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‘We’re happy, surely?’ He pressed his presumption just a little. ‘Shouldn’t we be sensible, too?’

But the disturbance that had come did not give up its ground.

—William Trevor, ‘An Idyll in Winter’




Prologue

We live in an age of crisis: a world where chaos has become commonplace, and the fabric of our politics appears to be coming apart at the seams. In Britain, when the crisis is analysed for us on television and in the papers, it is usually images of Westminster that we are shown, and it is primarily politicians’ voices that we hear. This book tells a different story. It travels not to the great citadels of power, but to the margins instead – places that lie off the edge of the page, shady corners into which news cameras rarely reach. It argues that it is the people dwelling in these spaces who can best explain why the present feels so unstable. It believes that if we want to find the future – or at least understand the struggles that will forge it – then we must look here.

The chapters ahead were written, for the most part, at the end of the 2010s, when many on the left still believed that a Labour government was tantalisingly close to seizing office, and none of us had ever heard of Covid-19. Since then, institutional politics in the UK has mutated yet again, and a global pandemic has produced ruptures for which there are no precedents in living memory. But the communities who are the focal point of this book – people united by different forms of exclusion and vulnerability, and who have come together to fight, on their own terms, for something different – are now, as a result of these latest developments, more fiercely relevant than ever. With the balance of forces in parliament less febrile than when Now We Have Your Attention was first published, catalysts for change are increasingly likely to emerge not from opposition benches, but the streets. Coronavirus has unleashed a new social catastrophe that is nested inside a great many existing social ones, like a Russian doll, and tackling it has exposed all of them to the light. The disease’s transmission lines have often proved to be the cracks identified in this book – poverty, precariousness, the insecurity of not having a dependable roof over one’s head – and our mutual responses to it have drawn on the very forms of self-organised politics explored here. Little wonder that polling suggests only 9% of people in Britain desire a ‘complete return to normal’ after Covid-19.1 This pandemic has forced all of us to contemplate the questions articulated by the characters in these pages: questions regarding the extent to which we think of ourselves as part of a collective, questions about what it truly means to be safe, or free.

What follows are the tales of those for whom ‘normal’ has never been something settled, or acceptable; people whose daily battles – for survival, and simultaneously for transformation – reveal far more about the fluid nature of our political moment than any MP or peer. They are individuals and groups who are inconveniently out of step with more dominant narratives of universal progress and modernity spun from high above: an outsourced cleaner scrubbing the toilets of a government ministry; a teenager sleeping rough in the shadows of a luxury housing development; the inhabitants of an industrial town who have been discarded by their industry; a care worker told by the state that he is not who he thinks he is, and is no longer welcome on these shores. In isolation, each of their chronicles provides a window on to realms that many of us are unfamiliar with, despite our reliance on them. Taken together, they form a mirror in which the whole of our society is reflected: its contradictions and its conflicts; its many, messy tussles over the shape of things to come.

For the last forty years or so, a certain paradigm has moulded Britain and much of the planet beyond: a set of assumptions and perspectives concerning the way things are, and the way they should be. That doesn’t mean that this period has been uniform. In fact, it has encompassed great changes to the ways in which we work, play and communicate, to the technologies we use and to the stories we tell about ourselves. But a constant thread runs through it, namely an organising principle based on free markets, movable money and competition – on an ever-growing rivalry between people, companies, cities and regions, facilitated by governments that view themselves as competitive units as well. Many influential figures were so convinced of this era’s rationale and permanence that it became known as ‘the great moderation’; some even heralded the end of history.2

In 2008, the economic system that had been constructed around that principle imploded. It did not die altogether, not least because those in power moved heaven and earth to stitch it back together, using audacious innovations to drive it forward, harder and faster than ever before. But the justifications offered up for its existence no longer chimed with millions. Basic protections that many had come to expect from the state were stripped away; for some, the fundamental components of a decent life – a secure job and home, a sense of one’s place in the world – drifted further and further out of reach. New divisions emerged between those whose existing assets or status were swollen by this latest, aggressive iteration of capitalism, and those who were immiserated by it. Wages fell in real terms, while the value of the stock market soared and housing became ever more unaffordable.3 By the end of the last decade, growth in life expectancy was stalling for the first time in a century, average household debt had hit record highs, and 135,000 children were homeless at Christmas.4

In the gap between the mindset of the sclerotic governing class and the lived reality of its citizens, rebellions began to take root. They came from the left and the right, from the young and the old; they manifested themselves at the ballot box, on the ground, and in a vast array of different forms. The result was two highly contentious referendums that convulsed the country, three general elections in quick succession which threw up wildly differing results, and the slow-motion unravelling of our elite organs of governance – once an international byword for endurance and stability. For better or worse, all of this chaos has expanded our shared sense of political possibility: Britain has recently come within a few thousand votes of putting a radical socialist administration into office, and also delivered a landslide victory to the most right-wing government of the modern era. To most of those whom we rely upon to navigate political terrain on our behalf, all these shocks and surprises appeared utterly mystifying. In search of answers, reporters and pundits converged on Whitehall, Downing Street and the House of Commons – the site of the symptoms, rather than the causes. The coverage was breathless: hung parliaments and legislative deadlock, constitutional bedlam and fallen prime ministers. But at the heart of it all stood an epic absence. The politics presented to us was commentated on like a sporting event: a spectacle played out by a select few over there, something for the rest of us to watch from our sofas, and boo, or cheer. There was little notion of how all this turmoil was entangled with politics in its wider, deeper form: a living thing that runs through all of us and alters ordinary people, and which ordinary people in turn are capable of altering for themselves. ‘What a funny, contained emergency it is,’ noted the economics writer Aditya Chakrabortty. ‘It is as if the revolution of 1789 was being covered entirely from inside the Versailles court of Louis XVI.’5

In this book, I try to do something else. On one level, it comprises a journey: my search for that wider, deeper politics, one that sent me to franchised coffee outlets and nondescript office blocks all over the country; clambering across mammoth construction sites and factory ruins; wedging myself into basements, squats and the shadows of glitzy conference halls; walking along fields, rivers, football pitches and far-flung business parks, hunting all the while for clues. On another level, it is an alternative history of our ongoing disorder, narrated by those who too often find themselves being talked about rather than listened to. And it is also, I hope, an intervention: at a moment when things are falling apart and the contours of the next paradigm remain unclear, it makes an argument about how we should be sifting through the rubble, and the sort of fights that must be won if we are to construct a fairer, better future.

At the core of this argument is a simple claim: that after a long stretch in which we were told, wrongly, that politics was resolved, the years to come will in fact be marked by agitation and opportunity – and that we are all political agents, with a crucial part to play in determining where we go from here. I think the best people to teach us this are those you will meet in this book: people who have found new means of demanding our attention, and of bending politics to their will. The organisations I write about are relatively small in and of themselves, and they congregate in crevices: from a dank club night in Brighton to a tower block in Kensington and a shabby shopfront in Scotland, almost 400 miles north. But the communities they represent are huge, and growing; their concerns are our concerns, and their next moves will affect us all. ‘There are always energies, people, societies, on the margin, those who can’t express themselves within the dominant structure,’ declared the cultural theorist Stuart Hall. ‘What is to come will come as a result of those forces who are outside beginning to trouble, undermine, subvert, haunt the nightmares of the present – just at the moment when the present thinks “it’s closed”.’6 That haunting is what so many of those who have never bumped up against the hard edges of the status quo fail to understand. What comes next, in a way that seemed almost inconceivable in the relatively staid and consensual days of the mid-2000s, is now open wide and up for grabs.

The pages that follow are not objective, or anything like exhaustive. They are an entirely personal interrogation of Britain’s political flux, one that inevitably overlooks great swathes of the country and its complex, fractious debates. It is coloured throughout by my own perspective, one that I share with most of the young people whom we are introduced to in the first chapter, which is that – right now – it is those seeking radical change who are the realists; the fantasists are those still convinced that ‘the great moderation’ of days gone by – that lost era of so-called sensible politics, presided over by professional technocrats and unruffled by intrusions from the sidelines – can somehow be resurrected and continue. But I hope that those with different perspectives also read the book and discover something in it that is thought-provoking, or even persuasive. I hope that although they may disagree with some of its opinions, they find that it nonetheless illuminates the nature of our crisis, and the impulses behind clefts and clashes yet to appear.

In the American South of the 1930s and 40s, legions of baseball correspondents filed scrupulously balanced articles detailing the twists and turns of every season. With very few exceptions, none of them ever commented on the fact that US baseball leagues were racially segregated, or that the informal ‘baseball colour line’ was being progressively undermined by a nascent civil rights movement that would go on to change the country’s history.7 The correspondents operated within the boundaries of the system they reported on, and rarely questioned its underlying structure or the wider social mobilisations that were already rendering it an anachronism. Albeit in a different context, something similar has characterised political journalism here during recent years. The UK media is sometimes described as suffering from a lack of diversity, and the charge is a fair one – but it does not only apply to the racial, gender and class backgrounds of its personnel. Crucially, the media has also failed to diversify its thinking; to move beyond the narrow confines and limited horizons of the political assumptions that came before. This book aims to provide a corrective, and in the process sketch out a struggle for tomorrow that is fraught with both danger and possibility. As the author Rebecca Solnit puts it, ‘The future is dark, with a darkness as much of the womb as the grave.’8
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Youth

Ancoats, Manchester


It will unravel.

—Stuart Hall


When Layla first arrived in Britain, at the age of three, a gust of wind caught her unexpectedly and sent her flying.1 She landed in a tangle on the floor. ‘I was so used to hot weather,’ she told me, ‘and the combination of rain and cold and gales was something I’d never experienced before. I was small and skinny, and I just went “whoosh” into the air.’

Layla’s father had left the Democratic Republic of Congo a few years earlier, at the outset of a war that would go on to claim hundreds of thousands of lives. He made his way to Manchester, found a job and a home, and then brought the rest of the family over to join him. He was relieved to have them out of harm’s way – far from the military dictatorship he had spent much of his life resisting, settled now in a country where life seemed calm, predictable and secure. Not that things were easy, of course. As asylum seekers, they were moved continuously from one form of temporary accommodation to another, and survival depended on an exhausting, convoluted dance: through the bureaucracy of the benefits system, through the worlds of formal and informal work, through the grey zones in between. But despite all the upheaval – from Moston to Openshaw, Clayton to Longsight – the ground beneath the family’s feet felt solid. It was the early 2000s, New Labour were at the height of their powers, and Britain’s second city was undergoing a glitzy urban rebrand which promised to transform the fortunes of its citizens. ‘The story was that Manchester was becoming more and more global, more and more successful,’ remembers Layla.

She struggled with English at first, even while translating for her parents: she could understand the words in her head, but they got muddled up with French and Lingala when she tried to form them in her mouth. Moving from neighbourhood to neighbourhood meant that social connections were always transient, and there was rarely enough money spare for the bus ride back across town to visit old classmates. Layla wasn’t fazed. She pored over books in local libraries to improve her language skills, and became adept at making new friends, again and again and again. She studied for her GCSEs at a school where kids set fire to the bins at break time and police regularly patrolled the corridors, but she got the results she needed to make it to sixth-form college and from there she won a place at university. Her parents were overjoyed; they dreamed of her becoming a civil servant, or a teacher. There was a path, they knew, that ran from university to a graduate job, and from a graduate job to a home of one’s own, and from a home of one’s own to a family, and Layla was now on it.

But as Layla neared adulthood, something strange began to happen: that path began to blur and warp. For a hundred years in Britain, each generation had been more prosperous than their parents; Layla and her cohort were about to break the mould. ‘The summer after I turned sixteen, just before I started college, I had an awakening,’ she explained. ‘I was looking around at the school I’d come from, which was so poorly funded, and at the futures we had waiting for us, and it all felt wrong. I just thought, I can’t ignore this any more.’ Some of Layla’s friends expected to live in social housing after leaving school, but waiting lists had grown so long that they were worried about being shunted towards homelessness instead. At the same time, those in her social circle planning on higher education no longer saw it as a gateway to dependable middle-class employment; now it seemed more like a guarantee of crippling debts, and entry into a jobs market that was delivering the longest period of wage stagnation and falling incomes in recorded economic history.2 By the time Layla started her degree in 2017, the average student in England owed more than £50,000 upon graduation – a fifteenfold increase in her lifetime – and for those like her from poorer backgrounds, who are afforded extra maintenance loans, that figure was higher still.3 ‘I was stressed,’ she told me. ‘About whether I’d ever pay it back, about how commodified it all felt, and about how I’d ever afford a home on the other side.’ For Layla, the thought of eventually buying her own place was an increasingly wild fantasy: by this point, twentysomethings in Manchester were spending almost half their pay on rent, three times more than their grandparents did, and although the city’s horizon was restless with cranes hardly any of the new apartments they were building were affordable.4 That once-solid ground beneath her feet no longer slanted upwards towards progress.

‘There’s worry, all the time, and that produces an anger,’ said Layla. ‘It comes out in different ways, but you notice it. And it takes people in different directions.’ For Layla, it took her here: to the top floor of a former textiles mill on the banks of the Ashton Canal in Ancoats. At the far end of the room in which Layla and I were talking, somebody had pinned up a map of Manchester’s city centre with protest sites and surreptitious approach routes marked out; around us lay crisp packets, mobile-phone chargers, and a casual, convulsive disregard for the status quo. Young people talking in low voices began to gather their things together, preparing to descend the stairs and head out on to the street. Layla pulled her jacket tight, and I did the same. These are the days when we all feel like the wind could blow us down, or maybe, just maybe, lift us into something new.



*



The Ashton Canal was dug in the late eighteenth century to ferry coal from the great mines at Oldham and Ashton-under-Lyne into eastern and central Manchester, where the clothing and hat-making industries were concentrated. Upon its completion, a dense cluster of wharves, warehouses and industrial buildings sprung up along the waterway, many of which are still standing. Some have been converted into high-end flats for aspirational professionals, while others have been abandoned, or are stuck somewhere in the middle. One has been completely demolished with the exception of its original facade, which keeps watch over an acre of rubble; it looks out over its inverse, a building site where a recently constructed steel and concrete skeleton has been left without a skin. The canal wends its way out from the chain stores and franchised coffee outlets around Piccadilly station and past a former retail park on the inner ring road, where a collection of colossal grey boxes once stuffed with consumer goods for the very young – Mothercare, the Early Learning Centre, Toys R Us – now lie empty: prefab squares of silence, encircled by a rush-hour traffic roar. Further east, the roads that run alongside the towpath become quieter, and the spaces they border more piecemeal. There are miles of metal fences here, screening off car parks and guard dogs and yawning scrubland on the other side. Scattered among them are iron gas holders and half-broken outhouses. Walk past at the right time of day and you’ll hear the discordant sounds of evangelical church congregations and illicit teenage band rehearsals mingling as they seep into the sky.

At almost any point in its history, Manchester has provided two things simultaneously: a window on to the prevailing economic orthodoxy, and a case study in the flaws and fightbacks that threaten it. Free Trade Hall on Peter Street was built to celebrate the repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846, a move celebrated by its supporters as fulfilling the natural ‘destiny’ of competitive markets; it was constructed on the site of the Peterloo Massacre, in which landowning yeomanry charged at crowds who had assembled to demand parliamentary representation, and swung at demonstrators with their sabres. The Royal Exchange next to St Ann’s Square was designed as a mart in which mill owners could buy and sell their wares, but it’s also where factory hands held demonstrations and disaffected cotton workers attacked symbols of Manchester’s moneyed elite. Friedrich Engels’ father sent him to work in the family’s thread-manufacturing plant in Salford so that the young man might better appreciate the wonders of industrial modernity; instead he and Karl Marx commandeered a corner desk at Chetham’s library and began writing The Communist Manifesto. ‘Capitalism was born here,’ observed Layla, ‘and, in a way, I guess socialism was too.’ A city forged from the violence of the cotton industry and slavery, Manchester has always played host to competing notions of identity and solidarity. During the American Civil War, for example, local business leaders lobbied for British military intervention on behalf of Southern plantation owners, while cotton workers – despite facing hunger and unemployment themselves on account of the Union blockade – mobilised to support the north. Seven decades later, working-class neighbourhoods in the city sent aid and volunteers to wage war with Franco in Spain; at the same time, the Blackshirts of Oswald Mosley – holder of the hereditary baronetcy of Ancoats – were attempting to march through nearby streets. When nations are in flux and fog, Manchester brings their fault lines into the light. Today, the Ashton Canal and the city beyond it are emblematic of an interregnum once again.

This one concerns a deep unravelling: the breakdown of a long-prevailing economic logic, and of the political principles and social norms that developed with it. We’ve been through similar implosions before. The ‘Long Depression’ of the late nineteenth century brought an epic Victorian era of globalisation to an end, and culminated eventually in the horrors of the First World War. A generation later the Great Depression led to yet another global conflict. In the decades that followed the Second World War, a new era of industrial capitalism in Western Europe and the USA shaped the lives of billions, until widespread economic stagnation in the mid-1970s resulted in political transformation once again. We have been living with the economic orthodoxy that replaced it – a late, aggressive form of capitalism – ever since; at least, that is, until 2008, when a financial crash of almost unparalleled magnitude exposed and intensified a whole series of interconnected crises that had been bubbling below the skin, both in Britain and abroad. Some of these crises were directly related to the functioning of the existing economy, such as the proliferation of unsustainable debt, a collapse in confidence in the global banking system, and the growing disconnect between zippy, rootless, financialised capital and widespread economic stagnation and inequality as experienced by real people in real places on the ground. Others were sparked by deeper questions about the future: how demographic changes and increased automation would rewire the labour force; which regions, classes and generations would gain from rapid changes to the way the economy reproduced itself, and which would lose out. These were all part of a meta-crisis regarding our ability as individuals, communities and even nation states to check or influence such developments – a crisis of agency itself, within a system that seemingly recognised no decisions and no authority other than those determined by aggregated market forces. In the decade or so since the crash, none of these crises has been dealt with; on the contrary, in its aftermath they have all raged fiercer than ever, overlaid by the ultimate, existential crisis, which is the catastrophic damage being wrought by that very same economic orthodoxy to our living planet and the looming possibility of our slow-burn extinction as a species. The result has been political uproar in countries across the globe.

Like all paradigm shifts, the one we are living through will be lengthy, complex and tortuous, and its outcomes will appear inevitable only with hindsight. In the meantime, we exist in one of what the historian Robert Darnton calls ‘moments of suspended disbelief’: those rare, fragile conjunctures in which anything seems conceivable, and – far from being immutable – the world around us appears ready to be redesigned.5 That kaleidoscopic sense of pieces being thrown up in the air, with no clear sign yet of where they might land, is especially acute because of the nature of this particular paradigm shift. At the heart of late capitalism is the conviction that ever-increasing areas of human activity could and should be walled off from politics itself. This ideology – sometimes referred to as market liberalism or neoliberalism (though all of these terms are used to describe a wide range of overlapping phenomena, and their definitions are furiously contested) – rests on the notion that market activity is most efficient and productive when it is protected from political interference, and that the world can be made more efficient and more productive, more extensively liberated from grubby political bickering, by the extension of market principles into as many spheres of life as is viable, with states making active interventions to achieve this where necessary. For better or for worse, we have all seen this tendency manifest itself in the places we live and work. Ancoats is no exception: the transformations wrought by the introduction of new markets over several decades are visible everywhere, from the once-public and now-privatised trains that run along the Calder Valley railway line to the neighbourhood’s north and the Hope Valley line to the south, to the business-sponsored academy school on Blossom Street designed to replace the state provision of education in the area (subsequently mired in scandal and shut down), and the former council homes of the Cardroom estate that have been demolished to make way for fresh housing units available to buy or rent at eye-watering prices on the open market.

Neoliberal ideology works by invisibilising itself and claiming to transcend politics altogether; its dictums are presented not as political choices to be tested and debated alongside other, rival political choices, but rather as a set of natural laws. It’s simply what works, the argument goes. With the delegation of decision-making over so many areas of our lives to the market, the spaces in which politics can play out have shrunk in the late-capitalist era, leaving vacuums in their wake. By politics, I mean not only those policy matters that are subject to democratic oversight via politicians who, in theory at least, are responding to collective demands, but also the mental realms, both private and public, in which different ideas are contested about how power and resources should be understood, structured and distributed. However, after the 2008 financial crash, neoliberalism’s claim to ‘legitimacy by results’ was torn to shreds in many people’s eyes and ideological combat has returned with a vengeance. Opinion polls show that popular faith in our existing economic structures is foundering. In 2016 YouGov found that more Brits favour socialism than capitalism, and the following year the pro-market Legatum Institute published a study showing that the words most strongly associated with capitalism by nearly every socio-economic group were ‘greed’, ‘selfishness’ and ‘corruption’; they concluded that the general public ‘instinctively view capitalism negatively’.6 Theresa May, when prime minister, was forced to defend the very idea of markets in her conference speeches; the Sun, Britain’s bestselling tabloid newspaper, has published panicked editorials reminding readers that capitalism is the ‘best system of wealth-creation mankind has yet invented’, while in 2018 the Daily Telegraph, the right-of-centre broadsheet widely considered to be the ‘in-house’ newspaper for Britain’s political establishment, launched a campaign to save capitalism and free markets from ruin.7 Before 2008, there was no need for the Daily Telegraph to run any such campaign, and the Sun rarely mentioned capitalism at all; the general nature of our economic system was taken for granted. Now, as popular justification for the current orthodoxy collapses, politics – motley, capricious and disorderly – is surging in to fill the gaps.

The defining feature of our age is that politics itself is being reanimated, drawing an era of mass, passive spectatorship to a close. That process is enchanting politics with all kinds of things – place, culture, nationhood, race and dogma, to name but a few – and opening up possibilities that are both emancipatory and revanchist; imaginative horizons are being stretched in ways that are thrilling but that are also capable of inflicting untold pain and suffering, pain and suffering which will not be shared equally. In Ancoats, as in every corner of the country, history is tilting – and many of those who wielded control and influence in days gone by are scrabbling to find a foothold. ‘There are times, perhaps once every thirty years, when there is a sea change in politics,’ remarked Jim Callaghan, the premier who presided over the last great metamorphosis in the late 1970s. ‘It then does not matter what you say or what you do. There is a shift in what the public wants and what it approves of.’

Layla, who couldn’t stay up to watch the 2017 general election results roll in because she had to sit an A-level exam on the Tudors the following day (‘I love Henry VII,’ she admitted to me, ‘but for the life of me I couldn’t remember anything about Henry VIII’), understands all this far better than most of the professional politicians or lobby journalists 200 miles from her whose lives revolve around the Palace of Westminster. Rather than trying to explain away our present commotion with reference to cults of personality, or conspiratorial Russian bots, or as a paroxysm of ‘anti-political’ sentiment among an apathetic electorate, Layla views the contemporary moment as intensely political. ‘Just look at our reality: it’s a political education in its own right,’ she told me once. ‘All these experts say that people are “anti-politics” right now, but what we’re seeing is the epitome of politics.’ A couple of years before, just as she was beginning to seriously contemplate life beyond school and her family home, Layla began paying more attention to the things her friends and other people she followed on social media were saying about race and class, about economic opportunities for the young or lack of them, and about the worthy life advice handed down by the comfortably-off to insecure millennials – advice which quickly became fodder for derision, satire and memes. ‘Twitter started my political awakening,’ she grinned. ‘My dad is a Blairite; he’d roll his eyes when I talked about some of the stuff I was reading. The thing is, the ways that generation expect us to think, the things they say to us: they don’t work any more. So jokes about that, they become part of your life.’

We compared social media posts that we had come across in recent months, most offering ironic comment on news headlines or major events. ‘Reminder: there’s alternatives to capitalism,’ read one, linking to a media report entitled ‘Analysis: Millennials should be willing and able to work longer than their parents and grandparents did’. ‘Can’t wait for £800k homes in London to suddenly only be worth £20,’ stated another, attaching a graph showing the value of sterling plummeting after the EU referendum. There is an entire social media sub-genre dissecting the preposterous charges made against young people for supposedly ruining beloved things, be they food items, forms of language or social norms (a sample exchange – Bloomberg: ‘Millennials have killed again. The latest victim? American cheese’; response: ‘yeah ok but baby boomers killed liberal democracy and the social safety net so can we call it even’). After a former UKIP MEP tweeted a condemnation of teenagers who complain about the economic system, insisting that ‘as young people grow up, and have jobs, and mortgages, and children, and obligations, they tend to change their views’, one reply from a young person – ‘What if those people don’t get the jobs, the mortgages, can’t afford children or caring for their parents? What if all of these things were contingent on a political settlement which has now completely disappeared?’ – went viral. ‘7 years ago i joined twitter to keep up with one direction on x-factor and now i’m a communist,’ posted a woman called Stephanie in late 2017. Her tweet has so far been ‘liked’ by nearly 300,000 people.

It was against this backdrop – a sense that the politics of the past had failed her, and a resolve to struggle against the cancellation of her future – that Layla came along to ‘Demand the Impossible’ at Bridge 5 Mill, a radical education programme that had already hosted several courses in London and was now expanding beyond the capital. This series of workshops is the brainchild of Ed Lewis and Jacob Mukherjee, two former secondary-school teachers who became disillusioned with the politics and sociology A-level syllabuses, which they believe leave students spiritless and stymied. ‘Everyone talks about the stress and the paperwork of being a schoolteacher, all of which is true,’ says Jacob, ‘but more depressing is just how boring some of it is. Anything interesting, really interesting, has to be shoehorned in because so much of the course is prescriptive: the taxonomy of electoral systems, the number of hereditary peers, and so on.’ The two friends were politicised as students by protests against the Iraq War in the early 2000s. By the early 2010s, when they were settling in to their teaching careers, there were new forms of social unrest that felt urgent and worthy of interrogation: the fallout from the financial crash, austerity, a huge student movement against tuition fees that brought tens of thousands on to the streets of London in 2010, and nationwide riots in 2011. And yet, as Ed puts it, ‘The things we were told to teach were so decontextualised. It’s not that big ideas like conservatism, liberalism, anarchism and fascism weren’t in the syllabus, it’s that they were presented in such a simplified and theoretical manner, as just another set of categories to memo-rise ahead of exam season, that the kids didn’t have any way of connecting them to their lived experiences.’

In February 2012, with the streets blanketed in snow, the pair made a plan to go sledging on Hampstead Heath; at the last minute, they decided to duck into a pub instead. It was there that they came up with the idea for a free, extracurricular course for students which would run during the summer holidays and be open to anyone interested in exploring politics beyond their official A-level modules. The inaugural Demand the Impossible was staged a few months later, in a hired room at Goldsmiths University in south-east London. ‘We didn’t have any money so we held a fundraising party at Ed’s flat and encouraged people to give us donations in exchange for portions of themed salads,’ said Jacob. ‘One was called “Bread” and the other “Roses”,’ a reference to a slogan that originated in the women’s suffrage movement and has become an anthem for working-class struggle: ‘Bread for all; and roses, too.’ ‘“Roses” was the fancy one,’ explained Jacob, ‘as it had halloumi in it.’ The budget for that first course was so small that they had to go dumpster-diving to cater for participants; each day they micro-waved hastily cobbled-together risottos in the student-union kitchen and served it up for lunch.

The initial Demand the Impossible lasted for five days and included debates and workshops on big oil, feminism, the Egyptian revolution and activist tactics. It culminated in the students conducting a short-lived sit-in of a Sainsbury’s outlet in south London, to protest against the retail giant’s refusal to pay its staff the living wage. ‘We tried to put attendees in different groups, each of which would tackle the issue from a different strategic perspective: some handed out leaflets to shoppers, others tried to collect signatures on a petition, others formed a flash mob inside the store,’ said Ed. ‘It wasn’t entirely successful. After that, we made sure that on subsequent courses the students themselves took the lead in formulating any actions, and that they all did it together.’ Over the following years Demand the Impossible grew in scope and size, offering evening sessions staggered across a period of many months as well as intensive week-long programmes. With each new cohort, Ed and Jacob refined the course structure and content, attracted a wider range of guest tutors, and watched on as the young people attending became more fired up, more ambitious. Some of the teens ended up wanting to occupy an HSBC bank branch; others launched demonstrations inside Westfield shopping centres which made the local news. One of the student groups conducted a march through Bishopsgate, at the heart of London’s financial district, to oppose government cuts to state services. They were shocked at the aggressive reaction they got from City workers. ‘The reception was so hostile, and often racist as well,’ remembers Ed. ‘Many of the kids later said it was the first time that they had been made to feel like strangers in their own town.’

Most of the teens who sign up for Demand the Impossible tend to be economically disadvantaged to some degree: frustrated at the world they see around them, but so far unable to reconcile their experience with the neatly delineated concepts and terminology of their textbooks. Like Layla, their looming adult lives appear to them almost impossibly precarious. ‘When I was being brought up, there was a sense that there was a ladder you could get on,’ Neil McInroy, chief executive of the Centre for Local Economic Strategies think tank and a Manchester-based economics commentator whose offices are located just north of the Ashton Canal, told me. ‘Now there are no rungs on half of these ladders, there’s no such thing. You’ve got to jump across from one ladder to another all the time, and often you end up further down than when you started. And sometimes there’s nowhere to go at all.’ The data backs McInroy up; in the post-crash era, according to the Equality and Human Rights Commission, young people have lost out more than any other age group and face the ‘worst economic prospects for several generations’; when asked about social mobility, eighteen-to-twenty-four-year-olds are the most pessimistic in the country.8 Those attending Ed and Jacob’s courses already know all this; they want to understand why, and what they can do about it. ‘We had one student who studied economics for two years at A level and yet had never once discussed the word capitalism, despite that being the context of everything in her official course,’ observed Jacob. Demand the Impossible tries to highlight those unspoken framings, and offer participants the opportunity to think about not just the way things are, but also other ways they could be. The majority have never joined any sort of protest or direct action before, and for many, doing so can be a transformative experience. ‘Actually doing something like that, not just talking about it, changes you – it’s how you get politicised,’ Jacob concluded. ‘You think, “wow, this collective thing, this rush of energy … this is intoxicating”. And when you unpack that later on, it raises more questions, inspires more curiosity.’



*



Kyle works the phones by day and flies pteranodons by night: feet in stirrups, body half upright to take the reins, surface noise fading to zero. Up high, there’s nothing to thud against your eardrums but the soft grunt of the creature’s breath, the rhythmic flapping of its wings. When Kyle speaks of the things he sees from a pteranodon – the crags and overhangs of great granite mountains, sweeping waterfalls throwing up huge clouds of water vapour, troglodyte cave systems, vines and tendrils strung across shadowy gorges, mottled plains so vast that it’s impossible to tell where or if they come to an end – his eyes shine and his frame slants forward, bobbing with excitement. It looks as if a part of him is launching into flight, even as we talk.

One of the reasons Kyle is so enraptured by computerised life in the air – as generated by an Xbox video game called Ark – is that he has spent too much of his physical life on the ground. Some of that ground lies at the western end of the Ashton Canal: on the pedestrianised ramp that leads down from the Piccadilly station concourse to Ducie Street; in half-crevices dotted along the edge of the concourse itself; in the elevator that ferries passengers between platform level and the trams. ‘It was the only place I could find where the floor had a bit of warmth, everything else was freezing,’ he said. ‘Benches are the best, and air vents too. Then anywhere flat and sheltered where you can lay a blanket. But finding a spot is competitive, so if other places are taken you don’t have much choice. The problem with the elevator is that security won’t let you stay there, so it’s only brief. Then you have to go back outside.’ There were times, during the two-year period in which he was homeless, when Kyle had to get by on a single meal a day. At one point, he lost a stone in the space of a fortnight. ‘It’s weird,’ he told me. ‘Being on the streets was kind of a relief, because I felt like I could finally be myself and do what I wanted. I was still attending school, so I hadn’t stopped caring. But I wasn’t looking forward to growing up.’ The first time we met, Kyle had just been placed in temporary accommodation by social services. He was seventeen years old.

Kyle is from Oldham, a town on the outskirts of Greater Manchester that once spun more cotton than all the spindles in France and Germany combined. Today, it is the most deprived urban community in Britain.9 Kyle took me on a tour, pointing out his old schools, the takeaway place in Rippenham Road where he used to work and that nearly everyone agrees is the best chippy in town, the beautiful and expensive homes nestled into the foothills of Saddleworth that seem forever distant and out of reach, and the streets around Sholver, St Mary’s, Shaw Road and Derker that he knows much more intimately, and now tries to avoid. We wound up at the estate where he grew up, staring out at the grassy fields that played host to his childhood football games, and up at the window on to what was once his bedroom. Kyle’s mother still lives there, but we didn’t knock on the door. ‘It’s fine, it’s life,’ he said, when I asked if he was OK. ‘It’s what makes you who you are.’

When Kyle was eleven, his mother was diagnosed with a mental health condition and suffered a series of breakdowns. Kyle became the primary carer for his sister, who was nine, taking her to and from school each day and cooking her tea. Their older brother ran away, and so did the family dog. ‘My dad was in and out of the picture,’ remembers Kyle. ‘Sometimes he’d be there, sometimes he’d promise to appear and then not show up, leaving us crying on the sofa.’ By the time he was in his mid-teens, Kyle’s mother’s condition had deteriorated; she was taking drugs, lashing out, and verbally abusing Kyle on a regular basis. The two remaining children shut themselves away in their bedrooms to protect themselves, and became increasingly isolated. One day, when Kyle was fifteen, things reached a tipping point; he fled from the house, and didn’t come back. ‘With my mum and my sister, I felt like I’d already seen everything and been through so much, so the idea of getting out there on my own wasn’t as scary as it should have been,’ he said. In common with most people who experience homelessness, Kyle’s journey didn’t take him directly from his own room to sleeping on pavements in a single, straightforward tumble. Instead he was batted about between different realms of insecurity: long stretches where he sofa-surfed between friends and family members; others where he found a short-lived bed in a squat or shelter; hard nights, cold nights, where the only thing available was the station elevator at best and the ground outside at worst. Sometimes, he found himself pressed up against the hoardings of one of the new housing construction sites that are everywhere in Manchester, advertising ‘The best of UK buy-to-let!’, ‘Sophisticated design and high-end finishes’ and ‘Be Original! Live Original!’

Manchester has one of the highest levels of homelessness proportionate to its overall population in the country.10 Thirty new households in the city are forced into emergency accommodation every week, while the number of rough sleepers has risen thirteenfold since 2010.11 Over the same period, thanks to heavy financial and regulatory support from the council, tens of thousands of high-end apartments have been built in Manchester by private developers, who have been rewarded by a jump in sale prices of 150% since 2012 and rental yields of more than 6% per annum.12 ‘It’s official – Manchester is at the very centre of Britain’s property boom’ announced one Manchester Evening News headline in 2017.13 ‘How to win on Manchester’s booming property market’ promised another.14 So many luxury flats have either already been built in Manchester or are currently in the pipeline that the Financial Times has warned of oversupply in the top echelons of the market.15 How did it come to pass that in one of the richest cities of one of the richest nations on the planet, in a place boasting such a glut of investment and more units of living space than there are people able to fill them, a child such as Kyle could end up sleeping on the street? The answer lies, at least in part, with the reinvention of places like Manchester across the globe to take advantage of a new epoch of financialisation, one in which towns, cities and regions competed against each other on the global market to capture some of the money that late capitalism encourages to flow unencumbered between them.

In the early 1990s, Manchester’s Hulme Crescents were torn down. The Crescents – huge social housing estates that had dominated the city’s southern skyline since their construction – were initially heralded as modernist masterpieces, but by the time they were bulldozed they had become a byword for urban decline. Richard Leese, who became leader of Manchester council in 1996, later pinpointed the Crescents’ demolition as the moment when the new, modern Manchester was born.16 In keeping with New Labour’s turn towards market logic, he and his chief executive Howard Bernstein saw in Hulme the fresh start from which a better city – entrepreneurial, cosmopolitan, competitive and global – could finally rise. Over the next two decades, the pair oversaw a regeneration programme that transformed the city beyond recognition, carpeting the centre with new businesses, jobs and residents, and sending privately owned home and office towers soaring into the sky. The project was unapologetically property-driven and geographically concentrated. There was little attempt to distribute economic growth to parts of the city beyond the ring road, never mind to outlying towns in Greater Manchester, such as Oldham, which had been devastated by deindustrialisation. ‘Spreading money thinly and evenly is not the solution,’ concluded Mike Emmerich, who ran an economic think tank supported by Leese and Bernstein’s council. The pair were proud to have sloughed off the city’s older traditions of municipal socialism, which in their opinion erected barriers to wealth creation and discouraged capital investment. ‘There was no understanding that successful cities are really about how you attract people who have got money,’ observed Bernstein.17 ‘Investors have a great liking for our leadership.’18 What mattered above all else was the pragmatism of getting things done, things that could be measured in the form of numbers and percentages, and how those numbers and percentages stacked up against those of other cities, regions and rivals. ‘Everyone sings from the same hymn sheet in Manchester,’ said Jim O’Neill, a former chief economist at Goldman Sachs. Leese and Bernstein were venerated by governments and corporations alike for having overseen an audacious millennial renaissance.

To entice investment, Leese and Bernstein’s council did everything they could to render property construction in Manchester an attractive proposition to global capital. The planning process became geared towards waving applications through at all costs, largely dismissing any concerns about heritage preservation or neighbourhood impact.19 Section 106 contributions – the funding which developers normally have to provide for the benefit of the local community who live in the vicinity of big building projects – were drastically reduced, and in most cases completely scrapped; in 2018, not a single new property development in Ancoats had a Section 106 contribution attached to it. The national target of ensuring that 20% of new housing units should be within reach of those who could never meet the market price for sale or rent was effectively abandoned al-together; one recent report revealed that out of more than 25,000 homes currently under construction in central Manchester and neighbouring Salford, only five (less than 0.02%) could be considered affordable, none of which were in Ancoats. Meanwhile, the council lavished public money on developers: on just over 5,000 of those new, non-affordable homes alone, £265 million worth of state financing in the form of loans was provided to the private sector – an average of nearly £30,000 per housing unit.20 That shared wealth, which had been produced and collected locally, had now been put to work for property investors based in London, Abu Dhabi, Saudi Arabia and the Far East. Property seminars in Singapore and China were held to encourage smaller-scale investors to put their savings into bricks and mortar 7,000 miles away on the Ashton Canal. Sometimes the entire housing stock of a new development project would be sold off-plan, primarily to international investors, before a single foundation stone had been laid.

‘This city has played a certain game, and it’s won at that game to some extent,’ says Neil McInroy. ‘It chose to play that game because of the wider context it was operating in, which is all about financialisation and return, and because in that context the global investment model seemed like the most reliable route to growth and generating some economic va-va-voom in a city that was on its knees. And the story that was then told about Manchester, this international success story, is itself part of the marketisation process – it’s a tool designed to leverage yet more investment. But it’s a selective story; it leaves out the bad bits. It leaves out the fact that there has been no trickle-down.’ On the nights when he tried to evade security and sleep in the Piccadilly station elevator, Kyle was just yards away from great swathes of empty new housing units piled up in developments like Cotton Field Wharf, part-owned by an investment vehicle backed by sovereign wealth funds in the Gulf and headquartered in the tax haven of Jersey; or Crusader Mill, a new private housing block that received £25.5 million in state aid and boasts a secluded courtyard ‘complete with fire pits, barbeques, Wi-Fi and Bluetooth speakers’.

When in 2008 the countless, impenetrable layers of securitisation, speculation and debt that were fuelling the global economy collapsed, the British government decided that most of the financial institutions involved were too big to fail; profits from their risk-taking were private but the losses, it turned out, were to be socialised. Two years later, the Conservative Party came to power promising a new era of ‘fiscal responsibility’ and implemented a programme of national austerity in a supposed effort to ‘balance the books’. Most of the cuts demanded by the Treasury were implemented at the local level, using a formula that proved preferential to already-prosperous communities in the south-east but calamitous for those councils with high levels of poverty and demand for public services. Oldham, Kyle’s home town, had already been weakened by central Manchester’s property-driven growth model, which sucked in jobs and resources from communities on its periphery without redistributing the proceeds back out again. Now it had to confront the austerity programme as well; across the following decade, it was one of the top ten hardest-hit local authorities in England.21
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