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While it is easy to move money, masonry is more permanent. The axes of trade have shifted. Liverpool is no longer one of the centres of the world. Liverpool is an unwanted mausoleum of an imperialist past.

Tony Lane, ‘The City of Harder Times to Come’, 1978

Oh, the future said, this train can go faster than this track can withstand

Jorie Graham, ‘Before’, 2023
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Introduction

From the window of an elevated railway overlooking the docks, Frank Shaw thought he could see the future of Liverpool, and, by extension, the world. Shaw was a retired naval captain who had stewarded cargo ships from Liverpool through the Mediterranean bound for East Asia. On a typical route these ships would sail from Liverpool’s docks out of the mouth of the Mersey and into the Irish Sea. They would then turn south, passing through Gibraltar and into the Mediterranean to the Suez Canal. From there they would continue into the Indian Ocean and eventually out into the Malacca Strait to Penang and Singapore, and sometimes onwards to Hong Kong and Shanghai. Looking down from his carriage over the vast conglomeration of moored ships, warehouses, pubs, canteens, call stands, repair stations, blacksmiths and travel agents that clustered along the banks of the river, Shaw saw a world that was in thrall to Liverpool: ‘every dock represented a fresh point in the compass… the world’s oceans held no secrets from these [ships] resting between adventures, gathering fresh reserves of power to flaunt the smoke-sullied Red Ensign wherever the sun rises and sets.’ For the retired captain, the future beat a path out into the sea via an imperial maritime order that touched the face of every continent on earth. Empire and commerce were inextricable, and Liverpool would continue to be at the command centre of both. ‘The whole waste of savagery’, he wrote, was ‘tamed and made seemly by British enterprise.’1

Shaw was writing in 1952. In less than thirty years, the future he envisaged would come spectacularly undone. If he had lived to witness the same dockland panorama in 1980, he would have been in awe at the vertiginous pace of historical change. By then, the enormous chain of Victorian docks, most of which were still standing, were empty and eerily quiet – a jagged and nonsensical jumble of iron, brick and broken glass. The river itself, untreated and underused, had become a shallow patina concealing an underwater massif of sand and silt shot through with human faeces that occasionally and sickeningly bobbed into view. The Blue Funnell Line, the shipping company whose ships Shaw had directed, would have been unrecognisable and greatly diminished. Struggling to compete with the shipping lines launched by new post-colonial nations, the company gradually disbanded, moving its headquarters from Liverpool to London in 1980. The imperial waystations navigated by Shaw’s ships – Suez, Aden, Malaysia, Singapore – were no longer a part of the British world. Even the distinctive elevated railway from which he had surveyed the city’s riverfront was gone, dismantled and replaced with a chain of bus stops. Shaw’s imperious vantage-point, the line of sight that permitted his pompous yet not entirely outlandish fantasy about the future of a world made, in part, by Liverpool, had itself been annulled.

Liverpool had outlasted the historical forces that conjured it into being and its future was now uncertain. By the beginning of the 1980s, the city was facing a concatenation of crises. Its population was in freefall, almost halving between 1930 and the millennium. Decolonisation, technological revolutions in cargo shipping and Britain’s changing geographies of trade laid waste to Liverpool’s docks. Between 1957 and 1983, seven out of every eight docking jobs disappeared from the city.2 In 1971, the last commercial trans-Atlantic liner set sail from Liverpool to Montreal, never to return. The hundreds of light industrial enterprises that had been hastily erected in the mid-twentieth century to compensate for the city’s shrinking maritime economy – car plants, food processing works, small electronics factories – were steadily gutted by the recessions of the 1970s and 1980s. Between 1979 and 1982, Merseyside saw an astonishing 384 factories close for good, taking with them more than 25,000 jobs.3 Throughout the 1980s, between 15 and 20 per cent of the city remained permanently unemployed. The engines of industry and trade that had once made Liverpool a wealthy city of almost a million people had sputtered and died.

For the city’s Black population, most of whom were descended from West African workers who had been employed as cheap labour on inter-continental ships, economic misery was compounded by police brutality. They had been effectively excluded from the tides of welfare and social mobility that had carried so many of their white fellow city dwellers away from the slums and out to the suburbs. In the early 1980s, the unemployment rate in parts of Toxteth, a neighbourhood that had seen the highest concentration of post-war Black settlement in the city, was estimated to be as high as 73 per cent.4 In 1981, the residents of Toxteth, workless, brutalised by the state and subjugated by a racially unequal society that Liverpool’s elites had helped impose on the wider world, launched a spectacular insurrection against the police. After three days the city was on the brink of martial law. The uprising culminated with the police indiscriminately firing tear gas at protestors from specialist shotguns with the express permission of the Home Secretary – a dramatic show of force from Liverpool’s beleaguered Chief Constable. While tear gas had been used to quell uprisings across the empire in the twentieth century, this was the first and, to date, only time that the weapon had been used in mainland Britain. The violence of the British imperial state, meted out in Egypt, in Malaya, in Kenya and in Northern Ireland, had arrived on the streets of Liverpool.5

A few weeks after the Toxteth uprising, in a notorious top-secret memo addressed to Margaret Thatcher, Geoffrey Howe, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, argued that Liverpool’s crisis was unsolvable. He warned the Prime Minister, who was entering her second full year of office, that plans to rescue the city ‘might be sown on relatively stony ground’. He compared the funding of infrastructure, employment and care in the city to ‘trying to make water flow uphill’. Howe suggested to Thatcher that the city could instead be guided towards a process of ‘managed decline’.6 In the eyes of the government, Liverpool and its population had become obsolete.

*

This book is about Liverpool’s past and what it might tell us about Britain’s future. In focusing on a single place, its aim is to give order to the cacophony of narratives, the diversity of experiences and the parade of individuals that make up Britain’s recent history. It allows us to see how some of the different pieces of the post-war era – deindustrialisation, decolonisation and the rise of a new kind of neoliberal economy – tessellated, working together to transform the lives of everyday people.7

At first glance, Liverpool seems like an unusual place from which to tell a story about Britain as a whole. The city has often been seen as a place apart, its history at odds with the rest of the country. It occupies an insurgent, contrarian and almost otherworldly place within Britain’s body politic, patronised, ignored, misunderstood and in some cases brazenly hated. For this reason, the city has often been an object of curiosity. Its economy dominated by trade rather than industry, its politics shaped by Irish nationalism and Trotskyist entryism, its society home to some of the oldest and most established Black and Chinese communities in Europe, the city has long been seen as an outlier to the rest of Britain.8

So why Liverpool? I argue that Liverpool’s history is a prophecy. It is where we need to look to understand our present moment; a moment that is characterised by stalling wage growth, collaps­ing health systems, widespread homelessness, shrinking political horizons, emboldened far-right movements and new demands for Black civil rights from London to St Louis. With inequality widening and climate change accelerating, the crises of surplus labour, surplus buildings and surplus people will become ever more urgent. One of the tasks of the historian is to comb through the historical darkness in search of the connecting threads between then and now. This is the history that Britain’s impending future demands we tell. The history that this book describes might be coming for us all.

It is time to establish a new way of thinking about Britain’s recent history, one that is better suited for our multiple overlapping crises, as well as the crises to come. The old stories we tell about post-war Britain – the rise and fall of the ‘welfare state’, Thatcherism, permissiveness and decline – were told by historians working in, and in many instances benefitting from, different political and economic conditions – different climates (in both meanings of that word). They may seem increasingly marginal as the alarm bells begin to sound for our coming century. We need histories of worklessness rather than labour, of environmental ruin rather than planning, of policing rather than welfare, of disintegration rather than hegemony. We also need hopeful stories of joy and resistance unburdened by the heavy-handed moralism and withered political imagination of recent electoral high-politics. We need precedents that confront rather than enable the far-right political violence erupting on Britain’s streets. We need, in other words, to see Liverpool’s history as a prophecy.

This book does not intend to be comprehensive. There are neighbourhoods, communities, stories and powerful individuals that do not feature at all here. It is a historical argument rather than a local survey, a narrative rather than a textbook. After all, Liverpool is a city that has produced more history than it can consume locally.9 Almost all Britons will be familiar with some of the stories in this book, and readers hoping to be immersed in the city’s explosive, dramatic and tragic history will not be disappointed by what follows, whether it’s the sudden emergence of the most successful rock band the world has ever known, the collapse of the docks, the pitched battles in Toxteth in 1981, the city’s fiscal brinksmanship and near bankruptcy under a Militant Trotskyist regime, the Disney-like regeneration of the city’s waterfront, the extraordinary success of its two football teams and the unforgivable catastrophe of Hillsborough. But there are many other stories too, such as the secret deportation of parts of the city’s Chinese community, the flooding of a Welsh village to secure the city’s water supply, the co-ordinated destruction of much of the city’s public transportation, the mass rent strikes in the suburbs, the Conservative experiments in lawless free-market planning imported to Liverpool via Hong Kong, the radical feminist support networks founded to help Irish women arriving via boat to access abortions and the city’s pioneering response to the AIDS crisis.

*

What does it mean to be rendered obsolete by historical change, to inhabit somewhere that has outlasted its purpose and yet continues to exist? In Liverpool as well as in Britain and many other places in the global north, historical time appears to have glitched and stalled. The past has accumulated and congealed in the streets, heavy and burdensome. In the words of Svetlana Alexievich, ‘the future is not where it ought to be. Our time comes to us secondhand.’10 Britons are all, to some degree, the detritus left behind by historical forces that have long since expired. Like many others across the former industrial world, we live in or among vast settlements conjured from the earth in previous centuries to service trade routes and export markets that no longer exist or raw materials that are no longer in use.

Throughout this book, I use the term obsolescence to make sense of what happened in post-war Liverpool. I expand the meaning of the concept, beyond the narrow technical use that we are most familiar with, using it to encompass multiple different features of life in the city.11 First, it refers to the accumulated ruins of a built environment falling into disuse. By the 1970s and 1980s, Liverpool’s waterfront was littered with gigantic, abandoned warehouses, empty silos and crumbling jetties, damp with seawater, fringed by grass and weeds – reclaimed by ungovernable nature. Its halo of suburbs and satellite towns was speckled with abandoned factories. The exodus of the city’s population had left its inner-city neighbourhoods pockmarked with cratered lots and abandoned houses, many with leaking gas mains, others with dogs trapped inside to deter copper thieves.

Whether it was Friedrich Engels writing about Manchester in the 1840s, Charles Baudelaire writing about Paris in the late nineteenth century or the Chinese documentary-maker Cao Fei commenting on Guangzhou in the early twenty-first, observers of cities in the first flushes of rapid growth have expressed wonder at how built environments can be suddenly transformed, leaving few traces of the past behind. Henry James returned to New York after a spell in Europe in 1904 and was astonished at how the Manhattan of his childhood had changed beyond recognition in just a few years. New York, he wrote, was ‘a provisional city’, one that was ‘crowned not only with no history, but with no credible possibility of time for history’, and was ventilated only by a ‘dreadful chill of change’.12 In late twentieth-century Liverpool these sentiments had been turned on their head. Here, the mystifying tendency for the spaces of everyday life to be dissolved and re-made by capital had stalled. Buildings that had outlived their use remained in place, either derelict or vacant. Karl Marx’s famous adage about the boundless creative and destructive powers of capitalism, ‘all that is solid melts into air’, had been inverted. Jobs and money had melted into air, but jetties, warehouses and uninhabitable terraced houses remained stubbornly solid.13

Second, obsolescence was also the fate of many of the people who were left in the wake of Liverpool’s unravelling economy. At first, this meant those who had arrived in Liverpool via Britain’s imperial circulatory systems and whose presence in the city was no longer wanted – Chinese and Black merchant sailors and their descendants, who were brutally policed and sometimes deported. Eventually, however, by the end of the century, large swathes of the rest of the city’s working class would also come to be demonised, over-policed and rendered surplus. Obsolescence would come for the city’s tens of thousands of long-term unemployed – dock workers, skilled engineers, merchant sailors, construction workers, women and men who scrubbed chickens and built cars on electrical assembly lines – people whose productive energies were no longer required. To be deemed obsolete was a contagious condition that burned through Liverpool’s social order.

Obsolescence and its attendant fates of intensive policing, grinding poverty and cultural denigration only make sense in a world where people and places are crudely instrumentalised. Contrary to the view of politicians, employers and journalists who are quick to reduce the worth of a person’s life to their labour power, I will argue that being made obsolete should not mean being disposable. Alternatively, under the right political conditions, it could even be a type of freedom, a pre-requisite, perhaps, for imagining a better world.

Finally, I am not interested in exhuming the exhausted arguments about whether Britain ‘declined’ in the twentieth century. As a framework, ‘obsolescence’ avoids this debate, which is often parochial, moralistic and imbued with sentiment and nostalgia.14 Liverpool’s obsolescence was compatible with, and made possible by, enormous concentrations of wealth elsewhere in the country and had little to do with Britain’s relative standing in the league tables of other developed economies. Inequality has fractured these shared national communities of redistribution to the point where all-encompassing pronouncements of ‘decline’ or revival are increasingly meaningless.15 Nor is the object of this book to celebrate what came before Britain’s obsolescence. The centuries that preceded it have cast long and terrible shadows: the enslavement and social murder of millions of Black Africans, the decimation of indigenous populations, the exclusion of women from dignified well-paid work and the birth of a carbon economy whose emissions fill the skies above.

*

There is no city in mainland Britain whose history was shaped more by empire than Liverpool. The story of Liverpool’s obsolescence is the story of the collapse of the city’s imperial maritime economy. In the early twentieth century, the city was at the helm of a world-spanning network of trade and movement patched together by steamships, many of which were manned by West African, Chinese, Malaysian and Somalian sailors with transient and global lives. After long, lonely voyages skirting deserts, rainforests and equatorial storms, these ships arrived in Liverpool to be serviced by tens of thousands of dock workers, many of whom lived and died within walking distance of the banks of the Mersey. Beginning in the middle of the twentieth century, Liverpool’s mighty imperial nexus came spectacularly undone. As early as the 1930s, Britain’s falling share in world trade began to corrode the city’s networks of trade and influence. After the war, post-colonial nation states founded rival shipping companies that disrupted monopolies and disorganised trade. Meanwhile, Britain’s entry into what would become the European Union reorientated the nation’s trade away from its empire and towards the continent to its east, leaving Liverpool, in the words of one writer, ‘marooned on the wrong side of the country’.16 Finally, the adoption of shipping containers that rolled seamlessly from ships to trucks sent mortal shocks through the city’s remaining trade routes, removing the necessity of most dockside labour and, eventually, bankrupting the port.

The unravelling of Liverpool’s imperial maritime economy had profoundly different consequences for the various inhabitants of its planetary web. The city’s dock workers and many of the thousands of other onshore workers who made their living in jobs associated with shipping and trade, almost all of whom were white, were offered life rafts by trade unions, activist local governments and state planners. In the early twentieth century, dock workers in Liverpool, like those across the country, had lived casual and uncertain lives, fighting for scraps of work each day with no job security and no guarantees. In 1947, the post-war Labour government introduced a system of registration and job security that undid more than a century of precarity and, in Liverpool, mitigated the downward pressure on wages caused by the reduction in trade. Meanwhile, between the 1930s and the 1960s, various arms of the state subsidised the creation of tens of thousands of new industrial jobs to absorb those who had been cut loose from the city’s contracting maritime economy. These new jobs were underwritten by thousands of new homes, public and private, built in suburban coils around the city’s ring roads and in the expanding new towns of Kirkby, Runcorn and Skelmersdale.

However, while white workers were temporarily rescued, the people of colour who also made a living from this oceanic system were quietly abandoned. Black sailors and their descendants, most of whom lived in cheap hostels by the docks or in rented slum housing, struggled to gain access to new industrial jobs or new council homes. In the 1930s, their lives were scrutinised and pathologised by academics at Liverpool University, at that time a leading centre for eugenics and race science. In 1948, the Black community was subject to an outburst of violence instigated by a white mob. In the 1950s, many were deported with the collusion of the shipping companies they had worked for. Most notoriously, the end of the war also saw more than a thousand Chinese merchant sailors who had settled in Liverpool deported in secret, many of whom were detained by the police in midnight raids and had British families who never knew their fate.

We can follow the consequences of this divergent response to the collapse of Liverpool’s maritime economy into the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s. As job opportunities contracted and German bombs tore through the hinterlands of the docks, Liverpool’s Black seafarers and their descendants moved inland to Toxteth. There, in crumbling terraced homes and ill-kept Victorian mansions hastily subdivided by rapacious landlords, their lives were circumscribed by unemployment, police violence and exclusion from all but the worst public and private housing. At the same time, many seafarers whose lives had been divided between Liverpool and cities in the decolonising world found themselves cut adrift, trapped behind the new immigration restrictions of the 1960s and 1970s.

Meanwhile, by the last third of the twentieth century, the machinery of welfare, industrial policy and economic growth that had rescued many of Liverpool’s white dock workers was already falling apart. In the space of a few years, containerisation and the abandonment of the city’s centuries-old network of Victorian docks eviscerated the post-war job protection scheme for dock workers. Its final abolition by Margaret Thatcher in 1989 plunged the city’s small cohort of remaining dock workers back into precarious, insecure work. At the same time, the global economic turmoil of the 1970s and early 1980s saw the car assembly plants and small factories, once imagined to be the future of Liverpool’s economy, either shrink their workforces or close for good. Without work, life in the city’s new peripheral communities, places like Kirkby and Speke, came to feel like an indefinite incarceration where diminishing welfare payments were recycled to pay for increasing rents and where heroin came to plug the gaps left by insecurity and the broken promises of social mobility.17 By the 1980s, many white people had become subjected to the same kinds of insecurity, downward social mobility, environmental ruin and police violence that had marked the lives of people of colour in the city for generations. To be racialised and to be made obsolete were overlapping processes.

The combined social and material effects of the city’s obsolescence require us to think, therefore, about the ways that British capitalism was shaped by racial inequalities, inequalities that were themselves forged by the expansion and contraction of its empire. Many historians have long been aware of how Britain’s economic prosperity was inseparable from colonial violence perpetrated in myriad forms overseas.18 Indeed, this book is heavily influenced by a tradition of Black scholarship on both sides of the Atlantic that argues that racialisation – the ceaseless and brutal process of producing and justifying social difference – has been a process internal to the history of capitalism.19 However, most theorists of what has come to be called ‘racial capitalism’ have studied these twin processes of racialisation and economic development in motion, from the slave plantation to the assembly line to the call centre.20 Instead, obsolescence is what’s left after these grand historical forces slowly grind to a halt. It is the study of a society that has outlived the productive forces that have called it into being.21

The shattered remains of Liverpool’s imperial maritime economy were scattered across the city and the wider world. Contrary to many accounts of post-war Liverpool, which focus on a narrow segment of the city’s working class, this book argues that the city’s economic crisis intersected with and recast a post-imperial society that was structured by race at every level.22 The implicit coding of Britain’s working class as white is a fragile and cynical rhetorical move, one that is laundered through one-sided and parochial accounts of deindustrialisation. It is a claim that burns up swiftly on entering the atmosphere of Liverpool’s recent history.

*

What was to be done about Liverpool’s crisis? By the end of the twentieth century, the city had become an open-air laboratory for solutions to the problem of obsolescence. In the 1980s and 1990s, successive governments dreamed up various schemes for putting unemployed people to work and for repurposing surplus buildings for uses that would have been unimaginable for their original architects.

From the early 1980s, Margaret Thatcher’s government used Liverpool as a testing ground for some of the neoliberal policies that her government was hoping to introduce on a national scale. In 1981, her government created the Merseyside Development Corporation (MDC), a shadowy body whose board was directly appointed by Westminster and which had the power to buy, sell and redevelop land, superseding the power of the democratically elected local government. A few months later, this was followed by an ‘enterprise zone’ in the city’s southern fringes. Only a few hundred acres in size, the zone was a low-tax libertarian fantasy world layered over a landscape of abandoned factories and car assembly plants. Inspired by the laissez-faire economy of imperial Hong Kong, the zone was designed to showcase a new kind of low-tax, deregulated economy, one that, as Conservative politicians noted in secret memos, would soon be rolled out across the country. Liverpool’s new urban economy demanded retrofitting and redeveloping the city’s obsolete buildings. In 1984, the Herculaneum Dock was transformed into the first of five National Garden Festivals, a fantastical temporary garden show, attended by millions and intended to attract private property speculators back into the city. In 1988, parts of the Albert Dock were re-made into Tate Liverpool, a signal that the intangible forces of creativity and culture might halt Liverpool’s downward spiral.

These different policies had a single guiding logic. The city would be re-made in order to compete on a global scale for money, tourists and jobs. Taxes would be lowered, buildings would be scrubbed clean and the city’s history would be sanitised. Where Liverpool’s docks had once processed textiles, guns and enslaved people, it was now incumbent on the newly expanded and renamed John Lennon Airport to import tourists and export culture in the form of football and the Beatles. Shorn of its imperial networks, the city was re-globalised in the 1980s and 1990s. This new international orientation welcomed the mobility of capital and tourists at the same time as Britain’s border regime intensified, even for its former imperial subjects and their descendants. As Britain decolonised, new legislation in 1962, 1968, 1971 and 1981 tightened its borders, sealing the country off from its former empire and securing its social infrastructure from the claims of former colonial subjects.23 The Black, unemployed and heavily policed residents of Toxteth, or what remained of the city’s Chinese community after deportation drives in the 1940s, were not the beneficiaries or the imagined protagonists of this new cosmopolitanism. While Geoffrey Howe’s notorious 1981 memo calling for the city’s ‘managed decline’ was not spoken of again in the top levels of government, this book will argue that each of these measures in their own way was exactly that. Although some of the strategies deployed since 1980 were briefly successful on their own terms, Liverpool’s continued purpose was never fully resolved.

Fortunately, these were not the only solutions to Liverpool’s obsolescence. Immediately after the war, the city’s fraying maritime networks meant that Liverpool became a hub for anti-colonial resistance movements that set out to abolish the imperial inequalities that sustained its economy. The city became a place where different visions of the post-colonial world were hotly debated by striking sailors, pan-Africanist intellectuals, eccentric preachers and future post-colonial leaders. Later, as Liverpool’s Black community moved inland, it developed its own distinctive formation, organised through music, sport and radical forms of resistance. This was an expansive cultural and political Blackness forged in the furnace of white racism and police violence and organised through groups such as the Liverpool Black Caucus, the Liverpool 8 Defence Committee and the Liverpool 8 Law Centre, who were instrumental in staking a claim for Black people in the city and contesting police brutality in the streets and in the courtroom.24 The uprising in Toxteth in 1981, a multi-racial insurrection against decades of police brutality, took the city’s culture of resistance to its violent and combustible limit.

In other areas, too, Liverpool’s residents refused to submit to the terms of their obsolescence. Perhaps most famously, the city elected a Trotskyist Militant Labour council in 1983 that waged war against Thatcher, refusing to implement savage cuts to municipal jobs and services entailed by reduced fiscal support from her government. In politicising the city’s budget, the Council seized on widespread yet inchoate feelings of abandonment and despair and wielded them into a compelling new story about Liverpool’s obsolescence. They were, however, resolutely uninterested in the social order of the post-colonial city that they ruled. Their mechanistic and parochial theory of politics meant that the Council refused to address the ongoing exclusion of the city’s Black residents from the new homes and jobs that were created under its reign, while doubling down on their support for the police. Just like the job and housing creation drives of the mid-twentieth century, the Trotskyist insurgency amounted to a deficit-funded redevelopment programme whose spoils were largely reserved for the city’s white population. Their programme was insufficiently rather than excessively imaginative. Liverpool’s great political tragedy is that the Black abolitionists who duelled with police in 1981 and the white socialist politicians who squared off against government ministers in Westminster meeting rooms failed to find a common language during the city’s greatest crisis. As late as the 1980s, the two vestigial halves of Liverpool’s extinct imperial maritime economy were unable to meet across the political void.

Resistance flourished in other areas too. On the docks and on the factory floor, workers went on strike, organised sit-ins, slowed the pace of assembly lines and ridiculed their overseers. In the 1960s and 1970s, the sudden arrival of second wave feminism saw the founding of bookshops and reading groups, intimate spaces of discussion and dissent that opened new terrains of political struggle. Meanwhile, working-class women who were trapped in the workless new town of Kirkby organised rent strikes and were early pioneers of the ‘Wages for Housework’ campaign, which attempted to reconceive cleaning, caring and parenting as labour deserving remuneration. Black women, meanwhile, organised to re-imagine the provision of care, refusing to submit to the patronising and carceral way that Black people had been treated by medical and social services in Liverpool. Finally, during the AIDS crisis, radical health activists worked with heroin addicts and sex workers to establish a safe needle exchange programme, one of the first in the country. At the same time, and in the wake of a clumsy and hostile state response to the epidemic, gay men took it upon themselves to deinstitutionalise care, looking after each other, sharing resources, tending bedsides and memorialising the dead.

As the theorist Ruth Wilson Gilmore put it, those who have been abandoned by capital do also ‘abandon themselves’.25 Anti-colonial freedom fighters, mutual aid groups, activist lawyers, consciousness-raising circles, tenant associations and uncompromising unions all crafted solidarities that ran below the surface of formal politics like underground streams beneath limestone beds, shaping, recasting and opening up spaces for new futures. These inchoate and contradictory responses might be maps for how we should navigate through the storms of the coming century.
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