 from	 excitement	 to	 disdain	 and	 even	

disgust,	but	have	in	common	an	exoticising	tone	towards	the	mix	of	ethnicities	present	

on	 the	 street.	 The	 experience	 of	Rye	 Lane	 is	 sometimes	discussed	 as	 if	 it	 is	 a	 foreign	

world	on	your	doorstep,	as	Rowan	colourfully	describes	here:		

	

The	 smell	 of	 fish,	 hah,	 chucking	 ice	 on	 the	 street,	 some	 craziness,	 there’s	 a	 fire	

happening,	 there’s	 arguments,	 there’s	 loud	music,	 there’s	 noise,	 there’s	 people	 selling	

weird	chops	of	meat	and	it’s	uh,	it’s	an	attack	on	the	senses.		

	

The	experience	of	Rye	Lane	being	“an	attack	on	the	senses”,	as	Rowan	depicts	it,	seems	

to	be	mainly	tied	to	its	multi-ethnic	character:	the	smells,	sounds	and	visual	scenes	that	

baffle	 and	 even	 disgust	 or	 upset	 some	 residents	 are	 largely	 seen	 as	 coming	 from	 the	

food	 and	 general	 stores	 catering	 to	 African,	 Caribbean	 and	 Asian	 minorities.	 These	
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sensory	experiences	become	racialising	codes,	ways	of	attaching	meanings	of	ethnicity	

or	 ‘race’	 into	 differences	 that	 make	 these	 differences	 about	 race,	 and	 the	 street	

understood	 through	 race	 (Murji	 and	 Solomos	 2005;	 Keith	 2005).	 Its	 racialization	 is	

constantly	and	performatively	reproduced	in	these	discourses	that	surround	it.		

	

One	informant	even	tells	me	his	mother	who	was	visiting	Peckham	“was	sick”	because	

the	smell	of	fresh	fish	on	Rye	Lane	was	too	intense	for	her.	These	embodied	experiences	

of	Rye	Lane	–	as	well	as	when	they	are	reiterated	as	part	of	the	discourse	on	Rye	Lane	–	

also	 build	 it	 into	 a	 distinctive	 place.	 Rye	 Lane’s	 construction	 as	 an	 ethnic	 place	 also	

reveals	 the	 norm	 to	 which	 it	 is	 contrasted	 here,	 the	 supposedly	 ‘not	 ethnic’:	 white	

European	or	British.		

	

	
Figure	4	A	large	food	store	in	the	corner	of	Choumert	Road	and	Rye	Lane	with	fresh	fish,	meat	and	vegetables	
on	display.	Picture	taken	by	author	in	March	2017.	

	

We	 can	 trace	 the	 workings	 of	 racialization	 by	 looking	 at	 how	 affects,	 and	 above	 all	

disgust,	circulate	on	Rye	Lane.	According	to	Sara	Ahmed	(2014),	disgust	is	felt	when	one	
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comes	into	contact	with	an	object	or	an	other	that	by	way	of	that	contact	threatens	to	

invade	 and	 unsettle	 the	 boundaries	 of	 the	 self.	 Disgust	 functions	 to	 separate	 the	 self	

from	the	object	that	 is	deemed	as	disgusting	–	 it	 is	thereby	never	 innocent	or	without	

meaning,	but	reflects	the	power	structures	of	the	social	and	cultural	context	in	which	it	

arises.	Like	all	affects,	disgust	 is	not	a	quality	of	 the	object	but	 is	born	 in	 the	moment	

something	 is	experienced	and	named	as	disgusting.	 In	 this	moment	 the	affect	 justifies	

itself	to	its	experiencer	by	presenting	itself	as	an	objective	quality	in	the	object.	(Ahmed	

2014.)		

	

Feelings	 of	 disgust	 towards	 Rye	 Lane	 are	 attributed	 to	 the	 street’s	 perceived	 lack	 of	

cleanliness,	which	comes	up	in	nearly	every	interview.	Sometimes	it	is	individual	people	

that	 are	 seen	 to	 practise	 messy	 behaviours,	 such	 as	 throwing	 food	 scraps	 on	 the	

pavement:		

	

Fried	chicken	is	popular	here	and	people	just	throw	their	packet	a	box	of	fried	chicken	

bones	on	[the	pavement]…	and	I	just	think	ugh,	it	just	grosses	me	out.	(Paula)		

	

The	 chicken	 bones	 on	 the	 pavement	 clearly	 represent	 ‘matter	 out	 of	 place’	 (Douglas	

1996)	that	violates	cultural	norms	of	cleanliness	where	food	scraps	do	not	belong	to	the	

public	space	of	the	street.	Furthermore,	‘cleanliness’	in	the	case	of	Rye	Lane	represents	

an	 ambiguous	 discourse	 that	 fuses	 together	 various	 sensory	 perceptions	 of	 dirt,	

messiness	 and	 disorder.	 I	 would	 argue	 that	 in	 addition	 to	 that	 which	 is	 readily	

associated	 with	 cleanliness,	 like	 litter	 on	 the	 street,	 also	 things	 like	 noise	 and	 loud	

music,	 traffic,	 visual	 scenes	 and	 smells	 all	 become	 entangled	 in	 perceptions	 of	

cleanliness	and	dis/order	on	the	street.		

	

This	 stickiness	 of	 the	 construct	 of	 (un)cleanliness	 can	 be	 understood	 through	 the	

workings	of	disgust:	disgust	tends	to	stick	and	cling	to	objects	that	come	to	contact	with	

an	initial	object	of	disgust	(Ahmed	2014,	87–88).	Judgements	of	uncleanliness	can	most	

often	be	traced	back	to	the	street’s	numerous	food	stores	and	by	extension	to	traders,	

where	 they	 get	 tangled	 up	 with	 ethnicity.	 While	 the	 perceived	 lack	 of	 cleanliness	 is	

recognised	 to	 have	 an	 element	 of	 bureaucratic	 disorganisation,	 specific	 practices	 of	
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cleanliness	are	also	sometimes	explicitly	described	as	an	ethnic/racial	issue.	An	extract	

from	the	interview	with	Rowan	shows	both	these	aspects:		

	

There’s…	 a	 lack	 of	 coordination	 between	 traders	 and	 the	 council	 and	 external	 parties	

and	 like	the	cleaning	agencies	and	stuff	 in	terms	of	making	 it	clean.	But	 I	 think	there’s	

still	 some	attitudes	 that	 are	probably	quite	 instilled	 in	 ethnic	 cultures	 about	 chucking	

litter.	I	don’t	really	like	that	about	Rye	Lane,	how	dirty	it	can	get.	It’s	great	at	the	same	

time	that	it	can	be	really	busy	but	at	the	same	time	like,	when	it’s	congested	and	it’s	dirty	

it’s	not	particularly	nice.		

	

The	above	extract	also	demonstrates	how	the	different	sources	of	uncleanliness	such	as	

dirt,	litter	and	congestion,	stick	together.	Rye	Lane’s	ethnicised	traders	are	suggested	to	

follow	another,	that	is,	lower,	set	of	standards	for	cleanliness.	An	ethnicised	construct	of	

cleanliness	 is	also	reflected	 in	Marco’s	distrust	of	 ‘African’	 traders	that	determines	his	

shopping	practices.	He	says,		

	

We	don’t	shop	at	the	African	shops	because	I	don’t	trust	them	really.	Seems	they’re	a	bit	

dirty	and	not	hygienic.		

	

Anxieties	about	cleanliness	and	hygiene	are	most	pronounced	when	they	concern	food.	

The	smells	that	escape	from	Rye	Lane’s	food	stores	especially	trouble	some	people	(see	

also	 Jackson	 2014,	 62,	 63).	 Emma	 Jackson	writes,	 following	 Julia	 Kristeva,	 that	 “food	

loathing”	 is	 an	 especially	 elemental	 form	 of	 abjection,	 as	 food	 “is	 something	 that	 is	

consumed,	crossing	the	boundary	from	outside	to	inside	the	body”	(Jackson	2014,	63).	

Thereby	a	display	of	othered	food	marked	with	disgust	would	in	particular	unsettle	the	

self.	Later	on	in	his	interview,	Marco	also	attributes	his	distrust	of	Rye	Lane’s	ethnicised	

food	stores	to	the	smells	they	emit,	also	evoking	the	construct	of	cleanliness:		

	

If	you	pass	in	the	morning	some	of	these	shops	they	stink	really	bad,	of	food,	so	I	would	

like	to	have	more	clean	and	nice	shops	instead	of	just	messy	and	smelly	[stores].		

	

Notable	here	 is	 that	not	all	 food,	or	smell	of	 food,	 triggers	the	same	affective	reaction.	

For	example,	Marco	and	Elena	explain	they	enjoy	shopping	at	a	small	 farmers’	market	

that	operates	in	Peckham	on	Sundays,	and	other	similar	farmers’	markets	nearby.	Sara	
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Ahmed	(2014)	writes	that	the	objects	that	disgust	are	those	which	threaten	to	stick	to	

us,	to	invade	the	boundaries	between	the	self	and	the	other.	In	these	markets	that	are	

more	 appropriate	 for	 a	 white,	 middle	 class	 clientele11	the	 smell	 of	 food	 does	 not	

threaten	 the	boundaries	of	 the	white	middle	 class	 self	 in	 the	 same	way	as	Rye	Lane’s	

ethnicised	food	displays.		

	

An	 object	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 disgusting	 because	 of	 its	 previous	 articulations,	 but	 in	 the	

moment	that	it	is	named	as	disgusting	these	articulations	are	concealed	(Ahmed	2014,	

92).	 I	would	argue	 that	 ethnicised	 food	displays	 seem	disgusting	precisely	because	of	

their	ethnicisation	–	in	the	moment	of	disgust,	persistent	articulations	between	dirt	and	

racialised/ethnicised	bodies	and	cultures	are	evoked	and	reproduced,	even	when	they	

are	not	explicitly	iterated.	Hence	any	perceived	uncleanliness	is	instantly	attributed	to	

race/ethnicity.		

	

The	notion	of	cleanliness	can	also	extend	to	purely	aesthetic	 judgements	of	 the	street.	

One	of	the	most	radical	examples	of	aesthetic	‘cleaning’	is	a	proposition	from	a	group	of	

locals	to	ameliorate	the	look	of	the	façades	and	shop	fronts	on	Rye	Lane12,	which	Elena	

excitedly	tells	me	about.	She	explains,		

	

[They]	presented	a	nice	shop	front	 for	Rye	Lane	project	and	 it	was	really	cool,	 like	 it’s	

Bellenden	Road,	so	you	can	keep	these	shops,	just	changing	a	little	bit	the	external	only.	

There’s	no	need	 to	kick	out	all	 these	small	 local	 traders	 that	probably	are	here	since	 I	

don’t	know,	30	years,	40	years	probably.		

	

Here	an	appreciation	of	Rye	Lane’s	long-standing	traders	is	conflicted	with	a	disdain	for	

the	shops’	aesthetic	appearance	in	the	streetscape.	It	could	be	read	from	the	extract	that	

the	migrant-operated	stores	can	be	tolerated	in	the	landscape	if	they	adhere	to	certain	

																																																								
11	Alkon	and	McCullen	(2011,	938)	argue	that	farmers’	markets	are	predominantly	‘white’	
spaces,	containing	“whitened	discourses	and	practices”.	In	an	exploration	of	a	Minnesota	
farmers’	market,	Slocum	(2008)	argues	that	a	discourse	of	‘locally	produced’	food	appeals	
especially	to	white	customers	and	is	also	used	as	a	strategy	of	discrimination	towards	non-
white/racialised	vendors	and	their	customers.	While	these	writers	deal	with	the	North	
American	context	with	its	specific	constructions	of	‘race’	as	well	as	food	retailing	practices,	I	
would	argue	that	their	argument	also	has	relevance	in	the	British	context.		
12	Detailed	guidelines	for	the	appearance	of	shop	fronts	and	signage	are	listed	in	Rye	Lane	
Peckham	Conservation	Area	Appraisal	(Southwark	Council	2011,	33–36).		
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norms	of	what	is	considered	aesthetic	in	white	British	middle	class	taste	–	that	is,	if	they	

look	“just	like	on	Bellenden	Road”,	the	parallel	shopping	street	with	a	much	more	white	

middle	 class	 retail	 offering.	 In	 this	 vision	 of	 space	 the	 ethnicised	 other	 must	 be	

contained	within	an	appropriate	shop	front.		

	

Furthermore,	 these	 efforts	 to	 command	 space	 and	 the	 local	 landscape	 show	 that	 the	

disgust	 felt	 towards	Rye	Lane	and	 its	 construction	as	an	unclean	place	have	very	real	

material	effects.	Various	efforts	to	make	Rye	Lane	cleaner	and	thereby	nicer	have	been	

proposed	 (see	 also	Hall	 2015a,	 30).	 Their	 degree	 varies	 from	wanting	 better	 rubbish	

collection	from	the	council	to	initiatives	to	beautify	Rye	Lane’s	shop	fronts,	but	all	in	all	

they	can	be	seen	as	efforts	to	command	space	as	well	as	the	kind	of	behaviours	that	are	

seen	as	appropriate.	They	are	not	always	seen	in	that	way	by	their	proponents	however;	

Elena	for	example	argues	that,	“it’s	just	a	question	of	cleaning	a	little	bit.	You	don’t	have	

to	change…	it’s	just	cleaning.”	As	I	have	argued,	this	cleaning	is	never	devoid	of	meaning	

or	uses	of	power.		

	

It	 is	 important	 to	 note	 however	 that	 while	 for	 many	 participants	 strong	 bodily	 or	

affective	 reactions	 to	 Rye	 Lane	 seem	 to	 be	 what	 define	 it,	 what	 give	 it	 its	 meaning,	

others	were	more	indifferent	towards	the	street.	As	for	the	strong	experience	of	it,	part	

of	 it	may	 also	 be	 novelty	 value	 that	 wears	 off	 with	 time:	 longer-standing	 residents	 I	

interviewed	generally	talk	about	Rye	Lane	with	much	less	enthusiasm	than	more	recent	

incomers.		

	

The	way	Rye	Lane	is	discussed	in	interviews	reveals	a	peculiar	contradiction	about	the	

space	in	terms	of	 its	multicultural	nature.	On	the	one	hand	it	 is	seen	as	intriguing	and	

exotic,	 epitomising	 the	 multiculture	 and	 diversity13	that	 many	 see	 as	 attractive	 in	

Peckham	and	on	the	other	hand	weird,	unsettlingly	busy	and	unclean,	disgusting	even	–	

and	it	is	precisely	this	contradiction	that	seems	to	make	it	interesting.	Previous	research	

on	middle	 class	 experience	 in	Peckham	has	 found	 strikingly	 similar	 twofold	 attitudes	

																																																								
13	It	is	important	to	note	that	‘diversity’	refers	to	both	a	social	fact	and	a	discursive	construction	
(Berg	and	Sigona	2013),	and	it	is	used	here	both	as	an	analytical	concept	(especially	as	in	
‘super-diversity’)	and	to	refer	to	the	desirable	quality	of	Peckham	constructed	by	informants.	It	
is	apostrophised	when	in	the	latter	use.		
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(see	especially	Benson	and	 Jackson	2013;	 Jackson	2014,	60).	Rowan’s	bemusement	at	

Rye	Lane’s	hair	salons	captures	this	ambiguity:		

	

You’ve	got	hair	salons	 that	are	open	until	 four	 in	 the	morning	you	know	these	African	

hair	salons,	and	you’ve	got	kids	playing	in	there	until	two	or	three	in	the	morning	--	it’s	a	

weird	place!	It’s	great	as	well	but	it’s	a	bit	weird	at	the	same	time.		

	

In	the	quotations	above,	the	ethnic	emerges	as	funny	and	strange	–	it	 is	not	viewed	as	

negative	or	unwanted	but	 it	 is	definitely	an	other.	George	Mavrommatis	(2006)	 likens	

this	 type	of	 discourse	 to	 an	older	 trope	of	multiculturalism,	 in	which	 inner	 city	 areas	

were	inscribed	with	ethnicity	due	to	their	migrant	populations	and	described	as	foreign	

lands	 with	 other,	 foreign	 ways	 of	 life,	 to	 which	 one	 could	 peek	 into	 by	 visiting	 –	

“metropolitan	windows	to	otherness”,	as	he	calls	them.	These	areas	used	to	be	seen	as	

blighted	twilight	zones,	the	decay	of	which	became	attributed	to	the	ethnic	diversity	of	

their	inhabitants.	Mavrommatis	argues	the	trope	still	prevails	but	now	these	“windows	

to	otherness”	are	seen	in	a	positive	light.		

	

While	 in	 the	1950s	and	60s	 this	 trope	 spatially	manifested	 itself	 in	 the	 form	of	white	

flight	 –	 white	 affluent	 people	 moving	 out	 of	 the	 inner	 city	 into	 the	 suburbs	

(Mavrommatis	2006,	505)	–	 its	 contemporary,	positive	 form	 is	what	makes	ethnically	

diverse	inner-city	areas	attractive	for	a	certain	group	of	urban	(‘creative’)	professionals.	

This	phenomenon	has	been	observed	in	numerous	studies	on	gentrification	and	socially	

and	 ethnically	 mixed	 neighbourhoods(e.g.	 May	 1996;	 T.	 Butler	 and	 Robson	 2001;	 T.	

Butler	2003;	Blokland	and	van	Eijk	2010;	Jackson	and	Butler	2015)	and	is	also	clearly	

present	in	my	research	data.	Almost	all	respondents	regard	ethnic	diversity	in	principle	

as	one	of	the	most	attractive	features	of	Peckham.		

	

Geographer	Jon	May	(1996,	206)	talks	about	“cultural	voyeurism”,	by	which	he	means	

the	drawing	of	pleasure	from	being	able	to	visit	and	experience	a	foreign,	exotic	way	of	

life.	Those	white	residents	who	possess	sufficient	cultural	capital	to	see	value	in	such	an	

act	 of	 appreciating	 diversity	 can	 perform	 the	movement	 of	 visiting	 these	 places	with	

ease,	 as	 observant	 outsiders.	 The	 way	 Rye	 Lane,	 represented	 as	 the	 quintessential	

symbol	 of	 Peckham’s	 ethnic	 diversity,	 is	 discussed	 in	 the	 interview	 extracts	 above	
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exudes	 a	 “taste	 for	 the	 exotic”	 (ibid.)	 that	 renders	what	 is	 seen	 as	 exotic	 as	 ineffably	

other.		

	

I	would	argue	 that	white	middle	class	 residents	use	a	discourse	of	desirable	diversity	

also	to	discursively	contain	the	unsettling	aspects	of	Rye	Lane.	This	is	an	act	of	othering,	

of	 managing	 difference	 by	 embracing	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 diverse	 neighbourhood	 while	

distancing	 one’s	 self	 from	 the	 concrete	 sensory	 realities	 of	 it.	 This	 is	 revealed	 by	 the	

twofold	way	Rye	Lane	is	discussed:	while	in	a	general	sense	its	diversity	is	celebrated,	

when	 it	 comes	 to	 the	more	 concrete	 ways	 of	 how	 the	 street	 presents	 itself	 to	 them,	

interviewees	 express	 more	 open	 discomfort,	 as	 I	 show	 above.	 On	 the	 material	 level,	

there	 is	a	will	 to	contain	difference	and	otherness	by	prescribing	boundaries.	As	with	

the	ethnic	supermarket	that	is	allowed	to	operate	within	its	aesthetically	pleasing	shop	

front,	multiculture	can	be	accepted	and	even	celebrated	as	long	as	it	is	contained	within	

boundaries	defined	by	the	dominant	group.		

	

At	 the	same	time	 it	 can	be	 interpreted	 that	Rye	Lane	contributes	 to	some	 informants’	

sense	 of	 belonging	 as	 an	 intriguing,	 but	 othered,	 pinnacle	 of	 Peckham’s	 eccentricity.	

Especially	for	more	recent	incomers	like	Rowan,	Rye	Lane	seems	to	serve	as	a	kind	of	

main	reference	point	for	attachment	to	the	wider	area.	I	would	argue	that	here	the	idea	

of	Rye	Lane	as	part	of	Peckham	–	the	buzzing	diversity	it	represents	–	is	more	important	

than	its	functionality.		

	

A	 crucial	 point	 to	 reiterate	 here	 is	 that	 although	 white	 middle	 class	 informants	

constitute	the	bulk	of	the	empirical	material	that	this	thesis	builds	upon,	in	reality	they	

are	 only	 one	 group	whose	 practices	 and	 discourses	 construct	 the	 space	 of	 Peckham.		

Focusing	 only	 on	 how	 they	 view	 multiculture,	 migration	 and	 ethnicity	 conceals	 the	

nuances	 in	 everyday	 practices	 on	 a	 ‘super-diverse’	 (Hall	 2015b;	 Vertovec	 2007)	 high	

street	such	as	Rye	Lane.		

	

Local	business	owner	Rahama’s	experience	of	Rye	Lane	complicates	the	picture	painted	

by	most	of	the	other	residents	I	interviewed.	Rahama,	a	middle-aged	woman	of	African	

origin,	had	had	her	market	stall	on	Rye	Lane	for	16	years	at	 the	time	of	 the	 interview	

and	 had	 lived	 in	 Peckham	 and	 Dulwich	 for	 nearly	 40	 years.	 Apart	 from	 operating	 a	
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business	 on	 Rye	 Lane	 she	 patronises	 its	 other	 stores	 daily	 and	 socialises	 with	

storeowners	and	other	acquaintances	throughout	her	day	of	work.	Her	everyday	social	

life	centres	on	Rye	Lane,	of	which	she	speaks	rather	more	fondly	than	the	people	quoted	

above.		

	

Importantly,	 her	 account	 shows	 us	 that	 the	 space	 of	 the	 street	 can	 present	 itself	

completely	differently	to	 individuals.	To	Rahama,	Rye	Lane	is	not	 just	an	instrumental	

place	to	shop	or	do	business.	There	is	a	whole	social	reality	centred	on	Rye	Lane	that	is	

invisible	in	most	interviews	with	white	residents.	Rahama	describes	how	especially	on	

Saturdays,	 when	 the	 markets	 on	 Rye	 Lane	 draw	 large	 crowds	 of	 people	 of	 various	

African	backgrounds	from	all	over	London,	the	street	serves	as	an	important	communal	

meeting	place.	She	explains	that	occasionally	family	members	and	friends	who	have	not	

seen	each	other	for	decades	run	into	each	other	by	chance	on	Rye	Lane	on	a	Saturday.	

Some	others	(Cyril,	Edith),	while	they	do	not	partake,	also	acknowledge	the	existence	of	

this	social	space	on	Rye	Lane.		

	

Rahama’s	account	suggests	that	on	market	days	the	public	space	of	Rye	Lane	turns	into	

a	 ‘parochial	 home	 territory’	 for	 African	 communities	 (and	 potentially	 other	 ethnic	

minorities)	where	 they	 can	 be	 at	 ease,	 and	where	 those	who	 do	 not	 belong	 to	 these	

communities	–	here,	white	interviewees	–	“share	the	physical	space	but	not	the	sense	of	

community”	 (Kuurne	 (Ketokivi)	 and	 Gómez	 2019,	 229).	 It	 is	 clear	 that	 Rye	 Lane	 is	 a	

space	with	 numerous	 uses	 and	meanings	 one	 layered	 upon	 another,	 and	 it	would	 be	

critical	 to	have	a	more	comprehensive	 set	of	voices	present	 in	 future	 research	on	 the	

sense	 of	 belonging	 and	 place-making,	 especially	 as	 the	 majority	 of	 it	 has	 tended	 to	

concern	 how	mostly	white	 gentrifiers	 relate	 to	 the	 ethnic	 diversity	 of	 the	 areas	 they	

move	into.		

	

Suzanne	 Hall’s	 comprehensive	 ethnographic	 work	 in	 South	 London	 (2012,	 2015a,	

2015b;	Hall	and	Datta	2010),	as	alluded	to	previously,	paints	a	nuanced	picture	of	what	

she	aptly	terms	ordinary	multiculture	on	London	high	streets	such	as	Rye	Lane.	These	

super-diverse	 streets	 are	 “representative	 of	 an	 agglomeration	of	 entrenched,	

established	and	emerging	migrant	cultures,	and	a	palimpsest	of	immigration	histories”	

(Hall	and	Datta	2010,	72).	The	everyday	 lived	realities	of	 these	city	spaces,	as	well	as	
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their	meanings	to	their	various	users,	are	often	invisible	to	residents	and	planners	alike,	

and	 their	 rendering	more	 visible	 through	 research	 is	 thereby	 also	 a	 political	 concern	

(Hall	2015b,	23).		

	

Rye	Lane	is	clearly	a	place	where	identity	boundaries	are	constructed.	From	there	I	turn	

to	 inspect	 Peckham’s	 geographical	 fringes,	 where	 the	 urban	 landscape	 stops	 being	

Peckham	 and	 turns	 into	 something	 other,	 to	 inspect	 what	 geographical	 boundary-

drawing	can	tell	us	about	the	symbolic	workings	of	inclusion	and	exclusion.		

	

2.3	Territorial	boundaries		
	

Peckham	 is	 not	 a	 straightforward	 administrative	 area	 in	 itself,	 and	 hence	 even	 its	

official	 boundaries	 are	 highly	 ambiguous.	 As	 I	 was	 interested	 in	 how	 informants	

themselves	made	 sense	 of	 Peckham	 as	 a	 distinct	 place,	 they	 were	 asked	where	 they	

personally	 thought	Peckham’s	boundaries	were	 located.	The	objective	was	 to	 find	out	

how	they	imagine	Peckham	in	their	minds,	and	how	the	Peckham	they	(want	to)	belong	

to	is	distinguished	from	other	nearby	areas.	These	discussions	in	the	interviews	clearly	

illuminated	 that	 boundaries	 are	 not	 only	 geographical	 but	 also	 laden	 with	 symbolic	

value.	 As	 I	 already	 alluded	 to,	 in	 addition	 to	 varying	 delineations	 of	 the	 area	 itself,	

boundary	lines	and	distinctions	are	also	constructed	within	Peckham.		

	

Processes	of	boundary-drawing	and	their	consolidation	into	the	local	landscape	reveal	

what	 and	who	 is	 seen	 to	 belong	 and	what	 is	 not	 –	boundaries	 are	 always	 inherently	

imbued	with	politics	 and	power	 (see	Trudeau	2006).	Moreover,	 boundaries	 influence	

people’s	movement	in	the	material	place,	and	can	materialise	into	various	effects	in	the	

landscape.		

	

Although	 this	 chapter	 is	based	on	materiality	and	physical	geography,	boundaries	are	

taken	 to	not	 necessarily	mean	 geographical	 or	material	 boundaries	 but	 also	 symbolic	

ones.	Regardless	of	scale	or	type	of	boundary,	its	function	is	to	separate	the	self	from	the	

other	and	to	defend	oneself	from	the	threat,	be	it	perceived	or	real,	that	the	other	may	

pose	 (Newman	 2006,	 177–78).	 Disgust	 as	 conceptualised	 by	 Ahmed	 (2014)	 is	 one	

strategy	 of	 construing	 and	defending	 boundaries	 that	 are	 very	 aspatial	 and	 symbolic.	
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This	 chapter	 is	 about	 how	 these	 boundaries	 are	 reflected	 in,	 and	 in	 turn	 reproduced	

into,	the	material	landscape.		

	

The	interviews	reveal	both	knowledge	of	an	official	geography	of	Peckham	and	a	more	

personal,	 experiential	 one.	Peckham	 itself	 is	not	 an	administrative	 area	and	 therefore	

has	 no	 definitive	 geographical	 borders.	 It	 loosely	 corresponds	 to	 the	 SE15	 postcode	

area,	and	the	two	are	often	thought	as	synonymous14.	This	lack	of	official	borders	leaves	

even	more	room	to	interpretation	and	contestation.		

	

As	 I	 previously	 alluded	 to,	 the	 area	 around	Rye	 Lane	 and	 Bellenden	Road	 assumes	 a	

central	position	both	in	the	minds	of	my	informants	and	consequentially,	in	this	study.	

Rye	 Lane	 divides	 Peckham	 socio-economically,	 and	 visually,	 into	 two	 very	 different	

streetscapes.	 To	 the	 west	 there	 are	 residential	 streets	 lined	 with	 Victorian	 terraced	

houses	 with	 a	 largely	 middle	 class	 population,	 epitomised	 by	 the	 more	 upmarket	

shopping	 street	 of	 Bellenden	 Road.	 The	 area	 on	 the	 east	 side	 of	 Rye	 Lane	 is	 also	

residential,	mainly	comprising	of	low-rise	social	housing	estates.	This	part	of	Peckham	

went	nearly	completely	unmentioned	by	informants,	presumably	because	none	of	them	

live	in	the	area.	It	must	be	noted	that	as	a	consequence	it	receives	very	little	attention	in	

this	study.		

	

The	 large	area	 to	 the	north	of	Peckham	High	Street	where	Rye	Lane	comes	 to	an	end	

also	receives	little	attention.	In	fact,	for	most	informants	Peckham	High	Street,	and	the	

landmark	 library	 that	 is	 along	 it,	marks	an	end	 to	 the	area	 that	 they	 see	as	Peckham.	

When	I	asked	about	where	he	thinks	Peckham	ends	in	the	north	Rowan	says,		

	

Personally	 I’d	 say	Peckham	Library	but	 other	people	would	definitely	 say	much	more	

north	 of	 that	 as	 well	 --	 in	 my	 mind	 I	 just	 think	 north	 of	 the	 library	 that’s	 the	

demarcation.		

	

																																																								
14	The	area	most	commonly	defined	as	Peckham	covers	two	electoral	wards:	Peckham	ward	in	
the	north	and	The	Lane	ward	around	Rye	Lane.	In	addition,	Peckham	Rye,	Nunhead	and	Livesey	
wards	to	the	south,	southeast	and	northeast	of	the	central	area	can	be	seen	as	being	part	of	
Peckham,	and	largely	fall	within	the	SE15	postcode	area.	All	in	all,	a	definitive	demarcation	to	
Peckham	is	not	unproblematic	to	make.		
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Rowan	stresses	that	he	acknowledges	that	there	is	more	of	Peckham	beyond	the	library	

but	that	his	subjective	notion	of	Peckham	is	different.	This	is	a	common	occurrence	in	

interviews	with	regard	to	northern	Peckham	–	it	is	acknowledged	to	be	there,	but	also	

as	outside	of	one’s	own	territory.	For	one,	this	is	due	the	daily	routes	informants	take:	

for	most	of	them,	the	northern	parts	of	Peckham	fall	outside	of	the	material	sphere	of	

everyday	routines.	Vincent,	the	only	interviewee	who	lives	in	the	area	north	of	Peckham	

High	Street,	expresses	a	similar	impression	of	the	area:	“there	is	really	nothing	that	will	

draw	 you	 there	 unless	 you	 live	 there,	 you	 know	 all	 the	 people	 that	 I	 see	 around	 the	

streets	there	are	everybody	who	lives	there.”	The	same	can	arguably	be	said	about	the	

low-rise	 residential	 area	 immediately	 east	 of	Rye	Lane.	 In	part	 this	 reflects	 the	 social	

composition	 of	 the	 informants:	 both	 these	 areas	 predominantly	 consist	 of	 social	

housing,	whereas	informants	are	predominantly	middle	class	homeowners.		

	

The	boundaries	of	movement	can	be	influenced	by	affects	such	as	fear.	Paula,	who	first	

moved	to	the	area	in	the	1980s,	also	draws	a	boundary	on	Peckham	High	Street	but	has	

a	 more	 affective	 reasoning	 behind	 it.	 She	 talks	 about	 her	 past	 experience	 of	

encountering	a	boundary	line	where	Rye	Lane	meets	Peckham	High	Street	in	the	north,	

which	she	rarely	crossed:		

	

In	 fact	years	ago	we	used	 to	 call	 it	 the	um…	 ‘the	zone’	or	 something,	we	had	a	 sort	of	

word	for	 it	which	meant	that	 if	you	step	over	there	 it’s,	 it’s	very	different,	 it	 feels	a	bit	

more	threatening,	‘the	front	line’	we	used	to	call	it!		

	

Hers	is	a	very	concrete	account	of	Peckham	High	Street	as	demarcating	a	very	different	

reality	 from	the	one	she	 identifies	with.	With	 the	powerful	metaphor	of	 the	 front	 line	

the	experience	of	fear	and	threat	is	codified	into	landscape	and	made	into	a	boundary.	

Paula’s	 account	 may	 reflect	 a	 time	 when	 the	 area	 north	 of	 the	 high	 street	 was	 still	

dominated	 by	 the	 North	 Peckham	 Estate,	 the	 high-rise	 housing	 estate	 with	 a	 violent	

reputation	that	was	demolished	and	redeveloped	by	the	early	2000s.	But	the	image	of	a	

front	line	still	carries	meaning	today	as	she	still	sees	it	as	her	boundary	to	Peckham.		

	

This	 drawing	 of	 socio-spatial	 boundaries	within	 the	 neighbourhood	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 a	

strategy	 of	 middle	 class	 residents	 to	 negotiate	 belonging	 to	 areas	 recognised	 as	
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somehow	problematic.	Such	boundary-drawing	or	‘micro-territorial	stigmatisation’	has	

been	 found	 in	 disadvantaged	 neighbourhoods	 from	 Amsterdam	 (Pinkster	 2014)	 to	

Tasmania	 (Verdouw	 and	 Flanagan	 2019).	 In	 their	 research	 on	 the	 middle	 classes	 in	

Peckham,	Benson	and	Jackson	(2014)	also	noted	this	tendency	of	middle	class	residents	

to	either	ignore	or	discursively	exclude	the	north	side	of	Peckham	from	what	they	view	

as	their	neighbourhood.	The	north	is	also	mostly	where	any	danger	or	threat	to	security	

is	perceived	to	be	–	like	in	Paula’s	case	–	and	thus	they	are	able	to	discursively	place	any	

danger	outside	of	the	bounds	of	the	neighbourhood	they	themselves	belong	to.		

	

In	a	different	discussion,	Trevor,	who	has	 lived	 in	 the	area	most	of	his	 life,	names	 the	

north-eastern	side	of	Peckham	the	“actual	Peckham”,	marking	this	area	a	spatial	other:		

	

When	 you	 read	 about	 the	 horrible	 things	 that	 are	 happening	 they	 all	 seem	 to	 be	

happening	 down	 the	 Queen’s	 Road	 end	 of	 Peckham	 --	 down	 the	 other	 end,	 in	 actual	

Peckham	you	know,	by	the	bus	garage	where	you	go,	those	flats	and	things	you	know.		

	

The	“horrible	things”,	symbolising	the	enduring	popular	and	media	representations	of	

Peckham	as	a	disadvantaged,	edgy	area	with	a	history	of	violence,	are	here	associated	

with	 flats	 of	 council	 housing	 east	 of	 Rye	 Lane	 where	 the	 bus	 garage	 is	 located	 (see	

Figure	2).	By	drawing	a	boundary	between	his	area	and	the	precarious	“other	end”	he	is	

able	to	distance	himself	 from	the	unease	 it	provokes.	This	 is	another	good	example	of	

micro-territorial	 stigmatisation	 (Verdouw	 and	 Flanagan	 2019),	 where	 residence	 in	 a	

neighbourhood	that	is	felt	to	be	stigmatised	is	negotiated	by	relegating	the	stigma	into	

certain	 sub-areas	 of	 the	 neighbourhood.	 Intra-neighbourhood	 boundary-drawing	

practised	 by	 interviewees	 shows	 that	 boundaries	 drawn	 within	 and	 between	

neighbourhoods	function	much	in	the	same	way,	constructing	territorial	identities	and	

producing	inclusion	and	exclusion.		

	

The	 transition	 towards	 Camberwell	 in	 the	 west	 is	 experienced	more	 gently	 than	 the	

abrupt	 front	 line	 in	 the	 north.	 Paula	 tells	 me	 that	 when	 she	 walks	 westwards	 from	

Peckham,	after	a	certain	point	it	just	“feels	like	you’re	going	into	Camberwell”.	She	reads	

this	transformation	in	the	material	landscape	and	especially	the	architecture:		
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It’s	not	so	obvious	really	cause	 it	 just	 looks	a	bit	 like	an	extension	of	Peckham	there,	 I	

think	 once	 you	 start	 seeing	 those	 big	 Georgian	 houses,	 you	 know	 the	 white,	 like	

Camberwell	Grove	--	you	don’t	see	many	of	those	in	Peckham.		

	

Apart	from	the	boundary	with	North	Peckham,	which	is	one	read	from	the	experience	of	

threat	 it	 evokes	 the	 transition	 to	 Camberwell	 is	 more	 neutral,	 less	 sharp	 and	

emotionally	binding.	She	acknowledges	 that	Camberwell	 is	distinct	 from	Peckham	but	

the	two	areas	are	more	symmetrical	(Camberwell	being	an	“extension	to	Peckham”)	and	

would	 not	 have	 a	 problem	 crossing	 the	 boundary.	 The	 boundary	 is	porous	 –	 the	 two	

areas	sort	of	leak	into	each	other	(see	also	Jackson	and	Benson	2014,	1200).		

	

Elena	 discusses	 the	 Queen’s	 Road	 Peckham	 area	 in	 a	 similar	 manner,	 albeit	 her	

rendition	of	it	is	quite	different	to	Trevor’s	above.	While	this	neighbourhood	is	not	part	

of	Elena’s	idea	of	Peckham	the	boundary	is	porous	like	with	Camberwell.	She	puts	the	

locality	 on	 the	 map	 through	 the	 recent	 opening	 of	 a	 “famous	 bakery,	 the	 Blackbird	

Bakery”.	 She	 discusses	 it	 as	 its	 own	 distinctive	 area,	 potentially	 a	 desirable	 one	 –	

especially	with	new	consumption	establishments	that	she	sees	have	improved	the	area	

–	but	one	that	she	herself	rarely	ventures	into	and	hence	chooses	to	not	identify	with.		

	

Moreover,	informants	do	not	always	straightforwardly	claim	affinity	to	the	geographical	

location	that	they	reside	in.	Respondents	are	aware	of	the	characters	of	different	areas	

and	 their	 popular	 representations	 and	 they	 tend	 to	 draw	 on	 these	 when	 claiming	

affinity	and	belonging.	This	is	most	clearly	demonstrated	in	the	case	of	Dora,	who	had	

moved	 into	 her	 home	 on	 a	 residential	 street	 between	 Peckham	 and	 Camberwell	 two	

years	previously.	An	excerpt	from	her	interview	where	she	discusses	the	location	of	her	

house	and	her	local	affinities	shows	a	conscious	construction	of	territorial	identity:		

	

L:	Do	you	feel	like	this	[the	location	of	her	house]	is	more	Camberwell	or	Peckham?		

	

D:	Technically	it’s	Camberwell,	postcode-wise	it’s	Camberwell,	I	think	there	is	a,	without	

going	 too	philosophical	on	 it,	 there	 is	an	 identity	 thing	 in	 the	sense	 that	Camberwell…	

it’s	 quite	 very	well	 established,	 it’s	 very	 similar	 to	 itself	 --	 so	 I	would	 like,	 I	 feel	more	

affinity	 towards	 Peckham	 um	 but	 I	 think	 technically	 we’re	 in	 Camberwell	 but	 it	 just,	

turns	into,	yeah		
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L:	So	you	feel	more	like	you’re	a	Peckham	person?		

	

D:	Yeah,	yeah.	Some	people	still	frown	upon	when	you	say	you’re	from	Peckham	so	you	

have	to	pick	your	audience	[grins].		

	

L:	Is	that	a	factor	in	it,	you	kind	of	want	to	say	that	as	a…?		

	

D:	I	guess	it	is,	yeah	it	sounds	a	bit	sort	of	opportunistic	but	I	think,	I	think	it	is	a	factor,	

some	people	will	still	think	of	Peckham	as	a…	some	sort	of	murder	mile	type	of	like	area.		

	

She	later	explains	that	being	involved	with	community	activism	in	Peckham,	as	well	as	

shopping	and	spending	leisure	time	in	Peckham	rather	than	Camberwell	make	her	feel	

attached.	But	 the	excerpt	also	 shows	a	wilful	play	with	popular	 representations	–	 the	

fact	that	Peckham	is	an	edgy	area	commonly	seen	as	unfit	for	a	middle	class	person	like	

her	makes	Peckham,	in	her	mind,	more	desirable.		

	

On	 the	 other	 hand,	 affinity	 is	 not	 always	 to	 Peckham	 at	 all	 even	 if	 one	 is,	 in	 an	

administrative	sense,	inside	the	confines	of	Peckham.	Trevor	was	born	in	East	Dulwich,	

spent	his	childhood	in	Peckham	and	has	 lived	 in	the	same	house	 in	the	Peckham	Rye-

Nunhead	area	since	1971.	When	I	asked	him	what	he	likes	most	about	living	in	Peckham	

he	was	quick	to	correct	me	that	it	is	Nunhead	he	wishes	to	be	affiliated	with	and	not	the	

wider	area	of	Peckham:		

	

Well	you	see	I	don’t	live	in	Peckham.	I	live	in	Nunhead.	This	is	Nunhead,	which	is	a	you	

know	a	bone	fide	area,	that	is,	has	the	same	postcode	as	Peckham	but	is	you	know,	um	

part	of	Peckham	but	it’s	actually	Nunhead	and	it	functions	as	Nunhead.		

	

What	sets	Nunhead	apart	from	Peckham	to	Trevor	is	its	smaller	scale	and	the	fact	that	it	

has	a	coherent	cluster	of	shops	and	services	of	its	own.	His	everyday	life	takes	place	in	

Nunhead	 –	 he	 mostly	 uses	 the	 services	 there	 rather	 than	 the	 ones	 on	 Rye	 Lane	 or	

Bellenden	 Road.	 This	 also	 demonstrates	 how	 daily	 routes	 and	 routines	 delineate	 the	

meaningful	boundaries	of	one’s	own	neighbourhood,	in	Trevor’s	case	Nunhead.		
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In	 both	 the	 examples	 above	 claims	 of	 belonging	 are	 also	 about	 self-presentation	 and	

identity	 construction:	 Dora	 chooses	 to	 belong	 to	 Peckham,	 while	 Trevor	 wishes	 to	

distance	himself	 from	it	by	claiming	to	belong	to	Nunhead	instead.	This	self-conscious	

orientation	to	place	bears	resemblance	to	what	British	sociologists	Mike	Savage,	Gaynor	

Bagnall	and	Brian	J	Longhurst	(2005)	have	termed	 ‘elective	belonging’.	Here	claims	of	

belonging	are	rooted	in	the	individual’s	choice	to	live	and	put	down	roots	in	a	place	that	

aligns	with	their	 identity.	Elective	belongers	view	that	 their	chosen	place	of	residence	

“conveys	 great	 symbolic	meaning,	 and	 a	 sense	 of	 their	 own	 self	worth,	 their	 identity,	

and	a	proclamation	of	who	they	are”	(Savage	2010,	128).	This	necessitates	the	ability	to	

evaluate	and	compare	places;	indeed,	“place	is	articulated	almost	as	a	form	of	consumer	

choice”	 (Savage	 2008,	 153).	 Elective	 belongers	 are	 typically	middle	 class	 people	with	

high	cultural	and	social	capital.		

	

In	this	light,	Dora’s	claim	to	belonging	can	be	seen	as	a	desire	to	align	her	identity	with	

Peckham’s	 desirable	 attributes.	 Living	 in	 Peckham	 conveys	 a	 certain	 deviousness	 or	

edginess:	it	is	not	a	dull,	middle	class	place	like	Camberwell	or	too	thoroughly	gentrified	

like	Brixton,	which	Dora	later	compares	it	to.	“I	don’t	just	want	to	see	white	middle	class	

people,	 even	 if	 I’m	 one	 of	 them”,	 Dora	 says.	 Peckham’s	 social	 and	 ethnic	 diversity	

appeals	 to	 many	 newer	 residents,	 as	 I	 discussed	 previously.	 Similarly,	 Jackson	 and	

Benson	(2014)	noted	a	tendency	of	middle	class	residents	of	the	Bellenden	area	to	want	

to	distinguish	themselves	from	the	more	markedly	upmarket	area	of	East	Dulwich	and	

its	 middle	 class	 residents 15 ;	 Peckham	 residents’	 ability	 to	 live	 with	 diversity	 is	

presented	as	the	grounds	for	this	distinction.		

	

The	area	 to	 the	west	of	Rye	Lane	 is	often	 referred	 to	as	Bellenden	or	even	Bellenden	

Village	 to	highlight	 its	 distinct	 character	 (see	 also	Benson	and	 Jackson	2014)	with	 its	

Georgian	and	Victorian	housing	stock	occupied	by	a	more	established	middle	class	and	a	

retail	 landscape	 catering	 to	 them.	 The	 local	 shopping	 street	 Bellenden	 Road	 runs	

parallel	to	Rye	Lane.	Between	1997	and	2007	the	area	was	targeted	with	the	Bellenden	

Renewal	 Scheme,	 a	 council	 initiative	 that	 funded	 renewal	 in	 local	 infrastructure	with	
																																																								
15	However,	Jackson	and	Benson	found	that	specifically	longer-standing	residents	were	likely	to	
wish	to	distinguish	their	neighbourhood	from	East	Dulwich,	whereas	more	recent	incomers	
often	looked	towards	East	Dulwich	for	identification.	I	did	not	find	such	a	divide	between	old	
and	new	residents’	attitudes	in	my	interview	data.		
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over	 £12	 million.	 Funding	 was	 given	 to,	 for	 example,	 physical	 improvements	 in	 the	

housing	 stock,	 shops,	 green	 spaces	 and	 street	 furniture	 (Southwark	 Council	 Housing	

Scrutiny	 Sub-Committee	 2005),	 such	 as	 the	 streetlights	 in	 Figure	 5.	 The	 scheme	 is	

arguably	responsible	 for	much	of	 the	area’s	comparatively	upmarket	character	within	

Peckham.	 Early	 gentrification	 and	 rising	 property	 prices	 in	 the	 Bellenden	 Road	 area	

were	speculated	on	in	The	Guardian	already	as	early	as	2003	(Norwood	2003).		

	

	
Figure	5	Commercial	part	of	Bellenden	Road	with	its	distinctive	streetlights	designed	by	artist	Tom	Phillips.	
Picture	taken	by	author	in	March	2017.		

The	Bellenden	area	gradually	 transforms	 into	 the	more	upmarket	East	Dulwich	 in	 the	

southwest.	 Its	 relatively	 upmarket	 character	 is	 alluded	 to	 in	many	 of	 the	 interviews.	

Cyril	calls	it	“a	gentrified	little	village”.	Vincent,	a	local	business	owner	who	has	lived	in	

and	 around	 Peckham	 for	 nearly	 a	 decade	 feels	 the	 atmosphere	 changes	 almost	

immediately	after	stepping	off	of	Rye	Lane	to	the	west:		

	

That	to	me	is	Dulwich.	I	know	it’s	not	Dulwich,	but,	when	it	comes	[to]	the	kind	of	
people	 who	 live	 there,	 environment,	 you	 look	 at	 the	 houses	 it’s…	 you	 know,	
beautifully	 kept	 houses.	 You	 go	 on	 to	 Bellenden	 Road,	 which	 is	 ‘Peckham’	
officially,	in	reality	to	me	it’s	not,	to	me	it’s	a	lot	more	Dulwich	than	it	is	Peckham,	
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the	 [atmosphere]	you	know,	 the	kind	of	 things	going	on	you	know	they	belong	
much	more	 to	you	know	 the	reality	that	you	associate	with	Dulwich	rather	than	
the	one	in	Peckham,	although	officially	it	is	Peckham.	(Emphasis	added)		

	

The	 transition	 is	 read	 from	visual	 cues	–	 the	beautifully	kept	houses	–	but	as	Vincent	

states	 also	 the	people	present,	 and	even	more	vaguely	 “the	 things	going	on”	 and	 “the	

reality	that	you	associate	with	Dulwich”.	He	seems	to	be	alluding	to	a	lifestyle	embodied	

in	 the	 landscape	 that	can	be	 interpreted	also	 from	the	emotions	 it	evokes.	Dora	 takes	

the	local	stereotypes	further	in	her	representation	of	Bellenden	Road	–	to	her	its	more	

upmarket	character	is	also	epitomised	in	the	people	typically	present:		

	

You	go	to	Bellenden	Road	and	you	see,	you	know	the	perfectly	blond	blue-eyed	kids	with	

perfectly	beautifully	looking	mum	and	dad	and	you	know	buying	their	five	pound	loafer	

for	their	breakfast.		

	

This	representation	of	a	white,	affluent	middle	class	 family	spending	 five	pounds	on	a	

single	loaf	of	bread	epitomises	behaviours	that	are	presented	as	being	in	strong	contrast	

with	 the	 reality	 of	 Rye	 Lane.	 “It’s	 not	 uncommon	 to	 see	 particularly	 deprived,	

disadvantaged	people	 on	Rye	 Lane,	 they	will	 be	 sometimes	 often	drunk,	 um	but	 they	

clearly	come	from	a	disadvantaged	troubled	background”,	she	says.	Peckham	emerges	

in	 most	 interviews	 as	 a	 place	 of	 sharp	 contrasts	 in	 living	 standards	 and	 lifestyles.	

Vincent	above	goes	so	far	as	to	exclude	the	most	affluent	parts	 from	his	 imaginings	of	

what	is	Peckham-like.		
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Figure	6	The	intersection	of	Choumert	Road	and	Bellenden	Road.	Picture	taken	by	author	in	March	2017.		

As	 Dora’s	 example	 of	 “perfectly	 blond	 blue-eyed	 kids”	 illustrates,	 the	 distinction	

between	Rye	Lane	and	the	Bellenden	area	is	also	a	highly	racialised	one.	In	the	extract	

below	 Rowan	 talks	 about	 Choumert	 Road,	 which	 runs	 across	 connecting	 the	 parallel	

streets	of	Rye	Lane	and	Bellenden	Road	(see	Figure	6).	The	distinction	between	the	two	

areas	becomes	inscribed	on	the	skin	colour	of	people	present:		

	

You	walk	halfway	down	Choumert	Road	and	it’s	lots	of	ethnic	stores	and	you	probably	

won’t	 see	a	white	person,	 and	 the	 rest	of	 it	 is	beautiful	Georgian	homes	and	 then	you	

come	into	Bellenden	Road,	and	that’s	a	crazy	transition	of	a	road.	It	used	to	be	a	case	of	

when	I	came	out	of	[a	bar	on	Choumert	Road]	if	I	turned	left	I’d	see	white	people	and	if	I	

turned	right	onto	Rye	Lane	I	would	only	ever	see	black	people.		

	

As	 was	 discussed	 previously,	 Rye	 Lane	 emerges	 as	 a	 distinctly	 ‘black’	 –	 and	 usually	

‘African’	–	place,	as	opposed	to	the	area	around	Bellenden	Road,	characterised	by	white	

bodies	 and	 beautifully	 kept	 Georgian	 homes.	 Moreover,	 Rowan	 suggests	 that	 some	

years	prior	Rye	Lane	used	to	be	even	more	‘black’;	he	continues:		
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But	 now	 it’s	 changed	 a	 lot,	 now	 there’s	 a	 lot	more	 of	 a	 balance	 between,	 uh,	 it’s	 a	 lot	

more	multicultural.	And	by	that	I	mean	that	there’s	more	white	people	here.	In	the	last	6	

years.		

	

Here	 the	 area’s	 gentrification	 acquires	 a	 racial	 dimension.	 Rowan	 also	 remarks	 that	

“definitely	the	closer	to	the	[Peckham	Rye]	park	you	got	there’s	obviously	more	white	

people”.	This	racialisation	of	different	smaller	areas	demarcates	places	that	are	fit	for	a	

person	like	me,	a	person	with	my	kind	of	body,	to	be	present	in,	as	well	as	constituting	

some	 bodies	 as	 out	 of	 place	 in	 certain	 places.	 With	 gentrification	 racialisation	 also	

acquires	a	temporal	dimension.		

	

All	 in	 all,	 my	 research	 affirms	 the	 important	 role	 of	 local	 high	 streets	 in	 structuring	

neighbourhood	space.	Their	centrality	to	the	everyday	lives	of	Londoners	is	reflected	in	

interviews	 and	 moreover,	 informants’	 understanding	 of	 neighbourhoods	 and	 their	

distinctive	characters	is	organised	around	high	streets.	Peckham’s	high	street	is	clearly	

Rye	Lane,	which	 is	 dense	 in	meaning.	 Similarly,	Bellenden	Road	has	 the	 function	of	 a	

high	street,	as	it	gathers	meanings	from	its	surroundings	and	these	meanings	–	as	well	

as	 their	distinction	 from	Rye	Lane	–	become	articulated	 through	Bellenden	Road,	 as	 I	

showed	 above.	 Little	 Nunhead	 is	 seen	 as	 its	 own	 neighbourhood	 because	 of	 its	 own	

amenities	 on	Nunhead	 Lane.	 East	 Dulwich	 is	 served	 by	 the	 upmarket	 Lordship	 Lane.	

Even	 Queen’s	 Road	 Peckham	 becomes	 articulated	 through	 its	 collection	 of	 retail	

offerings	 in	 railway	 arches.	 It	 must	 however	 be	 emphasised	 that	 the	 imageries	 of	

neighbourhoods	presented	here	are,	 in	 the	end,	merely	 that:	 imageries	constructed	 to	

serve	the	idea	of	distinguishable	neighbourhoods.	The	material	reality	is	more	complex:	

there	are	ethnic	food	stores	and	disadvantaged	residents	living	in	social	housing	on	and	

around	Bellenden	Road	and	Lordship	Lane,	just	as	there	are	trendy	upmarket	bars	and	

eateries	on	Rye	Lane.		

	

In	the	next	chapter	we	turn	from	the	material	to	the	social	dimension	of	place	and	look	

more	closely	at	the	meanings	that	informants	give	to	their	local	social	networks,	as	well	

as	the	socially	shared	meanings	behind	some	of	their	local	practices,	such	as	shopping,	

that	were	already	alluded	to	in	this	chapter.	
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Chapter	3	Social	spheres		
	

In	 addition	 to	 the	 physical	 features	 of	 a	 place,	 the	 feeling	 of	 home	 or	 homeliness	

crucially	emerges	from	interactions	with	and	relationships	to	other	local	people.	In	this	

chapter	I	look	at	the	experiences	of	local	sociality	in	more	detail.	Informants’	daily	social	

life	 in	 Peckham	 revolves	 around	 such	 things	 as	 local	 friends,	 interactions	 with	

neighbours	 and	 shopkeepers	 and	 communal	 social	 action,	 such	 as	 participating	 in	

various	community	groups	and	initiatives.		

	

Previous	research	on	belonging	suggests	that	local	networks	are	essential	to	a	sense	of	

belonging	 (e.g.	 Antonsich	 2010,	 647–48;	 Lewicka	 2010,	 38).	However,	 other	 forms	 of	

local	 sociality	 also	 emerged	 in	 interviews	 that	 help	 foster	 belonging	 to	 place.	 Local	

sociality	is	not	limited	to	close	relationships	–	more	fleeting	interactions	and	so-called	

‘weak	ties’	also	play	a	role.	 I	will	 first	discuss	the	 influence	of	social	relationships	and	

interactions	 on	 various	 scales	 to	 bonding	 with	 place.	 Curiously,	 Peckham	 is	 often	

described	as	a	particularly	community-oriented	place.	In	the	second	section	I	trace	the	

various	constructions	of	community	that	emerge	from	the	interview	material	and	assess	

their	meaning.		

	

Belonging	is	also	inherently	social	in	the	sense	that	it	is	discursively	mediated.	Viewing	

closely	 the	discourses	 through	which	participants	negotiate	 their	belonging	 to	place,	 I	

identified	a	notion	of	‘being	invested’	in	place,	as	opposed	to	just	passively	living	there.	

In	 the	 third	 and	 fourth	 section	 I	 look	 at	 the	 everyday	 practices	 of	 consumption	 and	

community	 activism	as	 specific	ways	of	being	 invested	 in	place.	The	discourse	on	 the	

virtue	of	being	invested	and	active	is	tied	to	identity	construction:	it	constitutes	a	good	

Peckhamite	that	many	aspire	to	be.	Moreover,	it	informs	socio-spatial	practices	which	in	

turn	 have	 real	material	 effects	 in	 the	 landscape	 of	 Peckham.	But	 first,	we	 turn	 to	 the	

most	 immediate	 of	 social	 spheres	 and	 look	 at	 how	 everyday	 social	 interactions	 and	

relationships	influence	belonging.		
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3.1	Personal	relationships	and	weak	ties		
	

People	and	social	 relations	were	one	of	 the	 five	predefined	 themes	 for	 the	 interviews	

this	 thesis	 is	 based	on.	 In	 all	 interviews	 the	 importance	of	 social	 contacts	 locally	was	

discussed	in	other	contexts	and	also	without	me	directly	asking.	Having	close	contacts	

and	 friends	 in	 the	 area	 emerged	 as	 a	 meaningful	 referent	 to	 place	 especially	 in	

interviews	with	 those	people	who	had	 lived	 in	Peckham	for	a	 longer	 time.	Paula,	who	

has	lived	in	Peckham	since	the	mid-1980s,	says		

	

The	 fact	 that	 I’ve	got	 lots	of	 friends	 in	 the	area,	 that	keeps	me	here,	 that	 I	 can,	 from	a	

walking	distance	to	where	I	live	there’s	a	lot	of	people	I	can	go	and	visit	--	it	really	makes	

a	difference	for	me.		

	

This	 is	 a	 fairly	 common	 sentiment	 expressed	by	 those	participants	who	have	 lived	 in	

Peckham	 the	 longest.	 In	 addition	 to	 individual	 friends,	 and	 perhaps	 even	 more	

importantly,	 personal	 social	 networks	 organised	 around	 a	 shared	 cause	 came	 up	 as	

something	that	engenders	belonging.		

	

Oftentimes	whom	 interviewees	 choose	 to	 socialise	with	 and	who	 is	 included	 in	 one’s	

local	 social	 network	 is	 informed	 by	 shared	 values.	 For	 Paula,	 who	 finds	 spirituality	

important	the	local	Christian	church	she	belongs	to	acts	as	her	most	meaningful	group	

of	 reference.	 “It’s	 actually	being	part	of	 a	 church	 that	made	me	 feel	 like	a	 community	

first	 and	 foremost,	 because	 it’s	 got	 a	 very	 strong	 community,”	 she	 says.	 Paula	 even	

mentions	her	church	as	one	of	her	main	motivations	to	move	to	Peckham	in	the	1980s:	

she	had	heard	of	a	good	local	church,	visited	it	and	immediately	felt	at	home	so	much	so	

that	she	feels	the	church	anchored	her	to	the	wider	area	of	Peckham.		

	

Furthermore,	values	 influence	whose	presence	 is	valued	 in	 the	 locality.	Paula,	being	a	

religious	 person,	 remarks	 on	 Peckham’s	 social	 atmosphere:	 “I	 just	 love	 the	 fact	 that	

there’s	 lots	of	people	of	 faith	 --	 you	can	walk	down	 the	 street	 there’s	people	going	 to	

church	 and…	 it’s	 quite	 a	 spiritual	 place	 in	 that	 sense.”	 Similarly,	 those	who	 are	 very	

active	 in	 community	 organisations,	 like	 Joan	 and	 Edith	 –	 both	 hold	 activism,	 social	
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justice	 and	 making	 a	 difference	 in	 high	 regard	 –	 value	 the	 presence	 of	 like-minded	

active	people,	as	will	be	discussed.		

	

Other	 interviewees	 talked	 about	 their	 relationships	 to	 people	 and	 to	 place	 in	 more	

abstract	terms.	Edith	explains	that	people	are	“essential,	absolutely	essential”	for	her	to	

feel	at	home.	But	this	extends	to	a	level	above	her	current	life	in	Peckham.	When	asked	

if	she	would	ever	move	away	Edith	said	she	“would	only	go	to	somewhere	where	there	

are	new	people	that	I	wanted	to	be	in	some	kind	of	interaction	with”.	I	then	asked	what	

she	would	miss	 from	Peckham	and	 she	 replied:	 “I	 think	possibly,	 if	 I	was	 in	 the	 right	

company	 I’d	 be	 able	 to	 replicate	 everything,	 if	 I	 was	 in	 the	 right	 company”.	 Her	

relationship	with	Peckham	as	a	place	is	not	the	reason	she	feels	rooted	and	at	home,	but	

the	 comfort	 of	 her	 social	 networks.	 Hers	 is	 a	 strong	 statement	 in	 favour	 of	 the	

importance	of	social	ties	to	belonging.	In	a	similar	vein	Vincent	states	he	feels	“a	bond	to	

people,	but	not	necessarily	to	the	place”.		

	

Personal	 experiences	 of	 loneliness	 or	 isolation	 did	 not	 come	 up	 in	 interviews.	 In	

retrospect,	it	might	have	been	revealing	to	ask	interviewees	more	directly	whether	they	

have	had	these	experiences	in	relation	to	Peckham;	there	may	be	reluctance	to	bring	up	

such	 deeply	 personal	 negative	 experiences	 unprompted.	 Isolation	was	 however	 often	

referred	to	on	a	less	personally	experiential	level,	as	something	to	avoid.	When	I	asked	

Paula	what	community	means	to	her,	her	response	was	“engaging	in	relationships	with	

people	so	 that	you	don’t	 feel	 isolated”	 in	your	neighbourhood.	Here	both	belonging	 in	

the	social	sense	and	its	opposites,	loneliness	and	isolation,	become	tied	to	place.		

	

In	part	reflecting	the	strong	need	to	avoid	isolation	and	loneliness,	especially	those	who	

have	 lived	 in	 Peckham	 for	 a	 longer	 time	 describe	 having	 made	 conscious	 efforts	 to	

construct	local	social	networks,	as	was	discussed	in	the	previous	chapter.	Limiting	time	

spent	 in	 transport	 and	 focusing	 one’s	 social	 efforts	 to	 those	 who	 live	 locally	 is	 one	

means	to	a	more	satisfying	and	locally	oriented	lifestyle.		

	

Longer-standing	residents	like	Trevor,	Paula,	Joan	and	Edith	and	have	had	more	time	to	

construct	a	meaningful	local	social	circle	around	them.	Younger	professionals	who	have	

arrived	more	recently,	namely	Dora,	Rowan,	Marco	and	Elena,	had	fewer	close	contacts	
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living	in	Peckham.	I	would	argue	that	their	relationship	to	Peckham	is	more	concerned	

with	 landscape,	consumption,	 leisure	and	aesthetic	 imageries	of	Peckham,	rather	 than	

attachments	to	people	(see	also	Savage	2010,	117–18,	126).	Although	some,	like	Dora,	

make	considerable	effort	to	engage	with	other	locals,	fostering	attachments	takes	time	

(see	Antonsich	2010,	649).		

	

It	is	however	important	to	note	that	only	one	of	the	participants	in	this	research,	Trevor,	

is	born	and	bred	in	Peckham.	Others	have	moved	in	from	somewhere	else	at	some	point	

in	their	lives,	be	it	in	the	past	decade	like	Rowan	and	Dora,	or	several	decades	ago	like	

Joan,	Edith	and	Paula.	Thus	they	have	all	similarly	chosen	and	constructed	Peckham	as	

their	place	of	belonging	as	opposed	to	being	born	into	it.		

	

While	local	personal	networks	and	close	friendships	are	important,	Talja	Blokland	and	

Julia	Nast	 (2014)	 argue	 that	 their	 role	 in	 belonging	 should	not	 be	 overemphasised.	A	

sense	 of	 belonging	 is	 formed	 on	 several	 scales	 of	 sociality.	 In	 addition	 to	 close	

relationships	with	other	 locals,	 ‘weak	ties’	 (Granovetter	1973)	–	quotidian	encounters	

with	strangers	sharing	the	space	of	the	locality	–	also	contribute	to	a	sense	of	belonging	

and	homeliness	(Blokland	and	Nast	2014;	see	also	Antonsich	2010,	647–48).		

	

In	 their	 exploration	 of	 belonging,	 Blokland	 and	 Nast	 are	 closely	 concerned	 with	 the	

everyday	 and	mundane	 in	 human	 life.	 The	 notion	 of	 belonging	 employed	 by	 them	 is	

centred	upon	feeling,	on	a	very	elemental	level,	comfortable	in	the	neighbourhood:		

	

We	 start	 with	 the	 assumption	 that	 belonging	 consists	 of	 an	 experience	 of	 being	

expected,	accepted	or	tolerated	as	present,	of	having	a	reasonable	understanding	of	the	

social	codes	and	unwritten	rules	of	the	public	space,	of	knowing	enough	about	the	street	

grid	and	built	environment	to	find	one’s	way	easily,	and	of	being	able	to	assess	what	to	

expect	from	others.	(Blokland	and	Nast	2014,	1144.)		

	

Simply	 put,	 when	 a	 neighbourhood	 becomes	 a	 zone	 of	 comfort	 one	 knows	 what	 to	

expect,	 both	materially	 and	 socially.	 The	 function	 of	 this	 is	 simply	 to	 “ease	 sociality”	

(ibid.);	 being	 in	 a	 space	 that	 is	 familiar	 in	 this	 sense	 is	 psychologically	 easy	 on	 an	

individual,	in	contrast	to	an	unknown,	unpredictable	urban	setting.	This	echoes	how	Tim	



	 53	

Edensor	 (2002,	 54–56)	 writes	 about	 the	 orientation	 to	 familiar	 everyday	 space	 as	

highly	unreflexive.		

	

Comfort	 zones	 are	 constructed	 through	 actual	 neighbourhood	 use:	 being	 physically	

present	 in	 the	neighbourhood	 through	 everyday	 routines	while,	 crucially,	 sharing	 the	

space	 with	 others.	 Repeated	 everyday	 routines	 and	 practices	 such	 as	 shopping	 for	

groceries	 or	 walking	 a	 dog	 exposes	 one	 to	 others	 in	 the	 neighbourhood	 and	 creates	

‘public	 familiarity’,	which	 in	 turn	may	 foster	 a	 sense	 of	 belonging.	 Blokland	 and	Nast	

define	public	familiarity	as		

	

the	 recognizing	 and	 being	 recognized	 in	 local	 spaces,	 where	 one	 meets	 some	 people	

whom	one	 knows	 and	many	whom	one	 does	 not,	 but	with	whom	one	 develops	 some	

level	of	acquaintance,	however	superficial	and	fluid.	(Blokland	and	Nast	2014,	1155.)		

	

As	alluded	to	before,	while	they	both	concern	the	social,	“public	familiarity	should	not	

be	confused	with	having	a	dense	network	of	personal	ties”	and	is	not	the	same	as	having	

“a	nice	and	warm	community”	(Blokland-Potters	and	Savage	2008,	10),	although	it	may	

ease	the	development	of	closer	ties.	Analogously,	sociologist	Lyn	H.	Lofland	(1998)	has	

argued	that	a	more	nuanced	categorisation	of	social	relations	than	a	simple	divide	into	

primary	 and	 secondary	 relationships,	 common	 in	 sociology,	 is	 needed	 in	 order	 to	

understand	 the	 social	 life	 of	 the	 public	 realm.	 Lofland	 argues	 that	 sociology	 has	

traditionally	put	too	much	weight	on	the	importance	of	close	primary	relationships	and	

not	enough	on	the	less	intimate	secondary	relationships,	such	as	weak	ties	and	fleeting	

encounters	 –	 it	 has	 even	 been	 implied	 that	 close	 relationships	 are	 morally	 better.	

Lofland	 (1998,	 55)	 argues	 that	 the	 more	 fleeting	 and	 casual	 relationships	 should	 be	

studied	“in	terms	of	the	types	of	interactions	they	produce.”	My	aim	is	precisely	this:	not	

to	typify	relationships	but	to	inspect	how	they	relate	to	belonging	in	different	ways.		

	

Moreover,	belonging	as	based	on	feeling	comfortable	in	a	place,	in	the	sense	developed	

by	Blokland	and	colleagues,	does	not	necessarily	mean	one	loves	or	even	likes	the	place	

or	the	people	present	(Blokland	and	Nast	2014,	1144).	Blokland’s	approach	to	the	social	

aspects	of	belonging	helps	explain	how	a	place	can	feel	like	home	even	when	one	does	
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not	even	really	like	the	place,	as	it	appears	to	be	with	for	example	Edith	and	Paula.	This	

theme	is	explored	more	fully	in	chapter	4.1.		

	

The	importance	of	weak	ties	or	secondary	relationships	to	belonging	is	evident	in	how	

neighbour	relations	are	discussed	in	interviews.	Interviewees	generally	find	comfort	in	

being	at	least	somewhat	acquainted	with	their	neighbours.	More	than	half	of	them	share	

anecdotes	 about	 mutual	 practical	 help	 with	 their	 neighbours,	 such	 as	 accepting	

neighbours’	parcels	for	them	when	they	are	not	home	and	taking	care	of	cats	while	they	

are	away	–	efforts	that	require	a	certain	degree	of	trust.	Good	neighbour	relations	are	

connected	to	feelings	of	belonging	rather	on	the	scale	of	one’s	house,	building	or	street	

than	the	wider	area	of	Peckham.	Trevor	for	example	brings	up	the	topic	of	neighbours	

while	discussing	the	street	he	has	lived	on	for	more	than	four	decades.		

	

It’s	 always	 been	 a	 good	 street	 to	 live	 on,	 a	 friendly	 street.	 We	 took	 in	 three	 parcels	

yesterday	[for	neighbours]	--	we	all	look	out	for	each	other.		

	

While	those	who	value	a	culture	of	mutual	help	among	neighbours	such	as	Trevor	and	

Joan,	or	enjoy	sometimes	inviting	select	neighbours	over	for	a	drink	or	dinner	like	Paula	

and	Rowan,	many	point	out	that	it	is	not	necessary	to	be	on	such	friendly	terms	with	all	

their	 neighbours.	 And	 while	 a	 few	 interviewees	 did	 express	 having	 formed	 close	

friendships	with	some	neighbours,	generally	they	are	discussed	and	valued	on	the	basis	

of	them	being	‘good	neighbours’,	for	which	a	general	level	of	agreeableness	seems	to	be	

enough.	Only	one	example	comes	up	of	bad	neighbours:	Rowan	tells	me	that	there	used	

to	be	a	“crack	den”	next	door	to	his	house	with	dozens	of	drug	users	entering	in	search	

of	 crack	 cocaine	 daily.	 This	made	 his	 street	 feel	 like	 “not	 a	 very	 pleasant	 place”	 until	

those	neighbours	were	recently	evicted,	he	explains.		

	

I	would	interpret	that	casual	neighbour	relations	are	meaningful	not	because	they	are	

personally	fulfilling	relationships,	but	because	they	contribute	to	a	more	general	sense	

of	security.	Paula	for	instance	explains	knowing	most	of	her	neighbours	on	at	least	some	

level	provides	her	with	a	sense	of	security:	“I	feel	like	if	I	was	in	a	crisis	and	something	

was	happening	I	could	knock	on	a	lot	of	people	in	the	block	and	ask	for	help”.	The	end	of	
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Trevor’s	 quote	 –	“we	 all	 look	 out	 for	 each	 other”	 –	refers	 to	 a	 similar	 experience.16	

Marco	 expresses	 an	 even	more	 casual	 sense	 of	 comfort	 about	 being	 acquainted	with	

neighbours:		

	

We	know	 them	but	we’re	not	 friends,	 it’s	normal.	But	 at	 least	 you	know	who’s	 in	 the,	

who’s	living	underneath	you	or	on	the	side.		

	

Marco’s	 above	 quote	 illustrates	 the	 elemental	 “recognizing	 and	 being	 recognized”	

(Blokland	 and	 Nast	 2014,	 1155)	 that	 connects	 a	 person	 to	 a	 neighbourhood,	 even	

through	 contact	 with	 virtual	 strangers.	 These	 various	 weak	 ties	 help	 create	 a	 social	

atmosphere	of	 trust	and	 familiarity	 that	contributes	 to	 feelings	of	belonging	and	even	

personal	wellbeing	(Blokland	and	Nast	2014;	Buonfino	and	Thomson	2007).		

	

Having	argued	this,	whether	public	familiarity	in	a	highly	diverse	neighbourhood	such	

as	Peckham	contributes	to	diversity	 in	people’s	actual	social	networks,	or	affects	their	

views	of	otherness,	remains	unclear.	Researchers	on	ethnically	mixed	neighbourhoods	

and	gentrification	have	often	pointed	out	 that	merely	 living	 in	 the	same	physical	area	

does	 not	 necessarily	 lead	 to	 mixing	 between	 different	 social	 and	 ethnic	 groups	 –	

diversity	does	not	equal	diverse	social	networks	(Blokland	and	Nast	2014,	1143,	1155;	

Jackson	and	Butler	2015;	T.	Butler	2003;	May	1996,	209;	Blokland	and	van	Eijk	2010,	

327).	 Especially	 in	 gentrifying	 neighbourhoods	 the	 newer	 incomers	 tend	 to	 keep	 a	

social	distance	to	long-standing	residents	(e.g.	T.	Butler	2003,	2476).	Incomers	may	be	

attracted	 by	 diversity,	 but	 value	 the	 presence	 of	 the	 others	 that	 this	 diversity	 is	

inscribed	 upon	 only	 “as	 a	 kind	 of	 social	 wallpaper”	 (T.	 Butler	 2003,	 2484),	 a	 static	

background	to	their	individual	experience	of	place.	This	question	is	important	because	

it	is	often	assumed	in	urban	policy	that	middle	class	residents	in	mixed	neighbourhoods	

will	 share	 their	 social	 capital	with	 less	 advantaged	 groups,	 facilitating	 their	 access	 to	

resources	and	even	helping	migrants	integrate	into	mainstream	society	–	an	assumption	

that	has	also	been	widely	criticised	on	the	basis	of	empirical	research	(Blokland	and	van	

Eijk	2010,	327–28).		

																																																								
16	Forrest	and	Kearns	(2001,	2130–31)	however	argue	that	practices	of	neighbouring	are	
different	in	different	types	of	neighbourhoods.	For	example,	in	more	affluent	areas	the	
expectations	for	social	interaction	from	neighbours	may	not	be	particularly	high,	whereas	for	
poorer	residents	the	support	networks	formed	of	neighbours	have	greater	importance.		
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Ethnic	and	social	diversity	is	a	value	almost	all	of	my	interviewees	appreciate	–	to	them	

diversity	 is	 what	 makes	 Peckham	 unique,	 interesting	 and	 exciting.	 But	 my	 empirical	

data	provides	little	evidence	to	whether	this	appreciation	of	diversity	has	led	to	diverse	

personal	 networks.	 In	 a	 study	 on	 a	 mixed	 inner-city	 neighbourhood	 in	 Rotterdam,	

Blokland	and	van	Eijk	(2010)	found	that	people	who	moved	into	the	area	because	of	its	

diversity	 did	 not	 practise	 diversity	 in	 their	 daily	 life	 any	more	 than	 those	 without	 a	

preference	 for	 it.	 It	 does	 not	 seem	 that	 an	 appreciation	 of	 diversity	 reduces	 the	

racialising	othering	of	 the	bodies	 and	practices	viewed	as	producing	 this	diversity,	 as	

we	 saw	 in	 the	 previous	 chapter	 with	 Rye	 Lane.	 Next	 we	 turn	 our	 attention	 to	 the	

constructions	of	community	that	emerged	in	the	interviews.		

	

3.2	The	local	community	–	an	imagined	community?		
	

Peckham	is	often	described	by	informants	as	an	exceptionally	community	minded	place	

with	a	strong	sense	of	community.	Community	in	this	sense	extends	well	beyond	a	mere	

social	network	(see	also	Blokland	2017)	and	develops	into	a	discursive	construction.	“I	

think	 compared	 to	 other	 parts	 of	 London	 [Peckham]	 feels	 a	 little	 more	 community	

orientated”,	 says	 Paula,	 for	 example.	 Often	 the	 strong	 sense	 of	 community	 indeed	

emerges	in	comparison	with	other	London	neighbourhoods	that	informants	or	someone	

they	know	have	lived	in.		

	

Oftentimes	 community-mindedness	 and	 sense	 of	 community	 conflate	 with	 local	

community	organisations	and	activism.	When	I	ask	what	community	means	to	her,	Dora	

emphasises	the	aspect	of	being	involved	in	a	local	organisation	of	some	sort:		

	

To	 me	 it	 would	 be	 to	 engage	 with	 activities	 that	 would	 be	 community	 oriented	 --	

otherwise	 I	 would	 just	 be	 a	 user	 of	 the	 community,	 just	 going	 to	 the	 bars	 and	 going	

shopping,	so	I	think	being	into	some	sort	of	a	social	enterprise	is	my	idea	of	community.		

	

There	is	a	certain	bias	with	the	residents	interviewed	for	this	study	towards	people	who	

value	 social	 responsibility	 and	 taking	 collective	 action	 –	 and	 many	 are	 active	 in	

community	organisations,	which	 there	are	a	variety	of	 in	Peckham.	These	 themes	will	
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be	 discussed	 in	 more	 depth	 in	 the	 next	 sections;	 for	 now,	 I	 would	 argue	 that	 the	

abundance	of	activity	in	local	organisations	that	many	informants	see	in	their	daily	lives	

contributes	to	Peckham’s	image	as	a	particularly	community-oriented	place.		

	

Vincent,	on	 the	other	hand,	defines	community	 through	circles	of	 local	gossip	and	 the	

sharing	of	 informal	knowledge	about	local	day-to-day	happenings.	As	a	small	business	

owner	who	is	present	in	the	public	space	of	Peckham	for	most	of	the	day,	more	people	

tend	 to	know	him	than	vice	versa.	 “There’s	a	very	strong	sense	of	 community	here	 in	

Peckham”,	 he	 remarks	 and	 continues:	 “people	 know	 about	 everybody.	 You	would	 be	

surprised.”	He	explains	that	he	 is	 frequently	faced	with	the	fact	that	some	locals,	even	

ones	who	are	not	his	regular	customers,	know	very	specific	details	about	him	and	his	

business	through	the	local	grapevine.	People	he	does	not	know	may	even	stop	him	on	

the	street	for	a	casual	chat.	On	the	other	hand,	being	friendly	with	these	locals	provides	

him	with	 the	 same	 “informal	 information	 about	what	 is	 happening”	 and	 embeds	 him	

into	these	networks.		

	

In	all	these	cases,	the	local	community	may	consist	partly	of	people	that	one	knows,	but	

mostly	of	people	one	does	not.	Even	though	informants’	definitions	of	community	vary,	

the	 experience	 that	 they	 live	 in	 a	 community-oriented	 place	 enhances	 their	 sense	 of	

belonging.	 Community	 in	 this	 sense	 functions	 as	 a	 discursive,	 imagined	 community	

(Anderson	 1983)	 whose	members	 are	 not	 nearly	 all	 known	 to	 those	 who	 evoke	 the	

notion	but	which	nevertheless	gives	a	 sense	of	 togetherness,	pride	and	even	security.	

Furthermore,	 as	 Vincent’s	 example	 especially	 illustrates,	 community	 is	 not	 just	

imagined	 but	 also	 made	 through	 practices,	 such	 as	 neighbourhood	 gossip.	 Talja	

Blokland	suggests	that	communities	can	be	viewed	as	culture,	and	in	this	way	they	are		

	

formed	 through	 our	 practices	 and	 narratives,	 in	 which	we	 express	 that	 we	 belong	 in	

them;	 they	 include	 ‘us’	 but	 exclude	 ‘them’	 –	 implicitly	 at	 least,	 but	 at	 times	 quite	

explicitly.	Thus	they	go	beyond	my	individual	personal	sense	of	belonging.	They	include,	

after	 all,	 shared	 performances,	 have	 shared	 symbols	 as	 their	 building	 blocks,	 contain	

narratives	produced	together,	and	in	turn	produce	collective	histories.	(Blokland	2017,	

chap.	5,	Public	familiarity,	para.	13.)		
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Following	Blokland,	discussing	community	is	a	way	of	practising	it.	Discussing	Peckham	

as	an	especially	community-oriented	pocket	 in	London	also	builds	 it	 into	a	distinctive	

place.		

	

However,	 the	ways	 in	which	 interviewees	discuss	community	also	reveal	 that	 they	do	

not	 consider	 Peckham	 to	 be	 a	 single	 happy	 community	 but	 consisting	 of	 several	

communities,	usually	demarcated	by	ethnicity,	race	or	class.	When	I	asked	Cyril	to	very	

broadly	describe	the	social	atmosphere	in	Peckham,	he	responded	in	what	proved	to	be	

a	 typical	way	 to	 approach	 this	 particular	 interview	question:	 “well	 I	 think	 it	 depends	

what	community	you’re	 identifying	with.”	On	one	hand	 this	demonstrates	 informants’	

awareness	of	 the	social	and	ethnic	diversity	of	people	 in	Peckham;	on	the	other	hand,	

distinctions	and	boundaries	between	people,	dependant	upon	specific	 categories	such	

as	 ethnicity,	 are	 only	 made	 in	 the	 moment	 of	 their	 uttering.	 There	 are	 mentions	 of	

Peckham’s	 artistic	 community	 (Rowan),	 business	 community	 (Joan)	 and	 religious	

communities	 (Paula),	but	most	commonly	communities	are	ethnicised,	as	 for	example	

African,	West	Indian	or	Asian,	or	racialised,	usually	as	black,	or	classed	–	or	both,	such	

as	when	Rowan	talks	about	there	being	“a	very	strong	proud	white	community”	on	his	

street,	referring	to	long-time	working	class	residents.		

	

Rye	 Lane	 is	 often	 discussed	 as	 a	 central	 place	 of	 a	 community	 of	 others.	 “Rye	 Lane	

seems	 like	the	heartbeat	of	 the	community,”	remarks	Paula;	“it	seems	to	 function	as	a	

community,”	says	Trevor,	both	clearly	referring	to	a	community	that	they	do	not	belong	

to.	As	discussed	in	Chapter	2,	Rye	Lane	is	often	just	seen	as	a	‘black’	or	an	‘African’	place	

–	and	this	may	similarly	apply	to	whole	areas	 in	Peckham	–	but	many	informants	also	

recognise	the	variety	of	cultural	influences	making	up	the	composition	of	its	users	and	

offerings.	Vincent	remarks	that	a	superficial	observer	tends	to	not	“realise	for	example	

how	many	South	Americans	and	how	many	Chinese	there	are	here,	it’s	a	very	very	big	

community.”		

	

The	 elements	 of	 inclusion/exclusion,	 practices,	 narratives,	 symbols,	 and	 collective	

histories	(ibid.)	are	apparent	in	how	community	was	discussed	and	practised	in	relation	

to	 the	 London	 riots	 of	 August	 2011.	 Peckham	 was	 one	 of	 the	 areas	 most	 severely	

affected	by	rioting	and	looting	in	London.	In	the	two	interviews	in	which	the	riots	and	
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their	aftermath	came	up	 they	were	mostly	discussed	 in	 terms	of	 their	meaning	 to	 the	

local	community;	in	fact,	rather	than	a	rupture	in	community	spirit,	the	riots	represent	a	

moment	 in	which	 the	 local	 community	 truly	 came	 together	 in	 crisis.	 Paula	 describes	

how	 after	 the	 rioting	 ended,	 locals	 started	 attaching	 sentimental	 post-it	 notes	 on	 a	

plywood	sheet	covering	the	window	of	a	Poundland	store	on	Rye	Lane	that	the	rioters	

had	broken:		

	
What	happened	after	the	riots	is	people	got	together	and	were	saying	‘we’re	not	having	

this	in	our	community’,	‘we’re	not	having	this	in	Peckham’,	and	um	people	from	all	walks	

of	life	started	writing	positive	words	about	Peckham	on	post-it	notes	and	sticking	them	

on	 this,	 on	 the	 shop	 that	 had	 been	 broken	 into	 --	 it	 made	 me	 see	 how	 strong	 the	

community	really	is	here.		

	

In	a	similar	manner,	Elena	holds	that	the	aftermath	of	the	riots	brought	the	community	

together	in	a	positive	manner:		

	

A	 lot	 of	 participation	 you	 could	 see	 from	 the	 community,	 from	people	 living	here	 just	

expressing	you	know,	don’t	ruin	Peckham,	don’t	destroy	Peckham,	these	shops	are	our	

shops.	So	against	the	violence,	against	these	guys	that	were	smashing	everything.		

	

The	shared	performance	of	posting	warm-hearted	notes	is	seen	as	a	testimony	of	local	

community	spirit,	and	even	as	a	moment	in	which	Peckham’s	inherent	community	spirit	

becomes	visible.	The	community	constructed	here	is	a	widely	encompassing	one:	what	

were	 in	 another	 context	 seen	 as	 meaningful	 distinctions,	 such	 as	 ethnicity	 or	 social	

class,	 are	 not	 in	 a	 crisis	 situation	 seen	 to	 divide	 locals	 into	 distinct	 communities	

inhabiting	separate	social	worlds.	Rather	the	whole	of	Peckham	becomes	a	meaningful	

political	 unit.	 This	 resonates	 with	 how	 Yi-Fu	 Tuan	 (1975,	 163)	 writes	 about	 politics	

creating	place	by	rendering	it	visible:		

	

Neighborhood	 is	 an	 arrangement	 of	 individual	 houses,	 streets,	 and	 blocks	 until	 it	

becomes	politically	organized;	then	the	entire	neighborhood	is	a	place	to	its	members,	a	

place	with	a	boundary	and	with	values	that	may	be	threatened	by	outside	force.		
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The	riot	narratives	help	to	articulate	un-Peckham-like	behaviours	interviewees	want	to	

exclude	 from	 their	 Peckham,	 constructing	 them	 as	 precisely	 the	 outside	 force	 that	

threatens	the	community,	the	‘us’,	the	‘inside’.	Elena	for	example	emphasises	how	many	

of	the	rioters	were	not	local	residents	but	had	come	into	Peckham	from	other	areas17.		

	

	
Figure	7	A	close-up	of	the	Peckham	Peace	Wall.	Photo	taken	by	author	in	March	2017.		

	

The	scene	at	the	boarded-up	Poundland	was	later	used	to	make	a	large	public	artwork,	

the	Peckham	Peace	Wall,	which	spans	a	surface	of	3	x	9	meters	on	a	wall	at	Peckham	

Square	 in	 front	of	 the	 library.	The	artwork	comprises	of	4000	of	 these	original	post-it	

notes	digitally	reproduced	(see	Figure	7).	The	artwork	is	a	powerful	symbolic	referent	

in	 the	material	 landscape	 to	 a	 local	 collective	memory.	 Despite	 not	 being	 a	 site	 that	

informants	 would	 often	 purposely	 visit,	 its	 symbolic	 existence	 represents	 a	 positive	

narrative	 of	 a	 controversial	 event	 that	 enables	 it	 to	 be	 viewed	 instead	 as	 a	 source	 of	

collective	 pride.	 When	 we	 discussed	 it	 in	 the	 interview	 with	 Marco	 and	 Elena,	 they	

																																																								
17	This	remark	appears	to	be	correct,	as	reported	in	The	Guardian:	“An	analysis	of	one	day's	
court	hearings	by	BBC	Newsnight	last	week	found	70%	of	those	accused	of	riot-related	crimes	
had	travelled	from	outside	their	area”.	(Rogers	2011).		
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proudly	rushed	to	show	me	pictures	of	the	Peace	Wall	from	the	Internet.	The	riots	turn	

into	a	collective	memory	and	a	part	of	local	history.		

	

Another	 instance	 in	 which	 protectiveness	 over	 the	 local	 community	 emerges	 in	 a	

moment	 of	 crisis	 came	 up	 in	 the	 interview	 with	 Paula.	 She	 recounts	 how	 she	 was	

walking	down	Rye	Lane	one	day	in	the	early	1990s	when	she	happened	upon	the	scene	

of	an	armed	robbery	in	one	of	the	stores	along	the	road.	According	to	her,	as	the	burglar	

came	out	onto	the	street	and	noticed	her,	“in	just	about	a	second	he	had	a	gun	he	said	

‘get	out	of	my	way’	and	he	ran	down	the	street,	that	was	quite	scary.”	However,	her	fear	

quickly	 gave	way	 to	 another	 reaction,	 anger	 towards	 the	 culprit’s	 attack	 on	 the	 local	

community:		

	

But	it	kind	of	makes	you	a	bit	resilient	to	thinking,	hold	on	a	minute,	you	don’t	have	any	

right	 in	this	community	to	do	that,	 and	 so	you	know…	when	 I	 tell	 people	 this	 I	 say	my	

first	 initial	 reaction	was	oh	my	god	 I’m	gonna	 trip	you	up	so	you	won’t	get	away	with	

this!	 --	Now	of	course	 I	didn’t	do	that	but	my	first	 initial	 thought	was	how	dare	you	do	

that	to	our	community.	(Emphases	added)		

	

As	with	the	riots,	a	robbery	in	a	local	store	becomes	understood	as	an	attack	on	the	local	

community	–	and	more	crucially,	our	 community	–	 to	which	 the	burglar	 is	 an	outside	

force.		

	

If	 we	 look	 at	 this	 Peckham-wide	 construction	 of	 comunity	 as	 culture	 as	 Blokland	

suggests,	 I	 would	 argue	 it	 also	 contains	 shared	 ideas	 about	 how	 to	 behave	 in	 public	

space.	 A	 shared	 understanding	 emerges	 from	 the	 interviews	 that	 Peckham	 is	 an	

unpretentious	place,	an	uncontrived	and	organic	place	as	Rowan	describes	it,	where	you	

are	 allowed	 to	 be	 just	 as	 you	 are.	 Edith	 says	 it	 is	 the	 “informality”	 of	 Peckham	 that	

makes	 her	 feel	 comfortable,	 and	when	 I	 ask	what	 she	means	 by	 this	 informality	 she	

explains:		

	

Not	having	to	obey	social	norms	like	you	do	when	you	go	to	the	office,	you	have	to	wear	

certain	clothes	or…	on	the	whole	mostly	I	just	wear	what	I’m	wearing,	ha	ha.		
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As	“not	a	person	who	likes	loads	of	fashion”	she	feels	she	fits	in	in	the	social	space	of	the	

neighbourhood,	 which	 is	 juxtaposed	 with	 the	 office,	 a	 space	 of	 strict	 norms	 for	

appearances	 and	 behaviour.	 A	 similar	 notion	 of	 informality	 and	 freedom	 from	norms	

emerges	when	Joan	recounts	her	experience	in	a	local	cinema	where	someone	may	start	

speaking	 on	 their	mobile	 phone	 during	 a	movie,	 a	 phenomenon	 she	 explains	 she	 has	

only	encountered	in	Peckham.	According	to	her,	the	movie	theatre	is		

	
a	 really	 lovely	 non-judgemental	 space	 with	 --	 people	 who	 are	 there	 for	 all	 sorts	 of	

reasons	and	there’s	space	given	to	it	you	know.	And	so	it	can	be	slightly	irritating	when	

you	want	to	go	and	watch	a	movie	and	somebody’s	on	their	phone	while…	in	the	movie	

theatre	and	you	just	think	‘get	a	life!’	but	actually,	this	is	Peckham	and	that’s	the	etiquette	

of	what	we	do	in	Peckham.	--	And	I	quite	like	the	space	the	fact	that	there’s	freedom	for	

people	to	be	weird	and	wonderful.	(Emphasis	added)		

	

Rather	 than	 protest	 the	 phone	 call	 in	 the	 movie	 theatre,	 Joan	 constructs	 it	 as	 a	

manifestation	 of	 the	 liberal	 and	 tolerant	 local	 etiquette.	 Tolerance	 is	 presented	 as	 a	

prerequisite	 for	 belonging	 to	 Peckham:	 in	 this	 version	 of	 community,	 protesting	 the	

phone	call	would	be	an	un-Peckham-like	practice,	not	 “what	we	do	 in	Peckham”.	This	

also	 constructs	 oneself	 as	 one	 of	 ‘us’	 and	 as	 a	 Peckham	 person.	 While	 it	 cannot	 be	

authenticated	with	the	methodology	I	have	used,	it	can	be	postulated	that	this	etiquette	

also	 partly	 constitutes	 the	 “social	 codes	 and	 unwritten	 rules	 of	 the	 public	 space”	

(Blokland	and	Nast	2014,	1144)	that	individuals	must	have	tacit	knowledge	of	in	order	

to	experience	Peckham	as	a	familiar	place,	as	discussed	previously.		

	

It	is	possible	that	this	ethos	of	informality	and	tolerance	is	connected	to	the	discursive	

celebrations	 of	 living	 in	 a	 diverse	 neighbourhood,	 as	 well	 as	 a	 discourse	 of	 liberal	

tolerance	 towards	 the	 racialised	 otherness	 of	 Rye	 Lane,	which	were	 discussed	 in	 the	

previous	 chapter	 (see	 also	 Jackson	 and	 Benson	 2014,	 1204).	 However,	 this	 liberal	

etiquette	does	not	mean	a	 completely	 everything-goes,	 laissez-faire	 attitude.	As	 I	 also	

demonstrated	previously	with	Rye	Lane,	not	all	behaviours	are	considered	tolerable	or	

accepted.	In	the	next	subchapter,	I	look	at	one	set	of	practices	that	emerge	as	not	only	

tolerable,	but	ideal:	that	of	supporting	local	businesses.		
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3.3	Practices	and	discourses	of	shopping		
	

It	 is	clear	so	 far	 that	belonging	 is	an	 inherently	social	phenomenon.	Moreover,	a	 large	

part	 of	 the	 informants	 in	 this	 research	 demonstrate	 a	 very	 active	 attitude	 towards	

making	 social	 connections	 as	 a	way	 of	 building	 attachment	 to	 place.	 I	 now	 turn	 to	 a	

notion	of	 ‘investing	 locally’18	that	 arises	 in	many	 interviews	and,	 I	will	 argue,	 extends	

beyond	 the	 making	 of	 social	 connections	 in	 the	 locality	 that	 feel	 meaningful	 on	 an	

individual	 level.	 Being	 invested	 is	 also	 a	 discursive	 resource	 that	 refers	 to	 ideals	 and	

ideal	 everyday	 lifestyle	 choices	 –	 and	 as	 such	 I	 would	 argue	 it	 is	 also	 used	 for	 self-

presentation.		

	

But	what	 does	 this	 ideal	 of	 investing	 locally	 actually	 entail?	The	undesirable,	 for	 one,	

helps	 to	 define	 what	 is	 desirable.	 If	 being	 invested	 in	 place	 is	 the	 ideal,	 the	 polar	

opposite	is	a	familiar	trope	of	anonymous	urban	life	–	in	which	the	city	is	a	place	where	

millions	 of	 lone	wolves	 live	 out	 separate	 lives	 and	where	 a	meaningful	 experience	 of	

place	disappears.	Joan	laments	how	especially	younger	professionals	seem	to	live	their	

daily	life	without	real	connection	to	Peckham	and	use	it	as	no	more	than	a	place	to	sleep	

in.	With	this	group	of	people,	according	to	her,		

	

your	house	 in	Peckham	 is	 the	most	 expensive	bed	and	breakfast	on	 the	planet.	 --	You	

sleep	here	and	you	have	your	breakfast	and	then	you	leave	and	you	don’t	get	home	until	

11	 o’clock	 at	 night	 and	 you	 haven’t	 done	 anything	 in	 Peckham	 and	 you	 know	 you’ve	

done	your	shopping	online	and	you	arrive	at	the	same	time	as	the	man	from	Sainsbury’s.		

	

The	type	of	detachment	from	the	locality	she	is	describing	is	seen	as	the	opposite	to	the	

kind	of	locally	oriented	lifestyle	that	is	desired	for	oneself.	Joan’s	quote	aptly	depicts	the	

perils	 of	 anonymous	 urban	 life	 that	 we	 have	 read	 about	 since	 Georg	 Simmel’s	 The	

Metropolis	 and	Mental	 Life	 (2010	 [1903]).	 In	 contemporary	 times	 faceless	 anonymity	

materialises	in	having	groceries	delivered	to	your	door	from	a	large	supermarket	chain	

like	 Sainsbury’s	 instead	 of	 shopping	 locally,	 and	 an	 indifferent	 blasé	 attitude	 (ibid.)	

towards	the	locality	and	local	people.	This	trope	helps	define	the	way	of	life	that	is	not	

																																																								
18	The	wording	’to	invest	locally’	is	originally	quoted	from	Joan;	see	full	quote	on	page	22.		
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wanted.	Instead,	being	invested	in	place	is	a	way	to	counter	the	dark,	alienating	sides	of	

urban	life.		

	

Interviewees	 refer	 to	 the	 notion	 of	 investing	 locally	 in	 various	 ways.	 Firstly,	 as	 was	

discussed	 in	 chapter	 2.1,	 it	 can	 entail	 building	 a	 local	 social	 network	 as	 opposed	 to	

constant	lengthy	trips	in	public	transport	to	see	friends.	Another	way	in	which	an	ideal	

notion	 of	 investing	 locally	 is	 being	 lived	 out	 is	 the	 practice	 of	 shopping.	 Shopping	 –	

particularly	for	groceries	–	is	(for	most	people)	an	unavoidable	part	of	everyday	life	in	a	

place.	Consumption	can	be	conceived	as	a	part	of	culture,	entangled	with	identities	and	

lifestyles	(Shields	1992,	1,	13).	As	such	a	daily	practice	shopping	can	also	be	postulated	

to	 play	 a	 part	 in	 belonging	 to	 and	 negotiations	 of	 place.	 This	 is	 what	 Joan’s	 above	

quotation	does:	 shopping	 for	groceries	online	becomes	a	way	of	doing	place,	albeit	 in	

this	case	in	a	negating	way.		

	

With	the	importance	of	consumption	as	a	cultural	and	spatial	practice	in	mind,	shopping	

was	one	of	the	daily	practices	explicitly	asked	about	in	the	interviews.	Patronising	local	

businesses	 is	 one	 way	 of	 consuming	 in	 a	 manner	 that	 fosters	 belonging.	 It	 also	

illuminates	 the	 interrelated	 nature	 of	 experience,	 practice	 and	 discourse	 in	 how	

belonging	 is	 felt	 and	 negotiated.	 As	 I	 will	 show,	 supporting	 local	 businesses	 is	

meaningful	both	as	a	practice	and	as	an	idealised	discourse.		

	

Many	interviewees	give	detailed	accounts	of	which	stores	they	choose	to	patronise	and	

why.	Many	tell	me	they	have	a	local	go-to	spot	like	a	restaurant,	deli	or	a	chemist	that	

they	 frequent.	 These	 habitual	 places	 are	 clearly	 cherished:	 “my	 favourite	 shop	 in	 the	

whole	 world	 is	 the	 chemist	 down	 there	 --	 it’s	 like	 a	 little	 Aladdin’s	 cave	 of	 a	 place,”	

Trevor	tells	me	excitedly	about	his	chemist	that	he	goes	to	weekly.	These	spatial	habits	

are	 personally	 meaningful	 due	 to	 their	 regularity	 and	 familiarity	 –	 they	 provide	

continuity	to	everyday	life	(see	Edensor	2002,	56).		

	

Patronage	 is	 also	 a	 social	 effort.	 Trevor	 for	 example	 explains,	 “I	 like	 to	 patronise	 the	

various	people,”	implying	that	the	people	behind	certain	stores	are	–	or	have	become	–	

the	 motivation	 for	 choosing	 to	 frequent	 those	 stores	 and	 not	 others.	 Knowing	 the	

owners	or	staff	and	visiting	regularly	creates	connections	that	seem	to	contribute	to	a	
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sense	of	belonging	 in	a	similar	manner	as	relationships	with	neighbours:	a	place	with	

not	only	strangers,	where	one	recognises	others	and	 is	 recognised	by	 them	(Blokland	

and	Nast	2014,	1155),	feeds	belonging.		

	

Regular	visits	to	these	locales	also	foster	a	sense	of	familiarity	with	the	material	place,	

knowing	 one’s	 way	 around	 due	 to	 the	 presence	 of	 familiar	 routes.	 Consumption	

practices	become	tied	to	the	locality	and	the	subjective	(experiential)	maps	of	residents.	

As	we	 saw	 in	 Chapter	 2,	 the	 physical	 area	 that	 interviewees	 conceive	 of	 as	 Peckham	

largely	 reflects	where	 their	 daily	 routes	 take	 them	–	 and	 sites	 of	 consumption	play	 a	

central	role	in	it.		

	

However,	apart	from	it	being	personally	rewarding	to	patronise	local	storekeepers	one	

has	 a	 regular	 relationship	 with,	 choices	 about	 where	 to	 consume	 also	 have	 wider	

ideological	 and	 cultural	 dimensions.	 Participants’	 discourses	 on	 consumption	 and	

patronage	reveal	that	supporting	local	and	independent	businesses	also	functions	as	a	

more	abstract	ideal	that	goes	far	beyond	personal	relationships	with	shopkeepers.		

	

In	the	same	way,	belonging	can	be	viewed	as	not	only	subjectively	experienced	but	also	

discursive	and	relational	–	 in	Marco	Antonsich’s	words,	as	a	 “discursive	resource	 that	

constructs,	claims,	justifies,	or	resists	forms	of	socio-spatial	inclusion/exclusion”	(2010,	

644).	Turning	the	attention	to	its	discursive	dimension	illuminates	the	power	relations	

at	play	in	the	negotiations	of	what	and	who,	and	on	what	grounds,	belongs	–	and	what	

does	not.		

	

Firstly,	being	in	support	of	investing	locally	does	not	always	reflect	the	way	people	act	

in	 reality.	 Discursively	 acknowledging	 the	 ideologically	 or	 morally	 preferable	 way	 to	

consume	oftentimes	appears	as	important	to	interviewees	as	their	actual	daily	habits.	“I	

wish	 I	 could	 say	 I	bought	 really	 local	 from	all	 the	 traders	but	uh	 I’ve	 just	been	 to	 the	

Asda”,	Rowan	says	apologetically	when	asked	where	he	does	his	daily	shopping;	Asda	is	

a	 large	supermarket	retailer	 that	has	an	outlet	 in	 the	southern	part	of	Rye	Lane.	Dora	

also	states	she	tries	“not	to	shop	at	Sainsbury’s”,	another	large	supermarket	chain,	and	

instead	 uses	 small	 “local”	 food	 stores	 on	 Bellenden	 Road.	 Similarly,	 Paula	 deems	 it	



	 66	

important	 to	 support	 “independent	 cafes	 --	 not	 chain	 restaurants	 although	 I	 do	 go	 to	

chain	restaurants	but	I	like	to	support	independent	businesses	mainly”.		

	

In	other	words,	these	comments	demonstrate	there	is,	firstly,	an	ideal	way	of	consuming	

that	 respondents	are	aware	of,	with	a	host	of	 cultural	and	 lifestyle	 implications	 that	 I	

would	argue	they	wish	to	invoke	by	repeating	this	discourse	in	interviews.	Secondly,	the	

comments	demonstrate	that	there	is	a	disconnection	between	what	respondents	find	a	

desirable	way	to	consume	(and	live)	and	what	they	actually	practise	in	their	daily	lives.	

It	 is	 important	 to	 note	 that	 while	 the	 interview	 method	 does	 not	 yield	 specific	

information	 about	 people’s	actual	 practices	 and	 choices,	 in	my	 view	what	 informants	

choose	 to	 bring	 up	 and	 how	 they	 discuss	 their	 practices	 is	 more	 relevant	 for	 the	

research	 questions	 at	 hand	 –	 how	 belonging	 to	 place	 is	 negotiated	 through	 lifestyle	

choices	and	ideals	–	than	a	complete	account	of	their	behaviour.		

	

Discourses	on	consumption	in	a	wider	sense	demonstrate	how	the	people	interviewed	

for	 this	 research	 construct	 their	 belonging	 to	 Peckham	 through	 ideals	 and	 values.	

Choosing	local	businesses	as	opposed	to	large	generic	chain	stores	is	one	practice	that	

most	 interviewees	regard	as	an	ideal.	Thus	it	 is	connected	to	 identity	formation,	and	I	

would	 argue	 that	 also	 by	 using	 it	 in	 interviews	 they	 are	 presenting	 themselves	 in	 a	

certain	 way	 in	 the	 interview	 situation.	 Important	 for	my	 research	 is	 that	 supporting	

local	businesses	 is	connected	 to	a	sense	of	belonging,	and	 is	also	a	way	of	negotiating	

the	right	to	belong.		

	

Secondly,	the	discourse	on	supporting	local	businesses	engenders	a	power	struggle	over	

definitions	 of	 what	 is	 authentically	 local.	 We	 can	 so	 far	 interpret	 that	 generic	

supermarket	 chains	 are,	 in	 general,	 not	 –	but	 there	 seem	 to	 be	 more	 fine-grained,	

culturally	 shared	 and	 hence	 revealing	 ways	 of	 categorising	 localness.	 Elena,	 in	 a	

discussion	about	recent	shop	closures	on	Peckham’s	Rye	Lane,	states	she	would	like	to	

still	see	“real	African	stores”	on	the	street	but	does	not	care	too	much	for	other,	perhaps	

more	 generic-seeming	 types	 of	 stores,	 one	 example	 being	 mobile	 phone	 repairs	 and	

accessories	shops.	She	explains,		
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The	really	African,	 the	ones	that	sell	real	African	food,	 that	I	would	keep,	 I	really	don’t	

mind	 closing	one	 small	 like	 a	mobile	 [phone	 repairs	 and	accessories	 store].	There	are	

plenty.	It’s	not	really	local.		

	

Small	electrics	and	mobile	phone	repairs	and	accessories	stores	owned	by	immigrants	

from	 diverse	 backgrounds	 that	 Elena	 refers	 to	 are	 indeed	 common	 on	 Rye	 Lane.	 As	

discussed	in	the	previous	chapter,	the	economic	and	cultural	diversity	and	value	of	Rye	

Lane’s	 immigrant	retail	spaces	 is	often	completely	overlooked	by	residents,	as	well	as	

city	officials	and	planners	(Hall	2015b,	23).	Elena’s	statement	reflects	 this:	 the	mobile	

phone	accessories	store	is	not	culturally	distinctive	enough	to	be	considered	local,	and	

hence	she	deems	its	closing	down	would	not	matter	to	the	locality.	In	this	way	she	also	

discursively	excludes	 it	 from	the	Peckham	she	 identifies	with,	and	belongs	 to.	Benson	

and	 Jackson	 (2013,	 801)	 have	 similarly	 observed	 that	 a	 middle	 class	 version	 of	

supporting	local	businesses	does	not	extend	to	most	of	the	shops	on	Rye	Lane,	but	only	

ones	that	speak	to	their	cultural	tastes	and	aesthetics.		

	

Furthermore,	 the	argument	of	 localness	can	assume	different	 forms	depending	on	 the	

context.	In	her	interview	Joan	carefully	reflects	back	on	her	recent	choice	between	two	

large	 chain	 retailers,	 Argos	 and	 John	 Lewis,	when	 buying	 a	 household	 appliance.	 She	

ends	up	with	the	former	since	it	has	an	outlet	located	on	Peckham’s	Rye	Lane	while	the	

latter	is	located	in	Central	London,	concluding,		

	

I	 think	 John	 Lewis	 is	 a	 better	 ethical	 store	 than	 um	Argos,	 but	 Argos	 is	 here	 [on	 Rye	

Lane],	so	I	want	to	support	people	having	jobs	on	Rye	Lane.		

	

This	negotiation	 goes	 to	 show	how	much	 thought	 she,	 and	 I	would	 argue	others,	 too,	

actively	 puts	 into	 decisions	 about	where	 to	 consume.	With	 the	 rationalisation	 that	 it	

promotes	 local	 jobs,	 even	 patronising	 a	 chain	 store	 like	 Argos	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 local	

choice,	shaping	Peckham	in	a	positive	way.		

	

I	would	argue	this	is	also	to	do	with	class.	Beverley	Skeggs	(2004,	136)	writes	about	the	

production	of	the	middle-class	self	through	investment	in	‘informational	goods’:	rather	

than	mere	possession	of	goods,	the	knowledge	of	the	appropriate	manners,	of	how	to	use	
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certain	 goods,	 defines	 how	 one	 is	 able	 to	 perform	 their	 social	 position.	 In	 this	 case,	

mastering	 the	manners	of	 consumption	 is	dependent	on	cultural	 competences	and	on	

knowing	 the	value	of	 certain	practices,	 such	as	 shopping	 locally.	According	 to	Skeggs,	

these	 informational	 goods	 are	 a	 tool	 of	 distinction	 and	 exclusion,	 and	 crucial	 for	 the	

reproduction	of	the	middle	classes.		

	

Furthermore,	the	value	informants	place	on	their	lifestyle	and	consumption	choices	can	

be	understood	in	the	light	of	elective	belonging	(Savage,	Bagnall,	and	Longhurst	2005).	

Savage	(2010,	117–18,	132)	writes	that	elective	belongers	tend	to	assume	an	active	role	

as	 shapers	of	 their	 chosen	place	of	 residence	and	 formulate	 their	 claims	 to	belonging	

based	on	this	role.	Importantly,	belonging	is	then	embedded	with	symbolic	power.	The	

notion	of	elective	belonging	is	useful	for	pointing	out	exactly	these	ways	in	which	claims	

of	belonging	are	also	uses	of	symbolic	power.	This	active	investment	also	creates	a	host	

of	practices	that	aim	at	shaping	space,	and	consumption	is	one	of	these	ways.		

	

Similarly,	environmental	psychologist	Maria	Lewicka	(2011,	2013)	delineates	a	group	of	

people	who	have	 consciously	 chosen	 their	place	of	 residence	and	demonstrate	a	very	

self-conscious,	active	attachment	to	place.	These	‘ideologically	rooted’	people	tend	to	be	

actively	involved	in	local	community	affairs,	be	largely	middle-class	and	have	high	social	

capital	–	attributes	 that	 I	would	argue	also	describe	a	 large	part	of	 informants	 in	 this	

research.		

	

However,	active	investment	is	not	merely	about	discursive	claims.	Choosing	to	consume	

locally	 is	 a	way	 for	 informants	 to	 feel	 they	meaningfully	 contribute	 to	 the	place	 to	 its	

benefit	and	work	towards	its	common	good.	As	such	consumption	choices	come	to	have	

a	 moral	 capacity.	 Many	 participants	 are	 very	 conscious	 about	 their	 assumed	 role	 as	

active	 shapers	 of	 their	 environment.	 Joan’s	 negotiation	 on	where	 to	 buy	 a	 household	

appliance	demonstrates	this	–	via	shopping	in	a	local	outlet	of	a	national	chain	she	aims	

to	 promote	 the	 provision	 of	 local	 jobs.	 Vincent	 places	 consuming	 “smartly”	 –	 namely,	

supporting	independent	retailers	–	above	all	else	as	a	means	to	making	a	difference	in	

your	neighbourhood.		
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Furthermore,	the	examples	above	demonstrate	the	importance	to	participants’	identity	

of	being	someone	who	is	involved	in	the	locality,	making	consumption	one	way	to	live	

out	 the	 wider	 ideal	 of	 investing	 locally	 in	 everyday	 life.	 I	 would	 argue	 that	 on	 the	

individual	level,	the	discourse	of	engagement	or	involvement	in	the	locality	–	in	all	that	

it	entails	–	is	used	to	construct	an	image	of	a	good	Peckhamite	many	act	to	become	in	

their	 daily	 life.	 The	 same	 can	 be	 interpreted	 from	 how	 people	 feel	 about	 their	

involvement	in	community	organisations,	discussed	in	the	next	subchapter.		

	

In	 addition	 to	 being	 important	 to	 participants	 and	 their	 idea	 of	 themselves,	 these	

consumption	 choices	 obviously	 do	 also	 shape	 the	 real	 retail	 landscape	 of	 Peckham.	

Consumption	 is	 then	 also	 strongly	 tied	 to	 questions	 of	 power	 over	 space;	 whose	

definition	of	the	common	good	becomes	dominant?	By	engaging	with	space	in	an	active	

way	 the	 group	of	 respondents	make	Peckham	 into	 a	 project	 of	 their	 own	over	which	

they	have	a	moral	responsibility	(Savage	2010,	132;	see	also	Benson	and	Jackson	2013,	

801).		

	

3.4	Community	organisations	and	activism		
	

For	many	of	the	residents	interviewed	for	this	study,	volunteering	and	participation	in	

community	 organisations	 is	 a	 crucial	 way	 of	 being	 locally	 invested.	 Eight	 out	 of	 the	

twelve	 residents	 interviewed	 for	 this	 research	 were	 involved	 in	 local	 community	

organisations	or	activism	at	the	time	of	the	interviews,	to	varying	degrees.	Edith,	Joan,	

Cyril	 and	 Rowan	 were	 active	 members,	 whereas	 Marco,	 Elena	 and	 Paula	 attended	

meetings	 and	 other	 activities	 more	 occasionally.	 Dora	 had	 only	 recently	 become	

involved	but	shared	the	enthusiasm	of	long-time	community	activists.	Of	the	informants	

not	 directly	 involved	 in	 community	 organisations	 only	 Vincent	 expressed	 a	 critical	

attitude	 towards	 the	 usefulness	 of	 the	 work	 done	 by	 these	 organisations;	 other	

informants	with	whom	community	activism	was	discussed	were	more	or	 less	positive	

towards	their	work	as	a	way	of	achieving	positive	change.	The	majority	of	all	informants	

stated	at	least	ambiguously	that	they	like	to	stay	informed	about	local	matters	such	as	

the	latest	news	on	regeneration	and	other	local	developments.	Rahama	explained	she	is	

too	 busy	 with	 running	 her	 one-woman	 business	 to	 take	 part	 in	 community	

organisations	or	to	keep	informed.		
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I	make	use	of	a	relatively	loose	definition	of	 ‘community	organisation’	in	this	study,	as	

my	 interest	 is	not	 in	 the	organisations	 themselves,	but	 in	how	people	experience	and	

negotiate	 their	 belonging	 through	 their	 volunteering	 and	 activism.	 Community	

organisation	 hereby	 denotes	 a	 volunteer-led	 network	 or	 group	 of	 people	 with	 a	

specifically	place-bound	agenda.	The	field	of	community	organisations	and	initiatives	in	

Peckham	is	wide:	there	are	several	established	organisations	or	networks	of	residents	

working	with	distinct	themes,	as	well	as	projects	and	initiatives	working,	 for	example,	

to	oppose	to	individual	planning	proposals	or	to	preserve	specific	buildings.	Some	of	the	

people	interviewed	for	this	research	are	or	have	been	active	in	a	number	of	these.	The	

organisations	 that	 individual	 people	 are	 involved	with	 are	 not	 specified	 or	 named	 in	

order	to	preserve	the	anonymity	of	informants.		

	

In	 general,	 participants	 regarded	 community	 organisations	 and	 activism	 mostly	 in	 a	

positive	 light,	 even	 if	 they	weren’t	 directly	 involved.	 They	were	 recognised	 as	 having	

value	 for	what	was	many	 times	a	vague	 common	good	of	Peckham,	but	also	personal	

value	for	the	individuals	involved	in	their	activities.	For	the	people	directly	involved	in	

community	 activism	 it	 is	 arguably	 a	 part	 of	 their	 identity,	 a	 way	 of	 living	 out	 their	

values.		

	

For	 people	who	 themselves	 participate	 in	 community	 organisations,	 being	 active	 and	

involved	 is	 a	 considered	 a	 virtue	 also	 in	 other	 people	 in	 the	 locality.	 As	 I	 argued	

previously,	the	presence	of	people	with	similar	values	makes	the	place	more	appealing.	

This	can	be	 interpreted	 in	how	Joan	discusses	active	residents	as	an	advantage	of	 the	

place:		

	

There’s	a	good	strong	group	of	people	who	are	active	in	different	areas,	I	think	that’s	a	

real	strength	of	Peckham.		

	

Most	importantly,	these	fellow	active	residents	make	her	feel	more	at	home	in	the	area;	

she	explains:		
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For	 me	 there	 has	 been	 something	 about	 the	 fact	 that	 there	 is	 strong	 community	

engagement	in	the	neighbourhood	that	feels	really	appealing	you	know	I’m	coming	back	

to	people	who	I	know	who	are	actively	engaged.		

	

The	motivation	to	invest	time	and	energy	in	community	action	lies	partly	in	the	social	

group	 of	 like-minded	 individuals	 these	 organisations	 provide.	 Being	 invested	 in	 this	

sense	is	first	and	foremost	a	group	effort.	As	the	notion	of	being	invested	is	actualised	in	

the	practices	of	activism,	it	creates	social	reference	groups	for	individuals.	Community	

organisations	provide	social	ties	to	the	locality	to	those	involved,	thus	contributing	to	a	

sense	of	belonging.		

	

Paula	participates	in	the	activities	of	community	organisations	only	occasionally	but	is	

very	 active	 in	 charity	work	 done	 by	 her	 local	 Christian	 church	 as	well	 as	 other	 local	

religious	 charities19 .	 To	 her,	 the	 church	 serves	 a	 similar	 function	 as	 community	

organisations	do	to	some	others:	it	provides	a	community	of	like-minded	people,	some	

of	whom	she	considers	close	friends,	and	roots	her	to	place.	Additionally,	activism	can	

be	 used	 for	 personal	 development:	 one	 interviewee	 likens	 his	 volunteer	 work	 in	 a	

community	organisation	to	obtaining	a	master’s	degree.		

	

The	catalyst	 for	getting	 involved	 in	community	organisations	 is	often	an	event	 that	 in	

some	way	 threatens	 the	 familiar	 landscape,	making	 one	want	 to	 take	 a	 (symbolic	 or	

concrete)	stand	to	defend	it.	 Joan,	who	first	moved	into	Peckham	nearly	30	years	ago,	

got	 involved	 in	activism	 in	 the	1990s,	when	 local	developments	 that	she	was	worried	

about	caused	her	to	think	that	she	needs	“to	be	more	of	an	active	citizen	than	somebody	

who’s	just	passively	living	here,”	she	tells	me.	For	Cyril,	another	long-standing	resident,	

the	catalyst	was	a	proposal	to	build	a	tram	depot	in	Peckham	in	the	mid-2000s,	which	

would	have	meant	 the	demolition	of	 some	of	 the	area	east	of	Rye	Lane.	These	can	be	

seen	 as	 moments	 of	 potential	 disruption	 in	 a	 familiar	 landscape	 that	 make	 the	

otherwise	unreflexive	attachment	to	place	become	more	pronounced	(Relph	1976,	40).		

	

																																																								
19	Although	this	charity	work	can	be	similarly	oriented	to	serve	local	people,	I	have	
distinguished	charities	from	community	organisations	here	because	their	agenda	lacks	the	
explicit	place-boundedness	of	that	of	community	organisations	that	aims	at	shaping	the	
neighbourhood.		
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Some	 also	 argue	 this	 reflects	 a	 larger	 structural	 change	 in	 the	 role	 of	 urban	

redevelopment	 in	 cities.	 Sociologists	 Gustavo	Mesch	 and	 Kent	 Schwirian	 (1996,	 467)	

suggest	that	redevelopment	 is	a	constantly	on-going	process	 in	urban	areas	as	well	as	

the	 focus	of	 city	politics,	making	cities	 increasingly	uncertain	places	 for	 residents	and	

hence	motivating	them	to	mobilise	into	community	action	to	stay	on	top	of	the	constant	

changes.		

	

An	explicit	attitude	of	protectiveness	over	the	area	can	emerge	from	home	ownership,	

as	Marco	explains:		

	

If	you	were	renting	you	wouldn’t	 care,	you	can	change	every	year.	Cause	you	own	the	

flat	you	want	to	know	what’s	happening	in	the	area,	you	try	to	protect	the	area.		

	

Marco	 feels	 more	 invested	 because	 he,	 like	 the	 majority	 of	 the	 interviewees,	 owns	

property	–	he	 feels	more	 rooted	 to	Peckham	than	he	assumes	his	neighbours	do	who	

rent	and	are,	he	argues,	freer	to	move	away	if	they	want.	There	are	a	few	levels	to	this.	

The	experience	 that	Marco	describes	of	homeownership	rooting	oneself	to	an	area	can	

be	 very	 real	 in	 an	 individual’s	 experiential	 world,	 which	 moreover	 reflects	 cultural	

values	and	ideals	about	tenure	(Easthorpe	2016,	111–12).	Property	can	also	function	as	

an	investment,	in	which	case	the	value	of	the	home	and	the	neighbourhood	become	seen	

in	 monetary	 terms.	 However,	 my	 interview	 data	 is	 in	 inconsistent	 with	 arguments	

claiming	 that	 middle	 class	 homeowners	 in	 gentrifying	 areas	 merely	 take	 part	 in	

community	organisations	to	protect	their	property	values	(Mesch	and	Schwirian	1996,	

468).	If	there	are	such	attitudes,	they	are	not	explicitly	voiced.		

	

Beyond	mere	 protectiveness,	 there	 arises	 a	 sense	 of	 personal	 responsibility	 in	 taking	

part	in	local	developments	or	at	least	keeping	informed	about	them.	This	responsibility	

is	 articulated	beyond	 a	 self-serving	 care	 for	 the	 value	 of	 your	 own	property:	 it	 is	 felt	

towards	the	common	good	of	the	whole	area.	Dora	explains,		

	

I	 just	feel	a	responsibility	as	a	citizen	of	Peckham	--	to	not	just	cherry-pick	and	get	the	

best	 out	 of	 --	 the	 bars	 and	 restaurants	 and	 whatnot	 but	 also	 to	 try	 and	 to	 become	

engaged	with	the	reality	that	it	brings.		



	 73	

	

This	 type	 of	 rhetoric	 of	 being	 invested	 as	 a	 moral	 responsibility	 is	 emblematic	 of	

elective	 belonging,	 which	 Savage	 (2010,	 132)	 argues	 is	 characterised	 by	 a	 moral	

relationship	 and	 the	 will	 “to	 command	 and	 own	 space”.	 Often	 manifestations	 of	 the	

tendency	to	command	space	are	subtler,	but	coupling	citizenship	with	belonging	in	the	

way	of	Joan	and	Dora	above	is	a	powerful	moral	imperative.	In	their	study	of	the	middle	

class	 residents	 of	 the	 area	 around	Bellenden	Road,	 Jackson	 and	Benson	 (2014,	 1206)	

argue	that	some	middle	class	residents	like	to	construct	themselves	as	“guardians	of	the	

area,”	and	I	would	argue	that	 the	explicit	 taking	of	responsibility	demonstrated	above	

echoes	a	similar	sentiment.		

	

Community	organisations	tend	to	base	their	actions	on	an	idea	of	Peckham’s	‘common	

good.’	 That	 usually	means	 improving	 the	 neighbourhood:	 there	 is	 a	 strong	 sentiment	

that	Peckham	requires	measures	to	be	taken	to	improve	it.	Dora	tellingly	states	this	as	

being	natural	and	obvious:		

	

I	know	Peckham	is	in	need	of	regeneration,	I’m	not	hiding	you	know	the	fact	that	it	needs	

help.	(Emphasis	hers)		

	

This	 naturalised	 need	 for	 improvement	 raises	 the	 important	 question	 of	 what	 this	

improvement	 then	 is	 to	 local	people.	 It	 can	be	 interpreted	 from	my	 interview	data,	as	

well	 as	 related	 previous	 studies,	 that	 the	 perceptions	 of	 improvement	 differ	 between	

individuals	 and	 groups;	 and,	 crucially,	 negotiations	 between	 these	 views	 always	

engender	 power	 struggles,	 both	 symbolic	 and	material.	 Activism,	 for	 one,	 is	 a	 strong	

claim	on	space,	to	have	a	say	in	what	Peckham	is	and	what	it	should	be	in	the	future.	It	

can	 also	 act	 as	 a	 way	 of	 ‘domesticating‘	 (Savage	 2010,	 118)	 and	 re-constructing	

Peckham	from	its	popular	representation	as	a	run-down	and	edgy	area	into	one	that	is	

improving	 –	 and	 oneself	 as	 the	 improver.	 I	 look	 into	 informants’	 views	 on	

neighbourhood	change	and	improvement	in	the	next	chapter.		

	

As	we	saw	earlier,	to	be	able	to	imagine	oneself	as	someone	who	is	invested	in	the	place	

does	not	have	 to	mean	direct	 involvement	 in	planning	and	other	official	activities	but	

can	also	be	constructed	in	everyday	practices	like	supporting	local	businesses.	I	would	
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argue	 that	 participating	 in	 community	 activism	 serves	 the	 same	 function	 albeit	 in	 a	

more	explicit	way.	Both	practices	help	construct	subjectivities	and	identities	around	the	

virtue	 of	 being	 a	 locally	 involved	 person,	 a	 good	 Peckhamite.	 Both	 are	 also	 ways	 of	

“‘doing’	place”	(Benson	and	Jackson	2013,	794)	that	belong	to	a	wider	political	project	

of	place-making	of	this	certain	group	of	residents.		

	

With	 regards	 to	 elective	 belonging,	 Savage	 claims	 that	 middle	 class	 residents	 who	

electively	 belong	 tend	 to	 see	 it	 as	 “relatively	 unimportant	 --	 to	 belong	 to	 a	 socially	

cohesive	 neighbourhood.	 What	 matters	 more	 is	 the	 sense	 that	 they	 live	 somewhere	

appropriate	 for	 “someone	 like	me”“	 (2010,	132).	 I	have	 to	disagree	here:	many	of	my	

informants,	 in	 particular	 Joan	 and	 Edith,	 are	 in	 fact	 very	 concerned	 about	 social	

cohesion	 and	 just	 development.	 As	 Peckham	 undergoes	 gentrification	 and	

‘regeneration’	these	themes	assume	even	more	relevance.		

	

Moreover,	 the	 inclusiveness	 of	 and	 representation	 in	 the	 community	 organisations	

themselves	 is	 a	 contested	 issue.	 Rowan	 for	 example	 laments	 the	 partial	 demographic	

representation	in	one	of	the	local	groups:		

	

I	think	[said	community	organisation]	at	the	moment,	is	a	very	middle	class	thing.	And	I	

mean	 that	 in	 the	British	definition	of	middle	 class,	 uh…	 I	don’t	 think	 it	 represents	 the	

people,	and	I	don’t	think	it’s	a	good	thing.		

	

This	is	to	do	with	ethnicity:	he	goes	on	to	say	it	is	the	lack	of	representation	from	“black	

and	mixed	ethnic	communities”	of	Peckham	that	is	problematic.	Informants	like	Rowan	

are	not	alone	in	their	concern.	Research	shows	that	neighbourhood	organising	in	super-

diverse	 urban	 areas	 is	 often	most	 strongly	 led	 by	middle	 class	 and	 ‘native’	 residents,	

who	also	have	more	social	and	political	capital	to	pursue	their	place-making	agenda	in	

official	contexts	(see	discussion	in	Hoekstra	and	Pinkster	2019,	226–27).	This	can	lead	

to	 the	 prioritisation	 of	 their	 specific	 vision	 of	 place	 also	 in	 the	 policy	 arena,	 while	

excluding	that	of	other	groups	such	as	ethnic	minorities,	migrants	and	poorer	residents	

with	 less	 ability	 to	 “engage	 with	 –	 and	 speak	 the	 language	 of	 –	 the	 institutional	

apparatus”	(ibid.,	227).		
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All	 in	 all,	 while	 it	may	 not	 be	 how	 Savage	 intends	 the	 notion	 to	 be	 used,	 informants	

cannot	 be	 neatly	 labelled	 into	 groups	 such	 as	 elective	 belongers,	 even	 though	 many	

times	their	discourses	so	clearly	exemplify	his	notion	of	elective	belonging.	The	example	

of	 community	 activism	 shows	 that	 a	middle	 class	 resident	may	 have	 a	 simultaneous	

concern	 for	 the	social	cohesion	of	 their	neighbourhood	and	 for	 living	somewhere	that	

reflects	their	habitus,	lifestyle	and	aesthetics	(cf.	Savage	2010,	132).		
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Chapter	4	Changing	places,	places	in	change		
	

In	 this	 chapter	 I	will	 inspect	 belonging	 and	 attitudes	 towards	 place	 in	 a	wider	 sense,	

looking	 at	 how	 settlement	 into	 place,	 mobility	 between	 places	 and	 neighbourhood	

change	shape	informants’	sense	of	belonging.	These	questions	are	linked	to	an	on-going	

discussion	 about	 whether	 place,	 and	 belonging	 to	 place,	 retain	 any	 relevance	 in	 the	

contemporary	time	of	ever-increasing	mobility	and	globalisation.		

	

Firstly,	 I	 will	 revisit	 the	 notion	 of	 familiarity	 and	 look	 into	 the	 role	 that	 it	 plays	 in	

belonging	and	remaining	in	a	place,	especially	when	the	experience	of	that	place	is	not	

always	 a	 positive	 one.	 On	 one	 hand,	 belonging	 is	 often	 expressed	 as	 if	 it	 is	 almost	

synonymous	to	being	familiar	with	a	place,	while	on	the	other	hand	place	clearly	plays	a	

decisive	role	in	many	informants’	identity	–	in	other	words,	the	specific	place	in	which	

they	 live	 is	not	at	all	 irrelevant.	 In	Peckham	informants	have	found	a	place	that	aligns	

with	 their	 identity,	and	 their	belonging	partly	emerges	 from	their	 conscious	choice	 to	

put	down	roots	in	such	a	place.		

	

Secondly,	 I	will	 analyse	how	 the	experience	of	Peckham	 is	 constituted	 in	 reflection	 to	

other	 places,	 both	 imagined	 and	 real.	 Almost	 all	 of	 the	 informants	 in	 this	 study	 are	

highly	mobile	 people,	 having	 passed	 through	multiple	 different	 places	 before	 settling	

down,	 for	 now	 at	 least,	 in	 Peckham.	 I	 will	 look	 into	 what	 mobility,	 and	 the	 ample	

experience	 of	 various	 other	 places	 that	 mobility	 involves,	 mean	 for	 their	 sense	 of	

belonging	to	Peckham.		

	

Thirdly,	 I	 will	 look	 into	 how	 past,	 present	 and	 future	 processes	 of	 urban	 change	 in	

Peckham	are	experienced	and	negotiated.	What	things	are	read	as	signs	of	meaningful	

change?	What	 signs	 of	 change	 become	 seen	 as	 improvement	 and	 what	 on	 the	 other	

hand,	 come	 to	 signify	 decline?	 These	 discursive	 constructions	 illustrate	 the	 power	

structures	at	play	in	defining	what	kind	of	a	place	Peckham	is,	where	whose	place	is	it,	

who	belongs	and	who	does	not,	is	negotiated.		
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4.1	Comfort	versus	loving	the	place		
	

We	 have	 seen	 that	 a	 sense	 of	 familiarity	 plays	 a	 decisive	 role	 in	 the	 experience	 of	

belonging	to	a	place:	the	comfort	of	knowing	your	way	around	your	everyday	routes	to	

important	places	 inside	and	outside	of	Peckham,	having	daily	 routines	and	seeing	 the	

same	people	on	the	street	all	seem	to	boil	down	to	a	feeling	of	being	at	ease	in	a	place	

that	is	familiar.	Whatever	sentiments	towards	Peckham	people	may	have,	comfort	and	

familiarity	can	keep	a	person	firmly	set	 in	place.	This	is	true	for	Edith	who	repeatedly	

voices	 her	 dislike	 of	 some	 aspects	 of	 Peckham	 but	 nevertheless	 sees	 herself	 as	 not	

wanting	to	move	elsewhere.	She	explains,		

	

It’s	not	because	I	 love	the	place.	 It’s	because	I	don’t…	it’s	not	horrible	enough	to	make	

me	 want	 to	 go,	 to	 take	 the	 risk	 of	 finding	 somewhere	 else	 that	 I	 don’t	 know.	 So	 it’s	

familiarity,	really.	It’s	a	combination	of	relative	comfort	and	familiarity.		

	

Besides	having	lived	in	Peckham	for	over	four	decades,	Edith	has	for	a	long	time	been	

very	active	in	local	community	activism.	She	sees	no	conflict	between	her	local	activism	

and	 attachment	 and	 her	 simultaneous	 self-expressed	 lack	 of	 ‘love’	 for	 Peckham,	 but	

other	people	often	mistake	the	two,	she	explains:		

	

People	say	‘you	must	love	Peckham’.	I	don’t!	I	just	I	have	to	live	here.		

	

Throughout	 the	 interviews,	 especially	 those	with	 long-standing	 Peckham	 residents,	 it	

became	 clear	 that	 the	 experience	 of	 belonging	 is	 not	 primarily	 about	warm	 affection	

towards	the	place.	The	twofold	sentiment	is	demonstrated	again	in	Paula’s	quote	below	

–	a	place	can	unquestionably	feel	like	home	even	if	sometimes	the	negative	aspects	seem	

to	outweigh	the	positive.	Paula	explains,		

	

If	I’m	really	honest	it’s	like	a	love-hate	relationship,	ha	ha!	Mostly	love	it	but	sometimes	

it	 feels	very,	cause	I	grew	up	in	a	rural	small	town	in	the	north	of	England,	so	it’s	very	

nice	and…	and	you	know	sometimes	when	you	hear	of	violence	and	you	know	like	toxic	

air	and	fumes	and	things	that	 look	kind	of	--	neglected	--	 the	environment	 isn’t	always	
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great,	so	I	don’t	always	like	it.	But	I	feel	like	that	it’s	right	to	be	here,	I	just	kind	of	have	

this	sense	of	this	is	home	for	me.		

	

Talja	 Blokland	 and	 Julia	 Nast’s	 (2014)	 understanding	 of	 belonging,	 discussed	 in	 the	

previous	chapter,	helps	explain	how	it	is	possible	to	feel	like	home	in	a	place	one	does	

not	 even	 like	 that	 much,	 let	 alone	 love.	 Belonging,	 to	 Blokland	 and	 Nast,	 essentially	

denotes	 a	 sense	 of	 familiarity	 associated	 with	 the	 material	 and	 social	 space	 of	 the	

neighbourhood	 –	 of	 knowing	 what	 to	 expect	 from	 others	 and	 of	 being	 able	 to	move	

around	with	ease.	This	sense	of	 familiarity	develops	 irrespective	of	whether	one	 likes	

the	 place,	 the	 people	 it	 is	 shared	 with	 or	 its	 other	 attributes;	 it	 only	 works	 to	 ease	

sociality.	 Blokland	 also	 points	 out	 elsewhere	 (2017,	 chap.	 5,	 Relational	 settings	 of	

belonging,	 Public	 familiarity,	 para.	 3)	 that	 the	 local	 community	 does	 not	 have	 to	 be	

pleasant	in	order	for	one	to	experience	belonging	to	it;	rather	a	familiar	place	may	have	

“situational	normalcy”,	a	comfortable	normalcy	by	its	own	standard,	the	general	rules	of	

which	the	individual	tacitly	knows.		

	

Familiarity	only	develops	with	 time,	and	has	affective	value	 for	 individuals	 in	 itself.	A	

sense	of	 familiarity	 that	develops	over	years	or	decades	of	 living	 in	 the	 same	place	 is	

more	meaningful	to	belonging	than	simply	liking	the	place,	as	Cyril	rather	aptly	puts	it	

when	I	asked	him	what	he	would	miss	if	he	moved	away	from	Peckham:		

	

I’d	miss	the	familiarity,	if	you	build	up	a	relationship	with	a	place	you	get	to,	it	becomes	

familiar	 and	 that	 doesn’t	mean	 to	 say	 you	 necessarily	 like	 it	 but	 it’s	 the	 familiarity	 of	

having	a	place	you	call	home	I	suppose.		

	

Environmental	 psychologist	 Lynne	 C.	 Manzo	 (2003,	 50–51)	 argues	 in	 her	 review	 of	

literature	on	place	attachment	that	especially	early	theorists	erroneously	took	 it	 to	be	

solely	 characterised	by	positive	 affect.	However,	 it	 is	 clear	 that	 even	 a	 place	 that	 one	

feels	deeply	attached	to	can	feel	highly	negative20	–	or	the	prevailing	feeling	associated	

to	it	can	be	boredom.	According	to	Relph	(1976,	41)	with	long-time	attachment	always	

comes	a	“sheer	drudgery	of	place,	a	sense	of	being	tied	inexorably	to	this	place,	of	being	
																																																								
20	Especially	feminist	scholars	have	pointed	out	that	home	is	not	always	a	positive	or	even	a	safe	
place,	despite	being	associated	with	a	sense	of	familiarity.	This	is	an	important	discussion	but	
outside	of	the	scope	of	this	study.		
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bound	by	the	established	scenes	and	symbols	and	routines.”	Thereby	while	familiarity	is	

essential	to	belonging,	routine	can	also	be	unexciting	and	tedious.	In	order	to	do	justice	

to	 experience	 of	 place	 in	 its	 entirety	 one	 cannot	 focus	 on	 the	 positive	 and	 “magical”	

feelings	of	attachment	and	exclude	the	negative	and	dull	 from	it	(Manzo	2003,	51).	As	

Relph	(1976,	42)	writes,		

	

Our	experience	of	place,	and	especially	of	home,	is	a	dialectical	one	–	balancing	a	need	to	

stay	with	a	desire	to	escape.	When	one	of	these	needs	is	too	readily	satisfied	we	suffer	

either	 from	 nostalgia	 and	 a	 sense	 of	 being	 uprooted,	 or	 from	 the	 melancholia	 that	

accompanies	a	feeling	of	oppression	and	imprisonment	in	a	place.		

	

A	 similar	dialectic	 is	 constructed	by	Savage,	Bagnall	 and	Longhurst	 (2005,	 chap.	2)	 in	

their	otherwise	very	dissimilar	analysis	of	contemporary	belonging.	They	argue	that	it	is	

practically	 impossible	 for	 someone	 living	 in	 the	 place	 they	 were	 born	 and	 bred	 to	

actively	belong	to	that	place:	either	the	place	has	changed	too	much	and	one	feels	mere	

nostalgia	(rather	than	a	sense	of	belonging)	towards	it,	or	the	place	has	not	changed	at	

all	and	one	feels	they	have	themselves	not	progressed	as	a	person.	In	this	conception	of	

belonging	in	the	contemporary	world,	home	places	must	be	left	and	one’s	place	to	live	

chosen,	elected	in	order	to	gain	a	sense	of	one’s	own	identity.21		

	

It	 is	 worth	 remarking	 again	 that,	 as	 Morley	 (2001,	 425)	 writes,	 homeliness	 can	 be	

experienced	 on	 various	 physical	 (or	 spatial)	 scales.	 When	 the	 neighbourhood	 is	 not	

characterised	by	an	experience	of	familiarity,	the	private	house	may	constitute	an	‘easy’	

place,	 characterised	 by	 “the	 lack	 of	 need	 to	make	 an	 effort”	 and	 “the	 absence	 of	 the	

necessity	to	actively	work	things	out”	(Blokland	and	Nast	2014,	1146).	To	Rowan,	who	

lives	on	 a	 residential	 street	 off	Rye	Lane,	 the	 street	 that	 feels	 too	busy	 and	 “crazy”	 is	

bearable	just	as	long	as	he	can	retreat	back	to	his	own	house.	He	contemplates,		

	
																																																								
21	However,	Savage,	Bagnall	and	Longhurst’s	conceptualisation	of	belonging	differs	from	Relph’s	
in	the	sense	that	they	do	not	take	the	nostalgic	relationship	with	a	place	to	be	about	‘belonging’,	
at	least	not	in	the	elective	sense	in	which	they	intend	it.	Savage	(2010)	later	suggests	a	mode	of	
‘dwelling	in	place’	in	contrast	with	elective	belonging,	a	mode	of	‘being	thrown	into	place’	rather	
than	consciously	choosing	it	by	oneself.	He	argues	this	dwelling	in	place	characterises	many	
working	class	people	who	are	lower	in	cultural	capital	than	the	middle	class	elective	belongers	
the	aforementioned	2005	study	focuses	on.	Regrettably,	my	empirical	material	does	not	lend	
itself	to	an	evaluation	of	these	conceptualisations.		
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I	don’t	think	I’ll	ever	walk	down	[Rye	Lane]	and	look	at	the	street	and	be	like,	‘this	is	who	

I	am’.	 I	 don’t	 think	 I’ll	 ever	 experience	 that.	 I	 feel	 like	when	 I’m	 in	 this	 house	 I’m	 like	

yeah	ok	this	 is	who	I	am,	I	 feel	quite	comfortable,	 this	 is	who	I	am,	but	I	don’t	get	that	

sense	on	Rye	Lane.		

	

His	 house	 emerges	 as	 a	 place	 of	 comfort	 and	 familiarity,	 a	 home,	 “where	 the	 body	 is	

relaxed	 and	 unselfconscious”	 (Edensor	 2002,	 58),	 as	 opposed	 to	 Rye	 Lane	 where	 he	

explains	 he	 is	 constantly	 on	 edge.	 Moreover,	 here	 the	 sense	 of	 homeliness	 is	 clearly	

equated	with	identity;	home	is	the	space	that	fulfils	the	sense	of	‘who	I	am’.		

	

A	sense	of	familiarity	can	help	keep	a	person	comfortably	settled	in	place,	but	that	is	not	

to	 say	 the	 informants	 in	 this	 study	 have	 been	 particularly	 stationary	 during	 their	

residential	histories.	In	the	next	subchapter	I	turn	my	attention	to	mobility	and	how	it	

impacts	on	the	informants’	sense	of	belonging	to	Peckham.		

	

4.2	Peckham	and	other	places	–	the	mobile	attitude		
	

In	the	contemporary	world,	undoubtedly	fewer	and	fewer	people	spend	their	whole	life	

living	in	the	place	they	were	born	in.	It	is	argued	however	that	the	increasing	mobility	

has	not	made	belonging	redundant,	as	has	been	discussed	previously,	but	that	the	urge	

to	belong	and	attach	oneself	to	places	has	found	new	forms.		

	

The	highly	mobile	 informants	 in	this	study	embody	many	of	these	theoretical	threads.	

Out	of	the	twelve	people	interviewed	for	this	research	only	one	was	born	in	Peckham,	

and	all	have	in	the	past	lived	in	multiple	places,	more	than	half	also	in	at	least	one	other	

country.	Likely	stemming	 from	this	mobility,	 interviewees	generally	express	a	 flexible	

attitude	towards	place.	Often	stating	that	they	now	belong	to	Peckham	does	not	mean	

that	they	would	not	consider	moving	elsewhere	at	some	point	–	some	are	fairly	certain	

that	they	will	move	or	are	even	planning	it.		

	

On	 the	 other	 hand,	 sometimes	 interviewees	 more	 casually	 dream	 of	 ‘escaping’,	 like	

Paula	who	is	not	planning	on	moving	but	says	she	is	“tempted	to	move	away	sometimes!	

Ha	ha!	And	live	by	the	seaside	by	the	beach.”	I	interpret	this	type	of	discourse	as	part	of	
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the	 effort	 to	balance	 “a	need	 to	 stay	with	 a	desire	 to	 escape”	 that	 according	 to	Relph	

(1976,	42)	characterises	relationships	with	long-time	home	places.		

	

A	mobile	attitude	towards	place	can	also	feel	 like	a	part	of	one’s	 identity.	Rowan,	who	

has	lived	in	Peckham	for	six	years,	sees	himself	as	a	mobile	person	and	not	one	to	settle	

down.	He	explains,		

	
I	like	the	idea	of	living	in	Islington,	just	somewhere	a	little	bit	different,	a	new	adventure.	

I	don’t	think	I’m	that	person	that	stays	in	a	place	for	25	years.	I	like	the	idea	of…	this	six	

years	 [of	 living	 in	 Peckham]	 is	 extremely	 long	 for	 me.	 So,	 I	 like	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 fresh	

challenge,	and	everywhere	in	London	is	a	bit	different.		

	

Place	as	such	 is	part	of	his	 identity,	but	not	necessarily	 the	exact	place	he	 is	 in	at	 this	

moment	–	he	can	also	fulfil	himself	through	mobility,	the	act	of	changing	places.	Urban	

sociologist	 Per	Gustafson,	who	has	 extensively	 researched	both	place	 attachment	 and	

mobility,	argues	 that	 the	 two	are	not	at	all	opposite	 forces	 in	how	people	 form	bonds	

with	 places.	 He	 (2001)	 suggests	 instead	 a	 perspective	 he	 metaphorically	 terms	

“roots/routes”,	 which	 recognises	 that	 some	 people	 relate	 to	 place	 using	 varying	

strategies	of	both	mobility	and	attachment.	 “Places	away	 from	home,	 the	discovery	of	

new	 places,	 and	 the	 mobility	 --	 between	 places”	 (Gustafson	 2001,	 672)	 can	 be	

meaningful	not	only	as	the	opposite	of	calling	a	place	a	home	but	in	addition	to	that.		

	

This	simultaneousness	 is	evident	also	with	 Joan,	who	has	 lived	 in	Peckham	for	nearly	

three	decades	but	has	 also	 spent	 several	 years	 abroad	on	 several	 occasions.	 She	 sees	

mobility	 as	 integral	 to	 her	 identity,	 describing	 herself	 as	 “global	 citizen”,	 but	 has	

nevertheless	always	chosen	to	return	to	Peckham	after	living	abroad.	In	a	conversation	

about	her	plans	for	the	future	she	says,		

	

I	don’t	know	if	I	wouldn’t	want	to	not	come	back	[to	Peckham]	but	I’d	be	happy	to	have	

another	experience	away.		

	

To	her	Peckham	acts	as	a	homely	base	to	adventures	to	other	places,	a	place	to	always	

return	 to	due	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 she	has	personal	 and	professional	networks	 in	 the	area	
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and	owns	a	house	there.	Calling	Peckham	home	and	being	very	mobile,	even	when	that	

means	living	elsewhere	for	long	periods,	are	not	mutually	exclusive.		

	

According	 to	Mike	 Savage,	mobile	 people	who	 have	 experience	 living	 in,	 or	 even	 just	

visiting,	multiple	places	have	a	wholly	different	relationship	with	place	from	those	who	

have	 little	 or	 no	 experience	 of	 other	 places.	 A	 flexible	 attitude	 towards	 place	

necessitates	that	these		

	

individuals	are	able	to	appreciate	particular	places	because	of	the	richness	of	their	own	

geographical	 repertoire.	 The	 ability	 to	 value	 places	 is	 dependent	 on	 having	 a	 wide	

enough	set	of	reference	points	to	allow	comparison	and	evaluation.	(Savage	2010,	118.)		

	

The	above	 is	 certainly	 true	 for	 the	majority	of	 informants:	mobility	has	granted	 them	

ample	reference	points,	with	which	they	are	able	to	make	elaborate	evaluations	of	place,	

and	 contrast	 and	 compare	places	 to	others.	This	 also	makes	 them	able	 to	 conceive	of	

certain	places	as	reflectors	of	their	own	personal	identity.		

	

Some	interviewees,	such	as	Rowan	above,	have	an	adventurous	mind-set	–	place	serves	

as	the	background	to	their	own	personal	growth	and	journey	and	if	it	is	no	longer	fitting	

it	 can	 be	 changed	 to	 another	 one	 that	 fits.	 This	 is	 another	 typical	 feature	 of	 elective	

belonging.	The	key	is	that	most	people	interviewed	for	this	research	can	choose,	elect,	

to	 belong	 to	 a	 place	 that	 fits	 their	 lifestyle	 and	 aesthetics,	 a	 place	 that	 reflects	 their	

identity.	The	capability,	 if	not	the	tendency,	to	treat	place	“almost	as	a	form	consumer	

choice”	 (Savage	 2008,	 153)	 is	 a	 distinctly	 middle	 class	 one;	 those	 who	 live	 in	 social	

housing,	 for	 example,	 are	 not	 able	 to	 consume	 and	 switch	 places	 in	 order	 to	

accommodate	their	habitus	in	this	way.		

	

Despite	 the	 certain	 instrumentality	 of	 place	 in	 elective	 belonging,	 those	 classified	 as	

elective	 belongers	 can	 still	 feel	meaningfully	 about	 places.	 However,	 informants	 very	

rarely	demonstrate	the	kind	of	fundamentally	felt	tie	to	place	that	Edward	Relph	writes	

about	 in	 relation	 to	 belonging	 –	 places	 are	 not,	 in	 Relph’s	 (1976,	 39)	 words	

inexchangeable	 and	 “irreplaceable	 centre[s]	 of	 significance”,	 in	 fact	 they	 are	 very	

exchangeable.	 Critics	 of	 Relph’s	 notion	 of	 rootedness	 argue	 that	 it	 problematically	
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implies	 that	 groups	 of	 people	 have	 their	 innate,	 rightful	 home	 places;	 and	 even	 a	

perhaps	milder	 form	of	criticism	claims	 it	 fails	 to	describe	 today’s	world	where	many	

are	more	mobile	and	very	 few	spend	their	whole	 lives	 in	one	place	(see	discussion	 in	

Tomaney	2016;	also	Seamon	and	Sowers	2008).	The	notion	of	rootedness	appears	to	be	

even	 less	descriptive	of	 the	belonging	of	people	who	are	voluntarily	mobile,	such	as	a	

number	of	participants	in	this	research.	Relph	does	not	however	deny	people’s	mobility	

–	in	a	2016	re-evaluation	of	his	seminal	book	Place	and	Placelessness,	Relph	(2016,	32)	

writes,	much	in	the	way	of	Savage,	Bagnall	and	Longhurst,	that	contemporary	belonging	

is	 often	 characterised	 by	 “selecting	 a	 place	 to	 live,	 and	 then	 investing	 something	 of	

yourself	in	it”;	in	fact	he	alludes	to	this	notion	as	“incipient”	already	in	the	original	work	

(Tomaney	2016,	98).		

	

	
Figure	8	The	multi-storey	car	park	building	in	the	fore,	with	the	skyline	of	the	City	of	London	visible	in	the	
background.	During	summer	season	Frank’s	café,	a	popular	open-air	café	and	bar,	operates	on	the	rooftop.	
Picture	taken	by	author	in	February	2017.		

Relph	(1976,	37,	41,	43)	argues	that	we	have	a	significant	tie	like	no	other	to	the	home	

place	where	we	come	from,	and	even	if	we	leave	that	place	that	tie	will	continue	to	be	

meaningful	 albeit	 realising	 itself	 in	 different	 ways22.	 Interviews	 indeed	 showed	 that	

																																																								
22	Informants	were	not	systematically	asked	about	their	experience	of	or	their	feelings	towards	
the	places	they	grew	up	in	or	other	meaningful	or	formative	places,	although	some,	like	Paula,	
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formative	 or	 meaningful	 (home)	 places	 of	 the	 past	 affect	 informants’	 experience	 of	

Peckham.	Edith’s	childhood	house,	to	which	she	was	very	attached,	was	located	on	a	hill	

overlooking	 a	 river	 valley	 in	 Northern	 England.	 The	 experience	 of	 looking	 over	 the	

physical	 vastness	 of	 space	 of	 the	 valley	 is	 still	 felt	 as	 an	 embodied	 memory.	 In	 the	

excerpt	below	she	discusses	her	experience	of	being	on	the	rooftop	of	a	10-storey	high	

car	park	in	central	Peckham	that	has	been	repurposed	to	the	use	of	creative	and	cultural	

industries,	with	panoramic	views	over	London	from	the	viewing	gallery	on	the	rooftop	

(pictured	in	Figure	8):		

	

I	was	 just	 reflecting	 on	 the	 profound	 experience	 I	 get	when	 I	 go	 on	 top	 of	 the	multi-

storey	[car	park]	--	it’s	not	the	view,	it’s	a	feeling	of	a	space	and	when	I	think	about	that,	

I	think	about	the	view	that	my	eyes	saw,	but	it	was	the	space	from	my	parents’	bedroom	

in	the	house	I	was	born,	 it	 looked	over	the	river	valley,	because	there	was	no	house	in	

front	of	it.		

	

The	memory	of	her	childhood	home	and	 the	embodied	sense	of	 space	connected	 to	 it	

have	the	power	to	evoke	profound	feelings	of	homeliness	decades	later	in	a	completely	

different	context.	Edith	postulates	that	the	abundance	of	places	where	you	can	“see	the	

sky”	 has	 been	 a	 factor	 in	 why	 she	 became	 attached	 to	 Peckham,	 and	 why	 she	 feels	

“enraged”	with	its	contemporary	high-rise	developments	that	“close	off	the	sky”.		

	

Sometimes	 these	other	places	 against	which	 the	 experience	of	 Peckham	 is	 negotiated	

are	more	 imagined	 than	 real.	A	 romanticised	 image	of	 the	 rural	English	village	 is	one	

such	 place,	 many	 times	 painted	 against	 the	 perceived	 polluted	 chaos	 of	 London	 life.	

Paula’s	 previous	 quote	 also	 illustrates	 rural	 village	 life:	 the	 village	 in	 which	 she	was	

born	was	greener,	cleaner,	safer	and	less	chaotic.	Rowan,	when	asked	about	his	feelings	

of	homeliness	in	Peckham,	talks	about	how	Peckham	gets	more	chaotic	and	noisy	in	the	

evenings	and	says,		

	

it	feels	less	like	a	home	when	it’s	like	that,	you	know.	Compared	to	a	lovely	little	village	

you	 know	 of	 a	 little	 village	 feel,	 when	 you’re	 driving	 through	 and	 you	 start	 to	 get	

																																																																																																																																																																												
did	briefly	discuss	them.	In	retrospect	this	might	have	been	illuminating,	as	one	can	retain	
belonging	to	a	place	that	has	been	formative	in	some	way.		
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nostalgic	and	happy,	I	don’t	really	get	that,	it’s	more	of	anything	a	sense	of	relief	when	I	

come	off	Rye	Lane,	actually.		

	

By	evoking	images	of	rural	village	life	to	reflect	on	the	feeling	of	homeliness	Rowan	is	

drawing	from	essentially	national	imaginaries.	Tim	Edensor	(2002,	39–44)	writes	that	

for	 each	 nation	 there	 is	 a	 particular,	 highly	 ideological	 rural	 landscape	 that	 comes	 to	

represent	the	ahistorical	‘home’	and	‘roots’	of	that	nation.	The	image	of	an	idyllic	rural	

village	is	a	manifestation	of	Englishness,	associated	here	with	warm	feelings	of	comfort	

and	homeliness23.	These	images	also	constructs	a	dichotomy	between	the	rural	and	the	

urban,	 assigning	 an	 imagined,	 comfortable	 and	 static	 homogeneity	 to	 the	 former	 and	

uncomfortable	chaos	and	cosmopolitanism	to	the	latter.	The	idealised	imagery	of	rural	

life	 is	hence	obviously	not	unproblematic.	 It	 is	a	rigid	construction	harking	back	to	an	

imagined	national	 past	 and	 conceals	 the	 historical	 and	 contemporary	 diversity	 of	 the	

English	 countryside.	 The	 imagery	 places	 whiteness	 as	 the	 ethnic	 norm	 and	 also	

displaces	groups	such	as	gypsies	and	the	rural	poor.	(Edensor	2002,	44.)		

	

Negotiations	with	the	imagery	and	reality	of	rural	England	also	emerge	in	the	interview	

with	Paula	who	grew	up	in	a	small	rural	town	in	the	North	of	England.	“I	come	from	a	

mono-cultural	town	and	that’s	pretty	boring,	everyone’s	white	and	rural,”	she	says,	and	

explains	 she	 appreciates	 the	 cultural	 and	 ethnic	 diversity	 in	 Peckham	 due	 to	 her	

experience	of	her	non-diverse	home	village.	Furthermore,	her	account	of	her	hometown	

in	 one	 context	 as	 safe,	 unpolluted	 and	 nice	 (as	 quoted	 on	 page	 77)	 and	 in	 another	

context	as	boring	and	even	somewhat	repressive,	well	demonstrates	the	multiplicity	of	

discordant	meanings	connected	to	places,	especially	home	places.		

	

4.3	Urban	change	and	the	subjectivity	of	improvement		
	

Urban	change	has	been	alluded	to	many	times	in	this	study,	and	in	what	follows	I	finally	

inspect	 this	 temporal	 dimension	 of	 place	 in	 more	 depth.	 As	 mentioned	 before,	 the	

original	 research	 design	 was	 more	 explicitly	 focused	 on	 neighbourhood	 change,	 and	

																																																								
23	David	Morley	(2001,	433)	argues	that	while	the	urge	to	escape	urban	life	to	an	idealised	
pastoral	realm	is	a	“pervasive	ingredient	of	the	English	dream,”	it	is	not	itself	an	urge	unique	to	
the	English	context.	The	landscape	imagery	discussed	here	is	however	culturally	specific.		
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hence	 the	 interview	 structure	 includes	 questions	 on	 whether	 informants	 feel	 that	

Peckham	has	changed	during	the	time	they	have	lived	in	the	area.	What	emerged	is	that	

there	 is	 no	 uniform	 timeline	 for	 perceived	 change	 in	 Peckham.	 Rather,	 the	 differing	

timelines	of	change	well	illustrate	how	subjective	the	whole	experience	of	place	is.		

	

Firstly,	 for	 Trevor,	 the	 longest	 standing	 resident	 interviewed	 for	 this	 research,	 the	

meaningful	changes	took	place	several	decades	ago	–	he	sharply	contrasts	the	Peckham	

of	 his	 childhood	 with	 the	 Peckham	 of	 today.	 To	 him	 the	 place	 has	 merely	 “gone	

downhill”	since	his	youth	in	the	1950s	and	60s.	In	these	past	decades	Rye	Lane	used	to	

house	 several	 upmarket	 departments	 stores	 that	 now	 act	 as	 intensifications	 of	

nostalgia.	 Trevor	 especially	 fondly	 reminisces	 Jones	 and	 Higgins,	 a	 large	 department	

store	that	used	to	be	 located	in	the	intersection	of	Rye	Lane	and	Peckham	High	Street	

but	which	 closed	 its	 doors	 in	 the	 year	 1980.	 “Once	 that	went	 it	 seemed	 to	 signal	 the	

demise	of	Rye	Lane”,	Trevor	laments.		

	

While	 it	 harks	back	 to	 the	past,	 nostalgia	 is	 in	 fact	more	 concerned	with	 the	present,	

structuring	one’s	relationship	with	place	and	the	social	interactions	in	it	(Savage	2010,	

117;	Blokland	2017,	chap.	1,	para.	6).	Trevor’s	account	of	the	Peckham	of	the	past	bears	

striking	 resemblance	 to	 the	 sentiments	 geographer	 Jon	May	 (1996)	 discovered	while	

interviewing	 long-standing	 residents	 of	 a	 North	 London	 neighbourhood.	 May	 (1996,	

200)	argues	that	people	who	have	lived	in	the	same	area	for	the	majority	of	their	lives,	

like	Trevor	has,	inevitably	view	the	present	place	in	relation	to	how	they	remember	its	

past.	 Savage	 (2010,	 116–17)	 makes	 a	 similar	 point	 based	 on	 interview	 research	 in	

Greater	Manchester.	This	vision	of	the	present	is	always	suffused	with	nostalgia,	and	in	

the	face	of	the	area	changing	over	the	years	it	easily	becomes	a	“vision	of	decline”	(May	

1996,	200).		

	

Moreover,	I	would	interpret	that	the	closing	down	of	the	Jones	and	Higgins	department	

store	is	not	just	essential	as	a	signal	of	Peckham’s	“demise”	as	Trevor	calls	it,	but	is	one	

representation	of	a	whole	past	era	and	way	of	life	that	is	reminisced	with	nostalgia.	As	

Trevor	explains	 in	another	discussion,	 “the	pace	of	 life	was	a	 little	more	gentle,	put	 it	

that	way,	it	wasn’t	so	frenetic	[as	today]”.	Again	a	nostalgic	vision	of	the	past	shapes	the	

relationship	 with	 the	 present.	 Even	 though	 in	my	 empirical	 data	 Trevor’s	 account	 is	
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distinctive,	 similar	displays	of	 longing	 for	 a	pre-1980s	 ‘lost	Peckham’	 can	be	 found	 in	

discussion	groups	on	social	media	such	as	“Peckham	SE15”	on	Facebook.	The	group	is	

intended	for	people	who	live	or	have	lived	in	the	area	in	the	past,	and	there	emerges	a	

consensus	 that	 Peckham	 is	 not	 as	 it	 used	 to	 be.	 There	 is	 a	whole	 culture	 of	 nostalgic	

remembering	online	where	the	prevailing	vision	of	present-day	Peckham	is	a	vision	of	

decline.		

	

Also	Cyril,	Paula	and	Rahama,	who	have	lived	in	the	area	long	enough	to	remember	Rye	

Lane	housing	 several	 large	department	 stores,	make	 reference	 to	 stores	 like	Marks	&	

Spencer	 and	 Sainsbury’s	 closing	 down	 on	 Rye	 Lane	 since	 the	 1980s.	While	 Cyril	 and	

Paula	 view	 the	 era	 following	 these	 closures	 as	 decline,	 neither	 of	 them	 expresses	

particularly	nostalgic	sentiments.	Moreover,	those	residents	who	have	lived	in	Peckham	

for	less	time	have	no	personal	connection	to	Rye	Lane’s	past	status	as	the	‘Oxford	Street	

of	South	London’	that	Trevor	is	able	to	reminisce,	even	though	many	are	aware	of	this	

past.		

	

When	I	asked	about	whether	they	have	observed	any	change	in	the	area	during	having	

lived	there,	newer	residents	generally	had	a	different	timeline	in	mind.	The	past	five	to	

ten	 years	 have	 arguably	 seen	 intensifying	 gentrification	 in	 Peckham,	 and	 the	 area’s	

change	 was	 understood	 rather	 in	 relation	 to	 this	 more	 contemporary	 phase	 in	 its	

history.	Rather	 than	a	narrative	of	decline,	 the	contemporary	urban	change	 is	used	 to	

construct	 a	 narrative	 of	 improvement.	 Most	 of	 the	 interviewees	 consider	 Peckham	 a	

better	place	now	than	it	was	a	decade	or	a	few	decades	ago.		

	

For	Paula,	Peckham’s	urban	change	of	the	recent	decade	or	so	has	been	a	positive	thing,	

as	it	has	led	to	an	increase	in	local	establishments	that	she	feels	comfortable	spending	

time	 in.	 In	 the	excerpt	below	she	 talks	about	one	of	 the	 local	pubs,	which	she	used	to	

avoid	due	to	 its	reputation	as	being	 frequented	by	people	who	had	 just	been	released	

from	prison,	but	which,	she	tells	me,	transformed	into	a	gentrified	gastro	pub	in	the	late	

2000s:		
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I	remember	when	it	changed	and	it	became	this	kind	of	modern	gastro	pub	I	was	sitting	

with	 a	 friend	 at	 the	 front	 having	 a	 glass	 of	 beer	 saying	 this	 is	 amazing	 --	who’d	 have	

thought	five	years	ago	that	we	would	have	a	pub	like	this	in	Peckham.		

	

The	newly	refurbished	gastro	pub	symbolises	the	end	of	a	decades-long	era	of	decline	in	

Peckham,	when	 spaces	where	 she	would	 feel	 comfortable	 having	 a	 drink	were	 scant.	

The	phrase	“a	pub	like	this”	is	a	way	of	referring	to	a	shared	cultural	understanding	of	

what	is	the	norm	of	nice	and	acceptable.	Paula	continues	on	the	topic	of	improvement	

she	has	witnessed	in	the	past	decade:		

	

I	used	to	live	near	Bellenden	Road	and	--	that	became	just	a	really	nice	pleasant	place	to	

go	and	have	something	to	eat	and	drink	but	it	used	to	be	a	really	horrible	street	with	a	

really	horrible	little	supermarket	that	had…	just	a	place	that	you	wouldn’t	really	want	to	

go	down.		

	

A	 similar	narrative	often	 arises	 in	 interviews	 that	Peckham	used	 to	 lack	 amenities	 or	

spaces	where	one	felt	comfortable	spending	leisure	time	–	or	even	that	there	were	no-

go	 areas	 within	 it	 imbued	 with	 perceived	 danger	 –	 before	 its	 recent	 process	 of	

gentrification.	 Often	 these	 perks	 of	 gentrification	 are	 spaces	 of	 consumption,	 with	

services	 or	 commodities	 that	 used	 to	 not	 be	 available	 locally.	 In	 the	 extract	 below	

Rowan	discusses	the	recent	emergence	of	coffee	houses	in	similar	vein	to	Paula	above:		

	

Six	 years	 ago	all	 I	 ever	wanted	was	 a	 cup	of	 coffee.	That’s	 all	 I	wanted	around	here,	 I	

could	 never	 find	 anywhere	 that	 could	 do	 a	 good	 coffee	 --	 and	now	 it’s	wonderful,	 the	

amount	of	little	coffee	houses	that	have	opened	up,	there’s	lots	of	choice.		

	

Gentrification	 is	 however	 a	 contested	 topic,	 which	 interviewees	 are	 aware	 of;	 often	

gentrification	 is	 explicitly	 condemned	 or	 lamented	 as	 an	 abstract	 phenomenon,	 but	

informants	 nevertheless	 enjoy	 and	make	 use	 of	 what	 I	 would	 argue	 are	 its	 material	

expressions,	such	as	new	consumption	sites.	In	addition,	there	are	signs	recognised	as	

gentrification	 gone	 too	 far	 that	 may	 be	 regarded	 as	 more	 controversial.	 One	 recent	

example	that	seems	to	have	crossed	a	symbolic	line	was	the	multinational	coffee	chain	

Costa’s	 outlet	 that	 opened	 up	 on	 Peckham	 High	 Street:	 Rowan	 tells	 me	 there	 was	 a	

campaign	against	it	which	he	was	also	involved	in.		
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A	 self-conscious	 feeling	 about	 one’s	 own	 role	 in	 the	 gentrification	 process	 is	 often	

present	 when	 middle-class	 informants	 discuss	 the	 issue.	 This	 self-consciousness	 is	

evident	in	the	extract	below,	where	long-standing	resident	Edith	–	analogously	to	Paula	

and	 Rowan	 above,	 albeit	 concerning	 a	 different	 time	 frame	 –	 is	 discussing	 amenities	

that	were	lacking	in	Peckham	when	she	moved	into	the	area	thirty	years	ago:		

	
Psychotherapy,	massage,	osteopathy,	decent	vegetarian	and	vegan	restaurants	--	and	it’s	

all	very,	it’s	all	the	things	that	gentrif…	horrible	middle	class	gentrifiers	want.		

	

Although	 Edith	 ironically	 likens	 herself	 thirty	 years	 ago	 to	 “horrible	 middle	 class	

gentrifiers”,	and	partly	enjoys	 these	amenities	 that	gentrification	has	since	brought	 to	

Peckham,	she	feels	Peckham’s	current	wave	of	gentrification	to	be	wholly	different	from	

the	changes	she	witnessed	during	the	previous	decades.	Unlike	before,	the	rapidness	of	

what	is	seen	as	the	current	wave	of	change	worries	her,	as	well	as	the	“new	people”	it	

brings:		

	

[Before	recently,	the	change]	was	so	slow,	and	there	were	so	few	people…	it	was	just	so	

slow,	I	don’t	feel	at	all	like	what	has	happened	in	the	last	two	years,	it’s	very	different	--	

prices	are	skyrocketing,	I	couldn’t	afford	to	live	here	myself	anymore.	And	--	I	don’t	feel	

anything	intuitive	with	what	appeals	to	me	in	the	culture	that	is	emerging	in	the	wave	of	

new	people	who	come	to	here.		

	

Urban	sociologist	Sharon	Zukin	(2010,	220)	argues	 that	 resistance	 to	urban	change	 is	

about	 “our	 own	 anxieties	 about	 how	 places	 change”;	if	 a	 place	 changes	 too	 fast	 or	 in	

ways	that	one	cannot	decipher	or	fit	into	one’s	imagination	of	the	place,	one	feels	a	loss	

of	authenticity.	This	authenticity	 is	not	an	attribute	or	quality	of	 the	place	 itself	but	a	

subjective	construction.	It	has	to	do	with	“our	inability	to	grasp	the	shifting	meanings	of	

space	 and	 time”	 (ibid,	 222),	 a	 landscape	 of	meaning	 being	 eroded	 and	 replaced	with	

another.	Zukin	connects	the	current	uneasiness	about	change	and	the	yearning	for	(lost)	

authenticity	with	a	larger	social	and	economical	paradigm	change	towards	a	neoliberal,	

commodified	and	privatised	ordering	of	city	space.		
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What	 is	 perceived	 to	 be	 unwanted	 change	 is	 also	 always	 to	 do	 with	 something	

subjectively	 meaningful	 about	 the	 place	 disappearing.	 Thereby	 it	 reveals	 what	

individuals	 find	 important	 about	 the	 place.	 When	 a	 place	 is	 in	 rapid	 change	 the	

previously	unreflective	meanings	and	belongings	tied	to	that	place	become	more	visible,	

and	are	more	explicitly	defended	(Relph	1976,	40,	65).		

	

A	 commonly	 disliked	 change	 in	 the	 material	 landscape	 is	 the	 intensified	 building	 of	

high-rise	 apartment	 and	 office	 buildings 24 .	 Joan	 brings	 up	 high-rise	 buildings	

immediately	when	I	ask	if	she	has	noticed	any	change	in	the	area	in	her	time	there:		

	

I’ve	been	away	for	three	and	a	half	years	so	coming	back	in	some	ways	it’s	felt	like	I’ve	

come	back	to	a	different	planet	not	a	different	place,	[the	change	has]	sped	remarkably	

and	that’s	partly	because	the	planning	and	the	building	has	just	been	so	intense	so	you	

know	you	now	walk	down	the	street	and	think	blimey	there’s	 flats	everywhere	there’s	

no	sense	of	blue	sky!		

	

To	her,	the	disappearance	of	the	sense	of	blue	sky	changes	the	place	too	much	or	in	the	

wrong	way	for	it	to	feel	authentic;	instead	it	feels	like	a	“skyscraper	city”	in	which	she	

does	not	wish	to	live.	Edith	also	expresses	strong	disdain	for	building	high,	as	being	able	

to	see	the	sky	is	emotionally	very	important	to	her:		

	

I	 feel	 enraged	 at	 developments	 which	 close	 off	 the	 sky,	 that’s	 something	 that	 really	

enrages	me	--	I	think	looking	backward	that’s	one	thing	that	I	have	liked	about	Peckham	

has	been	lots	of	sky,	lots	of	places	you	can	go	where	you	can	actually	see	sky.		

	

Perhaps	 the	 skyscraper	 cities	 that	 Joan	 resents	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 environments	

characterised	by	 ‘placelessness’,	 defined	by	Relph	 (1976,	143)	as	 generic,	 anonymous	

and	 alienating	 settings	 that	 lack	 significant	 places?	 Relph	 posits	 placelessness	 as	 the	

result	of	mass	culture	and	the	dominance	of	a	certain	cold	efficiency	in	the	creation	of	

urban	 space	 at	 the	 cost	 of	 homely,	 “diverse	 and	 significant	 places”	 (ibid.).	 These	

concerns	about	the	intensifying	building	of	high-rise	apartment	buildings	–	or	perhaps	

																																																								
24	’Densification’	is	listed	as	a	goal	in	the	newest	London	plan,	and	as	London	is	comparatively	
low-rise	and	low-density	and	its	outwards	growth	is	controlled	by	a	designated	green	belt	
around	the	urban	area,	the	only	way	to	increase	density	is	by	building	higher.	
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even	more	so	about	a	Costa	Coffee	opening	up	on	a	corner	of	Rye	Lane	–	can	certainly	be	

seen	in	Zukin’s	terms	as	a	yearning	for	authenticity	in	a	neighbourhood	in	flux.		

	

In	 spite	 of	 this,	 I	 would	 argue	 that	 the	 situation	 is	 graver	 when	 developments	 in	

Peckham	 also	 intersect	 with	 existing	 social	 and	 ethnic	 inequality	 and	 accelerate	 it	

further.	 Here	 urban	 change	 leads	 to	 more	 tangible	 outcomes	 than	 the	 uneasiness	

related	 to	 change;	 it	 becomes	 rather	 a	 struggle	 for	 livelihood,	 and	 to	 stay	 in	 place,	

against	greater	economical	and	social	forces	driving	the	change.		

	

In	 my	 material,	 the	 sharpest	 example	 of	 the	 contrasting	 perspectives	 of	 Peckham’s	

development	 is	 between	 the	 common	 narrative	 that	 Peckham	 is	 improving	 and	 the	

experience	of	Rahama,	who	nowadays	lives	in	Dulwich	but	has	for	several	decades	kept	

a	shop	on	Rye	Lane.	She	is	the	only	person	of	non-European	descent	interviewed	for	this	

research	 but	 her	 voice	 is	 nevertheless	 an	 important	 contrast	 to	 the	 white	 and	more	

affluent	voices	heard	here.	She	 feels	people	 like	her	are	being	driven	out	of	Peckham,	

and	 worries	 about	 shops	 being	 repossessed	 from	 black	 people	 and	 “given	 to	 white	

people”:		

	

Maybe	 they	want	 Peckham	 to	 be…	 the	majority	 of	 people	 they	want	 in	 Peckham	 they	

want	them	to	be	white	people.	Or	something,	you	know,	that’s	what	we	think.		

	

There	is	a	strong	construction	of	 ‘us’	and	‘them’	–	she	feels	that	herself	and	her	peers,	

the	‘us’,	are	being	sidelined	from	these	developments	that	‘they’	are	in	charge	of.	Later	

on	in	the	interview	she	re-emphasises	her	point:		

	

We	think	maybe	they	don’t	want	us	here.	--	They	don’t	want	too	many	foreigners.	That’s	

on	our	side.	That’s	what	we	think.	 It’s	been	dominated	by	black	people	 for	a	very	 long	

time.	Maybe	they’re	trying	to	change	that.		

	

From	her	perspective,	a	deeply	racialised	power	struggle	over	the	space	of	Peckham	is	

currently	 taking	 place,	 in	 which	 Rahama	 feels	 she	 is	 losing	 to	 a	 dominant	 group	 of	

‘them’,	 arguably	 racialised	 as	 white.	 Interestingly,	 being	 a	 ‘foreigner’	 emerges	 as	

something	definitive	to	her	experience	as	a	local	actor	and	business	owner,	whereas	it	
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does	 not	 for	 the	 three	 Southern	 European	 interviewees,	 despite	 the	 fact	 that	 one	 of	

them	also	runs	a	local	business.	While	it	is	a	small	sample	of	people,	I	would	agree	that	

this	is	revealing	about	what	becomes	understood	as	cultural	otherness	in	the	context	of	

a	contemporary	London	high	street.		

	

In	her	interview,	Rahama	also	expresses	an	intimate	mapping	of	stores	along	Rye	Lane	

that	she	herself	patronises	and	others	that	have	more	or	less	recently	closed.	Not	all	the	

people	who	patronise	Rye	Lane’s	stores	and	the	Saturday	market	reside	in	Peckham,	but	

often	 travel	 long	 distances	 to	 visit	 these	 amenities.	 According	 to	 Rahama	 the	 local	

concentration	 of	 businesses	 catering	 to	 ethnic	 minorities	 has	 been	 beneficial	 for	

everyone	as	 they	attract	more	customers	 into	 the	area;	 she	worries	 that	 these	people	

may	not	come	to	Peckham	to	shop	at	all	if	more	and	more	stores	catering	for	them	close	

their	doors	for	business.		

	

	
Figure	 9	 Regeneration	 underway	 on	 Blenheim	 Grove	 next	 to	 Peckham	Rye	 Station.	 The	 art	 deco	 inspired	
buildings,	 formerly	housing	a	large	concentration	of	hairdressers	and	beauty	salons	catering	to	an	African-
Caribbean	clientele,	have	now	been	renovated	and	most	of	their	former	tenants	rehoused	in	a	new	location.	
Picture	taken	by	author	in	March	2017.		
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Other	 informants	with	an	 interest	 in	 local	political	matters,	 such	as	Edith,	Rowan	and	

Joan,	 also	 raise	 the	 concern	 that	 African	 and	 other	 ethnic	 minority	 communities	 are	

being	sidelined	in	decision-making	about	Peckham’s	future.	Rahama’s	experiences	echo	

Suzanne	Hall’s	research	(2015b)	on	the	extremely	lively	forms	of	economic	activity	on	

Rye	Lane	that	are	indeed	often	completely	overlooked	in	planning	and	redevelopment	

efforts,	 in	 which	 larger-scale	 retail	 units	 are	 prioritised 25 .	 In	 addition	 to	 this	

institutional	disregard	of	 the	economic	and	social	value	of	Rye	Lane,	 there	are	similar	

attitudes	 with	 some	 of	 the	 residents	 I	 interviewed.	 The	 reality	 of	 Rye	 Lane,	 with	 its	

variety	of	economic	and	social	activity	as	well	as	variety	of	cultural	 influences	is	often	

flattened	in	meaning	in	the	account	of	the	white	passer-by.		

	

Trevor	for	example	argues	that	Rye	Lane	“lacks	variety”,	particularly	as	opposed	to	the	

department	stores	it	used	to	house	in	his	youth.	He	laments	“the	sameness”	of	its	retail	

offering:	 “everything	 is	 all	 the	 same,	 the	 shop	 fronts	 are	 the	 same,	 the	 merchandise	

they’re	 selling	 is	 all	 the	 same”.	 The	practical,	 social	 and	 cultural	 significance	 that	Rye	

Lane	today	has	for	its	proprietors	and	patrons	is	lost	here,	especially	when	juxtaposed	

with	 nostalgic	 memories,	 along	 with	 the	 actual	 multiplicity	 of	 activities	 and	 cultures	

present	 on	 Rye	 Lane.	 Emma	 Jackson	 (2014,	 62)	 remarks	 that	 often	 it	 is	 regarded	 as	

simply	an	‘African’	place,	which	greatly	simplifies	the	diversity	of	cultural	influences	in	

the	services	it	offers	and	their	users.		

	

Currently	 Rye	 Lane’s	 retail	 landscape	 is	 undergoing	 a	 different	 set	 of	 changes,	 as	

gentrification	 is	 bringing	 in	 new	 restaurants,	 cafes	 and	 other	 more	 middle	 class	

consumption	 sites.	 Others	 –	 often	 the	 various	 migrant-owned	 small	 businesses	 –	

disappear.	 What	 stores	 belong	 to	 Peckham	 is	 under	 constant	 contestation,	 which	

provides	 an	 opportunity	 to	 scrutinise	 the	 circulating	 meanings	 at	 stake	 in	 these	

contestations.	 In	 Elena’s	 view,	 the	 recent	 change	 in	 Peckham’s	 retail	 landscape	 is	

beneficial	 to	 local	 people,	 as	 it	 provides	new	people	with	business	 opportunities.	 She	

explains,		

																																																								
25	Although	some	recent	reports	really	highlight,	at	least	in	theory,	the	cultural	and	social	as	
well	as	the	economic	value	of	high	streets:	e.g.	Greater	London	Authority	(2014),	We	Made	That	
and	LSE	Cities	(2017).		
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It’s	a	positive	thing	for	me.	Because	even	if,	I	don’t	remember	what	was	before	[in	a	site	

where	there	is	now	a	small	‘independent’	cafe],	it	might	be	there	was	like	chicken	wings	

shop	or	 other	 sort	 of	 like	 kebab	 shops	 or	mobile	 phone,	 this	 kind	 of	 you	 know	 cheap	

stuff,	and	I’m	happy	as	long	as	people	like	these	small	young	people	can	afford	to	open	is	

a	positive	thing.		

	

Reflecting	Suzanne	Hall’s	research,	here	the	supposedly	migrant-owned	businesses	and	

their	proprietors	are	not	seen	as	having	much	significance,	and	are	instead	reduced	to	

“cheap	stuff”	that	is	“not	really	local”.	Meanwhile	the	new	establishments	catering	to	a	

more	middle	class	 taste	along	with	 its	proprietors,	presented	as	your	everyday	“small	

young	people",	are	celebrated.	Their	labelling	as	“small	young	people”	makes	it	possible	

for	Elena	to	sympathise	with	them,	unlike	with	the	kebab	shop	or	mobile	phone	store’s	

owners.	It	is	a	strong	claim	on	not	only	what	kinds	of	aesthetics	and	lifestyles	belong	to	

Peckham	but	also	which	people.	These	examples	also	demonstrate	how	large	symbolic	

power	 struggles	 are	 readable	 from	 fine-tuned,	 contextualised	 distinctions	 concerning	

what	is	local	and	what	is	too	foreign	to	fit	in.		
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Chapter	5	Conclusions		
	

Lawrence	Grossberg	influentially	writes	that	cultural	studies	ought	“to	see	multiplicities	

instead	of	simple	difference”	and	to	offer	“accounts	that	do	not	shy	away	from	

complexity,	contingency,	and	contestation”	(2010,	16,	54).	By	attempting	to	illuminate	

what	belonging	to	place	entails	in	contemporary	Peckham,	I	have	also	attempted	to	

produce	such	an	account.		

	

I	would	argue	that	there	is	strength	in	an	analysis	that	takes	the	everyday	and	the	

mundane	as	its	starting	point.	The	everyday	is	the	level	on	which	the	large	power	

relations	that	structure	the	urban	environment	are	lived	through	and	potentially	also	

contested.	By	focusing	on	the	experiences	of	a	group	of	urban	dwellers,	I	was	able	to	

construct	one	picture	of	the	contemporary	urban	life	from	where	it	is	lived,	in	one	

context,	place		and	time.		

	

This	brings	us	to	the	empirical	complexity	and	subjectivity	of	place	itself.	Place	does	not	

hold	the	same	meanings	for	everyone	–	as	is	most	strikingly	demonstrated	on	Rye	Lane,	

on	which	some	see	the	means	to	make	a	living	and	a	place	to	practice	community,	

whereas	for	others	it	is	merely	an	unavoidable	part	of	the	daily	commute.	Someone	

looks	up	and	sees	blue	sky.	Someone	else	looks	at	the	street	and	sees	none	of	this,	but	

merely	the	ghosts	of	old	times	congregating	around	a	historical	building	that	once	was	

home	to	a	glorious	department	store	and	now	houses	on	its	ground	level	a	Costa	Coffee,	

a	sign	of	corporate	uniformity	and	sameness	for	someone	else.	Someone	experiences	it	

as	too	loud,	too	messy,	too	crazy,	and	someone	else	notices	how	much	cheaper	the	

avocados	are	at	the	market	than	in	the	local	Tesco	Express.	From	time	to	time	someone	

looks	up	and	sees	a	period	building	that	ought	to	be	listed	and	renovated	to	its	original	

glory.	A	town	planner	sees	potential	to	build	at	least	15	extra	storeys	of	luxury	

apartments.	An	ethnographer	will	study	it	closely	and	produce	an	inventory	of	all	of	its	

200	businesses.	Others	might	say	it’s	just	your	average	London	high	street,	nothing	less	

and	nothing	more.		
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At	the	same	time,	these	different	circulating	imaginings,	and	countless	more,	produce	

Rye	Lane	as	we	now	know	it,	before	it	has	evolved	again	before	our	eyes.	The	street	is	a	

constantly	evolving	process	of	contradicting	belongings	and	(dis)identifications,	and	the	

same	also	is	true	for	all	places.	In	other	words,	there	is	no	natural	unit	called	Peckham	

to	which	informants	belong,	but	rather	their	belonging,	along	with	the	discursive	

practices	that	it	engenders,	is	what	brings	Peckham	into	being.		

	

However,	it	is	important	to	stress	the	constant	contestations	and	inconsistencies	in	

informants’	experiences	and	discourses.	Sometimes	acknowledging	what	ideally	should	

be	done	is	equally	important	as	what	actually	is	done,	as	I	identified	with	shopping	–	

routines	and	local	practices	can	be	used	both	to	enhance	belonging	and	to	construct	and	

express	individual	identity.	Belonging	is	also	not	an	either-or	deal:	it	is	possible	to	

experience	both	belonging	and	dis-belonging	towards	different	aspects	of	the	same	

place.		

	

Everyday	routines	and	practices	are	at	the	core	of	place	experience,	but	informants	also	

negotiate	their	belonging	against	popular	representations	of	the	place	in	media	and	

other	discourse.	Their	experiences	of	Peckham	are	constructed	against	such	circulating	

representations	as	its	working-class	history,	its	past	reputation	as	a	dangerous,	edgy	

area,	and	its	ethnically	diverse	character.		

	

Belonging	to	place	is	not	inherently	positive	or	negative.	It	can	be	immensely	

meaningful	to	an	individual,	while	the	practices	it	informs	may	be	constraining	to	

another;	it	is	always	tied	to	symbolic	power	in	myriad	ways.	In	the	case	of	this	study,	

symbolic	and	discursive	power	is	especially	relevant	as	almost	all	of	the	informants	

belong	to	a	middle-class	group	with	sufficient	symbolic	power	“to	make	their	imageries	

of	place	dominant”	(Benson	and	Jackson	2013,	800)	over	more	marginalised	groups.	

With	a	closer	reading	of	the	discourses	that	my	interviewees	employ,	a	more	nuanced	

picture	about	the	politics	of	belonging	(Yuval-Davis	2006)	is	revealed.		

	

I	began	this	research	with	the	assumption	that	belonging	functions	both	as	a	subjective	

experience	of	the	individual	and	a	discursive	resource	that	can	be	used	to	produce	

inclusion	or	exclusion.	The	analysis	made	clear	that	neither	dimension	exists	
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independent	of	the	other.	This	is	most	clearly	evinced	in	the	experience	of	Rahama,	who	

feels	that	her	ability	to	stay	in	place	is	endangered	by	the	dominant	mode	of	urban	

development	that	not	only	displaces	small	businesses	in	favour	of	large	ones,	but	

crucially	also	defines	her	to	not	belong	culturally	and	ethnically.		

	

Belonging	does	not	need	to	be	mystified.	Rather	than	grand	emotions,	I	found	a	quiet	

sense	of	familiarity	to	be	at	the	core	of	belonging.	The	experiences	and	narratives	of	my	

informants	reveal	that	their	belonging	is	rather	mundane:	it	is	about	everyday	things	

that	can	be	found	in	many	places	along	their	mobile	lives,	rather	than	profound	and	

irreplaceable	feelings	of	attachment	to	a	single	place.		

	

This	is	not	to	say	the	same	is	true	for	everyone:	individual	positionality	and	historicity	

shape	experiences,	and	hence	the	past	mobility	of	informants	is	bound	to	shape	their	

relationship	with	place.	This	research	does	not	yet	give	answers	to	whether	the	senses	

or	‘modes’	of	belonging	are	fundamentally	different	with	groups	such	as	mobile	middle-

class	urban	professionals	and	working-class	residents	in	the	same	areas,	which	is	what	

Savage	(2010),	for	one,	claims.	I	would	argue	that	working	class	and	marginalised	

residents’	senses	of	belonging	to	place	merit	more	future	research,	as	they	are	the	most	

vulnerable	to	urban	redevelopment	and	gentrification	and	most	often	have	less	means	

to	stay	in	place,	or	to	choose	their	place	of	residence,	than	middle	class	residents	do.	

Having	argued	that,	the	point	should	not	be	to	compare	and	contrast	experiences	but	to	

achieve	more	comprehensive	knowledge:	which	voices	we	hear	when	constructing	a	

picture	of	the	contemporary	urban	experience	ought	to	be	more	balanced.		

	

Throughout	this	study	I	have	attempted	to	demonstrate	the	value	of	looking	at	the	

mundane	and	the	everyday,	and	to	show	how	power	is	actualised	in	the	everyday	and	in	

these	mundane	practices.	Larger	power	relations	and	structures	can	also	be	inspected	

from	a	micro	perspective.	In	addition	to	this	methodological	point,	not	ignoring	the	

micro	perspective	can	also	be	crucial	in	producing	better	theories	of	contemporary	

urbanity.	Echoing	Suzanne	Hall’s	research,	I	argued	that	the	economic	as	well	as	the	

social	value	of	local	businesses	often	operated	by	migrants	that	cater	to	ethnic	

minorities,	is	often	ignored	by	residents	who	do	not	belong	to	these	minorities.	

According	to	Hall,	the	same	is	true	for	much	of	urban	planning.	Moreover,	Hall	(2015,	
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857)	argues	that	this	blind	sighting	of	the	micro	level	of	urban	economic	activity	may	

concern	the	fields	of	research	and	knowledge	production	–	the	way	we	understand	the	

dynamics	at	play	in	the	so-called	global	cities	have	been	shaped	by	a	focus	on	a	large	

macro	perspective.	She	argues	that	in	order	to	better	understand	the	urban,	research	

needs	to	look	into	the	everyday,	ordinary	level	of	city-making	and	the	various	scales	of	

economic	activity.		

	

The	point	I	would	like	to	make	with	this	study	is	a	similar	one:	looking	at	the	ordinary	

level	on	which	urban	life	is	lived	can	reveal	nuances	that	cannot	be	captured	by	looking	

at	large	structures	as	if	they	were	independent	of	the	everyday	social	worlds	in	which	

they	are	lived	through	and	(re)produced.	It	must	be	concluded	that	at	the	same	time,	as	

Grossberg	(2010,	20–21)	reminds	us,	the	knowledge	that	this	type	of	analysis	produces	

is	always	highly	contextual,	as	any	set	of	discursive	practices	only	work	to	construct	

their	specific	context.		
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