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Abstract

There has been some sociological interest in MG Rover’s decline and widespread de-
industrialisation in Birmingham. However, little research has considered the proximity of
Rover’s closure in 2005 to another seminal event for the city — the opening of the Bullring
shopping centre in 2003. These events appear indicative of Daniel Bell’s conception of ‘post-
industrialism’. This thesis uses the tradition of ‘psychogeography’ to critique post-
industrialism in Birmingham, examining the city’s collective psyche from a dynamic literary
perspective. In Chapter 1, Daniel Bell’s predictions (made in 1973) of the likely
characteristics of a post-industrial society are outlined and measured against recent economic
and social events in Birmingham. In Chapter 2, the tradition of psychogeography is critically
analysed, from Situationism and Kevin Lynch’s The Image of the City in the 1960s to the
contemporary works of lain Sinclair and Rebecca Solnit. | explore the argument that the key
tenet of psychogeography missing from the work of contemporary practitioners is a utopian
element with which writers theorize alternative forms of the city. This chapter provides a
theoretical basis for both the use of literary montage and Stirchley’s inclusion in the
psychogeography. Consequently, Chapters 3, 4 and 5 constitute the psychogeography itself,
moving through three key geographical areas. These chapters offer a creative-critical
representation of Birmingham in montage form, weaving fragments of narration with literary,
theoretical and sociological works and considering the impacts of technology, industry and
post-industrial urbanism on the city’s landscape and psyche. The discussion of Raymond
Williams’s ‘mobile privatisation’ in Longbridge provides a catalyst for the consideration, in
the final chapter, of a porous but socially divisive architecture in the Bullring. As the
psychogeography progresses, the suburb of Stirchley and the Bullring market-area both
emerge as contested spaces and, simultaneously, blueprints for an alternative form of the city.

This thesis celebrates the variety, incoherence and inclusiveness of both spaces.
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Introduction

In Birmingham, two significant events occurred in proximity to each other at the turn of the
millennium. In 2003 the new Bullring Shopping Centre was opened in the city centre. In 2005
MG Rover went into administration and parts of the Longbridge plant were subsequently
closed or demolished. Newspaper articles and brief considerations of both events are
numerous but rarely comprehensive. Perhaps only a 2011 Runnymede Report into
intergenerational race relations, prompted by Birmingham’s 2005 rioting, has adequately
considered the local impact of de-industrialisation.! Aside from this, there has been little
consideration and representation of the effects of these events on the city’s inhabitants, its
landscape and its collective psyche. The primary aim of this thesis is to contribute to a literary
discussion of these events and to conduct a psychogeographical analysis of post-industrial

Birmingham.

Kevin Lynch describes the city as a temporal image, something which can be
‘perceived only in the course of long spans of time’.2 Accordingly, this thesis is not concerned
with the Bullring’s 2003 opening or the closure of Longbridge in isolation but rather their
resonances with the city’s wider history. | focus in particular on a decade encompassing the
two events (2003-2013) but | have tried to contextualise the events within the city’s wider
history, stretching back to its beginnings as a medieval market town. The immediate
economic, cultural and spatial implications of these events can be seen in the context of the
transition to a ‘post-industrial society’. My argument accordingly explores Daniel Bell’s
prediction of a ‘post-industrial society’. From this basis, | look for key characteristics of the

‘post-industrial’ in Birmingham. However, | also problematize these characteristics, finding

1 Kamaljeet Gill and Kjartan Sveinsson, Passing the Baton: Inter-Generational Conceptions of Race and
Racism in Birmingham (London: Runnymede, 2011).

2 Kevin Lynch, The Image of the City (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The M.I.T. Press, 1979), 1.



them disparate and uneven. To account for this, | consider Fredric Jameson’s critique of the
severance or discontinuity implied by the term ‘post-industrial” in Postmodernism; Or, The
Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (1992). Jameson’s critique and Bell’s own reflections on
the term’s development provide impetus for my own re-evaluation of the ‘post-industrial’ in
Birmingham.

To achieve its objectives this thesis has to utilise theory and practice across a number
of disciplines, including sociology and cultural studies. However | find a central fulcrum in
the examination and juxtaposition of literary works, particularly literary fiction and its
representation of urban space. As such this thesis situates itself within the field of
‘psychogeography’. The thesis is a site of psychogeographic struggle in a number of respects.
Firstly, it resists linear and totalising urban narratives of Birmingham. Secondly, it resists the
homogenising influence of planning and ‘regeneration’. Crucially, as well as attending to
these elements of struggle or resistance, the thesis is a re-imagining of the city in the form of
literary montage. Through re-imagining Birmingham, the thesis attempts to realize the
original, utopian tenets of psychogeography. To contextualise this latter point I will examine
the history of the term ‘psychogeography’. The term is generally associated with the work of
Guy Debord in Paris in the 1950s but it is also a part of the wider urban theories and
interventions of two avant-garde groups — the Lettrist International and the Situationist
International. Recently, Denis Wood has argued that psychogeography emerged
simultaneously and separately in Paris and in the United States (principally at Clark
University).? The thesis will explore the meanings and methods of psychogeography in light
of this dual, yet independent, emergence.

The thesis is divided into five chapters. Chapters 1 and 2 explore definitions of the

‘post-industrial’ and ‘psychogeography’. This establishes the dimensions of the subject

3 Denis Wood, ‘Lynch Debord: About Two Psychogeographies’, Cartographica, 45/3 (2010), 185-199.



matter, post-industrial Birmingham, and then outlines the tool I will use to analyse it,
psychogeographic montage. In Chapter 2 | also outline a methodology for the montage form
of the essays that follow. The remaining chapters consist of the psychogeographical montage
essays. Each of these essays is devoted to one area of the city. These areas are: Longbridge,
Stirchley and the Bullring Shopping Centre (and surrounding area). The chapters on
Longbridge and the Bullring reflect my desire to open up continuities between the city’s
industrial past and its present, ‘post-industrial’ status. However, during my research, the
suburb of Stirchley has come to the fore as an ‘alternative’ to Birmingham’s post-industrial
trajectory and our understanding of the post-industrial itself. Stirchley emerged as a ‘node’ or
‘unity of ambience’ during the course of the study. It was a site of resistance against
conventional city planning and also an area on the cusp of immense change that demonstrates
shortcomings in many conceptions of the post-industrial. Therefore, a chapter on Stirchley sits
between the chapters on Longbridge and the Bullring. Stirchley thematically bridges Chapters
3 and 5 and this location also reflects Birmingham’s geography (Stirchley lies between the
southern edge of Birmingham and the city centre). These three montage chapters constitute a
psychogeographic reading of post-industrial Birmingham. The events concerned (Longbridge
and the Bullring) are mapped spatially in the city and sequentially in this thesis. The order of
these chapters also reflects Birmingham’s transition into post-industrialism. Therefore, we
travel from a significant brownfield site in Chapter 3, through Stirchley in Chapter 4, to an

iconic shopping centre in Chapter 5.



Chapter 1

Post-Industrial Society

Daniel Bell argues that his 1973 book The Coming of Post-Industrial Society is ‘a logical
construction of what could be’.# He produced it as a measure ‘against which the future social
reality can be compared’ (1999: 14). Bell forecast that the following thirty to fifty years
would see the arrival of a ‘post-industrial society’ (1999: cii). He saw evidence of this
emerging society in the U.S.A. in the sixties and seventies and wrote that ‘processes of
change are more advanced and visible’ there (1999: cii). However, it is of interest to this
thesis that seminal events affecting the principal subject matter (Longbridge and the Bullring
shopping centre) fall directly within the greater span of time offered by Daniel Bell for the
arrival of a ‘post-industrial society’. From within fifty years of the book’s release we can
measure the current social reality against Bell’s ‘logical construction’. It will serve the thesis
as a whole to outline Daniel Bell’s original definition in 1973 and his reflections on the term
in 1999. | will also look at Fredric Jameson’s critique of Bell’s notion of ‘post-industrialism’
and draw subsequent conclusions about the ‘post-industrial’ status of Birmingham.

Bell identified five dimensions of a ‘post-industrial’ society. He argues that the
‘simplest characteristic’ of post-industrial society is the engagement of ‘the majority of the
labour force’ in the service sector rather than manufacturing and agriculture (1999: 15). Bell
categorized services as ‘trade, finance, transport, health, recreation, research, education and
government’ (1999: 14-15). Amongst these, health, research, education and government
would see the most ‘decisive’ growth (1999: 15). Bell highlights these public services as he is

wary of the term ‘services’ being ‘used generically’, citing examples of agrarian societies

4 Daniel Bell, The Coming of Post-Industrial Society: A Venture in Social Forecasting, Anniversary Ed.
(New York: Basic Books, 1999), 14. Further references will appear in the text.



with a ‘high proportion of persons engaged in services, but of a personal sort (e.g. household
servants)’ (1999: 15). The divisions within service sector growth outlined in The Coming of
Post-Industrial Society — health, research, education and government — notably separates
public from private services. It also, most importantly, distinguishes post-industrial society
from its agrarian and industrial predecessors.

A growth in the service sector would, Bell argued, accompany a change in the ‘kind of
work’ people do (1999: 15). A distribution of employment skewed towards health, research,
education and government would ensure ‘the pre-eminence of the professional and technical
class’ (1999: 14). Bell here notes that white collar workers had begun to outnumber their blue
collar counterparts. He also saw the lessening of the semi-skilled worker’s significance as
partially indicative of the ‘growth of professional and technical employment’ (1999: 17). This
latter type of employment, he remarks, ‘usually’ requires ‘some college education’ (1999:
17). Given the growth Bell predicted in the education and research sector, the increasing
requirement of college education for many jobs assumes added significance. To clarify the
professions under discussion Bell includes a table that displays the ‘[m]ake-up of Professional
and Technical Occupations’ (1999: 19). It includes the job categories: ‘[s]cientific and
engineering’, ‘[t]echnicians’, ‘{m]edical and health’ and ‘[t]eachers’ as well as specialists like
‘[s]ocial workers’ or ‘[l]awyers’ (the latter listed under the sub-heading ‘General’) (1999: 19).
Again, we can see in these professions the likely growth of public sector services that Bell
foresaw. Of these categories, he argued that the growth in employment of ‘scientists and
engineers’ was most palpable at the time of writing (1999: 17).

For Bell, post-industrial society has an ‘[a]xial principle’, a ‘specifically defining
characteristic’ which provides a ‘schema’ for that society (1999: 14, 19-20). Bell argues that
it is the ‘centrality of theoretical knowledge’ which is unique to post-industrialism (1999: 20).

This is evidenced, Bell writes, by the rise of chemistry as a modern industry, intricately
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‘linking [...] science and technology’, as well as the ‘joining of theory and policy’ that is
often used to establish areas for ‘government intervention’ (1999: 21-23). Having identified
the growth of education as pivotal to the service sector’s overall growth, theoretical
knowledge would be another extension of knowledge’s overall pervasiveness in such a
society. Bell argues that the ‘primacy of theoretical work, which codifies what is known and
points the way to empirical confirmation’, is most clearly evidenced in technology and
economics (1999: 26). However, it is also the ‘strategic resource’ of wider post-industrial
society (1999: 26). Increasing links between ‘science, technology and economics’ are
‘symbolized’ by the growth of “research and development” (1999: 25).

Bell describes his fourth dimension as both ‘[f]uture orientation’ and ‘[t]he planning
of technology’ (1999: 14, 26). He argues that ‘new forecasting and “mapping techniques™
allow for an unprecedented ‘planned advanced of technological change, and therefore the
reduction of indeterminacy about the economic future’ (1999: 26). Further, given the right
‘political mechanism’ and ‘[t]echnological assessment’, post-industrial society has the
potential to anticipate the ‘often overlooked and certainly unintended’ consequences of
technological development (1999: 27). Bell emphasises post-industrial society’s potential to
safeguard its economic future against ‘indeterminacy’ (1999: 26). Key here is Bell’s reading
of Marx’s assertion that a ‘capitalist economy had to expand or die’ (1999: 26). He argues
that rather than geographical expansion, this expansion is best expressed through ‘capital-
intensive or technological expansion’ (1999: 26). Essentially, the reduction of indeterminacy,
through the planning of technology, indicates how economic growth or expansion can be
maintained.

The final dimension of Bell’s post-industrial society is ‘[t]he rise of a new intellectual
technology’ and the influence of this intellectual technology on ‘[d]ecision-making’ (1999:

27, 14). Bell describes ‘intellectual technology’ as ‘the substitution of algorithms (problem-
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solving rules) for intuitive judgements’ (1999: 29). Such a substitution, Bell argues, becomes
increasingly necessary in the ‘management of large scale systems’, the ‘organized
complexity’ of post-industrial society (1999: 29). Bell refers to Jay Forrester’s computer
simulation model of ‘how a central city first grows’ which ultimately illustrates that, with
innumerable variables, ‘the nature of complex systems is “counterintuitive” (1999: 32).
Intellectual technology weighs ‘certainty, risk or uncertainty’, strategizes the ‘optimal or
“best” solution’ to problems (including counterintuitive solutions) and has the ultimate goal of
““‘ordering” the mass society’ at its heart (1999: 30, 31, 33).

Further to the five criteria which Bell gives for an emerging ‘post-industrial society’,
there are important caveats that contribute to our understanding of Bell’s definition. Certainly,
in terms of definition, Bell argues that ‘post-industrial society’ is not a ‘social system’ in itself
(1999: 114). Rather he argues it is, as a concept, ‘an effort to identify a change in the social
structure’ (1999: 114). He defines the social structure as ‘the economy, the technology and
the stratification system’ of a society, as opposed to its ‘politics and culture’ (1999: 119, 115).
The interaction between a changing social structure and politics is especially marked in The
Coming of Post-Industrial Society. Bell often refers to the interactions between politics and
science, or politics and technology, as defining this society. For instance, he suggests we will
see the ‘inherent confrontation of science with any arbitrary power’ (1999: 406). Elsewhere,
he asserts that ‘[i]t is not the technocrat who ultimately holds power, but the politician’ (1999:
360). In these arguments we can see tension and reciprocity between traditional institutions of
decision-making and emerging technocratic institutions. However, Bell does not suggest that
post-industrial society will be exclusively technocratic. There is confrontation — the
prominence of a professional and technical class, the rise of theoretical knowledge and
intellectual technology offer challenges to the status quo and suggest an emerging

technocracy. However, as Bell argues, power remains with the politician in post-industrial
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society. These dimensions instead characterise a change in the social structure against which
political institutions will react, or alongside which decision-making institutions will
themselves change.

In Postmodernism; Or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (1992) Fredric Jameson
offers a postmodern critique of Bell’s ‘post-industrial society’. This critique raises crucial
questions about post-industrialism’s interaction with, even continuity with, preceding social
systems. I will now turn to address Jameson’s concern and further elaborate on the nature of
Bell’s ‘post-industrial society’. While Jameson’s critique is famed and has had a significant
influence on the arguments put forward in this thesis, | will suggest that his analysis of Bell’s
‘post-industrial’ society is misleading on points of detail. Having addressed this problem |
will be able to outline the features of post-industrialism perceptible in Birmingham, the
subject of this study.

Fredric Jameson discusses his own use of both the terms ‘postmodernism’ and ‘late
capitalism’ (the latter taken from Ernest Mandel’s designation of the third stage of capitalism
as ‘late capitalism”) to describe contemporary society. According to Jameson, postmodernism
1s ‘to be understood as an attempt to theorize the specific logic of the cultural production of
that third stage, and not as yet another disembodied culture critique or diagnosis of the spirit
of the age’.> The ‘spirit of the age’ diagnoses he refers to include Daniel Bell’s ‘post-
industrial society’ and the 1950s arguments for the ‘end of ideologies’ (1992: xviii, 159).
Jameson has several reservations about both these schools of thought. While he does entertain
them as part of postmodernist discourse itself he rejects them as somewhat illusory
formulations originating from the political right (1992: 400).

Jameson’s contention is primarily that the phrase ‘post-industrial society’

misleadingly underscores a ‘break, rupture, and mutation’ from a preceding era of

5 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism; Or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London: Verso, 1992),
400. Further references will appear in the text.
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industrialism and monopoly capitalism (1992: xix). His preference for the term ‘late
capitalism’ is largely because it emphasizes a sense of ‘continuity’ with what has come before
(1992: xix). Elsewhere he lists ‘post-industrialism’ as one of a ‘range of competing
formulations [...] unsatisfactory insofar as they were too rigidly specified and marked by their
area of provenance’ (1992: xiii—xiv). In the case of post-industrial society that area of
provenance is ‘economics’ (1992: xiv). For Jameson, Bell’s ‘post-industrial society’ IS a
misleading and rigid gesture of new economic relations that, in actuality, obscures the fact
that postmodern capitalism is the ‘purest form of capitalism yet to have emerged.” (1992: 36).

Jameson’s critique of the notion of the ‘post-industrial’ is closely connected to his
rejection of ‘the end of ideology’ (1992: 400). Jameson suggests that both formulations
belonged to the ‘conservative ideologues of the fifties’ (1992: 159). Jameson is eager to
designate Bell as a right-wing critic. He attributes the rise of the post-industrial and end of
ideology paradigms to the Right’s colonizing of ‘mediatic and informational social
phenomena’ during the Cold War (1992: 400). Jameson allows for the ‘end’ of ideology
insofar as ideology ‘has ceased to be functional in perpetuating and reproducing the system’
(1992: 398). This suggestion that ideology has diminished in significance and (political)
impact has proved sustainable, unlike Bell’s cruder ‘end of ideology’. However, it is also
apparent that Jameson and Bell are often discussing the same large-scale changes to society.
Indeed, like Bell, Jameson argued that major scientific developments such as the atomic bomb
and the computer signalled a historical break. For Jameson, this represented the break
between modernism and postmodernism rather than industrial society and post-industrial
society.

Jameson is right to draw attention to the term ‘post-industrial’ in Bell’s work. He
raises relevant issues over the legitimacy of a rupture between industrialism and post-

industrialism. However, there are several problems with Jameson’s reading. Firstly, Jameson
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overlooks Bell’s presentation of The Coming of Post-Industrial Society as a ‘logical
construction’ of what may happen. It is essentially a social forecast for future comparison.
However, despite this, Jameson does not debate or critique any of Bell’s dimensions,
seemingly stopping at the level of terminology itself.

There is a theoretical disparity between Jameson and Bell about where the rupture lies.
Bell was concerned with charting a change in the social structure (economy, technology and
the stratification system). For Jameson, as evidenced by the full title of his acclaimed work
Postmodernism; Or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, there was a comprehensive
change happening in the cultural superstructure. This change reflected a purifying of
capitalism throughout society, continuity with the past rather than a break from it. Yet, even
here, these positions are not mutually exclusive. Bell diagnosed a change in U.S. society in
the 1970s, and one might argue that Jameson was looking at the same process of change,
some years later, from a more defined perspective that incorporated cultural change. Hence
Jameson emphasized postmodernism over post-industrialism.

The key difference between Jameson and Bell is their different attitudes to Marxist
thought. We have seen that Jameson is eager to dismiss Bell as a right-wing critic. This is
problematic because Bell would see himself, and has been seen by others, as a liberal and a
social democrat. Bell is vulnerable to this kind of critique because he does not identify
himself clearly with any left-wing ideology through his work. Further, much of The Coming
of Post-Industrial Society expresses wariness towards essentializing tendencies, whether they
are technocratic or Marxist.

In his 1999 foreword to the anniversary edition of The Coming of Post-Industrial
Society Bell emphasises the continuity of ‘post-industrial society’ with its precedents. For
example, after considering an Economist article on “Post-Industrial Glasgow”, Bell expresses

concern that many have conflated his designation with ‘the decline of industry and
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manufacturing and the supplanting by services’.® Instead, Bell argues there is an
‘extraordinary range of changes’ in a post-industrial society ‘that does not wholly displace the
agrarian and industrial worlds’ (1999: xi). This argument for continuity counters Jameson’s
suggestion that the term ‘post-industrial society’ emphasises rupture. Further Bell argued that
industrial society cuts across the world’s various social systems and ‘industry is managed in
different ways in the capitalist and communist systems’ (1999: xi). These statements suggest
that the ‘post-industrial’ also cuts across such divisions and does not equate to ‘post-
capitalist’ for Bell. Rather, it leaves the possibility of adaptation or change in capitalism in
order to move from the management of industrial society to the management of post-
industrial society.

Bell had reservations about conventional Marxist readings of these changes. He writes
that ‘Marx thought that the mode of production was constitutive of society, that is, intrinsic to
the structure of all societies’ (1999: xviii). Further ‘Marxists see society as organized by the
mode of production, which unites the sub-structure and super-structure — the economic as the
foundation and politics and culture as epiphenomena’ (1999: xix). Against this ‘holistic’
theory, Bell offers his own assertion that the mode of production is a ‘conceptual’ scheme,
albeit the ‘most useful conceptual scheme to understand Western capitalist society from ca.
1750 to 1950° (1999: xviii). Rather than a totality comprised of sub-structure and
superstructure, Bell felt that contemporary society was best characterised as ‘a set of
disjunctive realms [...] the techno-economic, the political, and the cultural’ (1999: xix). For
‘techno-economic’, we can read ‘social structure’, as he had termed it originally in 1973.

Bell argues that the chief failing of Marx’s conceptual scheme is the ‘decline of the
industrial working class’ (1999: xviii). Bell also observes that Marx overlooked family

capitalism and the notion of inheritance (1999: Ixiv). Bell argues that capitalism brought more

6 Bell, Post-Industrial Society, xi.
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fluid economic relations but as a social system was quite rigidly built around the family unit
(1999: Ixiv). These qualifications bring us to Bell’s reading of capitalism in a post-industrial
society. He argues that ‘post-industrial society makes higher education — human capital — the
foundation for position and privilege in the society’ (1999: Ixv). Family wealth remains, albeit
solely as a ‘cultural advantage’, inheritance in family firms ‘gives way [...] to a managerial
class’ and ‘ownership of companies becomes disbursed through mutual funds and pension
plans’ (1999: Ixv). What does this mean for Bell? With a movement to a ‘post-industrial’
society and an increasingly meritocratic system we are presented with the ‘anomaly of a
capitalist system without capitalists’ (1999: Ixiv). Bell predicts this loss of capitalist actors
because capitalism itself remains as an economic system ‘but is less of a social system’ (1999:
Ixiv).’

The central questions among these issues appear to be: has there been a rupture
between a ‘post-industrial’ and ‘industrial’ society? If so, is ‘post-industrial’ the most
appropriate term for characterising this rupture? If we take it to be the case that there has
indeed been a rupture, there are plenty of terms that can account for one. We can take
Postmodernism, for instance. Michael J. Dear notes that the prefix ‘post’ in postmodern
signifies both a ‘rupture’ and ‘continuity’ with past trends’.® This is a point that Jameson
would not necessarily draw our attention to. Jameson himself lists terms as he considers
alternatives to ‘late capitalism’. These are less explicitly suggestive of rupture and include,
notably, ‘spectacle or image society’.® This latter term is of interest, particularly if we were to

take a Debordian reading of these issues, under which we might want to consider ‘The

7 The exact implication of Bell’s ideas on social class requires a thorough analysis which cannot be

incorporated into this study without taking a definitively sociological approach. Bell makes some problematic
arguments about the ‘death of class’, largely because his definition of social class is decidedly rigid. One
potential starting point for a critique would be to consider class and post-industrialism in light of Guy Standing’s
work on an emerging, insecure globalised class, The Precariat.

8 Michael J. Dear, The Postmodern Urban Condition (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), 32.

9 Jameson, Postmodernism, xviii.
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Society of the Spectacle’ as the basis of our rupture with given precedents. Another
possibility is the ‘Information Age’ and Bell discusses this directly in his 1999 preface to the
20-year anniversary edition of The Coming of Post-Industrial Society.

Bell addresses the question that ‘[i]f information is so central to the new forms of
socio-economic organization, why did 1 not call my work The Information Society?’° Here
we see once again that Bell is wary of using essentializing terminology, thus he avoids the
term ‘The Information Society’. He argues that his interest is in ‘the role of technology and
the ways that technology has become the strategic resource and lever of social change in
society’ (1999: xviii). However, he is keen to stress that ‘I am not a technological determinist’
(1999: xviii). Rather, while acknowledging technology as ‘the major instrument of change’ he
stresses that ‘technology operates in a context not always of its own making (such as politics
and culture)’ (1999: xviii). While Jameson attacks Bell’s use of the term ‘post-industrial’,
Bell expresses justifiable concerns about the technologically determinist connotations of a
newer designation, ‘The Information Society’.

It is because of its resistance to a technologically determinist schema that Daniel
Bell’s ‘post-industrial society’ is still relevant today. While Jameson’s critique rightly draws
our attention to the problematic nature of end or rupture narratives that have circulated in
intellectual circles from the ‘end of ideology’ in the 1950s to Francis Fukuyama’s ‘End of
History’, Jameson does not fully engage with the substance of Bell’s arguments. If he did, he
would find extremely useful accounts of the growth of the service sector, the growth of
college (or university) education, the centrality of theoretical knowledge to society, the
assessment of technology and the need for ‘intellectual technology’ to order mass society.

This thesis will use Bell as a reference point for its exploration of Birmingham. It will also

1o Daniel Bell, ‘The Axial Age of Technology: Foreword: 1999, in The Coming of Post-Industrial
Society, Anniversary Ed. (Basic Books: New York, 1999), xviii.
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capture the spirit of Bell’s warning over the ‘hubris’ of ‘post-industrial society’.!* That is, that
although the ‘human quest has been for a common tongue and a unity of knowledge’ and the
technological advances of society seem to have satiated this quest, we have to maintain a
‘necessary humility’ in our endeavours (1999: 265). This will be clear when we examine the
fallout of post-industrial change in Birmingham. | now want to produce an overview of the
post-industrial characteristics of Birmingham.

A Runnymede Report!? conducted in 2011 puts the closure of Longbridge in the
context of a wider shift in employment across the city: ‘At one point heavy industry
accounted for 50 per cent of all employment in the city. Between 1998 and 2007
manufacturing declined dramatically, 30,000 jobs were lost and the sector came to account for
only 11 per cent of the total employment in the city. Over the same period the public sector
expanded rapidly creating 40,000 jobs’.™® The sheer scale of the employment shift is notable
here. This large shift has also taken place over a relatively short period of time (9 years). We
should remember here that this kind of industrial decline, alongside a shift to service sector
employment, represents only the most superficial characteristics of a post-industrial society.
However, the scale here is indicative of a seismic social change. It is therefore a suitable
opening to a discussion of the city. There is a post-war precedent for large-scale change in
Birmingham — although it is related to infrastructure and housing rather than employment.
Following the Luftwaffe’s ‘extensive’ but ‘widely scattered’ bombing of Birmingham during
World War I, the city embarked on a significant rebuild and development programme, on
which David Adams has commented that ‘the scale of development, public and private,

municipally funded and developer-led, was far more extensive in Birmingham than in other

u Bell, The Coming of Post-Industrial Society, Anniversary Ed., 265.

12 Runnymede is a UK-based independent race equality thinktank who engage with policy makers,
practitioners and citizens.

18 K. Gill and K. Sveinsson, Passing the Baton: Inter-generational Conceptions of Race and Racism in
Birmingham (London: Runnymede, 2011), 8.
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British cities’.* In this respect, the shift from manufacturing to public sector employment
between 1998 and 2007 was the second large-scale change to post-war Birmingham.
However, it has been a change indicative of Daniel Bell’s ‘simplest characteristic’ of post-
industrial society — the growth of service sector employment.

What is taking place on the Longbridge site now? The redevelopment of the land
formerly occupied by the Rover manufactory has been ongoing for a decade. Alex Burfitt and
Ed Ferrari have examined the likely residential impact of proposals for a science park as a
component of the redevelopment programme.'® They characterise the science park as part of
the wider ‘economic diversification’ efforts in Birmingham as a response to the local ‘over-
reliance on the automotive sector’ (2008: 293, 296). This diversification includes a long-
running ambition to establish a Central Technology Belt or ‘high-technology corridor’
running from the centre of Birmingham to the south of the adjoining county of
Worcestershire’ (2008: 293-294). The objective of the C.T.B. would be to work in
conjunction with public sector bodies, to ‘exploit knowledge assets in local firms, universities
and hospitals’ and ‘foster the development of high-technology and knowledge-intensive
industries’ (2008: 294). With echoes of Bell’s emphasis on social-economic changes in ‘post-
industrial society’, Burfitt and Ferrari describe the CTB as representing the ‘greatest break
from the economic traditions of the local economy’ (2008: 294 — my emphasis).

These changes are the direct impacts of the Rover factory’s closure in 2005. They also
reveal various levels of response to the closure. Miles further north, in Birmingham’s city
centre, there has been another event inextricably linked with forces of capital that have
governed the decline of local manufacturing. A redeveloped Bullring Shopping Centre opened

in 2003, its opening coming between BMW’s sale of Rover in 2000 and its final closure five

14 David Adams, ‘Everyday Experiences of the Modern City: Remembering the Post-war Reconstruction
of Birmingham’, Planning Perspectives, 26/2 (April 2011), 242, 238.

15 “The Housing and Neighbourhood Impacts of Knowledge-based Economic Development Following
Industrial Closure’, Policy Studies, 29/3 (September 2008), 293-304. Further references will appear in the text.
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years later. The new Bullring replaced a faltering and somewhat misjudged 1960s retail
development. It did retain some features of the previous incarnation (the emphasis on porosity
of access, a multi-level layout and its enclosed, indoor nature). However it has avoided the
1960s tendency for visibly uncompromising modernist architecture and subjugation of the
pedestrian to surrounding road networks.

It is important to think of the Bullring in a wider context than local redevelopment.
For instance, Michelle Lowe has written of Southampton’s West Quay Shopping Centre as
‘one of the most prominent examples of the shift in orientation in UK retail planning in the
late 1990s towards a stronger urban regeneration-led focus’ and this intertwining of retail
planning and regeneration, Lowe points out, was at the heart of ‘New Labour’s urban policy
agenda’.1® Opening in the year 2000 West Quay slightly pre-dates the new Bullring but both
shopping centres epitomise the retail focus of the recent ‘urban renaissance’. Indeed, the
Bullring construction team was largely made up of the ‘same individuals, and supply chain’
that built West Quay.!” What is clear in both cases is that the iconic retail developments
indicate a strategy that is ‘consumptionist, making the city a place of exchange rather than
production of the social surplus’.*®

The Bullring’s contribution to Birmingham’s status as a ‘place of exchange’ was part
of a wider reorientation of the city’s economy towards leisure, tourism and business. Prior to
the 2003 opening of the Bullring the city’s ‘limited retail was not on a par with the

international standard of its business and cultural facilities’ (including the NEC, the NIA and

16 ‘The Regional Shopping Centre in the Inner City: A Study of Retail-led Urban Regeneration’, Urban
Studies, 42/3 (March 2005), 449-470, 450.

v Anon., Bullring Birmingham: Information Pack [PDF accessed through website] (n.d.), 9. <http://eu-
static.bullring.co.uk.s3.amazonaws.com/Live/Documents/INFORMATION%20PACK%202012.pdf>, accessed
1 July 2014.

18 Gill Bentley, ‘Fitting the Piece in the Jigsaw Puzzle? The Governance of Local Economic Development

Policy and Regeneration in Birmingham’, Local Economy, 20/2 (May 2005), 238-243, 239.
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the Symphony Hall).?® The Bullring was part of an overall strategy to improve the city’s
international standing. As well as the ‘significant benefits’ seen by the city’s tourism industry
there has been collateral job creation (Emery, 2006: 131). John Emery explains that ‘[o]ver
8,000 jobs were created during the project’s lifetime and, since opening, Bullring has
generated thousands more employment opportunities’ (2006: 131). With the recent expansion
of the public sector (as referenced in the Runnymede Report above) there has also been a
parallel expansion of the service sector and this is typified by the Bullring. Whether these
employment shifts (from manufacturing to services) have been direct appears doubtful. Burfitt
and Ferrari draw attention to an emerging trend of ‘Rover employees [...] finding jobs in
traditional manufacturing sectors rather than significantly penetrating new, knowledge-
intensive sectors’.?’

As | have outlined, these problematic issues are central concerns of this thesis.
Between the closure of the Rover plant, the overall decline in the city’s manufacturing,
regional investment in high technology industries and the redevelopment of inner city retail
Birmingham shows many of the characteristics which are symptomatic of Bell’s ‘post-
industrial society’. It is therefore a fertile environment to scrutinise and re-evaluate our
conception of post-industrialism. The landscape of Birmingham itself demonstrates the
potentialities for rupture with preceding industrial capitalism (the Central Technology Belt) as
well as entertaining opposing arguments for continuity (the redevelopment of the 1960s
Bullring site).

Bell’s notion of ‘post-industrialism’ was undoubtedly prescient and remains useful in

scrutinizing changes in Birmingham. As we have seen, there are numerous ways in which the

19 John Emery, ‘Bullring: A Case Study of Retail-Led Urban Renewal and its Contribution to City Centre
Regeneration’, Journal of Retail & Leisure Property’, 5/2 (2006), 121-133, 121. Further references will appear
in the text.

20 “The Housing and Neighbourhood Impacts of Knowledge-based Economic Development Following
Industrial Closure’, Policy Studies, 29/3 (September 2008), 297.

22



recent history of Longbridge and the Bullring can be explained using Bell’s notion of a post-
industrial society. However, part of the objective of this thesis is to re-capture the nuances of
this term. We have discussed here the debate over the term’s problematic sense of ‘rupture’.
Such a rupture could be justified if Bell integrated ‘post-industrialism’ into changing global
structures. Without this context, ‘post-industrialism’ loses its relativity. Furthermore, Bell’s
arguments for the death of class in ‘post-industrial society’ justify the scepticism of Jameson.
In light of this, Bell’s prediction of society beyond ‘class’ distinctions actually looks more
like a reassertion of class structure (just as any refutation of ideology is an ideological
statement itself). However, Bell’s emphasis on the change of society’s social structure (as
distinct from politics and culture) needs to be remembered. His awareness of the danger of the
technocrat’s hubris and his resistance to technological determinism are also integral to our
conception of society.

This chapter has established the central issues of rupture and continuity in regard to
post-industrialism and considered their manifestation in Birmingham’s development over
recent years. The next chapter will consider the tool of criticism, psychogeography, and, in

doing so, outline a methodology for following chapters.
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Chapter 2

Psychogeography

The practice of psychogeography has taken many forms and been expressed through a variety
of mediums including newspaper columns, empirical studies, urban explorer groups, literary
traditions, and, to its detriment, literary fads. Detailed examination of the origins of the term
will determine the central concerns of this study. In this chapter | trace the term to Guy
Debord’s initial usage in 1955. I also consider the term’s parallel emergence in U.S. academia
following the work of Kevin Lynch. These separate ‘schools’ of psychogeography have their
commonalities: both see ‘psychogeography’ as a means to theorize alternative forms of the
city. However, Debord’s and the Situationists’ political project, of which psychogeography is
a part, does not share the commitment to institutional reform. This commitment defined U.S.
psychogeography following the emergence of Lynch’s The Image of the City (1960) and
evolved further at Clark University. | draw insights from both emergent psychogeography and
contemporary forms in this thesis. This chapter also considers the criticisms made of
contemporary psychogeography by Sukhdev Sandhu and Owen Hatherley. Contemporary
psychogeography has been dismissed as nostalgic by critics who argue it has deviated from its
utopian origins. | will look at evidence of these traits in Iain Sinclair’s work and diagnose the
source of this nostalgia. | will then argue that Sinclair’s work is more notable for the
separation it seeks from daily urban life. This is where contemporary psychogeography
exhibits predominantly privileged and male perspectives. Negotiating these, | will outline my
own multi-faceted approach to this psychogeography of Birmingham including both the
theoretical basis of the montage form and the discussion of Stirchley as an ‘alternative’.

From this analysis of psychogeography | will explain my use of literary montage as

the form for Chapters 3, 4 and 5 of this thesis. To do so, | will discuss the use of montage by
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Walter Benjamin, the production of maps by the Situationists and the fragmented way they
each depict the spatiality of the city. I draw much from Rebecca Solnit’s arguments about the
continuities and discontinuities of urban experience and how these are affected by the walking
act. I will distance this thesis from the contemporary work of lain Sinclair in two ways. | will
not be replicating his nostalgia for avant-garde politics and the ‘false opposition’ this creates
between insiders and outsiders in contemporary urban life. | will also not be replicating his
use of the recorded ‘excursion’ which is particularly vulnerable to the nostalgic tendencies |
have already mentioned. Rather through montage and the predominantly present tense form,
this thesis mimics movement and is itself the ‘event’ or ‘site’ of struggle. This is a quality
closely linked to the utopian and creative tenets of Situationist psychogeography.

Guy Debord’s original definition of psychogeography can be traced to his 1955 text
‘Introduction to a Critique of Urban Geography’.?! Debord does not claim to have invented
the term himself. He attributes the initial use of the term ‘psychogeography’ to an ‘illiterate
Kabyle’ (Debord, 2006: 8). The suggestion made by the ‘Kabyle’, a member of a Berber
ethnic group from Northern Algeria, is welcomed by Debord as a ‘general term for the
phenomena a few of us were investigating around the summer of 1953’ (Debord, 2006: 8).
Debord later outlined elements of a psychogeographic lifestyle, which had the investigation of
urban phenomena at its heart, in his ‘Theory of the Dérive’.?2 He described such acts as:
‘slipping by night into houses undergoing demolition, hitchhiking non-stop and without
destination through Paris during a transportation strike in the name of adding to the
confusion’ and also ‘wandering in subterranean catacombs forbidden to the public’ (Debord,
2006: 65). The idea of moving by various means, often covert or unofficial, through parts of

the city generally considered out of bounds is commonly found in contemporary

2 Guy Debord, ‘Introduction to a Critique of Urban Geography’, in Situationist International Anthology,
ed. Ken Knabb (Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006), 8-12. Further references will appear in the text.

22 Guy Debord, ‘Theory of the Dérive’, in Situationist International Anthology, ed. Ken Knabb (Berkeley:
Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006), 62—66. Further references will appear in the text.
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psychogeography and such activities might be seen as ‘expressions of a more general
sensibility’ (Debord, 2006: 65). However, it is important for us to view them in terms of the
initial definition Debord outlined before moving on to contemporary manifestations.

Debord defines psychogeography as ‘the study of the precise laws and specific effects
of the geographical environment, whether consciously organised or not, on the emotions and
behaviours of individuals’ (Debord, 2006: 8). The impact of the environment on the
individual is key here, as is their interaction. We should also take note of the sense of
precision. Debord uses empirical terms (‘precise laws’, ‘specific effects’) to heighten the
reader’s sense of psychogeography as an objective pursuit. While many may feel that the
experience of the city is wholly subjective Debord made a surprising but resilient claim to
report objective ‘findings’ (Debord, 2006: 8). He wanted psychogeography to produce
objective conclusions about the influence of the environment on the individual. This scientific
standpoint was one he found consistent with a ‘materialist perspective,” with life and thought
‘conditioned by objective nature’ (Debord, 2006: 8).

If Debord was keen to stress the objectivity of psychogeography as a practice and
pursuit, he was less precise in its exact application. He celebrated the term
‘psychogeographical’ as a ‘charmingly vague adjective’ (Debord, 2006: 8). He gave the term
some elasticity with regard to its application, applying it to both the ‘findings’ of the
investigation, the ‘influence’ of these findings on ‘human feelings’ and then, opening up the
term somewhat, to ‘any situation or conduct that seems to reflect the same spirit of discovery’
(Debord, 2006: 8). Thus psychogeography can seem like an urban practice, an urban ritual
and further, a level of perception, or consciousness, that seeks out a new terrain of
‘discovery’. In ‘Introduction to a Critique of Urban Geography’ there are some examples of
psychogeographic practice, including a reference to a friend of his having navigated the Harz

region of Germany with a map of London (Debord, 2006: 11). However, Debord doesn’t
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share his friend’s findings. We don’t know whether he discovered more about the Harz region
or London through this intervention. Therefore we need to look elsewhere for a clearer
definition of psychogeographic practice and writing.

In particular, we can look to Debord’s list of psychogeographic ‘phenomena’ in
‘Introduction to a Critique of Urban Geography’. These include ‘sudden changes of ambience
in a street [...] zones of distinct psychic atmospheres [...] the path of least resistance [...]
automatically followed in aimless strolls (and which has no relation to the physical contour of
the terrain)’ and finally ‘the appealing or repelling character of certain places’ (Debord, 2006:
10). If these psychogeographic phenomena appear to be subjective despite the initial
definition, if some elements sound uncomfortably like pseudo-science (‘psychic
atmospheres’) then Debord had intended them to be employed towards compiling multiple
psychogeographical readings of the city, for the most part through the act of simultaneous
‘dérives’. We must remember that Debord emphasised the ‘materialist perspective’ of
psychogeography. Lefebvre has revealed some of the practices used by Constant and the
Situationists. He describes members of the group conducting walks or ‘dérives’ through
different areas of the city, communicating to each other via walkie talkies to connect
‘neighbourhoods that were separated spatially’.?® Here we can see one instance in which the
group embraced technology and used communication devices to augment their
psychogeographic work. Debord saw psychogeography as a means of tracing the material
causes of all these phenomena. Knowledge of these phenomena could be accessed through a
heightened consciousness of, and heightened immersion in, architecture and the city.

We can use the work of Denis Wood to further define the materialism of

psychogeography. He has also contributed to an expansion of the movement’s origins. Wood

2 Henri Lefebvre interviewed by Kristin Ross, ‘Lefebvre on the Situationists: An Interview’, in Guy

Debord and the Situationist International, ed. Tom McDonough (Cambridge, Massachusetts: M.I.T. Press,
2004), 272.
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has a useful way of categorizing psychogeography as a science. The former doctoral student
of geography at Clark University describes psychogeography during its emergence as a
science that ‘used humans as instruments for learning about the environment’.2* He takes this,
the use of systematic observations and standardised experiments as the key components of
psychogeography as a science (Wood, 2010: 186). Wood’s views are useful because he makes
an argument for the dual, and mutually independent, emergence of two psychogeographical
practices during the 1950s and 1960s. We have discussed the emergence of psychogeography
amongst the Lettrist and then Situationist Internationals (under the guidance of Guy Debord)
in 1950s Paris. However, Wood argues that psychogeography was also emerging parallel to
this in the U.S., principally in its academic institutions and with more emphasis on urban
planning reform.

Wood traces the emergence of psychogeographic study in the U.S. to the work of
Kevin Lynch, in particular The Image of the City. Lynch’s book was first published in 1960
and makes no mention of psychogeography. However, Wood argues that The Image of the
City was a precursor to psychogeographical study at Clark University and that in writing and
researching the book, Lynch would have been practicing his own form of psychogeography
‘at the very same time the Situationists were engaged in their experiments’ (Wood, 2010:
188). As the Situationist International was formed in 1957 and Lynch’s research prior to the
book was ‘supported over several years’ by funds from the Rockefeller Foundation, Wood’s
summary appears accurate (if Lynch had researched the book for longer than three years he
would have been researching parallel to the Lettrist, not the Situationist International).?
Having considered this mutual emergence, | turn to the substance of Lynch’s work and the

academic study it inspired, particularly at Clark University.

2 Denis Wood, ‘Lynch Debord: About Two Psychogeographies’, Cartographica, 45/3 (2010), 186.
Further references will appear in the text.

% Kevin Lynch, The Image of the City (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The M.1.T. Press, 1979), v. Further
references will appear in the text.
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The Image of the City explores the ‘imageability’ of a city, by which Lynch means
‘that quality in a physical object which gives it a high probability of evoking a strong image
in any observer’ (Lynch, 1979: 9). The primary or original function of imageability, Lynch
argued, was ‘orientation’ and ‘permitting purposeful mobility’ (Lynch, 1979: 9, 124). Lynch
identified the formation of an ‘environmental image’ in its wider application as ‘a
fundamental part of our equipment for living” (Lynch, 1979: 124). These concerns are
particularly of interest to this study when considered in the light of Lynch’s motivation for
working on The Image of the City. Amongst other reasons outlined, Denis Wood notes that
Lynch had ‘an interest in the connection between psychology and the urban environment’ as
well as a commitment to ‘the actual human experience of a city’ (Wood, 2010: 189-190). The
former almost directly mirrors Debord’s definition of psychogeography (as detailed above)
while the latter mirrors the Situationists’ street-level concerns.

Perhaps the most important shared interest between the psychogeographic projects of
Debord and Lynch is an interest in re-imagining the city’s form. This also, simultaneously,
brings us to one of their more significant differences. ‘Psychogeography’ under the guidance
of Guy Debord and the Situationists is a tool of change, part of a wider revolution the group
openly pursued and frequently invoked. A Situationist editorial opens with the line, ‘First, we
believe that the world must be changed’.?® Their work has repeatedly stressed that their
‘unitary urbanism’ was not a ‘doctrine’ of urbanism but rather a critique of urbanism (Anon.,
2004: 103). Equal to their revolutionary concern was their wariness of a ‘more progressive
urbanism’, a ‘corrective’ to existing forms of city planning, which they deemed ‘false’
(Anon., 2004: 103). Ultimately, their ‘unitary urbanism’ requires ‘the creation of quite

different conditions of life’ (Anon., 2004, 103). Psychogeography, in its European form is an

2% Anon., ‘Editorial Notes: Critique of Urbanism’, in Guy Debord and the Situationist International, tr.
John Shepley, ed. Tom McDonough (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The M.I.T. Press, 2004), 103. Further
references will appear in the text.

29



objective means of studying current conditions of life in order to change them, and create new
ones.

Kevin Lynch’s notion of ‘imageability’ is also an analytic tool of interest here.
However as a tool it is a model of exactly what the Situationists were wary of — improving
current forms of urbanism and reforming planning. Lynch often refers to the ‘designer’, for
whom we might read planner and/or architect, and their responsibility ‘to strengthen the
public image’ of the city (Lynch, 1979: 116). Lynch’s work, written while he worked at the
M.1.T. and subsequently embraced at Clark University, imagines a liberated design aesthetic
for city planners. Lynch was confident of securing financial assistance to implement his ideas
(once they were further realised), claiming that: ‘[i]t will probably be more difficult to gain an
understanding of the problem and to develop the necessary design skill than it will be to
obtain the necessary powers, once the objective is clear’ (Lynch, 1979: 117) This is not to say
that Lynch’s involvement in institutional or planning policy dilutes the utopianism of his
project: his work’s goal remains t0 ‘raise the experience of a city to a new level’ (Lynch,
1979: 117).

The shared utopianism of the European and American psychogeographic traditions is
matched by their fundamentally different programmes. Lynch sought reform within
institutions of planning and research. On the other hand the Situationists were decidedly
outside such institutions, affiliations and obligations. Those who were designated as potential
agents of ‘psychogeography’ and ‘imageability’ are of crucial interest given these different
vantage points. Lynch draws The Image of the City to a close by envisaging the creation of ‘a
critical and attentive audience’ for the ‘highly developed art of city design’ (Lynch, 1979:
120). He repeatedly refers to educative terms — ‘training’ and ‘teaching’ urban residents to
enhance their perceptions of their environment (Lynch, 1979: 117). Similarly, the

Situationists referred to the necessity of ‘freeing an instinct for construction presently
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repressed in everyone’ in order to replace increasingly totalitarian living conditions.?’
Universal access is a key concept here, with these intellectual ideas being offered as ideals for
everyday life. Notice, though, that Lynch’s incorporation of democratic access prioritises
education. Conversely, the Situationists talk more in terms of liberation, of ‘freeing’ latent
instincts. Here we can see the distinction between Lynch’s reformative urbanism, vulnerable
to charges of academic elitism and managerial dilution and the Situationists’ uncompromising
drive for a revolution of daily life.

These dynamics are useful in mapping the subsequent evolution of psychogeography,
especially given the central, re-imaginative and utopian urban concerns expressed in its early
forms. Denis Wood stresses that in the wake of the success of The Image of the City, Lynch
‘focused his research on aspects of the city that could be shaped by city government’ (Wood,
2010: 194). In contrast, the Situationists aimed at ‘provoking’ crisis and a ‘collective takeover
of the world’ (Wood, 2010: 195). Of the former strand, Wood has a personal perspective. He
recalls that the psychologist David Stea offered the first course in psychogeography at Clark
University in 1967 (Wood, 2010: 186). He notes that for ‘five years the field flourished’
(Wood, 2010: 186). Then, however, he explains that the field mutated ‘rapidly into [...]
splinters’ (Wood, 2010: 186). On the one hand, U.S. psychogeography, institutionalised in
universities, petered out. Meanwhile, European psychogeography saw various splits in the
Situationist International as Debord ‘became increasingly pre-occupied with a Marxist
revisionism’.2® Psychogeography, in some ways a methodology for a wider revolutionary
project, gives way to Debord’s focus on the ‘spectacle’ and eventually this revolutionary
doctrine becomes a sole focus of Situationist thought, particularly in the wake of the Paris

uprising of 1968.

2 Anon., ‘Editorial Notes: Critique of Urbanism’, in Guy Debord and the Situationist International, tr.
John Shepley, ed. Tom McDonough (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The M.1.T. Press, 2004), 111.

28 Merlin Coverley, Psychogeography (Harpenden, Hertfordshire: Pocket Essentials, 2006), 101.
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Both these initial sources provide a generalised understanding of the term
‘psychogeography’ as the interaction between a subject’s psyche and their environment. More
specifically psychogeography concerns the effect of the environment on the subject. We have
also seen that psychogeography in its earliest forms had a utopian project which aimed either
to provide ordinary citizens with a critical eye for urban spatiality (Kevin Lynch) or to unlock
latent forms of urban activism (Situationism). How did these principles manifest in
subsequent psychogeographic work? The answer in Kevin Lynch’s case is self-evident. The
Image of the City contributed to the beginnings of an academic discipline, to the beginnings of
the merging of geography with psychological responses to the city and to the development of
urban planning. However, in the case of the Situationists, who resisted such
institutionalisation, the question is more problematic. The Situationist legacy is now in the
hands of contemporary writers who emphasise ‘practice’ over academic or scientific
research.?® To fully evaluate the legacy of Situationist psychogeography we need to consider
the criticisms of contemporary psychogeography made by Sukhdev Sandhu and Owen
Hatherley. Both identify similar negative traits in contemporary psychogeographic writing
that are worthy of consideration here.

Sandhu’s criticism is informed by a wide array of psychogeographical writing and he
rightfully takes time to bring our attention to its more neglected practitioners across different
mediums. He argues that contemporary psychogeographers are limited by their masculine and
London-orientated perspectives and the work of such practitioners takes the form of solitary
engagements characterized by a ‘mourning, perhaps a nostalgia’ for the disappearing elements
of the industrial-age city.®® I will return to the limitations of these perspectives later. For now,

we need to consider Sandhu’s most damaging point. This is to highlight the aesthetic

2 Will Self, ‘Decontaminating the Union: Post-Industrial Landscapes and the British Psyche’, Scottish
Geographical Journal, 129/2 (2013), 60.

%0 Sukhdev Sandhu, ‘Discovering the Secrets of the City’, New Statesman, 135/4804 (7 August 2006), 46—
47. Further references will appear in the text.
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‘umbrage’ much current psychogeographic writing takes at economic structures of
‘deregulation, turnover and a healthy irreverence for the past’ (Sandhu, 2006: 46-47). This
stance is at odds with nostalgia for the industrial-age city (an urbanism which was founded on
exactly the same laissez faire economic principles). There is some evidence, then, of an
ideological approach to the city’s development, particularly economically, that is self-
contradictory. It is here that Sandhu’s criticism chimes with Owen Hatherley’s critique of
psychogeography.

In A Guide to the New Ruins of Great Britain Hatherley calls the individualism of
punk music a ‘counter-cultural equivalent to Thatcherism’.3! He similarly describes Victorian
Manchester and its associated liberalism as ‘a laissez faire doctrine with distinct similarities to
Thatcherism’ (Hatherley, 2011: 121). This strand of argument leads the reader to his attack on
contemporary psychogeography. He argues that this psychogeography is similar to punk
through a mutual element ‘that laments the destruction of Victoriana’ (Hatherley, 2011: 122).
Hatherley counterpoints this regressive stance against the U.K.’s socially democratic
approach to urbanism in the post-war years. For him, psychogeographers like lain Sinclair
glorify the ‘unplanned’ and ‘autonomously’ formed Victorian cities (Hatherley, 2011: 122).
Their affection for Victorian cities produces an unexpected endorsement of laissez faire
economics. It is not clear whether this is tacit support as Hatherley suggests or whether, in
fact, this kind of economics is the cause rather than the effect of aesthetic preferences. The
crucial point here is that Hatherley argues that this kind of nostalgia turns away from the
utopian and future-orientated schemes of psychogeography present in Situationist writings.
Hatherley is insistent in his reading of Situationist doctrine and emphasises the tendency for

the original, European branches of psychogeography to imagine a ‘new urbanism’ whilst

31 Owen Hatherley, A Guide to the New Ruins of Great Britain (London: Verso, 2011), 118. Further
references will appear in the text.
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resisting previous regenerations of city form (Hatherley, 2011: 122). It is clear that Hatherley
prioritises the utopian elements of early psychogeography.

Considering Sandhu and Hatherley’s critigues we can see some of the critical
vulnerabilities of contemporary psychogeography. On the one hand there appears to be a
reflexive trait in the writing that attacks the impact of contemporary laissez faire economics
on the city. On the other there is an inherent nostalgia for what has passed in urban settings
and this usually appears as a preference for Victorian-era urbanity, itself created by laissez
faire economics. The problem can be addressed with a direct consideration of one of
psychogeography’s more successful and noted practitioners, lain Sinclair, who, as we have
seen above, is directly mentioned in Hatherley’s critique. We will turn now to Sinclair and his
principal psychogeographic books: Lights Out for the Territory (1997), London Orbital
(2002) and latterly Ghost Milk (2011).

These books are particularly relevant because they all take as their starting point a
recorded narration of either an extended walk (London Orbital) or a series of walks (Lights
Out for the Territory, Ghost Milk). They are perhaps best termed as books of excursion. The
excursion has become a form with which Sinclair is now somewhat synonymous. Will Self
has produced similarly structured work, including ‘Walking to New York’, a pilgrimage
between his home in London and his mother’s childhood house in New York. This recorded
walk opens the book Psychogeography (2007) which collects his psychogeography columns,
produced alongside the artist Ralph Steadman, from the Independent newspaper. Self’s
columns popularised a form of experiential urban narrative that Sinclair developed through
the books he released on either side of the millenium (Lights Out for the Territory and London
Orbital). These two writers, then, are the contemporary face of psychogeography; both of

them adopt the same structure or medium — the excursion.
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In Lights Out for the Territory Sinclair’s express intention at the outset is to cut a ‘v’
shape across London by walking. He discusses the method of walking as the ‘best way to
explore and exploit the city’ and a means of ‘noticing everything’.3? Evoking ideas of both
flaneury and dérive, Sinclair describes his preferred mode as [d]rifting purposefully’
(Sinclair, 2003: 4). He wants to allow ‘the fiction of an underlying pattern to reveal itself’
(Sinclair, 2003: 4). Although he describes this pattern as a fiction, Sinclair argues that the act
of walking ‘stitches it all together’ (Sinclair, 2003: 4). Rebecca Solnit uses the same metaphor
of stitching or threading to describe the act of walking. She explains that ‘each walk moves
through space like a thread through fabric, sewing it together into a continuous experience’.3
Walking is certainly a means of rediscovering a continuity of urban experience. This is crucial
to the revival of the urban walk and its expression in literature. Sinclair may define the
continuity, the ‘underlying pattern’, as a ‘fiction’, but he finds it nevertheless seductive, an
‘illicit cocktail” to which he returns for much of his work (Sinclair, 2003: 4).

In Lights Out for the Territory there is some evidence of a nostalgic approach. When
writing on the Hackney Society’s ‘local-history buffs’ Sinclair notes that these historians are
keen to prove that Hackney ‘has a pedigree, something more than the mess of the present’
(Sinclair, 2003: 32). Crossing through the area to keep to the walk’s v-shape, he confirms that
“Victorian Hackney, patched and restored, had lost its voice’ (Sinclair, 2003: 36). Elsewhere,
he snatches a ‘sentimental glance at the canal’ (Sinclair, 2003:39). These moments are
counterbalanced by an openly critical attitude towards the modern ‘republics of glass’
(Sinclair, 2003: 50). On discovering that a previously ‘exhilarating walk’ down the overgrown
remains of an old elevated line is ‘no longer a possibility’, Sinclair places the blame on a

‘future development’, a ‘car-park or privatized railway’ (Sinclair, 2003: 10). Sinclair veers

32 lain Sinclair, Lights Out for the Territory (London: Penguin Books, 2003), 4. Further references will
appear in the text.

3 Rebecca Solnit, Wanderlust: A History of Walking (London: Verso, 2002), xv. Further references will
appear in the text.
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between wryness and resignation at these moments. It is notable that even when he is
parodying the nostalgia of Hackney’s ‘local-history buffs’ he echoes their arguments. The
emphasis on the possibility of privatized rail demonstrates his anger towards laissez faire
economics (the very laissez faire economics that have constructed the canal on which he
gazes fondly). Here, we can see some evidence of why Hatherley interprets Sinclair’s ‘mess
of the present’ as nostalgic, with the contemporary city a source of consternation and one
often making for a poor comparison with the — perceived — freedoms of its Victorian
predecessor. Yet, despite these moments Sinclair’s nostalgia is not paramount in the text,
neither is his deference for occultism. Rather Lights Out for the Territory is Sinclair’s tour
through the aftermath of missed opportunities, political and cultural, of the twentieth century.
Further, it is an excursion through urban areas which catalogues the implications of these
missed opportunities.

Brian Baker has described Lights Out for the Territory as a ‘breakthrough’ text for
Sinclair, reflecting the book’s success as a record of psychogeographical excursions (in this
case nine excursions).>* However we can also contextualise the book’s breakthrough as part
of a wider trend identified by Baker, a movement from the failure of late 1960s counterculture
to the ‘spatial turn’ in critical and social theory’ (Baker, 2007: 2-3, 11). Baker discusses
Sinclair’s personal involvement in the counterculture movement (in particular his attendance
at both a demonstration against the Vietnam war and also the ‘Dialectics of Liberation’
Congress in London in 1968). However he stresses the ‘position of the disinterested observer’
or ‘documenter’ that Sinclair adopts towards the movement (Baker, 2007: 3, 5, 4). Sinclair
admonishes violence, distrusts revolutionary energies and prophesies the re-appropriation of
outsider or revolutionary figures into the ‘circulation of mediated images and consumption’

(Baker, 2007: 3, 5, 4). Sinclair would follow a wider trend in turning towards the spatial after

3 Brian Baker, ‘Introduction: maps of the London Underground’, in lain Sinclair (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 2007), 8. Further references will appear in the text.
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the sixties. Despite his scepticism, his personal involvement in this movement is still evident
decades on in the remaining traces of a ‘tension between apocalyptic imagining and
utopian/revolutionary desire’ in his work (Baker, 2007: 4). Given this tension, it is arguable
that any nostalgia in Sinclair’s work is a complex one, a product of the events and fallout of
the 1960s and not necessarily of any ideological sympathy for the Victorian city.

We can find evidence of this in Sinclair’s handling of the avant-garde in his work. For
example, the initial excursion in Lights Out for the Territory takes Sinclair past the London
Psychogeographical Association headquarters. Here, Sinclair gives an insight into the
contemporary nature of psychogeography in London. His ruminations are revealing of his
own attitudes towards London’s history. Sinclair accentuates the ludic qualities of the
society’s newsletter, suggesting that: ‘it invents the rumours that it purports to discover’
(Sinclair, 2003: 25). Sinclair includes an extract from the newsletter which alleges that British
politics is dominated by occult forces. Sinclair sympathises with these psychogeographical
‘fantasies’ (Sinclair, 2003: 25). He describes them as ‘[iJmprovisations on history that are
capable of making adjustments in present time’ (Sinclair, 2003: 26). Indeed, prompted by the
work of the psychogeographical society he gives the reader some historiographical guidance:
‘[t]he past is fluid, a black swamp; dip for whatever you need’ (Sinclair, 2003: 26). When
Sinclair subsequently ‘dips’ into the past in Lights Out For the Territory he notably goes back
to the sixties, to the writers and activists of Amhurst Road, the Matrix Press and the Angry
Brigade. If Sinclair is ‘dipping’ into the past he is pointedly looking back to the sixties.
Sinclair’s aesthetic, a gaze obsessively taking in the mess of the present, is not primarily
motivated by nostalgia for the disappearing Victorian city. Rather it is the recent past — and
recent failings — of sixties counterculture that Sinclair sees as significant. This preoccupation

— the past as significant, occasionally useful although ultimately disappointing — motivates
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Sinclair’s distanced approach. Perhaps the most important thing which Sinclair gained from
his experiences during the 1960s was the sense of himself as an ‘outsider’.

| have argued that Hatherley’s critique of Sinclair raises some crucial issues but treats
them in a misleading way. Baker’s characterisation of Sinclair gives us a more useful insight
into the problematic nature of the contemporary psychogeographer. He identifies Sinclair as
occupying a ‘paradoxical critical position, half inside, implicated in the processes of
production and consumption (walker, writer, bookseller) and half-outside, critical of them
(poet, shaman, ‘mad walker’) (Baker, 2007, 22). For Baker, psychogeography in Sinclair is
not driven by self-contradiction as Hatherley has argued. Nevertheless it remains a
paradoxical enterprise. The paradox of Sinclair is his insistence on the writer or
psychogeographer operating as an ‘outsider’ figure. The idea of the outsider and separation
runs throughout Sinclair’s work. At one point in Lights Out for the Territory, Sinclair,
discussing the trade stalls of London booksellers, says: ‘[i]t’s very unlikely that Lights Out
will put itself around enough to claim a perch on the stall’ (Sinclair, 2003: 18). At that time,
Sinclair may have made the statement earnestly. Since then he has become a bestseller and it
is hard not imagine his works passing through these bookdealers. This idea of separation
recurs in Ghost Milk when Sinclair recalls his life in the seventies. He talks about his manual
labour at Chobham Farm, a job that initiates him into ‘the mystery of how a city works’.% But
he quickly follows up this implied immersion with reference to his first published works. He
explains that he also produced a collection of prose and poetry and views this milestone as the
“first shift towards separating myself from the substance that contained me, a living, working
London’ (Sinclair, 2012: 6). The emphasis on separation is an important one in Sinclair’s

work. My concern here is not whether or not this separation is a reality, or whether it can be

% lain Sinclair, Ghost Milk (London: Penguin Books, 2012), 6. Further references will appear in the text.

38



achieved. Rather, | feel the importance lies in Sinclair’s admission that separation is actively
sought through writing.

Since the 1960s Sinclair has become a successful poet, novelist and
psychogeographer. With such success in the literary world of contemporary London, the
separation sought in his work often seems to be made in denial of his own ‘implication’ in the
processes of production and consumption. His work has increasingly focussed on
psychogeographic reportage, and the recorded excursion has been central to this. The
recorded excursion is the form used for all of his recently successful work including Lights
Out for the Territory (1997), London Orbital (2003), Hackney, That Rose-Red Empire (2009)
and Ghost Milk (2011). The principal problem, which Sandhu has discussed (see above), is
that the recorded excursion of contemporary psychogeography has come to enshrine a
particular and privileged perspective.

The recorded excursion is the clearest example of the dominant privileged and male
perspectives that saturate contemporary psychogeography, particularly in the U.K. In seeking
neutrality or separation, an intellectual island from which to comment on urban life, writers
like lain Sinclair have in fact lapsed into the problems of the walker’s gaze that Griselda
Pollock has situated within a modernist framework.®® In particular Pollock describes the
modernist figure of the flaneur as an embodiment of the ‘gaze of modernity which is both
covetous and erotic’ (Pollock, 1993: 67). She contextualises the flaneur’s ‘privilege or
freedom’ to walk the ‘public arenas’ of the city within a ‘matrix of bourgeois ideology’ that
has enacted a ‘gendered division’ of the public and private spheres (Pollock, 1993: 67).
Effectively, there ‘is not and could not be a female flaneuse’ as women could not walk
‘incognito in the crowd’ — they only act as recipients of the male gaze in public and their

realm of influence is intended to be the private sphere (Pollock, 1993: 71).

% Griselda Pollock, ‘Modernity and the Spaces of Femininity’, in Vision and Difference: Femininity,
Feminism and the Histories of Art (London: Routledge, 1993), 66-67. Further references will appear in the text.
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Building on Pollock’s arguments, Tom McDonough has made a convincing case that,
in this regard, Situationist dérive is distinct from flaneury. He argues that ‘the participant of
the dérive’ is not exclusively male (McDonough, 2004: 257). He makes several arguments for
how the dérive participant is critical towards the ‘hegemonic scopic regime of modernity’
which underlies the flaneur figure (McDonough, 2004: 257). Of principal interest to us here,
in terms of the male gaze and privileged perspective, is the argument that the dérive enacts a
kind of ‘blindness’ as ‘tactical practice’ (McDonough, 2004: 259). This ‘blindness’ is
specifically an immersive trait of walking as opposed to an alienating (or separating) trait. It
involves the walker’s adoption of the ‘characteristic of the everyday user of the city who
confronts the environment as opaque [...] in order to subvert the rational city of pure
visionality’ (McDonough, 2004: 259). What is clear is that this ‘blindness’ and immersion is
consciously employed. It is done so in opposition to the ‘disentanglement’ or ‘alienation’
which has motivated other hegemonic attitudes to the city in the twentieth century
(McDonough, 2004: 255).

Sinclair references both flaneury and dérive in his psychogeographic or excursion
work. However, he doesn’t methodically subscribe to either. It would be inaccurate to
characterize him, or contemporary psychogeographers, as either. However it is evident from
Sinclair’s seeking of ‘separation’ that his work is gaze-orientated. Indeed, the title of Lights
Out for the Territory, taken from the finale of Huckleberry Finn (1884), might itself be
interpreted as a flight from female-influence, just as Finn takes flight from his Aunt Sally. It
might therefore be argued that it lapses into the privilege or maleness of the modernist
framework, owing more to flaneury than dérive. That is not to say such a perspective is
exclusive to modernism. In Wanderlust Rebecca Solnit discusses the walking essays of the
Romantics, ranging from William Hazlitt to Henry David Thoreau, and criticises them as

overly ‘sermonizing’ (Solnit, 2002: 122). She laments the male, ‘privileged’ writers, ones ‘of
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a vaguely clerical bent’ who have undertaken years of moralizing by writing about walking in
such a way that is ‘domesticating’ the walking revolution and describing the ‘allowable
scope’ of its freedoms (Solnit, 2002: 122). Not only does the writing exclude women from
walking, giving them the most cursory of glances: it also excludes problems, conflict,
‘assailants’ and ‘avalanches’, excluding all these things as a means of preserving the
‘wholesome’ nature of a walk (Solnit, 2002: 123). For Solnit, these exclusions and this
prescriptiveness severely limit any wholesomeness in the act of walking, drawing a tight and
exclusive boundary around its freedoms. It is clear that exclusivity, privilege and the male
gaze are recurring themes of walking literature.

Solnit’s characterisation of Romantic walking carries some implications for any
discussion of current psychogeographical writing. With writers like lain Sinclair it does
occasionally seem that the form of the excursion has slipped into a ‘sermonizing’ tone. Rather
than preaching about the virtues of Nature (as the Romantics did) current psychogeography
tends to preach about the evils of urban economics and privatization while, in its weaker
moments, valorising the past. In Sinclair, Ackroyd and Will Self we see a generation who are
dominating this discourse. Psychogeography needs not just a greater variety of voices but a
variety of forms and terrains. There are reasons to be cautious, critical and also reflective
when it comes to this domination. Solnit gives three prerequisites for walking for pleasure.
They are: ‘free time, a place to go, and a body unhindered by illness or social restraints’
(Solnit, 2002: 168). This set of criteria applies equally to the act of walking for
psychogeographical purposes. All aspects of privilege, maleness, whiteness and (in my case)
involvement in academia can give contemporary psychogeographers time and space to walk
the city but, more importantly than this, these characteristics also shape the walks taken and

perceptions made.
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These contemporary writers publish with a frequency that has begun to dominate
psychogeographical perspectives. This is certainly so in Sinclair’s case. Sinclair has walked
regularly with the aim of producing books. Through his insistence on his own ‘outsider’ status
and his sensitivity to current economics, he in fact diverts attention from the commodity
status of his own walks. In light of these ‘commodified excursions’ Sinclair’s insistence on a
personal ‘separation’ from London seems a compensatory gesture. The Romantic writers
proselytized on the ‘wholesomeness’ of walking in their essays. Similarly, Sinclair tries to
achieve purity in the walking act. In fact, however, Sinclair’s act of walking is, through his
writing and publishing, implicated in the economic life of the city. This, of course, is a
problem for any writer or artist who doesn’t share mainstream values. However, it is
exacerbated in the field of psychogeography. Sinclair’s work neither looks to planning reform
nor imagines an alternative future. It does not seek to educate and empower readers nor
liberate their latent skills. It is neither Lynchian nor Situationist. Without these utopian outlets
Sinclair is stunted by his own implication in regeneration processes that he preaches against
and yet which fuel his writing. There are two problems here. Firstly, there is Sinclair’s
decontextualized lamenting for avant-garde movements of the sixties and seventies that
Hatherley and Sandhu have detected (and misdiagnosed). Secondly, Sinclair insists on what
can only be described as a false separation between himself and the city — this separation is
neither a contradiction or a paradox but is rather a false opposition, of insider and outsider,
that not only seems regressive but also, given the site of struggle is within popular culture
itself, seems complacent.

My own work has been significantly influenced by contemporary psychogeography.
However, psychogeographic writing is clearly problematic in a number of respects, whether
or not one concludes that such work is marked by ‘paradox’ or ‘contradiction’. While being

sensitive to the privatisation of space and the urban impact of laissez faire economics, | do not
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call for a retreat to the past (Victorian or otherwise) or an abandonment of the future in this
work. Neither does this thesis attempt an act of ‘separation.” It is not separate from the
economic principles governing urban life nor from the material of concern, Birmingham.
Rather it is immersive in its approach to the city and the other materials used for consideration
or comparison. What | do take from Sinclair is a poetic and literary approach grounded in the
‘spatial turn’ that has governed academic traditions and the avant-garde movements beyond
the 1960s. However, where Sinclair’s depoliticised approach sees him often turn to mystical
or occultist readings of power in the city, | instead turn to constellations of landscape, literary

and cultural works.

The concerns of contemporary psychogeography are understandably different to its original
articulations, which emerged in the 1950s and 1960s. The earliest psychogeographers sought
essentially utopian ends using empirical or materialist means. There has been a seismic shift
in social processes and a hardening, or purifying, of economic processes in the West that has
been especially influential upon the Western city. It is both difficult and somewhat conceited
to attempt a psychogeographic project that prioritises fidelity to the original
psychogeographical approach, particularly as this was developed in response to post-war
debates on urban development. The specifically empirical nature of psychogeography can
now be augmented with increasing technological approaches (GPS, Satnav and Algorithmic
programmes). The problem here is that monopolistic ownership of these technologies will
inevitably narrow their remit at the point of use, resulting (at best) in a Lynchian refinement
of existing urban planning (rather than a comprehensive challenge to this). As for the
revolutionary aspects of Situationist, or European, psychogeography — when this spirit is
shorn of its utopian element, a conception of alternatives, it loses any political dynamism and

becomes regressive — even conservative — in its attempts to preserve city form. This is the
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problem of psychogeography today, caught between these two origins and dissatisfied with its
field of practice, the contemporary city. Therefore, this thesis attempts to re-orientate
contemporary psychogeographical writing in a manner appropriate to the urban forms of
today but one which does not lose sight of its original utopian vision.

In order to do this, I have taken a number of approaches that differ from much
contemporary psychogeography — particularly from Sinclair and Self. Firstly, my approach
avoids the typical ‘excursion’ form of the psychogeographic tract. | instead approach my
psychogeography of Birmingham through the construction of a literary montage assembled
from fragments of many walks.3” My work in the montage form is influenced by Walter
Benjamin’s The Arcades Project, Rebecca Solnit’s conception of urban life’s disrupted
continuities and the mapworks produced by the Situationist International (principally Guy
Debord). Secondly, | have included a chapter on Stirchley which proposes that the area is an
‘alternative’ — both to Birmingham’s own trajectory and to our understanding of the ‘post-
industrial’ itself. The first approach allows me to represent urban experience without lapsing
into the form of a privileged or exclusive gaze. The second approach exercises a fidelity to the
utopian principles of both European and U.S. psychogeography. I will now discuss these
approaches in more theoretical detail.

As | have already noted, Solnit argues for the importance of contemporary walking as
a means of opening up continuities in an increasingly fractured urban environment. For
Solnit, walking counteracts ‘the way air travel chops up time and space and even cars and
trains do’.*® However, she is sensitive to the privileging of the literary walk and its enshrining
of particular perspectives. This privileging emerges when the act of walking is aggrandized in

literary essays by the Romantics. We can also see the hallmarks of this privileging in the

37 I will discuss the interaction between multiple walks and the thesis structure below.

38 Solnit, Wanderlust, xv.
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recorded excursions of lain Sinclair, so typical of contemporary psychogeography. The
literary montage, which disrupts any continuity established by walking, is one useful way of
resolving this problem.

Numerous walks around Birmingham have informed the following literary montage.
These include walks directly from Longbridge to the Bullring (or indeed, in the reverse
direction) and numerous walks around each constituent area. In doing so, | have not walked
exclusively as a ‘flaneur’ or solely engaged in ‘dérive’. At various times, I have slipped into
either form of walking. However, it is important to stress that | have often walked with a
direct route and destination in mind, which certainly does not correspond with dérive. Still,
within these areas, | have often engaged in a drifting walk characteristic of dérive or a
transcendentalist mindset characteristic of flaneury (particularly in Stirchley and the
Bullring). | have walked as a conscious way of collating material, memories and experiences.
However, | have also, just as importantly, walked recreationally or spontaneously in these
areas during other personal navigations of the city. | am not claiming any particular adherence
to the walking forms outlined above. Rather, | am accentuating that the walking | have
engaged in has been an immersive practice, with no clear start or endpoint and beyond any
sense of ‘pertinence’.

The way | have collated my notes from these walks and edited them into the montage
also raises the issue of the temporal nature of this psychogeography. | have amassed materials
on these areas of Birmingham over the course of four years (2011 — 2014). At crucial
moments, the content of the thesis reflects the changes that | have observed over the course of
my walking (and writing). Therefore, | have developed a way to include, and reflect on, some
of these changes.

For the most part the thesis is written in present tense. I’ve used this tense to heighten

the immediacy and immersive qualities of the psychogeography, working in tandem with the
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included photographs. This has proved most successful in terms of rendering the areas and
subjects clearly to readers. At times, the tense shifts from present-tense to past-tense. This is
to allow a discussion of certain changes in the area, giving the thesis enough temporal
elasticity to process these. This is certainly part of the discussion of Longbridge and is
reflected in the presentation of Chapter 3. These temporal changes are integral to the thesis
content and my aim to present the work as an ‘event’ in itself. However, where possible and
for the sake of continuity, I have kept these stylistic shifts to a minimum.

All of these walks have opened numerous continuities between spaces or areas of
Birmingham. The continuities | have established are of course privileged in their own manner.
I have walked as a white male, as a student and as a writer. While these continuities have been
useful to my understanding of the Longbridge, Stirchley and the Bullring, and of
Birmingham’s character or psyche itself, | believe these continuities lose their essential
cohesion, and gain much in privilege (or ‘sermonizing’), through the act of literal written
interpretation. In fact, | propose that any notion that it is possible to record the totality of a
walk is necessarily flawed, particularly as such a task involves editing the countless ruptures
of urban experience into one continuous narrative.

Instead, | propose a different approach to the recording of excursions. Our daily
experience of urban life, through cars, rail and airplanes, is fragmentary and the act of
walking is the predominant means to opening up a continuity between these fragments.
Therefore, | argue that the act of re-fragmenting the walking experience into montage
produces a literary effect that is closest to our daily experience of the urban. The literary
montages of this thesis are fragments of the continuities opened up by successive walks. They
are read in the same way we experience the urban on a daily basis. However, the crucial
difference is that these fragments have been consciously arranged. They are not arbitrary or a

result of walking alone.
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There are numerous precedents for a literary montage with urban concerns. There have
been works which have incorporated features of montage, albeit as a ‘compilation’ or
‘appendix’ form, and these have had some considerable influence on my work. These include
works like Edgelands (2011) by Michael Symmons Roberts and Paul Farley which effectively
compiles an appendix of ‘edgeland’ features (I draw material directly from their work in
Chapter 3). | have also been influenced somewhat by John Hersey’s The Algiers Motel
Incident (1968). Hersey’s book is known for relaying the story of several deaths that took
place during Detroit’s 1967 riots. However, for me, it is remarkable for its juxtaposition of
crucial incidences and witness accounts with seemingly non-pertinent biographical
information about the victims and officers involved. The accumulation of these accounts in
various fragments creates a compelling effect for the reader, illuminating the lives of those
involved as it makes its case for Police brutality. However, these influences are secondary to
the primary theoretical influence of Walter Benjamin’s The Arcades Project and Guy
Debord’s psychogeographic maps, which utilise fragmentation, constellation and montage to
capture the spirit of urban experience. | will now explore this theoretical approach to the
montage in depth. At the outset, I’d like to stress that the montage of this thesis is less
concerned with the fluidity (and indeed malleability) of history as lain Sinclair describes his
own historiography in relation to the London Psychogeographical Association. Instead, I
prefer to echo Benjamin’s concern with historical constellations. Benjamin’s constellations
foreground the idea of historical arrangement and affinity.

Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin have argued that Walter Benjamin’s
experiments with montage form became a ‘favourite device’ in his later work.*® Eiland and

McLaughlin lament that The Arcades Project cannot be considered a ‘realized work’ (Eiland

39 Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin, ‘Translators’ Foreword’, in The Arcades Project (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2002), xi. Further references will appear in the
text.
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& McLaughlin, 2002: xi). Yet, despite this, they identify a crucial ‘compositional principle’ at
work in the advanced research (Eiland & McLaughlin, 2002: xi). Benjamin was constantly
revising his notes for the ‘convolutes’, the thematically divided sheaves of quotations and
commentaries that make up the unfinished manuscript (Eiland & McLaughlin, 2002: xi). Such
extensive revision was not conducted with a view to publication as a conventional book. It
seemed that Benjamin was looking to surpass his previous use of montage form in works such
as A Berlin Childhood around 1900 (1950) and On the Concept of History (1940). Thus, from
the meticulous arrangement and revision of The Arcades Project manuscript, Eiland and
McLaughlin conclude that ‘the research project had become an end in itself’ (Eiland &
McLaughlin, 2002: xi).

Benjamin’s discussion of the aims of The Arcades Project reinforces the argument that
a ‘compositional principle’ is at work. Benjamin wrote that the theory of the work was
‘intimately related to that of montage’ (Benjamin, 2002: 458). This form reflected his belief
that ‘knowledge comes only in lightning flashes’, elsewhere suggesting that such flashes of
insight are the result of ‘what has been’ conjoining with the present ‘to form a constellation’
(Benjamin, 2002: 462). The montage, a constellation of images or ideas, was a ‘large-scale’
construction that nevertheless allowed for a discovery ‘in the analysis of the small individual
moment the crystal of the total event’ (Benjamin, 2002: 461). Thus the micro reflects the
structural insight of the macro. One of the fundamental underpinnings of this methodology
was Benjamin’s assertion that ‘I needn’t say anything. Merely show’ (Benjamin, 2002: 460).
This statement, which tallies with the principles of creative prose-writing in post-Hemingway

literature, emphasises that Benjamin was constructing a form of criticism that is read almost
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like fiction, where a ‘convincing interpretation’ of his materials could be offered an
illumination in ‘decisive contexts’.*

Benjamin wanted to develop ‘the art of citing without quotation marks’ (Benjamin,
2002: 458). However, The Arcades Projects still features much of his commentary as well as
assembled materials. So, it is not just the abundance of citations that defines The Arcades
Project’s ‘compositional structure’: it is also the physical manifestation of ‘gaps’ and
segments. Frequent gaps between successive quotations and the (often diminished)
commentaries of Benjamin himself are, in The Arcades Project, a constant feature of the
‘overall construction’. Of these gaps he wrote of trying to ‘characterize and preserve the
intervals of reflection, the distances lying between...which are turned most intensively to the
outside’ (Benjamin, 2002: 456). The ‘gaps’ produced by literary montage are more prominent
than their equivalents in film montage.*! They are the spaces between quotations, allusions or
ideas which are evident on first glance of a page. They isolate blocks of material from each
other and draw attention to their own assembly and arrangement. Where Benjamin wrote of
incorporating ‘intervals of reflection’ into his work the gaps in my literary montage do this
with specific reference to Rebecca Solnit’s discussion of continuity. For me, the disrupted
continuities of urban experience often prompt distraction or reflection. As for the ‘distances
lying between’, I take a spatial reading of this statement. Indeed, this is where the
Benjaminian approach brings us back to psychogeography, more specifically to Guy Debord’s
The Naked City map. Fittingly, Debord inherited Benjamin’s concern with the intermittent

destruction and rebirth of Paris.

40 Walter Benjamin, ‘Reply’ [Letter to Theodor Adorno], in Aesthetics and Politics (London: Verso,
1998), 135.

4 At this junction, it may be useful to note that while Benjamin writes of the dialectical ‘image’ as a vital

part of his constellations he states that these images ‘are encountered in language’ (Benjamin, 2002: 462).
Distinguishing literary montage from film montage via the notion of the ‘gap’ is crucial here.
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Tom McDonough’s describes The Naked City (1957) as a composition ‘of nineteen
cut-out sections of a map of Paris, printed in black ink, which are linked by directional arrows
printed in red’.*? Debord’s The Naked City is a place of subjectivity and fragmentation. Paris
is exposed as a fragmented city which cannot be captured as a totality without compromising
the city’s experiential qualities or entertaining a fallacy of omniscience (McDonough, 2004:
241-265). Thus, McDonough argues, Debord’s map is more of a subjective narrative than a
universal description (McDonough, 2004: 243). Still, McDonough acknowledges that ‘the
narrative mode does not fully account for the appearance of Debord’s map’ (McDonough,
2004: 248). We are urged, then, to consider the meaning of the red arrows which join each
fragment in a seemingly arbitrary way.

The subtitle of The Naked City is ‘Illustration de L’Hypothése des Plaques Tournantes
en Psychogeographique.” McDonough argues that the term plaque tournante usually refers to
a railway turntable (‘a circular revolving platform with a track running along its diameter,
used for turning locomotives’) (McDonough, 2004: 243). McDonough suggests that
‘[a]ppropriated by Debord the term describes the function of the arrows linking sections of the
psychogeographical map’ (McDonough, 2004: 243). McDonough goes on to argue that for
Debord, like a propulsive railway turntable, there are forces in a city which drive
‘spontaneous turns of direction taken by a subject moving through these surroundings in
disregard of the useful connections that ordinarily govern his conduct’.** McDonough
suggests that Debord’s ambivalence about these forces is a result of the restriction of
individual freedom in a city ‘under the reign of capital” (McDonough, 2004: 243). Attempts to
record or evaluate these tensions and ambiguities of movement are the project of the

Situationist dérive and this form of walking intervention heightens the individual’s ability to

42 Tom McDonough (ed.), ‘Situationist Space’, in Guy Debord and the Situationist International, ed. Tom
McDonough (Cambridge, Massachusetts: M.1.T. Press, 2004), 243. Further references will appear in the text.

4 Tom McDonough (ed.), ‘Situationist Space’ [Quoting Debord/Jorn’s The Naked City], in Guy Debord
and the Situationist International, 243.
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do away with those ‘useful connections’ which ordinarily influence their movement. From
this analysis we can see that the red arrows represent a force acting upon the individual’s
movement that is neither topographically rational nor entirely predictable but which is,
however, ambiguously linked to the reign of capital. Indeed the various shapes and sizes of
the arrows between each fragment suggest an attempt to objectively quantify the impact of the
propulsive forces of capital.

If these arrows signify a complex and ambiguous sense of movement between areas,
they also draw attention to the omitted areas of the city they replace. The omitted status of
these areas suggests they can be treated as transitory space that individuals will pass through
as a means to reaching what Debord and the Situationists tended to call the ‘unities of
ambience’, the cut-up and separated fragments of the city. With an emphasis on arrangement,
these theories of movement and spatiality clearly have a structural basis in the assembling of
the map. They also have a theoretical output in the immediate visual evidence of knowing
where ‘important’ space in Paris lies and how one usually navigates it.*

Asger Jorn and Guy Debord produced a book of poetry called Mémoires in 1957.
Scattered with Debord’s ‘literary and visual fragments’ as well as Jorn’s ‘dripping and
splashes of colour’, the book is a collage of pronouncements and aphorisms that gives way to
‘fragments of city plans’ in its second half.*® Libero Andreotti rates Mémoires amongst
Debord’s ‘best-known and widely reproduced psychogeographies of Paris’. He identifies the

book’s ‘fluctuation between spatial and temporal registers’ with fragments as ‘self-enclosed

4 This can be differentiated from Fredric Jameson’s ‘cognitive mapping’. Jameson suggests that the

‘imageability’ of Kevin Lynch does not exercise its full potential when applied to the ‘limits’ of city form.
Rather Jameson combines imageability with an Althusserian definition of ideology and suggests a contemporary
need to ‘cognitively map’ ourselves as part of global structures. We need to map our social relationships to
‘local, national and international class realities’. He suggests this kind of cognitive mapping would be a
precursor to genuine struggle and that, for the moment, we are left with limited understandings — of which he
includes the argument for a ‘post-industrial society’ and the argument that traditional social classes no longer
exist (Jameson, 1992: 51-54).

4 Libero Andreotti, ‘Architecture and Play’, in Guy Debord and the Situationist International, ed. Tom
McDonough (Cambridge, Massachusetts: M.I.T. Press, 2004), 217. Further references will appear in the text.
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entities’ and colour drippings as forces of ‘movement’ (Andreotti, 2004, 222). It becomes
clear from these visual descriptions of the pages of Memoires that Andreotti is comparing the
text to the maps that Debord created (The Naked City, as described above, and Discours sur le
passions de [’amour) rather than any narrative accounts of dérive.

Both Naked City and The Arcades Project provide a theoretical basis for the use of
montage in this thesis. While Debord and Benjamin were employing their montage techniques
to different ends (the former as a site of political struggle, the latter to facilitate
historiographical insight into the present) the use of elision in both their montage works is
testament to the effectiveness of montage in representing spatial experience, particularly in an
urban context. It is notable that Merlin Coverley, in his dismissal of actual
psychogeographical research under the Situationists, does not consider the production of these
maps nor the production of Mémoires as the credible, yet complex, contribution to a
discussion of psyche and place, the spatial and the temporal, that Andreotti suggests they are.

Merlin Coverley has written of the Situationist psychogeography that ‘while the
theoretical and instructive elements of psychogeography are manifest, the actual results of all
these experiments are strangely absent’.*® He describes one of the Situationists’ ‘few extant
examples of actual psychogeographical research’, a piece on Les Halles written by Abdelhafid
Khatib, as a ‘particularly unreadable form of travel guide’ (Coverley, 2006: 99). We know
from Henri Lefebvre’s accounts of his interactions with Constant and the Situationists that the
group were repeatedly engaged in dérives through Amsterdam, Paris and Strasbourg.*’ Rather
than providing narrative accounts of these psychogeographical excursions (and thus

privileging their recorded form) there was more emphasis on creating fragmented city

46 Merlin Coverley, Psychogeography (Harpenden, Hertfordshire: Pocket Essentials, 2006), 99. Further
references will appear in the text.

47 Henri Lefebvre interviewed by Kristin Ross, ‘Lefebvre on the Situationists: An Interview’, in Guy

Debord and the Situationist International, ed. Tom McDonough (Cambridge, Massachusetts: M.L.T. Press,
2004), 267-283. Further references will appear in the text.
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experiences simultaneously by communicating via walkie talkies during the event (Ross,
2004: 272, 280). So when Merlin Coverley, frustrated by a lack of written accounts of
Situationist psychogeography, dismisses the research and its ‘hapless nature’ it is unfairly
reductive. However, there is an implication here, more widely credible in the Situationist
canon, that the more successful ‘recorded forms’ of psychogeography are not those which
attempt linear, narrative accounts of the practice of walking.

Indeed, in their depictions of city form, both Situationist works, the collage of
Mémoires and the arrangement of Naked City or Discours sur le passions de [’amour ‘refuse a
regulative ideal’ and instead ‘form a site of struggle’ themselves (McDonough, 2004: 253).
Tom McDonough characterises Naked City in this way, seeing the map as a site of resistance
against a ‘dominant construction of urban space as homogenous’ (McDonough, 2004: 253).
This is a crucial potential of psychogeographic works. It is a characteristic which is less
prevalent in contemporary psychogeography. Writers like Sinclair take the act of the
excursion (or walk) to be a site of resistance. Their writing, their books, subsequently act as a
retrospective report on this resistance. This thesis, a literary montage that is also a re-
fragmentation of experience, avoids acting in this way. The montage form is more closely
linked to our experience of the urban — that process of opening and closing continuities
through our urban movements. It does not act as a preamble, nor a report after the fact. It is

the site, indeed the event, of a psychogeographical Birmingham itself.

53



Chapter 3

Longbridge

Fig. 1: Longbridge Island — photographed in 2012. Behind the signs are
large parts of the 468-acre building site. Bournville College is visible to
the left, rising towards the sky.

The central reservations in Longbridge are a good measure of the space and breadth of
Birmingham’s southern periphery. The central reservation of the Lickey Road, near the
roundabout, doubles up as a car park. Often you will find a man there, sitting in a high-
visibility jacket, slumped a little in a camping chair and under a white gazebo. The banner
hanging from the tent advertises his windscreen repair business. He sits there so drivers can
pull in to the reservation itself and he can do the repair job on the spot, with minimum fuss. |
don’t know whether he gets much business. He seems to live in a constant state of falling

asleep, continually awoken by the thrum of car engines as they turn off the roundabout.
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And the circling cars aren’t alone in waking him. A building site also brushes up
against the roundabout. According to St. Modwen’s figures, 468 acres of land is currently
being redeveloped.®® The sounds of demolition, purring cranes, large engines running, the
clash of metals, the calls of site managers could all potentially wake the windscreen repair
man. If he sleeps through the next year or so, the blue perimeter fence will have been
dismantled, a new town centre will have been built behind it and the landscape will have
altered dramatically, resembling a brand-savvy commercial outpost more than a dispersed
edgeland.*® The man in the hi-vis waits for windscreens to be chipped and dozily watches this

edge of the city change.

When I look at the area on Google maps, I realise I've received a false impression. I always
thought Longbridge centred on the factory site. This isn’t quite accurate: the bulk of
Longbridge lies in housing estates to the south-east. I can see why I got this impression. I’ve
constructed an urban node from the alignment of Longbridge railway station, the vast factory
sites and their intersections with the Bristol Road. But this area is actually where Longbridge
turns into Rednal, Northfield or the Lickey Hills, depending on the direction you take at the
island. Google Maps itself highlights the train station, Bournville College and Longbridge
Technology Park as the principal sites of note, supporting my own impression. A closer zoom
reveals a new Premier Inn. These symbols are surrounded by two massive grey spaces on
each side of the Bristol Road. | know these grey swathes are building sites, the site of the

former factory, but they aren’t given this context on the map.

48 Anon., ‘History’, LongbridgeBirmingham [Longbridge website], (n.d.),
<http://www.longbridgebirmingham.co.uk/vision/history/>, accessed 1 July 2014.

49 This term is taken from Farley and Roberts work Edgelands (2012). | draw further material from this
book later in the chapter.
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When | see Longbridge on a map like this I think of it as a phantom limb extending
towards the South-West. The toes (and the roads) point towards Worcester. It’s a phantom
right leg if Birmingham is lying on its back. A phantom left leg if Birmingham is face-down.
Either way there was an amputation of this southern appendage in 2005, for our own good.
Now, Longbridge is being redeveloped and the focus has been shifted. A new appendage is
being added, piece by piece. Now the area is a testing ground, and Longbridge a sandbox for
balanced regeneration in the suburbs. The problem has been faced before but the scale and

locale hasn’t quite been the same.

Two music videos have been shot in the area. Sequences from the video for the Chemical
Brothers’ single ‘Believe’ (2004) were shot inside the Longbridge factory. All the outdoor
shots for that video were done in London. On a similar note of discontinuity, parts of the
video for Swim Deep’s ‘King City’ (2012) were shot in the Lickey Hills. The ‘Lickeys’ are a
verdant backdrop to Longbridge. ‘King City’ used footage of the band looking across the hills
as part of a sweep through Birmingham’s hotspots. Swim Deep are born Brummies but their
sound is sun bleached, post-Nirvana, guitar pop. ‘King City’ was re-released in 2013. This
time there was more money behind it. Swim Deep subsequently re-shot the video out in the
U.S. desert. In both the Chemical Brothers’ and Swim Deep’s videos, this part of south
Birmingham offered locations that weren’t quite enough. Longbridge had to be spliced with,

or substituted by, elsewhere. But it must have promised something in the first place.
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The principal cultural export of Longbridge is Jonathan Coe’s 2001 novel The Rotters’ Club,
followed by a three-part B.B.C. T.V. adaptation (2005). The novel looks back from the early
noughties to the early seventies, book-ending the decades we have come to know as ‘post-
industrial’. If the area promises a ‘spirit of place’ then The Rotters’ Club captures it best as a
dual essence. The adventures and ordeals of Benjamin Trotter and his friends in the seventies
are set to a backdrop of union antagonism. The novel has some tongue-in-cheek references to
the end of class warfare, nonchalantly delivered by a senior manager, ‘It’s over. Truce.
Armistice’.%° The novel also alludes to the design flaws that increase with each new takeover.
A less senior manager allows himself some ‘mild swear words as he wrestled with the lock of
his brown Austin 1800, struggling to free the obstinate catch he had personally designed, a
few years ago, with such confidence’ (Coe, 2001: 21).

The novel uses industrial unrest as a backdrop for the emotional turmoil of
adolescence. Coe seems to be accentuating the importance of Longbridge as a place to grow
up and work. As such, there are two versions of the area. The first is Longbridge as the home
of the factory plagued by industrial disputes, manufacturing decline and famed for
Communist or ‘militant’ shop stewards like ‘Red Robbo’.>! The second is a leafy, spacious,
residential suburb, on the arterial bus routes used by the novel’s young protagonists attending
school. In this sense, Longbridge connects up the greenery of Cofton Park and the Lickey
Hills. The greenery co-exists with lurching A-roads. This area is a periphery, an exit from the
city and a precursor to the universe existing beyond ‘the confines of Longbridge’ (and the

confines of adolescence) (Coe, 2001: 11). Coe suggests this second Longbridge when a

50 Jonathan Coe, The Rotters’ Club (London: Penguin Books, 2002), 16. Further references will appear in
the text.

51 Dominic Sandbrook, State of Emergency: The Way We Were: Britain, 1970-1974 (London: Allen Lane,
2010), 99.
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worker’s wife walks to a local shop during a strike and notices the absence of the assembly
track noise. She notes that living there ‘you got used to it; didn’t notice, until it stopped’ (Coe,
2001: 33). Re-reading the novel, this moment appears wistful, resonant. After all, large- scale
manufacturing has now stopped for good in Longbridge. I’ve stopped registering all the
absences, even the bridge that used to cross the Bristol Road (it carried each car chassis
between different parts of the site but was pulled down after the factory closed). Instead, it
feels to me as if the dual Longbridge of Coe’s novel has morphed into a single, peripheral

one. Now we get to see Longbridge for the suburb it is.

Out here the city’s grip, its undeniable gravity, is weakened. A ‘Central Technology Belt’,
stretching from the centre of Birmingham, through the University Campus and new state-of-
the-art hospital site and out towards Worcester, hasn’t materialised.>? Software companies and
insurance brokers aren’t a natural fit among working men’s social clubs (there’s about four
within walking distance of the train station) and council housing that makes up most of the
area. Though some high-tech industries have moved in, they don’t have much of a presence.
Approaching the Longbridge roundabout, the ‘tech-belt’ narrows and almost snaps. The
problem here is underuse. College students trail the long straight roads between isolated
pockets of Subways and McDonalds outlets, waiting for the new town centre promised by St.
Modwen. The hope is that this centre will re-align all the axes and join up the dots,
consolidating Longbridge’s internal focus (on the technology park, the train station and the

college) but also consolidating the area in relation to wider regional change.

52 This regional ambition, referenced in previous chapters, is outlined in Alex Burfitt and Ed Ferrari’s

article: ‘The Housing and Neighbourhood Impacts of Knowledge-based Economic Development Following
Industrial Closure’ (2008).
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In Book Four of Alasdair Gray’s Lanark: A Life in Four Books the protagonist is introduced
to the ‘mohome’. Mohomes are a form of housing manufactured by, and largely inhabited by,
the working classes of ‘Unthank’. Lanark finds them by ‘stepping through a gap between two
posters onto a great area of gravel’.>® From a distance they appear as ‘rows of parked cars’
(Gray, 2007: 446). As mohomes ‘don’t have lavatories’ and ‘aren’t connected to the sewage
system’ they are unaffected by the ‘very lethal and corrosive gas’ rising through the drains
following the tanker and Algolagnics transporter crash at an Unthank intersection (Gray,
2007: 450). The mohome has no ‘clutch or steering column’ (Gray, 2007: 446). Glass panel
dividers and sliding seats ‘form a bed’ from the backseat (Gray, 2007: 446). The room created
by the lack of driving equipment allows space for a ‘set of drawers, shelves and
compartments’ beneath the windscreen, including an electric plate, a sink and a tiny
refrigerator (Gray, 2007: 447). Mohomes have the appearance of cars but they are in fact
immobile. Instead, the car is used for large-scale housing.

In the mohome, the windscreen acts as a television screen and simulator for the
inhabitants. When the occupant has ‘twisted a switch’ they can be transported anywhere from
‘a shrubbery of rosebushes’ to a lake ‘of great depth’ to a ‘multi-lane freeway under a
dazzling sun’ (Gray, 2007: 446-447). Further, the experience is interactive, and the occupant
can find themselves immersed in a square-off with swastika wielding bikers, firing a

‘glittering barbed dart’ from under their car into a competitor’s armpit, creating a scene of

53 Alasdair Gray, Lanark: A Life in Four Books (Edinburgh: Canongate, 2007), 446. Further references
will appear in the text.
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‘[s]lowly crashing and screaming cyclists’ who cling ‘in agony to the car bonnet’ (Gray,
2007: 447). This is how it appears.

In fact, the mohome is a claustrophobic space that brings its residents into direct
conflict with each other. The mohome is made by the working classes. It is also made
predominantly for the working classes. The mohome is the result of an industrial process that
consolidates class differentiation. Notably, workers are reluctant to complain about their
accommodation because this type of housing brings them employment. Perhaps then, it is not
just a physical immobility but a social immobility that the mohome symbolises. The confines
of physical space combined with the interactions of the windscreen indicate the growing

passivity of Unthank’s working classes as the city is immersed in technological change.

Vil

A signboard on the Lickey Road appeals for public input on the ‘Birmingham Development
Plan’, explaining that at the current rate of population growth 80,000 new houses will be
needed by 2031.>* The city council wants residents to be involved in the discussion, to join
the ideas-shower planned by executives. The appeal for input is difficult to interpret. Between
a suggestion that the public won’t engage and a confession that the council doesn’t know
what to do, there is an appeal for complicity in whatever is ultimately decided. Further on
there is new housing built by St. Modwen on the former site of part of the car factory. Park
View is billed as an idyllic location to live in. Its website talks of the Lickey Road as a ‘tree-

lined boulevard’ and reminds us that nearby Cofton Park ‘dates back to the Georgian era’.>®

54 Variations on this figure can be found in the published version of the Birmingham Plan 2031 [PDF
from Birmingham Big City Plan Website] (n.d.), <http://bigcityplan.birmingham.gov.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2013/01/Birmingham-Development-Planl.pdf>, accessed 1 July 2014.

% These quotations are taken from the Park View Brochure [PDF from St. Modwen’s Longbridge
Development Website] (n.d.), <http://www.longbridgebirmingham.co.uk/downloads/park-view-brochure.pdf.>,
accessed 1 July 2014.
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Of course the online brochure omits the bleak tenement blocks opposite Park View,
the edge of a Rednal council estate. It also neglects to mention the last vestiges of the
Longbridge plant — the M.G. Motor U.K. building, just up Lowhill Lane, bordering the estate
(there’s still some manufacturing work going on here). A few cars are sparingly parked
outside these three- or four-bedroom houses, some of which are sold, some of which are still
waiting for owners. Whether it’s the kitsch of IKEA—era minimalism or not, most of the new
housing doesn’t actually look lived in at all. A few choice residents and builders emerge and
are almost indistinguishable from each other. | find a dead rat on the pavement not far from
the fence in front of the homes. The rat’s corpse undermines the artifice of St. Modwen. It
somehow shows how carefully they’ve handled everything else, the rejuvenation, the
Modwenisation process which, day by day, is eliding the bleaker narratives of social and class
trauma from the area.

At one end of the Park View estate are the partly demolished ruins of the factory
offices. Two diggers turn over the rubble in the centre of the fenced off brownfield. There’s a
set of steps that now take you up to a fenced off promontory, where the car factory’s brick
walls used to curve along the roadside. Soon it will be filled again and that memory loop
closed off. The bulk of the development is being carried out by St. Modwen and Morgan
Sindall. Down by the main building site a blue fence seals off the view, interrupted only by
company logos. Longbridge’s open wound, its open ground, is sterilised by an anti-bacterial
memory wipe of diggers, fences and billboards.

The first death knell of M.G. Rover was sounded in 2000. B.M.W. decided to ‘break
up the company, selling Land Rover to Ford [...] and selling the remaining Rover division
with its Longbridge factory’.®® In response to B.M.W.’s announcement to sell Rover to a

group called ‘Alchemy’, Labour’s Secretary of State for Trade and Industry, Stephen Byers,

% David Bailey, Seiji Kobayashi and Stewart MacNeill, ‘Rover and Out? Globalisation, the West
Midlands Auto Cluster, and the End of MG Rover’, Policy Studies, 29/3 (September 2008), 275.
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attended a meeting at the Longbridge site on Friday 17 March 2000.%” During the meeting
Byers was introduced to John Towers, who ‘accompanied Mr Byers to the train station’
afterwards (MacGregor & Newey, 2009: 20). John Towers, a former M.G. Rover executive
and local businessman, had a significant ‘public profile and prior involvement in the motor
industry’ (MacGregior & Newey, 2009: 51). An article in the Financial Times claims the
pivotal conversation took place ‘in the back of a taxi’.® According to newspaper reports, on
17 March Stephen Byers suggested there may be a way of saving Rover, urging Towers to
come up with alternatives, perhaps even an alternative bid. Given the proximity of the local
train station to the Longbridge site, their taxi ride could not have lasted long. But a seed was
planted.

Numerous meetings followed, attended by, amongst others: MP John Hemming,
former Board Directors like John Towers and Nick Stephenson and the local historian Carl
Chinn. With B.M.W.’s deal with Alchemy on the point of collapse, the task force pursued an
‘alternative bid” (MacGregor & Newey, 2009: 23). Objectives listed amongst early meeting
notes included ‘avoiding a perception that “There is No Alternative” to factory closure
(MacGregor & Newey, 2009: 23). Four men, spearheaded by Towers, emerged as the
‘Phoenix Consortium’ and bought M.G. Rover for ten pounds on 9 May 2000 (MacGregor &
Newey, 2009: 42). The Phoenix Consortium pleased everyone. Rover workers felt confident
jobs could be saved. A concerned but non-committal Labour Government were reassured
about saving the last domestically owned mass-production car manufacturer. B.M.W. were
grateful to have a financial liability taken off their hands. But while the city trumpeted this

intervention to save Rover, no-one was willing to voice the reality too loudly. Rover needed a

57 Gervase MacGregor FCA and Guy Newey QC, Report on the Affairs of Phoenix Venture Holdings
Limited, MG Rover Group Limited and 33 Other Companies, Volume 1 (Norwich: The Stationery Office, 2009),
20. Further references will appear in the text.

58 Jonathan Guthrie, ‘Heroes Fell Far Short of Their Billing’, Financial Times [Newspaper Website] (12
September 2009) <http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/99d8c6aa-9efc-11de-8013-
00144feabdc0.html#axzz3NZBpRDGL>, accessed 1 July 2014.
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partner, a joint venture arrangement. If they didn’t get this the consortium’s failure was
inevitable (MacGregor & Newey, 2009: 47-48).

As it turned out, the factory’s closure was only delayed by the Phoenix Group for a
few years. Those intervening years of the ‘Phoenix Four’ left a bitter taste. A Government
Report found their decision-making and business acumen questionable, even if their actions
were legal (MacGregor & Newey, 2009: 749-766). Numerous commentaries point to their
feckless attempts to revive the Rover brand through Motorsport.> Interviewees make loaded
observations on public relation stunts involving girl groups; style at the expense of content.®
The Phoenix Four now symbolise the false hopes of industrial rebirth and the conflicting

interests of regeneration.

i

J.G. Ballard takes the seductive technological imagery of the car as a muse for his fiction in
both Crash and Concrete Island, arguing that the ‘twentieth century reaches almost its purest
expression on the highway’.! Ballard wrote a review of the television series Automania in the
Guardian in 1984. ‘Autopia or Autogeddon’ describes Automania as a sign that in the 1980s
the car had been ‘restored to our affections’ (Ballard, 2002: 232). This followed a public
backlash against the motor car in the 1970s when it was largely characterised as an
‘ecological disaster’, a ‘chrome-hungry destroyer of cities’ (Ballard, 2002: 232). Ballard

reminds us of the car’s idyllic and coveted beginnings. He observes that back at the turn of the

59 Jonathan Guthrie, ‘Heroes Fell Far Short of Their Billing’, Financial Times (September 12, 2009) and
the ITV Documentary Why Rover Crashed (broadcast on 13 June 2005) both reference this.

60 Quentin Wilson, Why Rover Crashed [ITV Documentary uploaded to Youtube] (originally broadcast 13
June 2005), < http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gBI0iCIFOE4>, accessed 1 July 2014.

el J.G. Ballard, 4 User’s Guide to the Millennium (New York: Picador USA, 1997), 262. Further
references will appear in the text.
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twentieth century the car was a ‘rich man’s plaything’ and that ‘the first European limousines
featured fully equipped kitchens, silk brocade armchairs that could be converted into beds,
and [...] a built-in flush toilet’ (Ballard, 2002: 232 — 233). This charting of the rise and fall of
the car’s fortunes across the twentieth century is indicative of Ballard’s own ambivalent
attitude to the technology.

For instance, Ballard sees the car’s significance in wider society. In ‘The Consumer
Consumed’, Ballard observes that the ‘technological landscape’ has ‘enfranchised its own
electorates [...] who vote with money at the cash counter rather than with the ballot paper in
the polling booth’ (Ballard, 2002: 259). He attributes this view to the rising popularity of
‘consumer crusader’ Ralph Nader following his safety campaigns against General Motors in
the seventies. Ballard views Nader as the kind of ‘maverick’ outsider who realised he could
not penetrate a shrinking core of ‘professional politicians’ and sees the site of ideological
struggle outside of politics. Instead, Nader’s ‘headful of obsessions’ come from an
‘unexpected quarter of the horizon’ — the field of consumption.

Ballard therefore describes us as ‘huge and passive electorates’ (Ballard, 2002: 259)
This insight is all the more powerful because Ballard also identifies with consumption’s
immediate appeal. He admits that ‘[f]or most of us the styling and efficiency of a soup-mix or
an automobile are far more real, and far more reassuring, than the issues of traditional
politics’ (Ballard, 2002: 259). This is the root of Ballard’s ambivalence. On the one hand we
have become passive through consumption. On the other, the objects we consume are more
real to us than traditional politics or ideology. In fact, Ballard locates ideology, our ability to
choose, within the car’s interior.

Ballard’s 1973 novel Crash is full of references to the car’s control systems. The
opening of the novel violently eroticises these individualized control systems. The narrator

lists a rhapsody of car-death fantasies, shared by his late friend Vaughan, which include the
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‘perverse logic of blood-soaked instrument panels’ and reveries of ‘the chests of young
women impaled by steering columns’.%? These fantasies are best understood in light of
Ballard’s 1971 article, ‘The Car, The Future’, published in Drive magazine. The article is
underpinned by Ballard’s fear that the autonomy of car drivers will eventually be taken away.

He predicts a legislative assault on the freedoms of the car. He attributes this loss to
the associated risks and dangers these freedoms produce. Ballard laments that ‘[t]he private
car will remain, but one by one its brake pedal, accelerator and control systems, like the
atrophying organs of our own bodies, will be removed’.%® Driving a car with a steering wheel
will ‘become illegal’ (Ballard, 2002: 265). Instead, the act of steering will be replaced by the
transmission of electronic signals guided by ‘invisible eyes’ (Ballard, 2002: 266). Here we see
that one set of freedoms created by the car will be displaced by the further development of car
technology. Ballard’s fears over the loss of autonomy here seem libertarian, even anarchist.
However, the central point of concern returns to his comments on electoral passivity and
consumption, that is, the impact of technology on choice. Ballard does not see the new tech of
electronic piloting, guidance systems and traffic monitoring as creating new opportunities.

Rather, he fears they will restrict our freedoms and limit our access to meaningful choice.

IX

Thirty-three other companies were set up by the board of the Phoenix Consortium in the five
years they ran Rover. The money drained out, leaked down fiscal holes. It escaped the
workers — the ‘M.G. Rover Trust Fund” amounted to a paltry £23,352 (which was eventually

donated to the children’s hospice Acorns). For their part the Phoenix Four felt abandoned by a

62 J.G Ballard, Crash (London: Vintage, 1995), 12-13.
63 J.G Ballard, 4 User’s Guide to the Millennium (New York: Picador USA, 1997), 265.
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Labour Government who had welcomed their deal with B.M.W. but reneged on promised
support. All involved parties (The Phoenix Four, the Labour Government, the workers,
Alchemy) have regularly traded accusations of blame as Longbridge becomes an earth-scarred
landscape. A union jack is draped down the back of the remaining factory building on Lowhill
Lane. It presides over the churned earth, the toiling diggers and the scattered workers shouting
across long distances to each other. Unless you walk to the apex of the bridge, you are unable
to see any of this over a perimeter fence.

The fence on this old railway bridge both conceals and projects. Hoardings are
mounted here and they show St. Modwen’s projections for the area’s development. The
pictures depict a new town centre, transparent trees, computer-rendered figures in the
background and cropped real-life photographs in the foreground. The hoardings appear to
show familiar high street franchises amongst the town centre. At least, at first glance they do.
The logos are almost identical by brand colours and typography. However the brand names
themselves are corrupted, misspelt. We have ‘M&H’ and ‘Top Fashion’ (echoing ‘H&M’,
‘Topman’). These strange names are most likely an issue of copyright. They also seem like a
caveat, allowing for the possibility that the new town centre will not deliver these high street
chains to Longbridge. Combined with the ghost trees, the rendered and cropped figures, they
contribute to a glassy alternate world, marked only by the slightest variations from our own.

The hoardings back up against the Bournville College which has provided the most
notable change to the Longbridge skyline. The new college is a centre piece to the town centre
that will eventually materialise. With its distinctive panelling and emphatic presence the
college looks like a sky blue ocean liner, or an ostentatious escalator rising up towards the
sky. There is the sense that this boat may have been washed inland on the last tidal wave of
New Labour spending. The building’s effect close-up is just as beguiling as from afar. On the

concealed entrance side there are large wooden columns and glass frontages that draw in the
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walker. The college combines with ‘The Factory’, a youth centre opposite, to reassure you
that, if one generation’s fate may have been sealed with the closure of Rover, there are some

contingencies for generations to come.

2 -

Fig. 2: St. Modwen’s advertisement hoarding — a close-up of one
of the adverts on a fence surrounding Bournville College in 2013.

Lewis Mumford begins The City in History with anthropological concerns, looking
particularly at early settlement. He presents characteristics of early settlement as
‘[floreshadowings’ of urban development, those which may, ‘like language and ritual [...]
have left few material traces’.%* Crucial among these pre-urban ‘components’ is the use or

disuse of mobility. Mumford states: ‘Human life swings between two poles: movement and

64 Lewis Mumford, The City in History (Middlesex, England: Penguin Books, 1975), 12. Further
references will appear in the text.
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settlement’ (Mumford, 1975: 13). Later he states that ‘[a]t every level of life one trades
mobility for security, or in reverse, immobility for adventure’ (Mumford, 1975: 13). The
implication here is that these two conditions are mutually exclusive — one is exchanged for the
other. To illustrate the ‘[a]nimal promptings’ of this reality, he points to the possibility of
tracing this tendency to an ‘original break between the mainly free-moving protozoa that
formed the animal kingdom and the relatively sessile organisms that belong to the vegetable
kingdom’ (Mumford, 1975: 13). These aren’t fixed states. Though protozoa are largely free-
moving and vegetables sessile, he gives examples of organisms (oysters, plant seeds) that

trade one characteristic for the other (Mumford, 1975: 13).

Xl

We have seen how the polarity between movement and security has been problematized. In
Television: Technology and Cultural Form Raymond Williams captures this difference with
his description of the process of mobile privatization. In the first place, mobile privatisation is
characterised by the ‘apparently paradoxical’ but in fact ‘deeply connected tendencies’ of
‘mobility’ and the ‘apparently self-sufficient family home’.®® The self-sufficient family home
has come to epitomise our ideas of security and settlement. This tendency towards mobile
privatisation is a technological one, typified by the 1920s manufacturing of ‘consumer
durables’ including ‘the motorcycle and motorcar, the box camera and its successors, home
electrical appliances, and radio sets’ (Williams, 1974: 26). These products are linked to the
change of scale and demand in industrial society including ‘increasing distance’ between
residences and places of work (Williams, 1974: 26). With broadcasting technology like radio,

the ‘privatised home’ could be fed ‘news from “outside” (Williams, 1974: 27). Williams also

&5 Raymond Williams, Television: Technology and Cultural Form (London: Fontana/Collins, 1974), 26.
Further references will appear in the text.
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describes new transport technologies like the car facilitating ‘expeditions from the home’
(Williams, 1974: 27). Mobile privatisation, in these technological forms, brings the outside
world into the home and also allows the enclosed nature of the home to be taken outside. Thus
it appears that mobility and security are no longer incompatible states as Mumford describes
them. They no longer have to be exchanged for each other. We can move with security

(through the car) and travel the world (through broadcast media) without leaving the home.

XlIl

Yet this re-evaluation is itself problematic. Through the process of mobile privatisation it
becomes easy to equate enclosure (or ‘settlement’ as Mumford described it) with security.
This is especially true when we look at mobile privatisation in the form of the car. The
enclosing chassis of a car, its separation from strangers, our augmentation of movement
through technology, the use of a safety belt, the availability of traffic news on the radio and
guidance from a satnav are all attributes that heighten our sense of secure travel within cars.
In fact we are looking at an increasingly privatised and mediated sphere of experience, one
which appeals to a latent desire for both mobility and security but does not necessarily fulfil
the latter category. Rather, mobile privatisation acts as a precursor to what Rebecca Solnit
describes as the ‘disembodiment of daily life’, a disembodiment she attributes widely to the

processes of ‘automobilization and suburbanization’.%®

66 Solnit, Wanderlust, 267.
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X1l

Coming away from the Longbridge Junction you pass down the side of the Longbridge
Technology Park. Like nearby Bournville College, the Technology Park took form early on in
the Longbridge redevelopment process. This is where the ‘Central Technology Belt’ sought
by council and developers currently has its clearest manifestation. The grass is sculpted into
mounds and dotted sparingly with trees. The building has been raised on stilts made of brick.
Early on in the redevelopment process this building stood alone and it has retained the air of
an architect’s model rather than a completed structure. The even placement of the trees speaks
more of planning meetings than it does of landscape, Powerpoint presentations rather than
scenery.

Along the Bristol Road, running from Longbridge to Northfield, wide pavements give
a longer approach to the small shops and businesses that face the main road. Even the much
larger Kalamazoo building seems small. It is set far back from the road, fenced off and behind
an expanse of grass the size of a football pitch. The grassland would make a nice public park
but Kalamazoo seem to be holding onto it for now. I’ve heard that they are notorious for
asking interviewees whether they smoke or not.

Behind the Kalamazoo building is a new housing estate along the same lines as Park
View, near Cofton Park. There’s no dead rat, no brownfield and no bleak tenements. The
houses have enough variation to be inviting, comforting, homely. But paradoxically the
housing estate itself has an insular alignment, shutting out the surrounding area and hindering
access. If you try to cut through you find yourself turning in circles of uninterrupted housing
and miniature parking sites. It’s tempting to shimmy up the side of someone’s beautiful new

semi and jump a fence to get back to the main road. Fortunately there’s an escape hatch,
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found almost too late, in a low fence at the other end of a playground, which takes you to the
relative safety of the River Rea’s stripped parkland.

Back on the Bristol Road | hover between shops, looking out onto a grassy central
reservation, divided up and sectioned off by metal fencing but still home to a colonnade of
oak trees. | approach an inflatable witch, a Halloween display for a fancy dress shop. She
spasms in the autumnal wind. Her body is tied, with rigging, to the floor and the front of the
shop but her neck is held at an impossible angle, helplessly broken, by the renewing wind. A
little further up, two female employees of a mobility shop are taking their fag breaks. They
are sitting in two mobility scooters which are backed up against the shopfront glass. In every
sense they’re left to their own devices.

The liveliest setting by far on the endless Bristol Road is always an old petrol station
that has been converted into a car wash and valeting service. It doesn’t have the petrol pumps
but has kept the square roof, with two stilts holding up its midriff, and a garage nestled beside
it. The workers tan themselves in the summer and dodge each other’s spray in the colder
months, racing up from their plastic chairs to get the next job coming in. The spray forms
little streams and eddies, foaming over and flowing down the gravel and paving. The options
for what kind of wash drivers can get are set out on yellow hoardings, bunched together like

specials on a food menu.

X1V

In Edgelands: Journeys Into England’s True Wilderness, the poets Paul Farley and Michael

Symmons Roberts discuss the near ubiquity of the sathav among drivers. They apportion the

satnav’s often undue influence over drivers to the guidance system’s position on ‘a fault line
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between our mistrust of technology and a desire for magic and unsullied instinct’.%” Further,
they think this problematic relationship with automation and technology runs throughout
modern culture with ‘satnav’ often used ‘as a pejorative term, way beyond the context of road
travel’ for those who are ‘incapable of thinking for themselves’ (Farley & Roberts, 2012: 15).
As ubiquitous as the machines themselves are the horror stories of crashes or marooned

drivers who followed automated guidance over ‘what they could see with their own eyes’

(Farley & Roberts, 2012: 15).

XV

In the concluding pages of Television Williams looks at the future of television technology as
a tool in a democratic society. On the one hand Williams argues that an ‘educated and
participatory democracy’ should benefit from this technology (Williams, 1974: 151). The
participation