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“Suburban Socialism will undoubtedly provoke debate in the labour movement and challenge perceptions — held by both the left and right of British society — that vast swathes of our country remain irrevocably immune to the offer of a non-capitalist world.”

— MARCUS BARNETT, ASSOCIATE EDITOR AT TRIBUNE

“A convincing and forceful case for radical change in the outskirts.”

— JEREMY CORBYN

“If there is any redemption for the suburbs, it is in this imaginative and stereotype-shattering account. Oly Durose’s work is a fierce companion for those ready to wage class warfare in the suburbs and against surburbia.”

— BREANNE FAHS, AUTHOR OF BURN IT DOWN!

“If we are to have socialism, it will be suburban or not at all. With examples from Essex to Nevada, Oly Durose outlines some of the starting points to turn the outskirts red.”

— OWEN HATHERLEY, AUTHOR OF RED METROPOLIS

“This sharply observed analysis grounded in theory offers fascinating insight into what goes on politically on the fringes of our capital, and sets out the politics we all need in the face of an era where glib phrases like ‘levelling up’ are the order of the day. A warmly recommended cautionary tale for our times”.

— RUPA HUQ, LABOUR MP AND AUTHOR OF ON THE EDGE: THE CONTESTED CULTURES OF ENGLISH SUBURBIA

“A thoughtful, engaging and original despatch from the neglected ground of suburbia, and a roadmap for how the left in Britain and beyond can meet our urgent present and future challenges.”

— RHIAN E. JONES, AUTHOR OF PAINT YOUR TOWN RED

“Out of tough and tender experiences of an election candidate in a constituency with a political mountain to climb, comes a stimulating economic and political analysis of suburbia that creates a Suburban Manifesto to rise to this challenge.”

— JOHN MCDONNELL, LABOUR MP

“This is an amazingly — and successfully — ambitious effort to reconceptualise the suburbs as an arena for emancipatory politics, threaded into an engrossing account of an only apparently quixotic Labour campaign in ‘hostile territory. It’s a one-off mix of practical campaigning and visionary theorising, a hustings war story and a comprehensive critique of ‘suburban capitalism’ that are equally down-to-earth and accessible.”

— SCOTT NEWTON, HEAD OF SCHOOL OF LAW, GENDER AND MEDIA, SOAS

“I thought I knew all the suburban socialists until I read this. I now know I was wrong. Reading about endangered species is always a challenge: a mixture of despair and hope tinged with a belief that goes beyond immediate reality. Oly Durose may not be the David Attenborough of electioneering, but this book is flavoured with the same kind of inspiring feeling.”

— MICHAEL ROSEN

“The assumptions we have about class, and the frameworks that have been adopted to conceptualise it are outdated. Oly has analysed emerging economic and social dynamics from first principles, and by burnishing mainstream misconceptions he has provided an account of socialism’s relevance and popularity in suburbia.”

— MATT ZARB-COUSIN, FORMER SPOKESPERSON FOR JEREMY CORBYN
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In memory of Doreen Acton, a suburban socialist whose limitless generosity is proof that another way of living — one of compassion and collective care — is possible.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Losing

“I’m sorry, but you’ll never win anything as a socialist. Certainly not in this neck of the woods. You’ll understand as you get older.”

On 12 December 2019, the night the Labour Party crawled to its worst defeat since 1935, there were perhaps better places to be than my own election count in a Conservative stronghold. Funnily enough, unsolicited advice from a Tory councillor did little to ease my distress. His scepticism was hardly unfounded. Brentwood & Ongar, an affluent commuter hub in Essex sitting just outside the M25, had been a safe Conservative seat ever since its creation in 1974. And if we wanted to prove just how serious we were about turning Tory suburbia red, we probably shouldn’t have spent the entire day canvassing in constituencies elsewhere.

Part of me had wanted to stay here and go door to door. The most important part of a campaign is also the least glamorous: reminding Labour supporters to get out and vote on the day. Given the incumbent Alex Burghart MP was sitting on a majority of 24,002, I knew we weren’t going to win, but I wanted us to secure as many votes as possible. Local polling suggested we might lose narrowly to the Liberal Democrats, which filled me with untold shame and misery. Nevertheless, trying to reduce the Tories’ majority in the Conservative heartlands of Essex by a few votes didn’t seem like the most efficient use of our time. In 2019, the stakes were too high. In the blue corner sat Boris Johnson, a studiedly characterful but self-serving Old Etonian vowing to Get Brexit Done. In the red corner sat Jeremy Corbyn, a man who liked to grow vegetables and wanted “a society where everyone cares for everyone else”.1

Compromising with my own fear of coming third to the Lib Dems, I got up to make one last leaflet drop in my neighbourhood, Shenfield. Most of the time we leafleted and canvassed as a team, but on this occasion it was probably for the best that I kept my quixotic delusions to myself. Convinced that two more hours in a seven-week campaign would be the difference between glory and defeat, I wanted to make sure that a Labour leaflet was the last thing people saw before leaving the house, reminding (or even persuading) them to pop into a polling station on their way to work. In that case, of course, I hoped they’d vote for me. Inwardly, I knew that my gurning face on the leaflet might just as easily remind people to vote Tory. Worse, I could be turning sympathetic voters away every time I rattled the letterbox and woke them up.

I didn’t have the energy to question what I was doing. Instead, I walked out of the door into the 5am mist. Turning right onto the tree-lined pavement, I passed several large, detached houses, with driveways large enough for two or three cars abreast, testament to a constituency that has a higher than national average income.2 Others have narrower, garaged driveways that sit beside spacious, fenced-off lawns. Not all of Brentwood & Ongar is leafy and comfortable. Instead, it hides destitution in pockets of fictitious suburban bliss to cling onto its affluent status. If I’d kept walking straight on, the road would have turned into a meandering lane that eventually takes you to Shelley, the poorest ward in the constituency, where 29% of children live in poverty.3 Or, if I’d taken the second left, I’d have ended up on a footpath to the town centre. There I’d find the invisible grave of Billy, a homeless man who died outside the clothing shop, Next, seven months before Polling Day.

Instead, I took the first left into a spray of cul-de-sacs. Suburbia sounds different before sunrise. It isn’t exactly carnivalesque at the best of times, but in the absence of lawnmowers humming, dog-walkers shuffling, garage doors opening or car boots slamming, there is even less punctuation to break the silence. As households began to wake up, I posted my last few leaflets and headed home. Feeling the weightlessness of my Sainsbury’s carrier bag, I lulled myself into a sense of relief that the election was over. Really, the most important day of the campaign had only just begun.

I had a 9am rendezvous at Shenfield train station, but there was one more thing I needed to do on the way. My nearest polling station was at Shenfield library, and so, at about 8.45am, I reassured myself that at least one person would be voting for me. Make that three: my friends, Liam and Cameron, had already cast their votes, and together we set off for a chaotic day of canvassing in other constituencies. We were heading for seats that were predominantly suburban and currently Tory-held, like our own. Unlike Brentwood & Ongar, however, they weren’t as safely blue. First up was Hendon, where it was windy. Then we moved on to Uxbridge, where it was raining. Finally, we arrived in Putney, where it was windy and raining. The weather didn’t matter. We were going to put Jeremy Corbyn into No. 10 Downing Street. All we had to do was wait until ten o’clock for confirmation. Although the official result wouldn’t be announced until every vote in every constituency had been tallied, an exit poll would give the first real indication of the outcome. The plan was to go home, change, and meet up with fellow campaigners at the local count so we could catch news of the exit poll together. Unfortunately, I was running late. At 9.59pm, I was still in my bedroom trying to remember where I’d left my Labour Party rosette as BBC One buffered on a laptop.

I was woefully underprepared for the wave of desolation that engulfed me. Slumping down to the floor as David Dimbleby projected an eighty-six-seat Conservative majority, I counted myself lucky I didn’t have time to take stock of what was happening. Psyching myself up to get off the floor, I grabbed my preprepared concession speech, texted our local Party Chair to bring along a spare rosette (thanks Richard), and held it together long enough to get out of the house. Mum, on the other hand, was already crying as I rushed down the stairs, car keys in hand.

Having recently graduated from university, I found myself in the same situation as almost half of the nationwide cohort: back living at home with my parents.4 Aged twenty-five, sitting on around £50,000 of debt, and with a salary that barely covered the rising interest, I was in a psychological bind. On the one hand, I knew I was fortunate to have the opportunity to avoid extortionate London rents and save some money, living within commuting distance of my job as a parliamentary aide in Westminster. On the other hand, I resented the fact that I was spending my twenties in my childhood bedroom. Worse still, I’d been running my campaign from Tory HQ. Both my parents are staunch Conservatives, so I was surprised to see Mum so emotional. I suppose I thought they might be tears of joy, since Jeremy Corbyn “just grossed her out”. In actual fact, she was upset because she knew just how disappointed I’d be. And, in light of the exit poll, she was worried I was about to be humiliated at the ballot box. I tried to reassure her that overturning a 24,000 Tory majority was never going to happen anyway. Unsurprisingly, my insistence that I was always going to be crushed in defeat failed to put her mind at ease.

Arriving at Brentwood Leisure Centre, I was comforted by the sight of friends who had worked so hard over the last seven weeks. They were in the drinks area just outside the main hall, watching the BBC’s rolling coverage of the election. Our constituency’s result wouldn’t be declared for a few hours, so there was little point going into the hall where the votes were being counted. After all, what could be worse than witnessing your own loss one vote at a time? The baying Tories in the foyer — reacting live to our seat-by-seat washout — answered that question for me. I lasted about five minutes and went inside.

Watching an election count in real time is like watching paint dry, or, in my case, like watching somebody paint your room the wrong colour. Just after 2am, the election officer asked the candidates to assemble in the corner of the hall. Before sharing the results with everybody in the hall through the loudspeaker, the officer told us the final results in private. Trying to conceal my elation, I gave Cameron a sly smile, a cheeky wink and a discreet thumbs up. We did it. To say we were the underdog would be an understatement. We were a bunch of left-wing nutjobs in one of the safest Tory seats in the country. Nobody expected us to win.

They were right; we didn’t. Reelected with a 29,065-vote majority, the Conservatives didn’t just maintain their grip on Brentwood & Ongar, they clenched their fist. I was smiling because we’d beaten the Liberal Democrats by fifty-six votes. It was close enough for a recount, and I will be for ever grateful to their candidate, David Kendall, for accepting the result so we could all go home. All I had to do now was concede.

This result will not deter our movement from its long, arduous course. As long as there is inequality to eradicate, injustice to rectify, suffering to alleviate, exploitation to dismantle, and a planet to save, then the struggle for the workers’ liberation lives on.

That’s what I’d planned to say, before our head of campaigns ripped the paper out of my hands. Retrospectively, it’s probably for the best that I didn’t deliver my fifteen-minute rallying cry for the emancipation of the working class. After Alex Burghart MP spoke for no more than half a minute, a five-page manifesto for the workers’ liberation might not have gone down all that well in a room full of yawning campaigners and Conservative councillors. Instead, I followed convention and thanked the staff at the count, congratulated the winner, and gave a forgettable promise that we would be back next time to keep the wheels of democracy turning. After posing for a group picture in front of the election board to celebrate second place, we hugged, grabbed our coats, and wished each other a safe journey home.

That’s when the Conservative councillor reached out from the thinning throng and grabbed my wrist. I’d never win anything as a socialist, he said. “Certainly not in this neck of the woods.” He paused to sigh, apologetically. “Well done for trying, though. You’re only young. You’ll understand as you get older.” I’m not sure what I found more frustrating: the fact that he offered his bait with such salty condescension, or that I didn’t have the teeth to bite. I’d spent the day canvassing elsewhere, so how credible was my belief in a local victory? And I had taken comfort in having beaten the Lib Dems, soothing myself into supposing this was the best we could do. In five years, a different candidate would be congratulating Alex Burghart on another term in office. By that time, our campaign for socialist change would be reduced to a footnote on Brentwood & Ongar’s Wikipedia page.

At worst, socialists in suburbia have given up on the idea of change. At best, we have misjudged the meaning of perseverance. Or, at least, I certainly did. After all, if my limp concession speech was proof of resignation, my planned speech was proof that I saw myself on a horse hurtling towards the sunset, waving the Red Flag. If I wasn’t at peace with our futility, I was using the bleak state of play as an opportunity to grandstand, to posture as some saviour of the working class, and to attract attention to an image of virtuous mettle I had manufactured for myself. Either way, I had failed to understand why we kept on losing in suburbia, and what it would take to win.

As I made the short journey home, I passed familiar fences, lawns, driveways, cul-de-sacs and front doors. Crashing into bed, I couldn’t help but feel pride in the collective efforts of a small campaign, which had stood firm in the face of residential rejection, doorstep indifference and constituentwide conservatism. But for those in the pouches of poverty that suburbia hides from view, the idea that we had done our best, or the saviour-like avowal that we’d keep on trying, would be of little comfort. Falling asleep with the sound of Tory applause still echoing, I wondered what it would really mean to fight for a suburb that shares, what it would really take to turn this hazy dream into a reality, and what it would be like to wake up to a different sound altogether: the sound of Suburban Socialism.

Suburban Socialism

Reflecting on my own landslide loss, this book navigates the suburban challenges to socialism’s electoral realisation, and proposes a political and strategic transformation required to win. The term Suburban Socialism, then, is experiential, theoretical and practical. On the surface, it is a description of what happens when you stand on a socialist platform in a safe and suburban Conservative seat. At its core, however, Suburban Socialism is a distinct set of practices to be deployed, guided by (but not limited to) the goal of electing socialists in suburbia. These practices are grounded in a critique of how suburban spaces are currently organised, as well as an analysis of the opportunities for, and the challenges of, building a radical alternative on suburban soil.

To dig a little deeper into the meaning and importance of Suburban Socialism, it might be useful to briefly outline what I mean by socialism more broadly, or rather, how the essence of Suburban Socialism emerges out of my inability to offer a clearcut definition of socialism itself.

Crudely put, socialism aims to dismantle and replace capitalism.

At its simplest, capitalism is an activity — it is the accumulation of, well, capital. “Capital” is a form of (economic, social or cultural) wealth that can be invested or used to make more of it, or in other words, to return a profit, which takes the form of yet more capital to be invested. Capital is accumulated through the production and distribution of commodities — things to be bought and sold for profit. This relies on a particular mode of production, characterised by the private ownership of the means of production — the land, raw materials, tools and machinery that’s required to produce commodities.5 This generates a distinction between those who own the means of production (the capitalist class) and those who, owing to their exclusion, must sell their labour to survive (the working class), turning the means of production into commodities in return for a wage. Crucially, workers aren’t paid for what they produce, but for what is needed to keep them going throughout the working day. Once workers have covered the cost of their own wage (by generating the equivalent value in the commodities they produce), everything they produce thereafter generates a profit for the capitalist class.6 This exploitation of waged labour doesn’t happen on its own; it relies on a host of institutions, rules and relations. More than an activity, more than a mode of production, capitalism is an entire social order. And it is a social order that creates favourable conditions for the accumulation of capital through the sale of commodities, driven by the profitable interests of those who privately own the means of production.7

At the heart of socialism is a belief that we should produce these goods and resources under collective modes of ownership in order to satisfy human needs instead. There is no longer a distinction between those who own the means of production and those who turn them into the things we need, and so there is no system of wage labour. Instead, we share what we produce together. Exactly what this means, though, generates disagreement. Most socialists agree that services like health, education, housing and transport should not be bought and sold, but produced and universally distributed via public systems of planning. Disagreement emerges once we ask if these systems of planning should be extended to other spheres of provision. For some, several goods and resources (say, food, or at least some food) should still be bought and sold. What matters is that workers within their firm share the fruits of their labour, each getting a portion of the returns of their sales on the market.8 Resultant inequalities between different (worker-owned) firms can then be redistributed via taxation. For others, there need not be any inequality to redistribute in the first place, because we should plan the collective production and distribution of all goods and services. This still leaves room for disagreement. Depending on the type of good or service in question, is planning conducted by local boards (made up of elected representatives) who try to meet the needs of their own community?9 Or does a centralised state make these decisions? For Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, planning itself contains the seeds of its own negation; systems of collective production would generate such abundance that everyone would be able to give what they can and take what they need in a stateless and classless society, marking a transition from socialism to the highest stage of communism.10

Ultimately, there is no single unitary vision of a socialist society. Marx himself rejected the idea that society should be organised according to some blueprint from above. Instead, he believed its precise character could only be determined by a “self-conscious, independent movement of the immense majority, in the interest of the immense majority”.11 The reason why there is no single unitary vision of socialism is because socialism is not an architectural command in the first place. Rather, socialism is a struggle, rooted in the belief that our quality of life will improve if we collectively own the resources we all need to flourish. This is a struggle that can lead to vastly different futures — from degrees of market socialism to various stateless conditions of abundance — depending on how the struggle itself is fought. I do not treat socialism as a utopian blueprint to be imposed from above. Instead, I think of it as the effort from below to design the collective mode of production that is most suited to the circumstances in which it is being created, and the resources on which it draws.

This explains why, as this book contends, the suburban terrain is largely absent from the visualisation of socialist struggles or the theorisation of socialist futures. If socialism is contingent on the way in which people struggle for it, this means that socialist futures are contingent on the particular sites and settings in which these struggles are waged. Those who embrace the possibility of various socialist futures may not always recognise how they are conceptualising this (seemingly) broad range of socialist futures through a narrow geographical lens. From the aftermath of the Industrial Revolution to the shockwaves of the metropolitan youthquake, socialism is largely framed as an urban struggle, at least in Western-centric analyses. Whether it is labour strikes in industrial centres, protests in political centres or riots in city centres, the story of the socialist struggle is told with a significant spatial bias. Recognising the predominantly urban character of the struggle is one thing. Assuming this is the only kind of struggle that can exist is another. Until we recognise the fact that we are confusing the broad socialist struggle with one particular variant, then we will continue to exclude other kinds of socialist struggles that are hidden from view: namely, the struggle for socialism in the suburbs.

There are two main reasons why the suburbs are omitted in this way.

The first reason lies in a failure to distinguish between the suburbs (or the suburban) on one hand and suburbia on the other. The suburbs are a vast and complex terrain. Suburbia is a political construct, perhaps even an ideology, that synonymises comfortable housing, safe streets and green space with the idea of individual aspiration. It is with the image of suburbia in the back of our minds that the very term suburban socialism seems like a misnomer; that is, socialism and suburbia don’t mix. That’s because our understanding of what it means to lead a suburban existence contradicts what we think it means to lead a socialist one.

What this tells us is that we need to reclaim the suburbs from suburbia. To do so, this book confronts the contradictions inherent in suburbia itself. One of those contradictions is between the ideology of individual aspiration and the postcard image of comfortable housing, safe streets and green space, a contradiction which distorts the reality of monotonous work, housing crises, racial inequality and environmental degradation. It is only by deconstructing this idea of suburbia that socialists can reclaim and transform the suburban soil. Although I end up hypothesising a possible idea of what this transformed suburban soil might end up looking like, Suburban Socialism is not a unitary vision. It is not a theory of a socialist utopia. As a struggle for collective modes of production in the suburbs, Suburban Socialism embodies a critique of capitalism in a suburban context in a way that leads us to think of — and fight for — better ways of organising suburban spaces. Insofar as I contemplate what it could look like to bring picket fences under collective control, I do not pretend to resolve what are some of the deepest debates in socialist discourse. This book explores the suburban circumstances of a socialist struggle rather than mandating a particular vision of suburban success. This in itself reveals a second reason why the suburbs rarely come to mind when visualising a socialist future. If socialism is a struggle, then the suburbs don’t exactly jump out as centres of resistance. After all, there’s a reason why (most) suburbs aren’t “socialist” already. Or, rather, there are several reasons, many of which are again rooted in individualised aspiration. As this book contends, for many people, the idea of human freedom is the capacity to express themselves economically, and this idea of economic self-expression seems to reach its apotheosis in the suburbs. In many ways, this is discordant with the kind of mass collective action required to bring about suburban socialism and the kind of collective creativity it embodies.

To give up on suburban socialism, however, is to confuse hostile terrain for an eternal drought. It is to underestimate our ability to identify ruptures that, when torn open, can change the way suburbanites collectively relate to their surroundings. And it is to ignore the various struggles that are already being waged on suburban soil. This book will diagnose the pervasive potency of individualised aspiration, but it will also try to illustrate how it is possible to cultivate majority support for an alternative, collective and cooperative, suburban sensibility on the ground.

These ruptures, struggles and alternatives are typically overlooked, because the antagonisms between socialism and the dominant suburban culture are widely reduced to questions of suburban demographics. Rooted in assumptions about their homogeneously white, middle-class character, the suburbs are too often dismissed as a lost cause by socialist campaigns. This book challenges these assumptions in two ways. First, it overhauls a homogenised view of the suburbs to reveal the socio-economic, racial and political variation of the suburban terrain — the multiracial working class are suburbanites too. Second, even when the stereotype rings true, this book rejects the claim that white, middle-class suburbia is beyond a socialist campaign’s reach. We should embrace not only the possibility of building a multiracial working-class movement in the suburbs, but also the possibility of bringing other suburbanites into the frame. Suburban Socialism does not pander to anti-socialist sentiments within (sections of) the middle classes, but explores the various ways in which socialism can be communicated to what is an extremely heterogeneous group, and asks if we can absorb (at least some of) the desires of middle-class suburbanites into an as yet larger socialist campaign than we have previously imagined.

This book makes the case for a distinct suburban strategy that recognises the complexity of its terrain. And it is avowedly radical in its ambition to secure socialist majorities in suburban seats from the deepest red to the darkest blue. In fact, although this book is grounded in my experience running in a UK election, I make international comparisons throughout to show why the suburban struggle is global in scale. I do not pretend to offer a truly international perspective on urban growth and the economics of the perimeter — that’s something only a non-Western centric analysis could provide. Instead, among other references, I will draw on my own experience in Las Vegas, Nevada, working on Bernie Sanders’ campaign to become the Democratic presidential nominee. Sanders’ victory in Nevada in an ultimately unsuccessful presidential bid injects much-needed optimism into our endeavour for suburban socialism, although it needn’t set a limit to our own ideas of what it means to realise it.

Likewise, the ceiling of our ambition should not be defined by the platform on which the UK Labour Party stood in December 2019 (or 2017). Many have defined Labour under Corbyn as a form of “class-struggle social democracy” which aimed to secure compromises from capitalism, such as betterfunded public services and a greater redistribution of resources, although it’s important to stress that the project between 2015 and 2019 attracted many of us who actually wanted more. Instead of precisely pinpointing where Corbyn’s Labour stands on the political spectrum, I make a more general claim: our socialist vision should not be confined by limits set in the past. That’s not to ignore the fact that this book has limits of its own. In fact, it is vital that I am honest about these limits, precisely to ensure Suburban Socialism is not treated as a decisive or exhaustive theory of socialism itself.

This book is written with a clear objective in mind: to explore uncharted paths to socialism’s electoral realisation. It’s limited further by my decision to opt out of the debate whether the Labour Party can ever be an appropriate vehicle for socialist change. Although I do not outright reject the possibility of a new party, it is not an ambition I will actively pursue. My focus is more restricted: I ask what needs to happen if the Labour Party (or a sister party abroad) is to be a vehicle for socialist change.

The fact that I write with an electoral goal in mind does not mean that I think electoral politics is the only thing that matters. Rather, it reflects the simple fact that my experiences are most relevant to the electoral arena as a mode of politics. That’s not to say my electoral focus is purely circumstantial; this book wouldn’t have any purchase if I didn’t believe it was worth engaging in this mode of politics. At the same time, and as this book crucially argues, we will not win inside the electoral arena unless we revolutionise our strategy outside of it. Nevertheless, I maintain that vacating the electoral sphere altogether would gift the suburban terrain to those who capitalise on existing spatial biases. This was laid bare in the aftermath of 2019, where Labour’s defeat reignited fierce debate over the Party’s geographical path to power. Relying on racially, culturally and politically reductive notions of class identity, parties in red and blue have accentuated the collapse of various “heartlands” to legitimise reactionary platforms. By exploring an otherwise neglected suburban path, this book confronts crude geographical narratives and offers a wider roadmap to radical electoral victory. This book lays down a path to socialism’s electoral realisation — and that path is through the suburbs.

As an attempt to correct existing spatial biases, Suburban Socialism is not meant to replace or challenge metropolitan-based movements. It is a demand to recognise both the symbiotic relationship between the suburbs and metropolitan centres, and the potential for building anti-capitalist unity between them. Many authors and activists alike are right to emphasise the fact that electoral movements will only succeed once they recognise the ways in which class divisions manifest in cities, predominantly through property ownership, rent and debt.12 However, this recognition should not come at the expense of suburban politics. Instead, it should serve to amplify the voices of those whose living and working conditions are adversely impacted by these metropolitan manifestations of class division. If metropolitan centres are sites of suburban resistance, then so are the suburbs that raise, feed and house so much of the workforce under varying conditions of (dis)comfort.

In attempting to forge a suburban coalition for socialism, this book is not written in spite of our crushing loss in the 2019 General Election. It is written in full recognition of the scale of the challenge ahead. I know it looks naive, ignorant even, to think the lesson from a landslide defeat is to offer something even more ambitious. Throughout this book, the gap between my personal experiences of anti-socialist sentiment, and my political extrapolation that suburban socialism is possible, will appear sizable. Some may conclude that this chasm is simply too wide to bridge. In truth, I doubt I’ll be able to escape the charge of naivety completely. But insofar as naivety is an absence of experience, foresight or knowledge, then I’m happy to take a punt on discovery, unpredictability and the unknown. Besides, as I’ll demonstrate first, if there’s one thing more naive than fighting for socialism in the suburbs, it’s believing we can win without them.


2. THE SUBURBAN NATION

Standing

“They want the suburbs, a house, a settled life, and respectability. They want society to see that they have exchanged themselves for something of value.”

– Ralph Nader

They were handing out flyers. I didn’t have flyers. Should I have printed flyers? On the evening of 23 October, the Brentwood & Ongar Labour Party were selecting their candidate for the 2019 General Election. Before I’d even made it into Seymour Pavilion in Ingatestone, I’d been asked to vote for someone else by a couple of strangers, evidently unaware that I was running for the candidacy myself. It was a salutary reminder of my anonymity. Overlooking the sea of chairs was a table with just enough room for all three candidates to sit behind. As I took my seat, I glared at the glossy leaflet I’d just been given. The face of acumen, accomplishment and activism glared back. As one of two other candidates competing with me for the role, Alex came equipped with photographic evidence of campaigning, a catchy slogan and local pledges. He was about three years younger than me, but with three times the experience in local party politics. To be fair, that wasn’t saying much.

I had only been a member of the Labour Party for two years. And I’d only submitted my application to stand as the parliamentary candidate for Brentwood & Ongar a few hours before the deadline. In normal circumstances, the process would have been less hurried. But ever since Theresa May’s premiership began to crumble, MPs and commentators alike had been anticipating a snap election. This left the Labour Party scrambling to find candidates for safe Tory seats, giving me just over a week to decide whether I wanted to apply. Ironically, it was my anti-Corbyn colleague and friend, Gavin, who encouraged me to stand. “You’ll never get another chance to run in a left-wing Labour Party in your lifetime,” he joked. Well, he wasn’t really joking; he was anticipating the imminent end of the Corbyn era. On that, he was right. Time will tell whether he’s correct in his longer-term prediction. Regardless, I’m oddly grateful for what was a sardonic piece of advice at the time. In seats where Labour stands the best chance of winning, the Party will typically “longlist” seven or eight vetted applicants and then, after interview, “shortlist” three candidates. Local Party members will then decide who to select. In seats like mine, however, there weren’t enough candidates to longlist in the first place. In fact, I turned out to be the only person from the constituency who had applied to stand, so the Party was forced to make up the numbers, bringing in two people who had unsuccessfully applied to stand elsewhere.

Getting through to the final selection stage merely by virtue of applying, I found it difficult to believe with any sincerity that I had earned my place on the panel. Wallowing in my own insecurity, I soon realised that I had absolutely no idea what I was doing. By the time I’d finished reading the leaflet, the crowd had doubled in size. It was full of faces I’d never seen before. I was struggling to figure out how I was going to disguise my inexperience, and it dawned on me that I wouldn’t be able to rely solely on my own pub-friendly comrades to cut me some slack.

Standing nervously to give my opening remarks, the most difficult part was not trying to remember my lines. Far from it. The hardest part was hiding the fact I’d practiced it to death at home. The main thing I wanted to emphasise during my overly rehearsed off-the-cuff speech — and during the Q&A — was my local credentials, which is what set me apart from the other two candidates. I also made the case for radical change; I told the audience I joined the Party because of Corbyn, and it was the transformative agenda he represented that motivated me to throw my hat into the ring.

Once we had each given our concluding remarks, the hustings came to a close. In competitive seats, the candidates usually wait in a side room while the votes are counted. Our parish hall didn’t have a side room. We sat in the corner instead. For the most part, I was elated by the Chair’s announcement that I had won. A small part of me, however, felt uneasy. It wasn’t that I thought another candidate should have won — I wouldn’t have stood if I didn’t believe in the importance of local (and left-wing) representation — but I was troubled that the Party was only able to field one local candidate. And an underqualified candidate at that. I’m not talking about academic degrees. I don’t even mean experience within party politics. I mean the stuff that matters: a track record of local organising. A track record I lacked. How on earth did the Party end up putting forward someone as politically sedentary as me?

Out of the various answers to the question, I explore one: those with the local knowledge, passion and experience required to win in Tory suburbia are told that they’d be wasting their time. In constituencies like mine, candidates and campaigns are rarely provided with the support they need, since left-wing parties do not treat the Conservative suburban heartlands as a battle worth (meaningfully) fighting. Call it what you want: levelheadedness, expectation management, resource efficiency or pragmatism. All we’re doing is finding different ways to articulate our resignation. To understand why left-wing campaigns in Tory suburbia are widely dismissed as a waste of time, we need to know more about the terrain. In doing so, maybe we can begin to understand that fighting for socialism in suburbia is not only worthwhile, but urgent and imperative.

The Suburbs: An Existential Crisis?

For many, suburbia is easy to conceptualise. My guess is that you’re thinking of a detached house with a front lawn behind a picket fence. If you’re feeling imaginative, you may be picturing somebody walking their dog in a cul-de-sac or a Ford Mondeo reversing out of a garage. You may think this image symbolises comfort and luxury, or you may find it staid and boring. Either way, we’ve got a similar picture in mind. Next, define the suburbs. This, at least to me, doesn’t seem quite so easy. Mind you, that doesn’t stop 80% of the British population and 50% of the US population reporting that they live in one.1 When defining the suburbs, is “I know it when I see it” really the best we can do?2

The suburbs are typically defined in terms of their relationship to the city or metropolitan centre; suburb comes from the Latin word suburbium meaning “under” or “below” the city.3 Historian Harold J. Dyos, for example, defines a suburb as “a decentralised part of a city with which it is inseparably linked by certain economic and social ties”.4 Dyos’ definition is shaky, because it relies on an arbitrary distinction between cities and towns, which is particularly problematic in the UK where many large towns have bigger populations than small cities. We might avoid this arbitrariness by loosening our citydependent understanding. That’s exactly what geographer Mark Clapson does, defining a suburb as a peripheral location to a “dominant urban centre”, beyond the heart of the city or town but within its urban orbit.5 6 But this just pushes the problem further down the road (or, in our case, the cul-desac). What if I live within the orbit of a town, but I can also go to a small, local High Street for my essential items? What’s stopping me from classifying my local High Street as my dominant “urban” centre? Do I live a doubly suburban existence in periphery to my local High Street and the nearest town? Or is the local High Street a constitutive part of the suburb itself, which exists in periphery to the larger town centre? And in any case, at what point does a suburb become too detached from an urban centre so that, in actual fact, it becomes rural?

There’s a larger confusion at play here. Our difficulty in nailing down a definition of the suburbs has a lot to do with the ambiguity of the term “urban”. Urbanity is typically determined by population density, or the amount of “built” infrastructure (like roads, rail, commercial buildings and housing). However, given that these metrics exist on a sliding scale, deciding what is sufficiently “built up” to be classified as urban can be an arbitrary process. This is problematic when we’re trying to distinguish between the urban and the suburban, since the suburbs often contain urban elements (as defined above) of their own. Conceptually situating the suburban in opposition to the urban fails to recognise the ways in which the suburbs blend urban and rural space together.7

You may stand firm and insist that the suburbs can be defined by the dominance of one kind of built infrastructure: low-density residential housing.8 But this is, I think, one-dimensional. It can’t fully account for commuting data, for example, that shows significant inflows into suburban areas.9 Often, suburbs constitute a viable socio-economic unit in which residents look to their immediate surroundings for jobs, employment and services.10 This helps to explain why, in terms of employment and social composition, the variation between cities and suburbs is often less than the variation within cities and suburbs themselves.11 Yes, suburbs exist in relation to other, more densely populated areas that cannot reasonably be classified as part of that suburban space. But they do not exist solely in terms of that relation. The suburbs are holistic entities that play a role of their own in a broader urban network.12

For some, the haziness of the suburban-urban dichotomy is not so much a dilemma, but a reason to question the suburbs’ very existence. Citing increasing urbanisation across the globe, several geographers suggest we are living in a “post-suburban era” — the centre is subsuming once suburban settlements into its urban orbit.13 Is urbanisation erasing the suburbs altogether? I don’t have a decisive answer to this question, but only because I don’t think it’s the right question to ask in the first place. Instead of taking a snapshot of an area as it exists in one moment in time to decipher whether it is “urban”, “suburban” or “rural”, why not take a longer historical view and study the way suburban life adapts to changing socio-cultural dynamics? Geographers Ruth McManus and Philip Ethington put it succinctly: “every suburb, once planted, eventually evolves in a way that incorporates both continuity and change.”14 Under a historical lens, we can see that even the most extreme urbanisation can’t reverse or negate all aspects of a suburban character forged over time, whilst recognising that the urban-suburban line is not always easy to draw. This helps explain why nearly half of US households that are within the bounds of central cities — like Dallas or Phoenix — still describe their neighbourhood as “suburban” rather than “urban”.15 Urbanisation is a part of the suburbs’ organic transformation as settlements in their own right.16

To develop a suburban analysis, we need to go beyond the identification of geographical characteristics. The analytical substance is found elsewhere. Instead of trying to come up with an all-encompassing definition of a complex terrain that (supposedly) makes up 80% of the British electorate and 50% of the American electorate, we should think instead about how suburbanisation (as an evolving process) leaves behind certain sociological and political legacies. And that means digging deeper into the distinction between the suburbs (a complex geographical settlement) and suburbia (a political construction that simultaneously reflects and skews this complex suburban picture). What follows is not a chronological account of suburbanisation, but rather an exploration of three overlapping and conflicting trends or narratives: middle-class escapism, working-class aspiration and working-class displacement.

Middle-Class Suburbia

One of the first people I messaged after being selected was my Dad. Or maybe I called him. Either way, I broke the news that both he and Mum would be faced with a tough choice: vote against their own son or endorse a desire to collectivise their wealth and property. They’d moved to Brentwood in 1999, having moved up the housing ladder a few times already, and have lived there ever since. Four bedrooms. Three cars. Two salaries. One garden. They are archetypal residents of what many would call “middle-class suburbia”.

In fact, this is how many would characterise the urban outskirts from the moment they sprawled into existence. As rapid industrialisation created an unprecedented demand for so-called unskilled labour toward the end of the eighteenth century, urban areas became increasingly overcrowded by a new working population migrating from the countryside.17 In response, new settlements were built on rural land for those who wanted — and could afford — a less crowded life.18 This suburban era is often referred to as “villadom”: a collection of detached and semi-detached houses with big gardens along tree-lined roads.19 Suburbs continued to grow through the late nineteenth century as a wealthy refuge from polluted and insanitary industrial centres.20 This coincided with a growth in transport networks, which enabled more people to live some distance from their place of work.21 Many early suburbs in the US similarly satisfied anti-urban desires of the wealthy, only they emerged later, in the nineteenth century.22 They were designed in the image of British suburbs, the principal difference being that these early “streetcar suburbs” tracked the rise of the motor vehicle, rather than the extension of the railway.23

Since their earliest incarnations, the suburbs have, at least in part, satisfied the interests of the “middle classes”. And for that reason, the suburbs have long caused a conceptual headache for those interested in class analysis.

The dominant understanding of the middle class is articulated within a gradational conception of class. Within this framework, society is characterised by rungs on a ladder, where people are “above” or “below” one another.24 Your position is determined by individual attributes that affect your material life conditions, such as income or level of education. Along these dimensions, people are sorted into several categories, usually upper, middle (comprising upper-middle, middle and lower-middle) and lower class.

Instead of working with a gradational notion of class, I centre my analysis on a relational notion. Here, individuals don’t just exist relative to one another, but in a social relation to each other. That social relation binds the advantages of some to the disadvantages of others. I briefly outlined the foundations of this analysis in the introductory chapter: the advantages of the capitalist class (who own the means of production) are bound to the disadvantages of the working class (who must sell their labour to live). This relation is one of exploitation: the capitalist class derives its livelihood by extracting value from the labour of the working class. As a statement of one’s position in the production process, class denotes the way in which people have acquired wealth, structuring how they relate to the productive means and spoils.

The problem of “the middle class” arises once we realise that not everybody fits neatly into this binary social relation. What about small business owners, who buy the labour of others, but also work alongside their employees? Or salaried professionals who enjoy higher than average incomes: are they exploiters or exploited? Classifying these people as members of either the capitalist class or the working class seems, well, wrong. This raises the question: how should we categorise people who sit in the “middle” of the polarised class structure? In other words, how do the middle classes feature in a relational theory?

Marx thought this question would eventually negate itself: all social classes would be subsumed into the polarised structure.25 It’s true that, since Marx’s time of writing in the nineteenth century, and particularly in the late twentieth century, access to capital around the world has become increasingly concentrated in the hands of a few; the income received by the top 1% is growing faster than the income received by any other group.26 By contrast, many of those who were self-employed professionals in Marx’s lifetime — doctors, lawyers and teachers of the mid-nineteenth century — are now workers with salaries. We might be tempted, then, to conclude that the “middle class” is simply an illusion, and that the rising concentration of capital is forcing an increasingly large number of people to sell their labour to survive. As the anthropologist David Graeber put it, “We are the 99%.”27

However, the 99% don’t share a common lived experience. Social classes have not polarised; they’ve become more complex. Consider my mum and dad. As a primary school teacher and a manager in the mortgage sector, they both work to make a living, unlike the capitalist class who live off other people’s labour. But to end our class analysis there seems overly reductionist, since their higher-than-average household income and familial inheritance provide them with access to capital via home ownership and private pensions, meaning they are less reliant on selling their labour to survive. The same cannot be said for other workers (and other primary school teachers!) who must work to live. To leave a polarised class structure untouched, in the hope that “the middle” disappears, is conceptually dishonest.

Leaving middle-class identity ambiguously defined is not an option, either. In fact, it has significant political consequences. That’s because parties and leaders don’t simply “win over” the middle classes. They construct them to pave their path to power. In this sense, suburbia is more than just a constructed political space characterised by detached houses with picket fences; it’s a space in which to construct a particular notion of the middle class for political gain. More specifically, parties have found suburban success by synonymising “middle-class” identity with individual aspiration.

In the UK, parties have been navigating this construction ever since it was cemented by Margaret Thatcher, who found electoral success across “middle-class suburbia”. That includes Brentwood & Ongar. When she took over as Conservative Party leader in 1975, the constituency’s Conservative MP Robert McCrindle was sitting on a majority of eight thousand. When Thatcher won her first General Election in 1979, that majority increased to seventeen thousand. At the end of Thatcher’s reign, Brentwood & Ongar returned a fifteen thousand strong majority for the Conservatives in 1992, the year Eric Pickles took over as MP.

At the heart of Thatcher’s success was, in the words of cultural theorist Stuart Hall, a “new sociology of aspiration”.28 Where Labour, for example, offered a model of taxation based on what people at the top could afford to pay, the Conservatives, by slashing the top rate of tax, offered a model based on what middle-class people hoped, desired or aspired to earn.29 In response to criticisms that she only cared about middle-class interests, Thatcher herself conceded that “if ‘middle-class values’ include the encouragement of variety and individual choice, the provision of fair incentives and rewards for skill and hard work […] and a belief in the wide distribution of individual private property, then they are certainly what I am trying to defend. This is not a fight for ‘privilege’; it is a fight for freedom — freedom for every citizen.”30 Thatcherite aspiration generated a paradoxical — yet electorally powerful — image of the middle-class suburbanite as somebody who actually had no class status at all. Most famously, Thatcher maintained that “Class is a Communist concept. It groups people as bundles and sets them against one another […] Each one is entitled to his own dignity, to develop his talents and abilities.”31 The notion of “middle class” becomes then a badge of neutrality — of neutral distance from the class system itself. In suburbia, to be “middle class” is to be an individual.

It’s not just the Conservatives who have found electoral success by substituting middle-class identity with individualised aspiration. In 2002, Margaret Thatcher was asked to name her greatest achievement. She replied: “Tony Blair and New Labour”.32 For proof, look no further than the way in which Blair aligned middle-class status with classlessness and aspiration. Declaring that “we’re all middle class now” in the run up to the 1997 election (often misattributed to John Prescott), Blair invoked the “middle class” to manufacture the irrelevance of class politics altogether.33 Announcing that “the class war is over” two years later, he would tell the crowd at a Labour Party conference that under old Labour, “people were made to feel we wanted to hold them back [and] limit their aspirations”.34

Both Thatcher and Blair relied on a “Simpsonified” understanding of middle-class identity. As Homer Simpson remarks in one episode of the famous cartoon series, his family represents “upper-lower-middle-class types”.35 A salaried worker at the local nuclear power plant, Homer lives in a detached house with a large driveway and front lawn, on the quiet and wide residential street of Evergreen Terrace. He embodies the construction of middle-class identity as a default so neutral as to be virtually meaningless. And the fact that the Simpsons live in the otherwise undisclosed location of Springfield — a town that exists in thirty-four different US states — suggests that their ambiguous middle-class identity is ubiquitous too.

It was a Simpsonified understanding that proved electorally fruitful. New Labour didn’t manage to overturn the Tory majority in Brentwood & Ongar, but Labour’s 11% increase in vote share remains the Party’s largest in our constituency’s history. Elsewhere, suburban success translated into parliamentary seats, winning — with a swing of twelve points or more — in nineteen traditionally Conservative seats with home ownership rates above 70%.36 In Merseyside, for example, New Labour expanded its metropolitan support to overturn Conservative majorities in wealthier outskirts. The four seats with the highest Labour swings — Crosby, Wallasey, Wirral South and Wirral West — were more affluent areas with high proportions of homeowners, pensioners and managerial-professional workers, many of whom had moved to the suburbs to escape inner-city degradation.37

New Labour’s success with these voters cannot be reduced to the construction of aspiration alone. After all, regional culture is at least as important as the suburb/city distinction when it comes to explaining voting patterns. We should not abstract the suburbs from their own individual context — they are themselves subject to the local laws of geography and region. For example, Labour’s success with suburban voters in Merseyside does not exist in isolation from their relation to Liverpool itself which, for various historical reasons, makes them more likely to vote Labour than, say, voters in Essex.38 Nevertheless, these regional factors interact with a broader political strategy that parties across the aisle have enthusiastically deployed: construct — and then win over — the middle-class suburbanite as a personification of aspiration.

In fact, this strategy has been deployed on a transatlantic scale. Between 2008 and 2016, Joe Biden ran the “Middle Class Taskforce” (MCT) while serving as Barack Obama’s Vice President. The MCT argued that “middle-class families are defined by their aspirations more than their income […] [They] are forward looking, and they know that to achieve these goals, they must work hard, plan ahead and save for the future. Indeed, being middle class may be as much about setting goals and working to achieve them as it is about their attainment.”39 This played on suburbia’s interwar and post-war historical evolution, during which time the Federal Housing Association (FHA) incentivised suburban living for middle-class families through cheaper loans and mortgage interest deduction. Housing itself was built by private companies. The construction firm Levitt and Sons, for example, purchased four thousand acres of potato fields in Long Island to build “Levittown”, accommodating 82,000 people in less than a decade.40 Parties have competed to be the protectors of the “American Dream” ever since. Fittingly, many commentators and campaigners insisted it was Joe Biden’s suburbanite appeal that made him a safer choice for the Democrat presidential ticket in 2020 than Bernie Sanders.41

It was in the face of centrism’s historical electoral success — and the characterisation of the middle-class suburbanite — that I asked Labour members to vote for me in Ingatestone Pavilion. As it became increasingly clear that the other two candidates were less enthusiastic about the Party’s left-wing programme, I stopped indulging in the assumption that it was my performance that mattered. Instead, I remembered how important it was that Brentwood & Ongar had a socialist candidate to represent them. In doing so, I knew I was going against what many perceived as unchallengeable wisdom: that we can only win in the suburbs by standing on the kind of “aspirational” platform that launched New Labour into power.

Even by its own narrow metric of electability, New-Labourism over-exceptionalises its ability to succeed in “middle-class suburbia”. Fast forward to 2017 under Corbyn, and Labour’s vote share in Brentwood & Ongar was less than 2% shy of 1997’s record. In fact, Labour secured a higher vote share across the county of Essex in 2017 than in 1997.42 Labour in 2017 also enjoyed greater success in the Merseyside suburbs than they had twenty years earlier, averaging 59% of the vote in Merseyside’s seven most suburban constituencies, eighteen percentage points higher than its national average.43 Even in 2019, when Labour’s national vote collapsed, the Party still secured a higher vote share in Wirral South, Wirral West and Sefton Central than it had in 1997.

In the United States, left-wing electoral platforms have found success on seemingly unlikely turf, too. In 2020, Mondaire Jones stood and won in one of the most affluent suburban areas in the country — New York’s seventeenth congressional district — on a platform to defund the police.44 Marie Newman successfully campaigned for a Green New Deal and Medicare for All in Illinois’ third congressional district, a wealthier than average suburb in Chicago.45 To assume that campaigns can only win over suburbanites by appropriating the Conservatives’ ideological blueprint is to ignore a far more politically volatile terrain.

There is a much more important reason, however, to reject these strategies. After all, my intention is not to identify — and then emulate — the most effective electoral suburban strategy available. This book is not about pursuing the shortest route to success; it’s about pursuing the kind of success worth fighting for. And the political construction of suburbia as a place of aspiration has reinforced ambiguous notions of class, which obscure and hinder the goals of socialist campaigns.

As I’ve described, class is a social relation that denotes the way in which people have acquired wealth. Existing social relations separate the capitalist class (who own the means of production) from the working class (who must sell their labour to survive) — the middle classes sit in a more ambiguous position. To synonymise middle-class identity with “aspiration” is to reduce class to an enigmatic set of values, which doesn’t say how the middle classes (who themselves embody vastly different living and working conditions) have acquired wealth and resources, the very wealth and resources that are regularly cited as proof of one’s aspiration!

Removing class from any relational understanding in this way has two implications. First, understanding the varying extent and ways in which the middle classes have acquired wealth and resources is crucial for understanding the varying stakes they have in upholding and in dismantling the existing social relations in which they are implicated. If parties have constructed an “aspirational” account of middle-class identity for electoral gain, the aim of suburban socialism is to deconstruct their “aspirational” existence in order to regain a relational understanding. Only then can we begin to understand both the challenges of and opportunities for convincing middle-class populations to upend capitalist class relations.

Before we can do this, though, we need to understand the second implication of removing class from a relational understanding. Equating middle-class identity with aspiration implies the following: a working-class existence is defined by a lack of aspiration. This is a non-relational theory of class at its most nauseating. Again, a class analysis grounded in “aspiration” tells us nothing about how people’s material conditions — and the social relations that underpin them — impede them from pursuing their hopes and dreams in the first place.

Those who peddle narratives of aspiration, however, have found a way of absorbing this critique. And they do so against a backdrop of other forms of suburbanisation, beyond the middle-class escapism that has come to define our shared understanding of “suburbia”. Instead of abandoning the political utility of aspiration for characterising the middle class, politicians and commentators have expanded it to absorb sections, and distort conceptions, of the working class too.

Har-low Can You Go? How Suburbanisation Left Working-Class Identity in Limbo

We were celebrating down the pub, and the drinks were on me. Fair enough; when the election officially began, I wouldn’t be able to buy any campaigners a drink without breaking electoral law. My electoral agent informed me that it could be construed as a form of payment for an activity that is strictly voluntary, and thus a kind of “illegal employment”.46 The forthcoming commencement of the election would mark a seven-week period in which I could only (legally) be on the receiving end of a round of drinks. Shame.

This was pretty much the only reason to embrace the fact that, just two days later, the General Election was called. My selection didn’t just feel undeserved. It felt rushed. By the time MPs voted for the third general election in four years, it had barely sunk in that I was running for Parliament, and now I had to write a press release on my reaction to the first Christmas general election since 1923. Not every candidate was as ill-prepared. In one of our neighbouring constituencies, campaigning was already in full swing — Laura McAlpine, a young, local, socialist candidate, had been selected to stand in Harlow by local Labour members more than a year in advance. Like Brentwood & Ongar, Harlow was a Tory-held constituency. Unlike Brentwood & Ongar, however, Harlow had voted Labour in the past, most recently in 2005, when they won by a slim ninety-seven votes. In 2019, Labour was looking to overturn a seven thousand Tory majority. Tough, but not insurmountable, and our campaign team would spend many a Sunday helping out in a constituency that had a better chance of turning red than ours did.

As part of the New Town programme set up by Clement Atlee’s Labour government (1945–51), Harlow was one of more than twenty-two towns built to accommodate London’s East Enders in anticipation of a post-war overspill.47 In contrast to early middle-class escapism, post-war suburban growth was driven primarily by working-class migration. Leaving deindustrialisation, housing shortages and extensive bomb damage in the urban centres behind, more than half a million Londoners moved to New Towns for a better life, enticed by the post-war promise of full employment and an expanding welfare state.48

This isn’t to suggest that working-class suburbanisation was a strictly post-war phenomenon. In the late nineteenth century, several planners and policymakers — like Raymond Unwin and Barry Parker — decided to build more low-density residential areas for workers.49 Bourneville, in the southwest side of Birmingham, was created for the Cadbury workforce.50 Port Sunlight, in Merseyside, was created for those who worked at the Lever Brothers’ new Sunlight soap factory.51 The same period was also the experimental era of Ebenezer Howard’s Garden Cities, birthing places like Hampstead that combined open public space with large private gardens.52

Working-class suburbanisation dramatically increased during the interwar period.53 This tracked two developments. The first was the growth of council housing in the 1920s.54 Having fought the 1918 election on a “homes fit for heroes” platform and city slum clearance programme, Liberal Prime Minister David Lloyd George passed the Addison Act the following year, which gave local authorities the power to build rental housing for the working class at subsidised rates.55 The Addison Act paved the way for the creation of more than a million local authority owned homes before the end of the 1930s, more than 90% of which were on suburban sites.56 The second development was the growth of owner-occupied housing in the 1930s.57 Owing to mortgage expansion, falling interest rates and reduced building costs, a rising proportion of suburban housing stock became available to working-class populations.58 On the eve of the Second World War, around a quarter of non-agricultural working-class families were living on new suburban estates.59

Professor Peter Scott describes how interwar suburbanisation promoted a new model of “working-class respectability”.60 Suburbanisation constituted a desire for a new “social tone”, characterised by economic self-sufficiency, materialistic consumption and a more private lifestyle — surveys show that these new suburbanites (particularly owner-occupiers) were more likely to spend a higher proportion of household expenditure on furniture and household equipment, compared to everyday items like food, heat and lighting.61 For those who were able to pursue this lifestyle, working-class respectability represented a desire for better living conditions; it was a way of reclaiming what it means to be working class, pushing back against existing stereotypes about vulgarity and criminality.62

Soon, however, working-class respectability became a force of fragmentation, reinforcing stereotypes about those that didn’t meet the criteria. Over time, working-class respectability became a social filter, a way of accepting “decent working-class types” and excluding “rough types” (code for criminals and those who had been removed in the slum clearances).63 Council housing was primarily allocated to small families with secure employment and a well-kept rent book.64 Maybe this was, in fact, part of the plan; when describing the Addison Act, the secretary of the Local Govt Board admitted that “the money we are going to spend on housing is an insurance against Bolshevism and revolution”.65 The interwar suburbs were less about empowering the working class than they were about absorbing and dividing them. And in fostering a kind of private individualism, it was about encouraging working-class communities to conform to the idea of suburbia.

Would post-war working-class suburbanisation be any different?

At least at first, places like Harlow symbolised a desire for a collective arrangement that improved the living conditions of the community. If not a municipal socialist utopia, Harlow was at least an expression of public planning; it combined purpose-built industrial areas with “green wedges” and publicly funded housing for working-class families.66

It wasn’t long, however, until this was dismantled. When the Conservatives regained power in the 1950s, they incentivised the construction of private, owner-occupied homes in New Towns. Harlow hadn’t been built to resemble middle-class suburbia, but successive governments did their best to make sure working-class communities never got to define the meaning of suburban living ever again. A tipping point came in the 1980s under Thatcher, whose Right to Buy scheme allowed council tenants to purchase their socially rented accommodation at a discounted price. For those sitting on the most valuable assets, this was a good financial opportunity to move up the housing ladder. Accommodation that most closely represented the suburban ideal — larger, detached houses with gardens and garages — were more likely to be bought up under the scheme, leaving councils with small and poorer-quality flats in an ever-shrinking common stock. And as the council’s share of income from sales eroded, they found it even harder to replenish the stock. Now deprived of an otherwise steady stream of rental income, councils were forced to increase the rents of the remaining units. Social tenants effectively subsidised the discounts on which buyers — who enjoyed double the average income of non-buyers — could pounce.67

The result? Thousands of working-class tenants were squeezed out of unaffordable housing and pushed into poverty by a government that decimated public housing, alongside manufacturing and the welfare state.68 The architects of Harlow’s decimation framed it differently: working-class individuals who wanted to own their home and leave an industrial identity behind were now liberated from the suffocating clutch of the state holding them back. Suburbanisation was framed not just as a movement outwards from the metropolitan centre, but up the social ladder.

Suburbanisation was not just used as a backdrop to synonymise middle-class identity with aspiration, then, but to distinguish the middle class and the aspirational working class from some non-aspirational working-class subset. In dangling a privatised suburban dream, Thatcher turned working-class suburbanites, who were pursuing a collective desire for greater economic security, against each other. Suburban living was no longer a place to plan the pursuit of communal goals; it was a place to compete for individual gain.69 Manufacturing a distinction between the undeserving and the deserving poor, the “self-made” suburbanite was invoked as proof that working-class people could opt out of exploitation if they had the willpower to do so. Those who were stuck in this social relation had only themselves to blame.

This politics of division proved fundamental to Thatcher’s electoral success. Harlow’s electorate slashed Labour’s majority in 1979, and if a plurality of constituents had not quite generated a mandate for Thatcher’s programme, they endorsed it retrospectively, electing a Conservative MP four years later. Thatcher also found success in Basildon, another New Town built by the post-war Labour government that later saw home ownership rise from 53% to 71% between 1981 and 1996.70 Characterised as “the laboratory of the Thatcherite revolution”, Basildon switched from a staunch Labour seat to a relatively safe Conservative seat in 1979.71 Thatcher did not just find suburban success by equating aspiration with middle-class identity, then, but by fragmenting working-class communities based on the same aspirational criteria.

This wasn’t the only way in which Thatcherism divided communities for electoral gain. During the 1950s and 60s, suburbanisation was also being driven by “white flight”.72 The increased migration of Caribbean and South Asian people to London, Liverpool, Manchester and Birmingham at the time was reason enough for some white residents to move to the suburbs.73 In an interview in 1978, Thatcher played up a suburban fear of a racial invasion and warned that if immigration from “the new Commonwealth” continued, then “this country might be rather swamped by people with a different culture”.74 Before her comments, the Tories were trailing Labour by two points. After her comments, the Tories jumped to an eleven-point lead.75 If Thatcher was in support of the aspirational working class, this didn’t include Black76 and brown working-class people, who were taking jobs that apparently didn’t belong to them.

This was part of a much wider strategy: fragment working-class communities and then try to forge a new cross-class coalition based on a culturally static set of values. Long before Boris Johnson’s government was defending statues of Winston Churchill, Thatcher was waging “culture wars” of her own, manufacturing a threat — posed by an “enemy within” — to the values “we” hold dear.77 Whether it was through the demonisation of migrants, or Section 28’s prohibition of the “promotion of homosexuality” in schools, Thatcher maintained cohesion on her own culturally paranoid terms.

What’s interesting about suburban Essex — particularly Basildon — is that it did not just celebrate the white, aspirational working class and demonise the so-called nonaspirational working class. It also generated fear that sections of the working class were aspiring in the wrong way. It was Sunday Telegraph journalist Simon Heffer who described the “Essex Man” as a “young, industrious, mildly brutish and culturally barren” voter with “breathtakingly right-wing” views. Epitomised by Harry Enfield’s “Loadsamoney”, Essex Man was characterised as somebody who couldn’t keep up with his own excess of wealth, gratuitously spending his cash on ill-fitting suits and alcohol. And they became the face of a county characterised by xenophobia and racism — a heartland for the British National Party, UKIP and Brexit. In 2015, UKIP came second in South Basildon & East Thurrock, and in 2016, almost 70% of Basildon voted to leave the EU.78

To the Tories, the Essex Man is a paradoxical figure. Admired for showcasing the spoils of meritocracy, yet despised for bypassing the proper channels of private education and Oxbridge. Revered for entrepreneurial grasp, yet reviled for their lack of consumer taste. Relied upon for their socially conservative political support, yet resented for invading the ruling class’s sacred enclaves, who had learned how to communicate their racism in a less loutish, more polite and palatable way. An example of working-class aspiration and of working-class vulgarity at the same time.

This points to something deeper, which underlines the various ways in which parties and leaders have responded to working-class suburbanisation. Working-class suburbanisation has provided an evolving battleground on which to contest the meaning, reality and importance of class itself.

For some, suburbanites with “new money” were proof that “middle-class aspiration” wasn’t just about the aspirations of the middle class, but the aspiration to be middle class as well.79 In 1999, Blair celebrated that “slowly but surely the old establishment is being replaced by a new, larger, more meritocratic middle class […] A middle class that will include millions of people who traditionally may see themselves as working class, but whose ambitions are far broader than those of their parents and grandparents.”80 In expanding the narrative of “middle-class aspiration”, Blair carried forward a successful electoral strategy that, two years earlier, had seen Labour enjoy fourteen and fifteen percentage point swings in Harlow and Basildon respectively. He therefore doubled down on a strategy that pretended class warfare was over; to argue that the working class is shrinking is to say there are fewer working-class interests for which to fight. In doing so, Blair ignored the wide-scale poverty that has long characterised the home of suburban “aspiration”. In 1992, 64% of people in Basildon earned less than £15,000. By 1997, it was still 60%.81

When politicians and commentators do point out the existence of the “working classes”, many do not look to these material conditions (or, more specifically, how their relation to the means of production affects their material conditions and vice versa) to do so, but devise their own kind of working-class identity based on racial and cultural signifiers instead. By elaborating on this, we can see yet another problem of using aspiration to bridge the gap between working-class and middle-class identity. Namely, at what point do the “aspirational working class” become middle class? Working-class aspiration has been used as a holding pen to keep many suburbanites in conceptual limbo between working-class and middle-class identity. They are then ushered into whatever category is most amenable to those seeking political power at any given time. More often than not, it has proven particularly politically amenable to usher people into the working-class category based on the following criteria: whiteness, social conservatism and a regional accent.

We see this most blatantly in the so-called “Red Wall”, describing a set of (“traditionally”) loyal Labour constituencies in the Midlands, Yorkshire, North East Wales and Northern England, many of which voted for Brexit in 2016 and Boris Johnson in 2019. “Red Wall” voters are more likely to be described as “non-metropolitan” than “suburban” — itself a signifier that conjures up an image of the white, socially conservative working class. The fact that the “Red Wall” has a greater share of homeowners than the average Labour-held seat goes seemingly unnoticed.82 It’s true that many voters in the “Red Wall” are socially conservative and experience economic marginalisation. But any wealth that “Red Wall” voters possess becomes a seemingly irrelevant factor when determining their class status.

Divorcing people’s class status from economic relations serves two political purposes. First, politicians can substitute the interests of the assorted working class for the interests of a white, socially conservative middle class. Second, it helps to reinforce an aspirational narrative: while wealthy, white and socially conservative voters are characterised as members of the “aspirational working class” to legitimise a socially and economically conservative platform, those suffering the worst poverty are sketched as “non-aspirational” to justify policies that keep them in a state of destitution. I do not deny that culture is an important dimension of class, particularly since one’s access to economic capital affects one’s access to cultural capital. What I reject is the idea that you can decipher a person’s class position from their accent, race or degree of social conservatism alone.

It’s right on my doorstep where this kind of cultural reductionism takes its most absurd turn. After all, if whiteness, a regional accent or social conservatism is enough to qualify people as working-class, then the Essex Man (real or abstract) also fits the bill. So too does its most recent reincarnation. About twenty minutes from where we were having our post-selection drinks is The Sugar Hut on Brentwood High Street, the spiritual home of The Only Way is Essex (2010–). An ITV2 reality show that reduces Essex to fake tan, hair extensions and love triangles, TOWIE does not just reinforce the caricature of the Essex Man, but the Essex Girl; its characters are extravagant yet vapid, and wealthy yet tasteless. It’s not that fake tan is uncommon in Essex. As the show itself admits, these are “real people in modified situations, saying unscripted lines but in a structured way”. The people are real, but their class location is manufactured. The characters are far from poor; many of them run their own businesses. Nevertheless, viewers are encouraged to view the characters as symbolically and culturally lower class via a derisory portrayal of their drunkenness, promiscuity and crass consumerism; historian Dominic Sandford explains how the show represents an image of “working class people bettering themselves and still being tasteless”.83 Daily Telegraph journalist Hannah Betts said the quiet part out loud when she wrote: “Watch Made in Chelsea and The Only Way Is Essex and you’ll see the upper [Made in Chelsea] and working classes [TOWIE] have more in common than ever.”84 “Were it not for their vowel sounds,” Betts admits, “it would be difficult to tell them apart”.

Again, social conservatism plays an integral part in manufacturing their working-class status. When Joey Essex called Nigel Farage a “really, really reem guy”,85 you’d think the fact that the TOWIE star is worth £6 million would be enough to cast doubt on his working-class status. But Joey’s regional accent suggests otherwise. By standing beside him, Farage — himself worth £3 million — is therefore seen as a true “man of the people”.

Since the show first started in 2010, many commentators have pushed back against the Essex stereotype. Often, however, many have done so to reinforce the notion that these wealthy characters somehow live a working-class existence. Reinforcing the idea that a working-class existence has nothing to do with one’s economic reality, Germaine Greer defended the Essex Girl as “a working-class heroine surviving in a post-proletarian world […] No matter how much cash might be sloshing through her household, she is working class and means to stay that way”.86 Once again, the only time their wealth is factored in is to manufacture proof that the only thing standing in the way of other working-class people is their apparent unwillingness to follow suit. That’s probably all Betts and Greer heard when one TOWIE star said: “I’m Gemma Collins. I’ve earned my divaship.”87

Suburbia isn’t just a political space in which to synonymise the middle class with aspiration. It’s also a space in which to divide, generalise, reduce or misidentify the working class altogether. It’s not that white, socially conservative working-class people with a regional accent do not exist; it’s that when white social conservatism is all that matters for somebody’s class status, the wealth that people enjoy (and which may otherwise qualify them for middle-class status) is ignored. And where white, socially conservative working-class people do exist, their white social conservatism is loudly emphasised so as to hide economic conditions they may share with other working-class suburbanites excluded from this culturally reductionist narrative.

These common economic conditions will always remain hidden as long as the suburbs are characterised exclusively as a place of aspiration — as somewhere that pulls both middle class and working class people inwards. That’s because this ignores a third, crucial pattern of suburban growth: the forced displacement of a multiracial working class who are pushed to the suburban outskirts. Analysing this pattern of suburban growth not only helps to restore a relational understanding of the suburban working class, it also reveals why a relational understanding has global reach.

Push or Pull? Socialist Success in the Suburbs

¡Se ve, se siente, Bernie presidente!

I had forgotten what it was like to drink after an election for reasons other than sorrow, but 22 February 2020 marked a refreshing change, when Bernie Sanders — a self-proclaimed “democratic socialist” — won the Nevadan Democratic Presidential caucus. To employ an outrageously vain analogy, Sanders had just done what I had done a few months earlier in a village hall: convince Party members to let him compete in the election. The only (minor) difference was that he had just convinced 47% of Democrat Party supporters in the state of Nevada.88 Oh, and if he managed to emulate this victory in enough states across the country, he’d be taking on Donald Trump to become the President of the United States.

We’d spent the past two weeks campaigning in Las Vegas, and the team were celebrating at a bar downtown. Donning my “Unidos con Bernie”89 T-shirt, suitcase and passport in hand, I had a plane to catch at 6am the next morning. I was staying in the home of an exceptionally kind campaigner, Shaun, who had agreed to host five Brits who had come over to support Bernie’s campaign. Shaun lived on the outskirts of Las Vegas in a place called Summerlin, and I figured there would be little point, after a long night, in picking up my things from his house before travelling to the airport. So, I did what any sensible person would do before catching a one-hour flight to Utah, connecting to a seven-hour flight to London, landing at 7am and then heading straight to work: I stayed out, ignored the pain ahead and got drunk. Watching Bernie Sanders on the TV deliver his acceptance speech, the crowd in the beer garden regularly broke into song. My Spanish left a lot to be desired, but I did my best to join in the chorus, translating to “You see it, you feel it, Bernie for President!”

More than a celebration of Bernie Sanders’ landslide victory, this was a celebration of the multiracial coalition that delivered it; more than half of Latinx voters gave their support to the man they affectionately called Tío Bernie (or Uncle Bernie). Intersecting his Latinx support, Sanders also performed the best with voters making less than $50,000 (the lowest strata that is recorded).90 In fact, the evening was even more than a celebration of a successful, multiracial coalition. It was a celebration a successful, multiracial, suburban coalition.

While Las Vegas sells itself as a fantasy of wealth and luxury, many of those (predominantly Latinx) who work in its low-paid and insecure hospitality industry live on the suburban fringes. This is symptomatic of gentrification, a cyclical process of channelled reinvestment and targeted displacement; as private developers invest in more expensive housing and services in urban centres, existing residents are forced out by rising rents and living costs, and replaced by wealthier individuals who absorb (and accelerate) the influx of capital.

Gentrification has been a source of suburban growth across the United States since the 1970s; “urban renewal” projects fuelled the expansion of the entertainment, luxury apartment and high-end restaurant industry in particular, and everyday urban needs like rubbish collection and water treatment were increasingly privatised.91 In turn, this began to reverse the white, middle-class flight that had defined previous bursts of suburban growth. As the value of land increased and housing prices soared, poor — predominantly Black and brown — residents were financially displaced to the suburbs.92 Displacement doesn’t stop here. Once evicted communities have settled, the sphere of gentrification expands, forcing them further and further out. Emulating the urban cycle, suburbs themselves become more centralised, generating vast inequality within their own boundaries. Over the past three decades, suburban displacement has continued, and the labour market has responded; in 2020, Amazon announced plans to create fifteen hundred warehouses in US suburban neighbourhoods.93 In the US, 27% of Amazon’s workforce is Black — vastly over-represented in lower-paid and more dangerous warehouse roles.94

Vegas is but one example of the relationship between suburban displacement and left-wing electoral success. Both Ilhan Omar and Rashida Tlaib — members of “The Squad”95 — represent poor and racially diverse suburbs. The white population in Omar’s constituency — Minnesota’s fifth congressional district — is 10% smaller than the national average.96 Tlaib’s constituency — Michigan’s thirteenth congressional district — is majority Black.97 Both women won their seats while standing on radical platforms supporting the Green New Deal and Medicare for All in defiance of their national party’s platform.

Suburban displacement is a global phenomenon, perhaps most etymologically obvious in the French banlieues, a term that combines banissement (banishment) and lieu (place). Following repeated cycles of inner-city regeneration, particularly in Paris, it is West and North African migrants, as well as Roma travellers, who have been disproportionately banished to the poorest outskirts.98 Socialist campaigns in the banlieues rouges (the red suburbs) are apparent here too. The French Communist Party secured strong national and municipal representation until they were overpowered by right-wing movements like the National Front in the 1980s.99

When I arrived home from Vegas, I too landed in a capital that has seen its fair share of gentrification, which has increasingly pushed low-income households out of the centre of London towards the suburbs. As in the United States, British suburban displacement counteracts earlier periods of white flight; now, it is predominantly Black and brown people who are pushed deeper into the outskirts. In Thurrock in Essex, the white British population reduced from 93% in 2001 to 80% in 2011.100 In Harrow West, a constituency in the northwestern outskirts of London, nearly half of employees earn less than the London living wage, and 70% of people (in the borough of Harrow) identify as non-white.101

In 2017, Labour’s vote share among Black and minority ethnic voters reached 73%, the highest in the Party’s history, and the rate of turnout among low-income voters increased by seven percentage points from 2015.102 In 2019 too, despite a dip, Labour still had a forty-four percentage point lead over the Conservatives among Black and minority ethnic voters, and still did much better with low-income workers; when you exclude retirees (many of whom do not rely on an income at all), Labour outperformed the Conservatives among every single household income bracket apart from one: those earning above £100,000.103 I emphasise these trends not to reduce heterogeneous communities to a political identity, but to make sure that we do not analyse these trends in isolation from a suburban context. The fact that Labour increased its vote share in Harrow West by 14% in 2017, up 4% higher on its national average, is a case in point.104

In different ways, the Sanders campaign in Nevada and the Labour Party under Corbyn demonstrate the hidden potential of mobilising the multiracial suburban working class. Herein lies the most important implication of suburban displacement. It debunks the idea that the suburbs exist solely to pull people to outer opulence, underlining instead the economic conditions that push people into peripheral poverty. And it fits with a relational theory of class: there are no suburban supermarket profits without the supermarket worker. A relational theory of class in the suburbs also confronts racialised notions of working-class identity that whitewash Black and brown working-class suburbanites from existence.105 The most common way to challenge the narrative of the “white working class” is to emphasise the existence of Black, working-class people in the “inner city”. Amplifying the existence of the multiracial working class in metropolitan areas is crucial. However, we must also challenge those who whitewash the suburban landscape. The Black and brown working class do not just live in the north or in “inner-city” areas. They live in the suburbs too.

What relevance does left-wing success among the multiracial, suburban working class have for Tory suburbia? It might be argued that I’ve simply provided another reason to avoid Tory suburbia which, unlike the examples given, is predominantly white and middle class. However, the picture is more complex than that.

First, suburban displacement is changing the landscape of Tory suburbia itself. Take Chingford and Woodford Green, another Essex constituency on the outskirts of London. Over the course of its many boundary and name changes, the seat has previously been represented by Thatcher loyalist Norman Tebbit and, before that, Winston Churchill. In 2010, the incumbent MP Iain Duncan Smith had a majority of thirteen thousand. By 2019, Labour had cut that down to less than thirteen hundred. Two years earlier, Labour enjoyed a 7% swing in their favour, three times the national average. In both instances, Labour’s left-wing platform was electorally rewarded for its willingness to respond to changing suburban circumstances.106 Despite its reputation as a wealthy suburb, 48% of workers subsist below the living wage.107 Displacement has been most noticeable in the south of the constituency, where young — predominantly Black and brown — families have moved in from Walthamstow, Hackney and Clapton to relatively cheaper housing.108 In the borough of Chingford, half of the population do not identify as White British.109 Characterised by the displacement of poor and minority ethnic populations, Chingford & Woodford Green exemplifies how Tory suburbia is in flux. But what about constituencies that aren’t characterised by the same degree of displacement?

This leads me to the second point: displaced populations may work in Tory suburbia even if they do not live there. While they may not be able to lend us their vote, they can be a part of effective campaigns outside the electoral sphere; as I’ll demonstrate, this will be crucial for the prospects for suburban socialism. The mobility of labour is one reason why I avoid sharp distinctions between “working-class suburbs” and “middle-class/affluent suburbs”. The working class do not exist “outside” of so-called affluent constituencies. They keep them turning.

Third, when it comes to suburban residents, you do not have to experience literal displacement to experience deprivation or geographical isolation more generally. Displaced residents may share a class position with residents who are locked out of unaffordable areas in the city or indeed their own constituency. That’s why, in the next chapter, I will offer an analysis of different forms of exploitation that exclude people — Black, brown and white — from wealth, ownership and power in the suburbs. Against this analytical backdrop, evidence of left-wing success in mobilising displaced working-class suburbanites will prove valuable in understanding how to mobilise working-class suburbanites more generally. And we can learn how left-wing campaigns have overcome uniquely suburban obstacles to do so.

This leads us to the fourth (and most important) reason why working-class displacement is relevant to Tory suburbia: it underlines the focal point that should define any socialist campaign in Tory suburbia, no matter who that campaign is trying to persuade.

Any suburban socialist campaign must be rooted in a commitment to dismantle the exploitative relations that separate the working classes from the means of production. Insofar as Tory suburbia is widely — but not exclusively — populated by middle classes who assume (varyingly) ambiguous positions in this exploitative relation, we should explore their varied living and working conditions for one clear purpose: to identify the stakes they have in upending the social relations in which they are implicated. By doing so, we challenge the assumption that socialist campaigns in Tory suburbia are a waste of time. More than that, we take seriously concerns like that of Italian Marxist Mario Tonti, who warned against socialist parties being taken over by “the refined elites of the new middle classes”.110 I dig deeper into middle-class life, not to recalibrate a socialist campaign’s ambition, but to build the largest coalition possible for socialism between working-class suburbanites (who live within and beyond Tory suburbia) and other suburbanites who (we encourage to) act and vote in solidarity.

I do not try to present a unified theory of the working class and middle class, nor to draw decisive boundaries around their respective memberships. As we’ll see, the line between “the working class” and the “middle class” is often blurred. But given we want to forge common suburban bonds, this is no bad thing. Instead of striving for a precise definition of either the working class or middle class, we should be asking a more open question: “what is our intention when developing a class analysis?” I have two main intentions in developing a class analysis in the suburbs. One, to ensure that suburbanites are not excluded from culturally, racially or geographically reductive notions of the working class. Two, to uncover variations within an otherwise vague notion of “middle-class” life, so as to explore the possibility of a suburban coalition for socialism.

There is one more reason why suburban displacement, and the complexity of suburbanisation more generally, is key to our project, even where these forms of suburbanisation are not immediately relevant to Tory turf. That’s because fighting in Tory suburbia is not something we should do in isolation. It’s part of a broader ambition: to win right across the suburban terrain.

The Suburban Path

I’ve tried to explain why localised successes of the Sanders and Corbyn project are relevant to our ambition of winning in Tory suburbia, but this doesn’t really address the elephant in the room: Sanders did not end up taking on Trump in 2020, and Corbyn did not become Prime Minister. Moreover, this book isn’t written from the perspective of 2017. It’s written from my experience in 2019 — the year of Labour’s catastrophic defeat — where we suffered heavy losses on suburban soil! What’s the use in invoking these campaigns’ localised successes if, ultimately, they were part of the much wider electoral failure that inspired this book?

To be clear, although this book is grounded in my experience of running in the 2019 election, I’m not going to present a post-mortem of the Corbyn (or Sanders) project.111 Neither do I call for a rerun of Corbyn in 2017 or 2019, or of Sanders in 2020. That’s not just because they didn’t win. It’s because this book embarks on a project that neither Corbyn nor Sanders fully embraced. Insofar as the successes and failures of Corbyn and Sanders provide valuable lessons for this project, we should — and I will — listen. But this project itself cannot be reduced to the electoral success or failures of those that have preceded it, since it seeks to pave an otherwise uncharted path to socialism. That path is through the complex suburban terrain.

The 2019 election reignited fierce debate over Labour’s geographical path to power. For those keen to deploy the kind of cultural reductionism described earlier, this path lies in the so-called Red Wall. It’s true that the Labour Party enjoys historic links to several regions in the North, the Midlands and South Wales.112 It is a mistake, however, to treat “the Red Wall” as a monolithic Labour fiefdom. A significant number of Red Wall seats that switched to the Conservatives in 2019 were historically marginal seats.113 And contrary to the opinion of ex-New Labour advisor and former First Secretary of State Peter Mandelson, who claimed that Red Wall voters “will always vote Labour because they have nowhere else to go”, the region has been politically volatile for decades.114 Look no further than the period between 1997 and 2010, during which time Labour’s majority in Hartlepool, South Shields, Sedgefield and Darlington dropped from 17,000 to 5,000; from 22,000 to 11,000; from 25,000 to 8,000; and from 13,000 to 3,000 respectively. When the loss of several seats in the North contributed to the defeat of the Corbyn project, many of those who had treated the North as nothing more than a loyal electoral colony now had an opportunity to feign an interest in winning it back.

If political strategists aren’t lining up a homogenised Red Wall as the answer to their electoral prayers, then they are relying on other, equally crude geographical distinctions. Labour peer and President of the Countryside Alliance, Baroness Ann Mallalieu, dubiously claims that Labour held more than a hundred rural constituencies under Blair, reaching deep into former Conservative heartlands. As she attests, it was “decisions made in the run-up to the 2019 election” to “expand its support among the liberal, metropolitan middle class” that led to the loss of rural constituencies across North England and Wales.115 Dog-whistles aside, MPs’ inboxes are flooded by emails from both the Countryside Alliance and inner-city lobbyists. What about the in-between?116

Instead of grounding our electoral strategy in either a mythical Red Wall or a crude urban-rural divide, I want to offer a more geographically inclusive roadmap to radical electoral victory. It may seem trivial to point out that the suburbs are found in every corner of the nation, from Bristol to Birmingham, Cambridge to Cardiff, and Newquay to Newcastle; but this presents both a challenge and an opportunity for a socialist campaign. The challenge is that three overlapping phases of suburban growth — middle-class escapism, post-war working-class migration and working-class displacement — have combined, conflicted and coalesced to shape a complex terrain. Suburbanisation has been driven by a combination of choice and constraint, social mobility and social displacement, and enrichment and eviction. At the same time, the heterogeneity of the suburban terrain is an opportunity to build the large coalition necessary for socialism, which requires the support and active participation of the majority. Winning in the suburbs is not just an addendum to a more central strategy. The route to an electoral victory must go right through the suburbs themselves.

For that reason, this book’s narrower focus (winning in Tory suburbia) should be seen as part of a broader ambition (winning across the suburban terrain). To dream of a socialist victory in Tory suburbia is not to ignore suburban terrain where left-wing campaigns have already found success. It is to say that we cannot achieve the kind of widespread victory required to make transformative change without overturning large blue117 majorities as well as turning Labour-held suburbs a shade of socialist red.118 Instead of abandoning Tory suburbia as a lost cause, we should embed it in a distinct suburban strategy and embrace a simple but radical truth: if socialists win in Tory suburbia, socialists win everywhere. By doing so, maybe we can convince socialists that standing for election in the suburbs isn’t a waste of time, but of urgent importance.

There has, at least, been some recent interest in suburban politics. Alongside the Tory gains across the country in the UK local council and mayoral elections of 2021, there were Tory losses in several southern suburban wards. This corroborated a broader observation: several Conservative constituencies that voted Remain in the 2016 Brexit referendum are witnessing a decline in Conservative support. Many have cited places like Guildford, Pudsey, Watford, Wycombe, Chipping Barnet and Woking — otherwise known as the Blue Wall — as ideal proving ground for future “Progressive Alliances” between Labour, the Liberal Democrats and the Green Party.119

The shift away from the Tories in these suburban constituencies is certainly encouraging. Three words of caution, however. First, I have no intention of restricting myself to the possibilities of a post-Remain coalition, not least because this book’s epicentre is a Leave-voting suburban constituency. Second, and despite this book’s southern context, I also have no intention of restricting myself to a southern coalition; I hope my conclusions have far-reaching implications across the suburban nation. Third, and as I’ll clarify in a later chapter, this book does not strive to form any old anti-Conservative alliance. The only alliance worth building is one that manages to secure majority support for Suburban Socialism.

The urgency for this path to power will only continue to grow. In Britain, the Parliamentary Constituencies Act will redraw the boundaries of all 650 seats by 2024. This is expected to add more (Tory-leaning) suburban wards to the electoral map, correcting for existing imbalances in the electoral quota.120 But there is a much longer-term, globally relevant reason for building a suburban strategy. It’s a reason that suggests, in actual fact, that I ended our analysis of suburbanisation prematurely. Many geographers have predicted that over the course of this century, a growing global population will trigger new (complex and conflicting) waves of suburbanisation.121 And this was before the unforeseen circumstance of a pandemic that both encouraged and forced millions of people across the globe to become more suburban.

It’s strange to think that the first case of coronavirus in the UK had been confirmed a week before I left for Nevada, and the first case in London three days before I stepped on the plane. Exactly a month after I landed back in the UK, the country went into a national lockdown on 23 March 2020. One in ten young adults moved back in with their parents at some point during the UK’s national lockdowns — a move that entailed a trip from the city to the suburbs.122 For the first time in thirty years, London’s population fell. In the year following the outbreak, around 700,000 foreign-born residents left the city, which represented 8% of its population.123 This had significant implications for the property market: rents in London fell 7% between October 2019 and October 2020; in Kensington & Chelsea, they fell 10%; in the City of London, they fell 15%. In the United States, almost sixteen million people moved house in the first six months of the pandemic. Over a quarter said they moved for fear of catching COVID-19, and a fifth said they wanted to be with the rest of their family.124

Reflecting the complexity of the suburbs’ original growth patterns, suburbanisation during coronavirus was both voluntary and involuntary. For some, moving to the suburbs provided a less chaotic alternative to the high infection rates of city centres, with greater access to green space. For others, especially those furloughed and unable to pay their rent, moving back in with parents or siblings was the only option. Either way, contra the belief that the suburbs are disappearing, coronavirus triggered a new era of sprawl.

This is unlikely to be a temporary phenomenon. Time will tell how many people eventually move back to the city. For those who had access to comfortable housing and open space, the experience of working from home and lunchtime walks — maybe for the first time in their careers — may have led to them to wonder why they haven’t been allowed to do this all along. Real-estate analysts now anticipate that many companies will stop spending money on commercial rents altogether.125 Even for those who are willing (and able) to move back to the city, the memory of the lockdown may have irrevocably altered their residential preferences. In such cases, people may have come to recognise the benefits of suburban living. In a post-pandemic real-estate market sensitive to changing demands, we might expect an increasingly suburban market.

For those who (by choice or not) never quit the city during the lockdown, the experience of being trapped indoors may have sharpened any dormant anti-urban sentiments. Flats with no outside space feel even more cramped when there isn’t a quiet, private room in which to conduct a zoom call, or when you and your partner suddenly work from home. If there were ever an opportunity to promote suburban living, the pandemic provided it. They may not all pack their bags and move to the suburbs, but many will demand certain changes to their living conditions that make it feel as if they’ve done so.

Of course, a suburban lockdown is not a uniform experience. I’ve only given half (and city-dwellers dreaming of a suburban life are relying on a selective version) of the story. There is no better representation of this than chest freezers selling out across the United States, as consumers with the money and room to do so stockpiled increasingly scarce resources.126 A suburban lockdown embodied a fine line between being able to benefit from next-day grocery deliveries (thanks to your work-from-home job) and having to deliver groceries yourself. For those who could not self-isolate, commuting took on an additional, hazardous dimension. For a time in December 2020, Brentwood had the highest infection rate in the whole country, an indication that coronavirus was not spread by dense populations, per se, but by the kind of crowding that characterises commuter hubs, schools and care homes. Even for those who could self-isolate, the lockdowns magnified the suburbs’ most alienating features, particularly for the elderly and those with disabilities shielding at home.

Whether the lockdown encouraged or forced people to become more suburban, these inequalities are only likely to increase during the “recovery”. In light of an impending recession, there are various possible avenues for suburban growth. In one, history will repeat itself and projects of post-recession housing expansion will “pull” communities to the suburbs. In another, those most brutalised by the recession will be displaced further and further out. The most likely possibility is, of course, a combination of both. The future is uncertain, but it is suburban.

For some, the lockdown was an appetising taste of what a suburban life could be. For others, it forced them to endure its most oppressive elements. We have a chance of building a suburban future that works for all. The coronavirus pandemic underlined the need not just for a suburban politics, but a suburban politics that recognises why suburban living is comfortable for some and alienating for others. One that understands how the suburbs can be a place of aspiration and displacement at the same time. One that confronts the reality of suburban capitalism.


3. SUBURBAN CAPITALISM

Canvassing

Through the window
I see the old woman
at the end of the cul-de-sac,
walking her dog.
All the productive citizens are
at their places,
and an emptiness opens
for the two of us.1

– Hugh Riley Tribbey

I stayed calm as the barking dog raced toward me. Having just opened what felt like my one-thousandth gate of the day, I found myself roughly twenty feet from the front door. It was after four in the afternoon, so naturally in England it was already pitch black. It was only when the automatic security lighting came on that I saw the leaping Alsatian. Unable to evade its foaming mouth, which bit down on my right arm, I somehow wrestled free of it and vaulted the fence.

At least, that’s how I usually tell the story. According to my friend Cameron, who had a front row seat, I ran around in circles as the dog toothlessly gripped one of my flailing arms, before I fell back over the fence onto the concrete pavement. I guess it was my fault for blindly ignoring the sign on the front gate telling me to “ENTER AT MY OWN RISK” and “KEEP OFF THE GRASS”. By that point, a few days out from election day, I was on autopilot, unthinkingly following a regimented routine that had been in place for weeks:

6.30am: Snooze the alarm.
6.35: Wake up. Check Twitter.
6.45: Shower. Get dressed. Surrender to the poisonous temptation of Twitter again.
7.00: Eat breakfast. Tweet about the piece of news that made me regret waking up the most.
7.15: Reply to voters’ emails, asking me for my views on anything from potholes to Palestine.
7.30: Check Twitter. Feel sad that my tweet has only two likes. Leave the house for a morning round of canvassing.
10.30: Team up with any Labour Party members free to join me.
Midday: Retreat, eat and tweet.
1.00pm: Head back out for another canvassing session.
6.00: Eat, if there’s time. Go hungry, if not. Do a final canvassing session.
9.00: Head home. Tweet.
10.00: Sleep.
6.30am: Snooze the alarm.

In theory, canvassing is an attempt to get political support from voters on the doorstep. In practice, it is the act of putting leaflets through letterboxes. During the day, if you’re lucky, maybe one in five voters would be in. From an electoral point of view, this lack of engagement is less than ideal.2 But it at least gave me an opportunity to rid my house of fifteen thousand pieces of campaign material. The fewer number of people who answered the door to chat, the sooner my living space would be shot of the smell of ink, cedar and musk. Seeing the eyes of excited pups jumping up and down in the front room as we skipped from one house to the next was a bonus.

In fact, if anything, I’d often feel anxious about the thought of anyone answering the door at all. For mothers carrying a screaming child, or nurses trying to sleep before the nightshift, the last thing they want to see is someone with a clipboard at their front door. I would grimace whenever I’d approach a house with one of those translucent, glass porches. Watching someone approach the porch and eye my red rosette, I could pinpoint the moment they realised they’d made a terrible mistake. It was too late for them to turn back, but I could see their eyes roll back, looking for excuses not to talk to me.

This anxiety was worse in the evenings, where the contact rate was predictably much higher. So too was the chance of disturbing somebody in their dressing gown and slippers. A minority of residents were angry (although some slammed the door in my face before they could actually finish telling me to fuck off). On the whole, those who declined to speak were polite, but disinterested, nonetheless. They weren’t interested in me for good reasons — they’d been looking after the kids, trying to cook dinner or just trying to relax after the nine-to-five. Day or night, I’d feel an overwhelming sense of guilt as suburbanites begged me to leave them alone. Better than a dog telling me instead, I guess.

The most frustrating part wasn’t the indifference, the anger or the distrust toward us. It was that our critique of suburban capitalism could explain precisely why residents weren’t around — or didn’t want — to hear it. This critique can explain why homeowners wanted me to stay off their pristine lawns. It can explain why some residents armed their property with guard dogs. And, at its core, it can explain why hardly anyone was at home when we knocked, and if they were, they’d be too exhausted, busy or dejected to talk.

Suburban Workers

In freezing midwinter, stuffing a leaflet through the door becomes a feat of dexterity, as your hands refuse to obey the simplest of instructions. Apparently, salmon, eggs and spinach all boost serotonin levels, the hormone responsible for happiness. For me, the booster was finding a letterbox without hard brush bristles, the mortal enemy of canvassers trying to keep campaign material flat and readable. The rain brings fresh torment. Five seconds of shelter in a front porch is not enough to dry your soggy feet or make you forget that you’ve another two hours to go until lunchtime.

Whether it was the tiredness, the cold or the suburban wildlife, it was clear that I’d underestimated the stamina, organisation and skill required to knock on doors and deliver leaflets on a large scale. Some mornings I’d only manage one hour before I’d find an excuse to have a rest in my car. Maybe that’s the most telling point. I could deliver at my own pace, take as many breaks as I wanted, and (try to) avoid houses with dogs. If I needed the bathroom, I could drive home. And I could have a cup of tea. These freedoms are not afforded to the people on whom all suburbanites depend: postal service workers.

In the middle of the 2019 election campaign, Royal Mail won a high court injunction to prevent what would have been the first national postal strike in a decade. Citing the “damage industrial action would do to the company and its customers in the run-up to Christmas”, the legal challenge overturned a decision backed by 97% of the Communication Workers Union.3 Posties’ working conditions drastically deteriorated following the privatisation of Royal Mail in 2013. Competing against rival companies like Hermes and Yodel, Royal Mail has continually sought greater profitability by lengthening the working day, and reducing pensions, pay and employment rights. Longer shifts have forced a significant number of postal workers to obtain cortisone injections in their feet and shoulders to work through the pain of plantar fasciitis, which has become endemic throughout the workforce. Rest is not an option, since many workers are forced to carry a tracking device to monitor their performance.4 As their contracts become less secure, postal workers aren’t in a position to decline more dangerous and isolated evening shifts; some 2,500 postal service workers were attacked by dogs in 2019.5

When services are taken out of public hands, everybody suffers. Since privatisation, complaints about disappearing parcels and stamp prices have soared.6 Who would have thought that forcing postal workers to work through unbearable pain might not increase the quality of the service? Before Royal Mail was privatised, the money people spent on postage and delivery was reinvested in the service. Between 2013 and 2017, £800 million went to private shareholders instead.7

Party campaigns are not immune to the effects of privatisation. Most parties have an agreement with Royal Mail to deliver “freepost” leaflets to every household in the constituency, on top of the material canvassers hand out on the doorstep. This was our only means of communication with most households, so it was frustrating to see election day come around and not even receive my own leaflet through the post. But was it surprising? Obliging an underpaid and understaffed workforce to deliver almost 200,000 leaflets in a few weeks — on top of the Christmas workload — is part of the reason why postal service workers voted overwhelmingly to strike in the first place.8 This vote was meant to reveal how suburbanites take an essential service — and the labour of those who make this possible — for granted. Exploitation is a universal condition of capitalism, and the working class are suburbanites too.9

They are the bus drivers, train ticket sellers, ticket inspectors, taxi drivers and delivery drivers on zero-hours contracts. They are the nurses, carers, NHS administrative staff, firefighters and ambulance drivers; the shop workers, grocers, phone screen fixers, receptionists, sales assistants, travel agents, call centre agents, hairdressers and newsagent cashiers spending three-quarters of their wage on rent. They are the council workers, housing officers, road sweepers, refuse collectors, litter pickers, road painters, groundskeepers, drainage workers and car park stewards; the mechanics, scaffolders, electricians, plumbers, tilers, gardeners, plasterers, locksmiths, decorators and builders. They are the workers using heavy machinery that requires large space — space that is not available (or affordable) in city centres. They are the Amazon workers in sprawling warehouses. They are the graphic designers, web designers, artists, poets, filmmakers, local paper journalists and DJs paying off their student debts; the cooks, pot washers, cleaners and janitors waiting for their next Universal Credit payment; the lifeguards, security guards, gym workers and gym trainers; the baristas, sandwich makers and bartenders who missed their shift because no childcare was available; the teaching assistants, junior teachers and librarians.10 And they are the postal service workers, prevented from carrying out their right to strike.

The employment conditions of the suburban working class vary enormously in terms of earnings, security and autonomy. Living conditions vary too: there are people who rent from private landlords and people in poor quality social housing; people with a lifetime disability and others acting as their unpaid carers; people in isolation or in overcrowded rooms and hostels; people excluded from school or burdened by student debt.

It is not always possible to draw a definitive boundary around membership of the suburban working class. Consider self-employed electricians tending to suburban homes, who themselves embody huge variation in earnings and working conditions.11 Some self-employed proprietors (those who own their equipment) are well rewarded; they possess specialised skills that larger business cannot efficiently satisfy, which they turn into increasingly exclusive access to financial capital. Others find themselves falling further and further behind, even as they work longer and harder just to stay afloat. Generally speaking, self-employed people enjoy a higher level of autonomy than wage-earners, avoiding labour exploitation from above. At the same time, they earn less than employee earnings and have far less job security, and it’s not uncommon for many to shift back and forth between self-employment and traditional forms of wage labour to supplement their earnings.12

What of the archetypal middle class? Suburbia is a good setting in which to analyse the working conditions of those who Barbara and John Ehrenreich call the “professional-managerial class” — salaried workers who do not own the means of production, but whose function is to reproduce capitalist class relations.13 Themselves embodying huge inequalities in wages, those in the professional-managerial class rarely earn their money by directly exploiting other people, at least not in the same way that a capitalist boss buys — and extracts surplus value from — another person’s labour power. Instead, they work for a living. Nevertheless, they enjoy some of capitalism’s exclusive benefits.

Professionals in particular enjoy higher earnings for the possession of scarce qualifications (e.g. a medical degree). This is an example of “opportunity hoarding”, where one’s advantages depend on the exclusion of others.14 For Erik Olin Wright, managers are an example of how sections of the middle class are “located in several social classes at once, whose interests are often contradictory”.15 This means they have interests that align with both the working class and the capitalist class. On the one hand, they do not own the means of production in the firm in which they are employed, which means their interests are opposed to the capitalist class. On the other hand, however, they have an interest in maintaining hierarchical control over those below them. Moreover, their higher salary gives them the financial capacity to buy shares in their own company, which means they have a larger stake in their company’s profits.

Suburbanites work in (varyingly) monotonous conditions. Working-class suburbanites who are forced to take insecure and low-paid employment bear the brunt of productive monotony. But anybody who spends most of their week performing the same job is denied the human capacity for creativity. In Bullshit Jobs, the late David Graeber argues that, over the past century, we have seen a massive increase in the number of jobs that are “so completely pointless, unnecessary, or pernicious that even the employee cannot justify [their] existence even though […] the employee feels obliged to pretend that this is not the case”.16 Entirely new industries have been created, from telemarketing to corporate law, financial services to academic administration, and human resources to public relations. Even worse, those getting paid relatively well to do these jobs are told to resent those whose lower-paid work has palpable social value, and to identify with the interests of the ruling class instead. In doing so, they are encouraged to ignore something they have in common with those further down the hierarchy: the spiritual damage they sustain by performing monotonous work, nine to five, that deprives them of the time and energy to pursue their own creative projects and pleasures.

This is before we’ve considered the fact that most suburban workers’ shifts are a lot longer than nine-to-five. The reason why the record for eyerolls and slammed doors was always broken in the evening is because the majority of suburbanites are forced to work themselves into the ground. A survey of commuters travelling from London to Birmingham and from London to Aylesbury in 2016/2017 found that 40% of those connecting to the internet via wi-fi or mobile data were doing so to send work emails.17 A hierarchical and competitive workspace compels commuters who are chasing performance targets and promotion to check their inbox and prepare for the morning presentation. It’s bad enough that workers are not paid to get to and from work, wasting time they could otherwise be using for leisure, rest or community care. It’s even worse that, in the absence of free public transport, they are forced to spend their own income so that they can earn an income in the first place. 15% of UK household expenditure is spent on transport.18 Doing your emails on the train is not just unpaid labour. It is labour that you are paying to perform.

Suburban commuters are a broad group with very different living and working conditions. Unsurprisingly, the desire for a shorter and more convenient commute is a competitive one. Since the most expensive housing is located nearer transport links, those who are forced to live further away from their workspace spend more of their time and income getting to work. That said, even more affluent commuters are probably carrying out unpaid labour for the profitable interests of those above them in the pecking order.

But if we’re talking about unpaid labour in suburbia, we’ve barely scratched the surface.

Reproduction and the Suburban Cycle

New canvassers usually follow a script until they are more comfortable speaking to voters off the cuff. (Start confidently, clearly and politely, with a warm and personal greeting). But by the end of any session, even the most seasoned canvassers will find themselves, again and again, uttering one phrase in particular: sorry to bother you. The guiltiest I’ve ever felt was during a conversation with a female resident, who told me she was undecided between Labour and the Greens. Just behind her was a flight of stairs, and halfway up stood a young child, screaming at the top of his lungs. I know I’m not the most inspiring of speakers, but this little boy was especially determined to get rid of me. Catching my eye as I started on the perils of energy privatisation, he turned sideways, got onto on his hands and knees and rolled down the stairs. It was as inventive a way as any of telling me that I couldn’t count on his support, and to my huge relief he appeared unharmed. I apologised profusely to his mother and left as promptly as humanly possible.

So far, I’ve described capitalism as a productive process in which workers produce commodities. This raises the question: if workers produce commodities, who or what produces the worker?19 Referring to the daily and generational renewal of human life, “social reproduction” is central to the survival of capitalism. Social reproduction is performed in three interconnected ways. The first is the regeneration of workers, who, after coming home from work, need to eat and rest so they can get up and go again the next day. The second is the literal reproduction of workers: a future workforce needs to be born and raised. The third is the maintenance of those who are less able to participate in the productive process: the elderly, disabled or unemployed.

It is no accident that social reproduction is largely performed for free. For those who live off other people’s work, it’s easier to extract surplus value from workers when the costs of producing and regenerating them are shifted into the domestic sphere. These costs are disproportionately borne by women. As the feminist political theorist Silvia Federici writes, “Just as God created Eve for Adam’s pleasure, capital created the housewife to service the male worker physically, emotionally and sexually — to raise his children, mend his socks, patch up his ego when it is crushed by the work and the social relations that capital has reserved for him.”20

Gendered social reproduction finds its legitimacy in the construction of the family.21 From cleaning to cooking, eating to educating, and childcare to eldercare, the family justifies the compartmentalisation of reproductive labour that might otherwise be shared by society as a whole. In this context, the political construction of suburbia is not just seen but heard. For many, “Honey, I’m home” is one of its pithier slogans. Suburbia is a fertile space for gendered social reproduction. We associate it with an archetypal vision of the family unit: the male breadwinner commuting to and from work while his wife stays at home to look after the kids. This constructed image both reflects and disguises the real nature of gendered social reproduction in suburban spaces.

To a degree, it’s accurate. When canvassing by day, it was mostly women who answered the door. Our early analysis of suburban history can partly explain why. As families moved to the suburbs to live within more private units, refrigerators, dishwashers and washing machines replaced communal utilities that previously necessitated outside contact. But the new labour-saving devices were no excuse to slack off. Rather, they created a new space for domestic labour. Their marketing, reinforced by the mass circulation of women’s magazines, helped frame suburbia as the ideal, domesticated environment for women to cook, clean and care for their husbands and children.22

Suburban reproduction is cyclical in nature. Many children are raised in suburbia with the expectation that they will eventually move elsewhere. In this sense, suburbia serves as the city’s breeding zone. And suburban children who do not end up moving closer to the city centre may still gravitate towards suburbia’s productive centre. Often, that same child will return to the suburban outskirts in later life to start a family of their own.23

The cycle is self-reinforcing, in part because it hollows out the commercial character of the suburbs, a gap that drives younger populations away. As long as job creation for younger people is predominantly urban, then the suburbs are destined to be a conveyor belt of longer-term reproduction. In their flight to the city, young people leave behind an economic chasm in suburbs with increasingly fractured commercial centres of their own.24 Perpetuating the cycle, many suburbs become less and less attractive for young people to work and live. This is also one reason why many suburban campaigns lack youthful activism. Most of our canvassers were in their sixties or above. Can you blame young suburbanites for their unwillingness to spend time and energy campaigning in a constituency they ultimately want to leave?

Any critique of suburbia must involve an analysis of how the family reinforces gendered roles in the household. However, we shouldn’t ignore the impact that capitalism has on women beyond the household too. Women’s increasing entry into the labour market is widely celebrated as a progressive trend, eroding the image of the stay-at-home mum. And yet the fact that a greater proportion of women now enter the productive sphere has not eased the burdens they bear in the reproductive sphere. Rather, female workers increasingly perform “double shifts”, performing reproductive labour — housework, childcare and their own regeneration — before and after their nine-to-five shift in the productive sphere.

The idea of the double shift is better able to explain the kind of inequality that exists both within and between suburban spaces, particularly when it comes to childcare. In the US, 70% of Black children are raised in single-parent homes, where that parent is also more likely to be in low-paid work.25 Given that the average annual cost of full-time daycare is between $5,000 (Mississippi) and $18,200 (District of Columbia), which is more than most college tuition at public universities, low-paid workers are excluded from affordable access to that care.26 In England, three- to four-year-olds are eligible to receive 570 free hours per year. This is the equivalent of fifteen hours per week for thirtyeight weeks of the year, or two average-length shifts at work. For lower-paid suburbanites, this inadequate provision generates a poverty trap: they need to keep working so that they can afford childcare, but they need childcare in order to be able to go to work. Gendered reproduction does not just disproportionately harm poorer women. Gendered reproduction keeps women poor. Those who take maternity leave to raise their children are less likely to be promoted, move into management or receive a pay raise once they return.27

Meanwhile, those women who have to work are stigmatised for shirking their maternal responsibilities. Faced with a binary choice between glorified careerism or committed motherhood, women can’t win either way. Whichever they choose, they will either be failing to achieve capitalism’s prized productive status or violating their reproductive destiny. To say that capitalism forces women to make this choice is one way of putting it. Another is to say, as articulated by Marxist-feminist sociologist Lise Vogel, that women represent a contradiction for capitalism itself: child-rearing is necessary to produce the worker, but it also reduces women’s ability to be productive workers themselves.28 Lo and behold, there is a solution: crèches at workplaces mean you can do both! Either way, rest is not an option.

This is before we even consider the fact that women predominantly bear the burden of social reproduction outside the household too. After all, who provides the childcare services to which suburbanites have unequal access? In the US, 93% of childcare workers are women; 45% are Black, Asian or Latino.29 If reproductive labour isn’t being carried out for free in the domestic sphere, it’s being badly paid outside of it; one in eight childcare workers in England earn less than £5 an hour.30

Badly paid social reproductive labour goes far beyond childcare services.31 Remember, social reproduction does not just involve child-bearing and rearing, but also reiterative labour that maintains the workforce and human life more generally. Suburbanites, like anyone else, are dependent on the labour of low-paid workers who collect their bins and clean their streets, hospitals and homes. In Tory suburbia, these workers live in the poorest wards, or live outside the constituency and commute in.

Another form of badly paid reproductive labour in suburbia is eldercare. As a popular place of retirement, suburbia is home to an ageing population. As a quiet and peaceful retreat, suburbia is also home to an enormous for-profit care sector.32 The Centre for Health and the Public Interest estimates that private care home operators make around £1.5 billion a year in profits.33 This profit manifests in the form of rent, dividends, loans and directors’ fees, or in other words, remuneration that does not end up in the hands of the care workers themselves.

Of the social care workforce, 85% are women, disproportionately women of colour.34 And once again, this work is low-paid and insecure; 20% of all zero-hours contract workers are found in the health and social care sector.35 Half of social care workers are paid less than the Living Wage.36 During the COVID-19 pandemic, a lack of testing and Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) for staff meant that the UK had one of the highest mortality rates among health and social care workers anywhere in the world.37 Of all the health and social care staff who died with COVID-19, 72% were Black, indicative of the kind of racial inequalities that underpin suburban capitalism38 — more on that later. One of the reasons there are higher levels of exploitation in care work is the patriarchal expectation that they should be doing this work for free.39 Again, they perform this badly paid reproductive labour on top of the unremunerated care they’re also giving to their family members. This explains the expansion of “multi-generational” homes in the suburbs, where individual houses have been expanded to make room for elderly relatives.

Part of the reason the elderly rely on unpaid carers is because of the gap left by an increasingly privatised care sector, which magnifies pre-existing inequalities in the elderly population; while one in five pensioners are income-less millionaires, almost the same proportion live in poverty.40 Social care isn’t free, so the poorest are forced to die in indignity and destitution; 1.5 million people aged sixty-five plus in the UK don’t receive the care and essential help they need.41 Poorer elderly people are forced to die in indignity for the same reason that most elderly people die in isolation. On my rounds during the election, elderly residents were typically the most frightened of answering the door, particularly after sundown. In winter, this didn’t give us a wide window. Not all the elderly were frightened; some were so excited to have a visitor that they insisted I stop for tea. Whether fearful or not, most of the elderly people I met were living out their final years in solitude.

Half of people over sixty-five say that television or pets are their main form of company.42 The reason they’re stripped of identity, company and dignity is not because they’re “old”; it’s because a societal obsession with (a particular kind of) productivity denigrates those who cannot generate any recognised value.43 It’s easy to understand why 60% of people aged over sixty-five not already receiving support say they find it embarrassing to discuss their care needs with a healthcare professional or a family member.44 When care is not a collective endeavour, becoming dependent on somebody else doesn’t just mean admitting that you’re now surplus to requirements, but that someone else will have to bear the cost.

Meanwhile for those who are still able to sell their labour, capitalism exploits a fear of growing old. Younger suburbanites move to the city as soon as possible to get their foot on the career ladder, convincing themselves that there’ll be time for leisure later in life. For now, all that matters is preparing for the future, acquiring enough income and assets to avoid stigmatised dependency later on. By the time they retire in the suburbs, many will have worked themselves into an early grave. Others might have the money and time to do things they wanted to do when they were younger. Unfortunately, with declining health and mobility, it’s often too late to turn back the clock. We might be tempted to think that retirement at least represents the end of the suburban reproductive cycle. But in actual fact, it brings us back to the start, and to another consequence of dwindling childcare: in the US, 30% of preschool children with employed mothers are cared for by a grandparent.45 Many grandparents can look forward to working until the day they die.46

Whether it’s on a daily or generational basis, suburbia creates labour to expel and bring back. Above all, this unique movement of labour dismantles the myth that suburbia is a place of reprieve after a long day at work. Raymond Williams describes the “suburban separation of work and life” as “the most common response of all to the difficulties of industrialism”.47 And yet, as carers will attest, suburbia is anything but a place of rest. The suburban home may be the postcard of imagined relaxation, but really it is the epicentre of unrecognised labour, which pulsates outwards to an entire suburban sphere of social reproduction. This raises the question. If the suburban home isn’t for resting, what is it for?

Home Sweet Home

“I promise you I won’t win.” After canvassing, I couldn’t resist visiting old family friends, schoolteachers or friends’ parents and telling them I was running for Parliament. That’s the only reason I ended up in Hutton Mount, just behind Shenfield Station, the wealthiest part of the constituency with an average house price of more than £975,000.48 The whole enclave consists of enormous dwellings bordering a silent, winding lane. A leafy canopy hangs overhead, and jagged boulders sit on the strips of grass that line the street. As it turns out, assuring someone who lived there that I didn’t have a hope in hell of becoming their MP was the most convincing case I could make for why they might as well vote for me.

In suburbia, having a home to call your own is a proud end in itself. It’s also an end that 35% of people in the UK will never reach.49 Not everybody in Tory suburbia is a homeowner, and those who are squeezed out of the housing market are reminded of its exclusivity on a daily basis; less than a two-minute drive from the entrance to Hutton Mount is a foodbank on Hanging Hill Lane. A large proportion of foodbank users are social renters. We spent a lot of our time canvassing in social housing blocks; stepping over exposed wiring in the stairwells and dodging droplets of water leaking from the ceiling was proof of suburbia’s contemptuous treatment of the worst off. More than half a million — almost one in seven — social homes in the UK fail to meet basic health and safety standards.50 Of these properties, almost a quarter of a million qualify as a category one safety hazard. Housing is the primary unit in which people can seek safe shelter, rest and engage in activities for personal development. It’s difficult to see how social housing in Britain meets these criteria.

Perversely, these dangerous conditions have worked in favour of those who wish there was no social housing at all. Housing can be produced and distributed under various models of ownership. Under a private model, housing is owned by individuals who can meet the asking price. This model is rooted in the idea that housing is a commodity to be bought, and thus distributed according to one’s ability to pay. Under a socialised model, housing is owned by the community and then distributed to all. To that end, we might be tempted to cite social housing as a prime example. After all, social housing is not produced or maintained for profit, but owned and managed by the council or by non-profit housing associations. Frustratingly, then, the poor quality of social housing is enough for people to repudiate the socialised model. The trouble is that social housing as it stands isn’t based on a socialised model at all. Rather, those most in need feed off the conditional scraps of a dominant, privatised sector.

As I’ve argued, Thatcher’s Right to Buy has an awful lot to answer for. Not according to David Cameron, who in 2015 encouraged a further 1.3 million social tenants to buy their own homes at a discount.51 His solution to “the brutal […] sink estates […] that are a gift to criminals and drug dealers” was more of the policy that dismantled decent social housing in the first place and helped exclude the social tenants he was busy demonising.52 Meanwhile, the number of new government-funded houses built for social rent plummeted by 97% between 2010 and 2017.53

The decline in social housing has gone hand in hand with the rise of precarious private renters. Before long, the ambition of Right to Buy had failed on its own terms. As it turns out, stripping valuable assets from public hands did not widen the opportunity for home ownership. Many of those who bought their council home simply sold it on to other buyers to make back their money and more. By 2017, 40% of homes sold under Right to Buy were in the hands of private landlords.54 Tenants in those properties are now paying more than twice the rent charged by local authorities.55

Private renting demonstrates why housing is not like other commodities. Typically, commodities generate profit in their production. Housing, however, can generate profit even when it isn’t being produced. That’s because it can also generate rent extraction, where “rentiers” make profit without creating anything new at all. Instead, they charge rent for a resource that someone else needs to survive. The money they take in rent can be used to buy more housing, which then accelerates house prices by reducing the number of homes available for first-time buyers. In turn, this forces more people to rent, which allows landlords to increase rent prices.56 We come back around to the beginning of the vicious cycle, as these rent increases provide landlords with the means to buy yet more housing. By encouraging people to buy and hold on to housing as a valuable investment, the rentier economy exemplifies how private property reduces common supply.57 It also carries a healthy portion of the blame for homelessness, the leading cause of which is the termination of private tenancies.58 The reason: landlords have a material incentive to find someone who will pay more. Not all private renters live with the same economic insecurity. But they have one thing in common: they all pay a share of their income to somebody who owns something they need to survive.

The rentier economy can partly explain why, since 1999, the number of twenty- to thirty-four-year-olds living with their parents has increased by 46%.59 The exclusion of younger people from the housing market represents a generational inequality, but it is a generational inequality that manifests through class, as the gap widens between those who sit on valuable assets and those who are barred from access. It is also, therefore, a class inequality that exists within young populations themselves. I am fortunate to have parents who own their own spacious home an hour away from central London. Others live with their parents out of economic necessity rather than prudence, intimately tied to the fact that 81% of graduates will spend thirty years of their lives with tuition fee debt, while non-graduates are for the most part less well paid.60 If either group needs to pay rent to help with running costs, they may not even be able to show savings for their loss of autonomy. Meanwhile, many young adults simply do not have the option of living with family at all. At best, our private model of homeownership forces young suburbanites to choose between sacrificing their autonomy or their future economic security; at worst, it chooses for them, and sacrifices both.

Landlords are not the only kinds of rentier. Others are banks and investors, who charge interest on (by virtue of owning) capital that people need for a range of reasons. London is the heart of the rentier economy — renters outnumber homeowners, and it’s where the biggest banks and investors lend the biggest amount of money, shaping the economy by determining which sectors receive the most investment.61 However, people don’t escape the commands of the rentier state by quitting the centre. This is not just because private renters are suburbanites too; it’s because suburbanites are also customers of banks and lenders. That is, they’re mortgage-paying homeowners. These suburbanites are not further removed from the capitalist system; rather, they are embedded in it, situated in varyingly complex — even paradoxical — positions.

First and foremost, home ownership demonstrates why it is cheaper to be rich. If you can afford the initial down payment, then the proportion of monthly income you will thereafter spend on your mortgage will be three times less than the average non-homeowner pays in rent.62 The higher your income, the lower the interest rate on your mortgage. In the UK, the Conservative chancellor Rishi Sunak recently announced a new scheme allowing people to take out 95% mortgages.63 Framed as a means of making it easier for first-time buyers to secure new loans, in practice this helps people with higher incomes the most. Since most mortgage lenders only give out loans worth four to five times your annual household income, you’d need to be earning way above the national wage average to take out a mortgage in the first place, even if you could scramble together the required 5% deposit.64

Owning your own home does not just save money. It is also a means of wealth accumulation.65 For ten out of the last twenty years, the owner of an average house has netted more in annual price growth than the average full-time UK worker earns in a year.66 As coronavirus lockdown measures eased, February 2021 saw UK house prices grow at their highest level since October 2020.67 The wealth that homeowners accrue through the act of home ownership is unearned; the rising value of their house is attributable to factors outside of their control, namely falling supply and rising demand. And as the value of housing rises, home ownership deepens the unequal distribution of wealth that enabled the initial investment. This increases a homeowner’s access to even more valuable housing, and their ability to bequeath that asset to the next generation of homeowners. Home ownership does not just represent — in the words of economic geographers Manuel Aalbers and Brett Christophers — capital’s “production of haves and have-nots”; the value of home ownership itself is dependent on capital’s production of haves and have-nots.68 Since the rising value of housing tracks increasingly exclusive access to it, homeowners have a material interest in upholding a system in which home ownership is never available to all.

The paradox is that many mortgage-paying homeowners have themselves entered into an economically coercive relationship with those who hold the keys to the capital chest. Lending for home ownership has rocketed since deregulation in the 1980s.69 Between 1995 and 2005, mortgage lending increased by more than 500%.70 In possession of financial capital, lenders know that prospective homeowners need something only they can provide. Demanding more in return for what they give, lenders make money by taking advantage of people’s desire for a home. Although mortgage-paying homeowners are in possession of one of the greatest guarantors of economic security, they are also indebted to lenders who profit from that need for security. In this sense, anybody who pays interest on a mortgage loan is paying a price for not having sufficient access to capital. For that reason, those who can take advantage of Sunak’s 95% mortgage policy — young suburban homeowners in particular, clawing their way into an exclusionary housing market — will be paying back that debt for the rest of their lives. Lower earners suffer twice: first, they will likely incur higher interest rates to begin with, since the bank is carrying more risk if house prices start to fall; and second, they will find it harder to keep up with repayments.

The experience of debt is not felt equally. This came to light most dramatically during the Global Financial Crisis, where the commoditisation of debt worldwide collapsed in on itself.71 In the suburbs of several major Spanish cities, mortgage lenders, bankers, investors and real estate agents targeted working-class and migrant communities who were most likely to default on their home payments. Between 2003 and 2007, around half a million subprime mortgages were offered to the most vulnerable groups in society, increasing household indebtedness nationwide. When the housing market collapsed, precisely because people were unable to repay these mortgages, there was a cascade of delinquencies and housing devaluation. Vulnerable groups paid the highest price. Owing to the sharp decline in property value, these new homeowners could not sell their properties to pay off their debts; in 2009 alone, there were more than ninety thousand Spanish repossessions.72

In the UK too, the suburban dream is built on the promise of relentless debt, vulnerable to the fluctuations of global financial markets. In 2012, the decision by lenders to increase mortgage rates led to 37,000 repossessions from among 800,000 homeowners in negative equity (when the total borrowing secured against your home is greater than its value).73 In the top 20% of areas for repossessions that year, unemployment was double that of the lowest 20%.74 A homeowner’s relationship to debt does not exist in isolation from the stigmatisation of social housing and the precarity of private renting; both compel tenants to accept the coercive terms of the suburban dream.

Not every mortgage-payer lives with such immediate insecurity, but evidence suggests most live with inflexibility. Geographically trapped by their investment, mortgage-paying homeowners are holding on to their homes for longer and longer, even when a change in career puts their workplace further away. This explains why the average length of a commute has increased as the availability of decent social housing has declined.75 Homeowners hold on to their homes for longer, and the pool of affordable housing shrinks for those looking for work nearby. So much for a private model of home ownership that maximises the individual’s sphere of choice.

Meanwhile, economic insecurity is never too far away. For mortgage-paying homeowners who like to assume they’re secure, a recession, a job loss or a bad investment can be the difference between upward social mobility and a downward debt spiral, aspiration and depreciation, and the suburban dream and a suburban nightmare.

Any successful campaign must find support from private renters and social tenants, and from homeowners: the idea that they are beyond a socialist canvasser’s reach is one of the reasons we (wrongly) accept the inevitability of defeat in Tory suburbia. Homeowners are more likely to vote Conservative, but that doesn’t mean we cannot turn the tide.76 Archetypal images of the suburban home might make good advertisements for HSBC and Santander, but they often disguise the variation in living conditions of those lenders’ clientele. Winning over homeowners, then, isn’t about meeting Conservative campaigns halfway; it’s about giving (particularly young and indebted) homeowners a reason to believe in a different model of ownership. It’s about making the case for social housing to suburbanites one and all.

As long as social housing is a mere addendum to the privatised model, the majority of suburbanites suffer. Social housing will find itself in relentless conflict with the profit motive in a sector which expects the few remaining social tenants to be grateful for their stigmatised scraps of shelter. As more and more people are forced into private rentals, the most vulnerable of all will continue to walk the line between a life of rentier exploitation inside a dilapidated flat or a life of indignity out on the streets. Those who can afford a mortgage will continue to hoard a valuable resource yet live under varyingly relentless conditions of debt. Young people stuck with their parents will keep sacrificing their youthful autonomy (and parents their sanity) in the never-ending pursuit of economic independence. And young suburban homeowners who strike out on their own will most likely be trapped in an insecure cycle of repayment for the rest of their lives.

Until housing is socially owned, produced and distributed on a universal basis, the suburban dream — a home with a white picket fence — will be a fantasy for those excluded by that dream’s qualifying terms and conditions. For those who do qualify, their life may be one of endless comfort, or spiralling debt. In the eyes of suburban capitalism, it doesn’t really matter. What’s important is that they reproduce the seductive aesthetic of home ownership, which stops us fighting for a far more worthwhile suburban dream altogether: a society in which we all live safely, securely and comfortably.

Already, opening a picket fence reveals an awful lot about suburban capitalism. That’s before we see what happens when people really don’t want you to come any closer.

White Noise: Racialised Suburban Serenity

If I wasn’t being attacked by a guard dog, I’d be encountering other lines of defence: bright yellow stickers (“UNSOLICITED CALLERS WILL BE PROSECUTED”), double-bolt locks on double-doored porches, motion sensor security lights or, my least favourite of all, the deafening chime and blinding light of video doorbells. Equipped with built-in security cameras, the Ring doorbell — owned by Amazon — is sold as an item of personal security. It encourages residents to use an app, Neighbors, which allows people to share photos and videos of any activity in the neighbourhood they deem suspicious.77

The video doorbell exemplifies how private ownership affects the way in which we relate to one another. Under laws of private ownership, to say that something is “mine” doesn’t just signify my ability to use that thing, but to permanently exclude you from access. Instead of thinking of security as a collective condition in which we all have what we need to survive, private ownership forces us to think of security in individualistic terms. As the wide lens swallows up as much of the public sphere into the private realm as it can, the front porch is not a neutral space, but a space to be feared. And the video doorbell is not a sign of safety, but a sign of psychological insecurity in a society that doesn’t share.

It is also a sign of psychological insecurity being commodified for profit. Ring does not just raise revenue for Amazon through the software’s initial purchase, it also enables Amazon to harvest valuable consumer data, observing homeowner relations, routines and rhythms. Knowing how many times the doorbell rings, and for how long an interaction goes on, generates insights into optimal delivery time and a homeowner’s level of sociality, which can be used to predict customer behaviour. The Ring for Android app also shares information with both Facebook and Google, including names, IP addresses and mobile networks.78 This is a prime example of what author Shoshana Zuboff calls “Surveillance Capitalism”, defined as “a new economic order that claims human experience as free raw material for hidden commercial practices of extraction, prediction and sales”.79 Whether it satisfies the anxieties of a private homeowner sitting on unearned wealth, or enables Amazon to extract new forms of raw material, the video doorbell exemplifies how difficult it is to disentangle existing systems of personal security from systems of private ownership.

The video doorbell is also an example of how suburban security — and the anxieties and extractions it embodies — reflects, relies on and reproduces racial hierarchies. Posts on the Neighbors app disproportionately depict people of colour as “suspicious”, frequently accompanied by racist captions.80 One group who are at risk of harassment is Amazon’s disproportionately Black workforce themselves. Even without Ring, Amazon makes profit by extracting value from their labour. But with this new surveillance software, Amazon can extract even more by increasing discipline; scroll through the Neighbors app and you’ll find countless complaints about Black workers for not delivering packages gently enough. Meanwhile, Amazon are capitalising on racialised fears toward Black workers, neighbours and outsiders to drive sales of Ring itself.

What significance does this have for our analysis of capitalism in the suburbs? For many, the suburbs conjure up images of white homogeneity, which both reflects and distorts a more complex suburban picture. Most obviously, it ignores the existence of more racially diverse suburbs. But even when it comes to constituencies like mine, which is 94% white, the term white homogeneity doesn’t quite capture what really characterises these suburban spaces: racial inequality. Wealth is concentrated in white and wealthier hands, hoarded from racialised communities that are more likely to live in impoverished suburban pockets. And even if Black people only make up a small proportion of certain suburban constituencies’ residential population, they may represent a far larger proportion of their workforce. Even the whitest of constituencies are not self-contained: Black taxi drivers, cleaners, delivery drivers, postal workers and Amazon couriers move back and forth across suburbia’s invisible boundaries.

This puts us in a better position to ask the following question: how does suburban security reflect, rely on and reproduce racial inequalities between and within suburban spaces? To answer this question, we need to understand why evidence of Ring’s racial bias is not circumstantial to the role that suburban security plays in protecting the accumulation of private wealth. Neither is it circumstantial to the way in which predominantly white suburbs rely on the labour of a multiracial working class. Rather, in both cases, it is constitutive of the relationship between suburban security, exploitation and white affluence. Or, to put it differently, it is constitutive of racial capitalism.

This term is most commonly associated with Cedric Robinson, author of Black Marxism, describing the historical interdependency of racism and capitalism.81 Robinson explains how racist violence has been essential to the evolution of capitalism; racism is fundamental to the production and reproduction of violence, and violence is essential for the creation and maintenance of capitalism. This is most sharply encapsulated by the transatlantic slave trade. Socially constructed racial hierarchies served as a justification for colonisation and enslavement. And these forms of violence against land and life were essential for the imposition of private property; colonisers forcibly dispossessed indigenous people of land and resources otherwise held in common (in the name of increased productivity), and extracted labour power from enslaved people and indentured workers to turn these resources into commodities.82

To be clear, the transatlantic slave trade did not mark the birth of racism for Robinson: racial subjects already existed across Europe before the capture of African men, women and children, namely Jews, Slavs, and Gypsy, Roma and Traveller (GRT) communities. Instead, the transatlantic slave trade is proof of how capitalism itself emerged as a racial regime. In Robinson’s own words, “western hemisphere capitalism was racist from the moment of inception”.83 When Europeans captured, enslaved and transported Black men, women and children across the Atlantic, a modern era of racial capitalism was founded on genocide and conquest, globalising the idea that land and life are things to be commodified for the accumulation of capital.84 This is very different from saying that capitalism caused racism, per se, or that racism caused capitalism. Rather, it’s to say that the specific nature of our racist society has long manifested through the logic of capital. In the words of Stuart Hall, “race [is] the modality in which class is lived, the medium in which class relations are experienced”.85

Suburbs have served to uphold the violence of racial capitalism since their creation. In the US (and elsewhere), suburbs were built on stolen Indigenous land and funded by the spoils of slavery.86 And in the post-colonial era, the evolving demands of capital sought alternative means to maintain profitable racial hierarchies. In 1935, the Federal Housing Association (FHA) mandated that “properties shall continue to be occupied by the same social and racial classes” since “a change in social or racial occupancy generally contributes to instability and a decline in values”.87 Exclusionary zoning policies shut out poor, Black residents and “redlining” allowed lenders to refuse mortgages for prospective homeowners in minority neighbourhoods. The effects have been transgenerational. Today, 70% of white households own their home, compared to 40% of Black households.88 Excluded from various forms of capital, Black people are disproportionately forced instead to rely on low-paid wage labour to survive.89 The racial wage gap in the United States is worse now than it was twenty years ago: Black workers are paid 15% less than white workers;90 Black women are paid 20% less than white women, and 40% less than white men. Racial capitalism did not end with slavery; instead, it found new ways of extracting surplus value along racial lines.91

Britain has also prevented racialised subjects from enjoying the spoils of colonially acquired wealth. One example is Britain’s treatment of 500,000 non-white subjects from the West Indies, known as the “Windrush Generation”.92 Facing labour shortages after the Second World War, the 1948 British National Act rolled out British citizenship to nationals of British colonies. Shipped to British shores to rebuild post-war Britain, they were swiftly disabused of the idea that their colonial exploitation had come to an end. Large numbers of ethnic minorities were placed in slum housing in inner-city areas and banned from other properties, while white and wealthier populations were afforded a much stronger foothold on the suburban housing ladder. The “Windrush Scandal” — in which thousands of people were wrongly detained, denied legal rights, or deported “back” to the Commonwealth (despite the fact many had either arrived as children or were born here) — was the apex of a broader, unceasing injustice: Black people are systematically denied access to the wealth they (and their ancestors) create(d). Today, 68% of white households own their own homes, compared to 40% of Black Caribbean households and 20% of Black African households.93 Whilst one in five of all workers under thirty are paid less than the minimum wage, it’s one in four for young Black workers.94 Black employees in the UK earn 10% less than white employees and are twice as likely to be on zero-hours contracts.95 The fact that wealth has been concentrated in predominantly white suburbs is no accident. It is a colonial hangover.

So too are racial inequalities generated by other forms of suburbanisation. To reiterate, to say that wealth is concentrated in predominantly white suburbs is not the same as saying that suburbs are exclusively or exhaustively white and wealthy. I’ve explained how colonial relations have shut out Black populations from wealthy, suburban enclaves. But, in line with what I illustrated in The Suburban Nation, colonial relations can help explain why Black populations have been pushed to certain suburban pockets as well. Kelley has another way of describing the kind of gentrification that generates such displacement: settler colonialism.96 In an act of dispossession, private developers seize land in urban centres, and those Black communities that cannot keep up with the rising cost of living are evicted to outskirts. They may be pushed into the impoverished pockets and outskirts of “white” suburbia, or into distinct, segregated suburban spaces of their own, like St Louis in Missouri, Harrow West in London, or Clichy-sous-Bois in Paris (sous-bois translating to “undergrowth”, the area is populated by large numbers of North African migrants, many of whom are the descendants of colonised subjects from Algeria).

Systems of security or “public safety” reflect, rely on and reproduce colonial inequalities within and between suburban spaces. Discussions of the relationship between systems of public safety — particularly policing — and racial inequality are most commonly conducted in a metropolitan context.97 The Metropolitan Police are a case in point. Established by Robert Peel, who set up the Peace Preservation Force in Ireland whilst in charge of its colonial occupation, the Metropolitan Police (or Robert Peel’s “Bobbies”) primarily enforced Vagrancy laws (which criminalised economic idleness) and eliminated “gleaning” (where workers would take home the leftovers of what they’d produced during the working day to supplement their wages). Today, the fact that Black people are nine times more likely to be stopped and searched by the Met is part of the historical trajectory of an organisation that was set up to for two intersecting purposes: to create a stable working class and maintain social control over racialised subjects.

In the US too, modern metropolitan police forces in the north — which disproportionately “stop and frisk” people of colour — were created in response to two trends: Black migration from the south during Jim Crow, and rising dissent in workplaces. Following a mass influx of labourers, the police maintained the physical boundaries of newly formed Black ghettos and imposed a whole range of rules to enforce working-class discipline, including dress codes, limits on alcohol consumption and codes of public interaction. Police powers were augmented further in the 1960s; as the Civil Rights movement fought for greater racial equality, American policing underwent militarisation to reign activists and protesters in.98

The relationship between policing and capitalism requires a far more thorough and historical analysis than I am able to provide here. My claim is more modest: any such analysis must go beyond the metropolitan context to understand how the police maintain racial inequality between and within suburban spaces.

For starters, police violence is prevalent in those segregated suburban spaces with large Black populations, many of which are within the purview of metropolitan police forces themselves. It was in a suburban area of St Louis, 70% Black, where Michael Brown was shot by a police officer in 2014. And it was in the banlieue, Clichy-sous-Bois, where seventeen-year-old Zyed Benna and fifteen-year-old Bouna Traore were fatally chased into an electrical plant in 2015 while heading home for an evening Ramadan meal.99

It is crucial, however, that we do not end the discussion there. Police violence is still a daily reality, for some, in suburban constituencies like mine. The criminalisation of Gypsy, Roma and Traveller (GRT) communities exemplifies how policing in “white” suburbia aims to keep it that way. GRT people are more likely to live in suburban settings, where they have greater access to open space than city dwellers. That access is notional: instead of increasing the low number of legal sites for GRT people, the state has instead decided to criminalise their existence through layers of legislation, including vagrancy laws.100 Why? It’s the same reason they are racialised: they violate capitalism’s desire to fix populations in time and space for profitable gain. Today, GRT people make up less than 1% of the general population but 5% of the prison population.101 During the election, the local Lib Dem leaflet stressed the dangers of a “Traveller incursion” and called on the council to “use all the legal powers at its disposal to get the Travellers to leave the site at Five Acre Farm in Warley”. The Conservative leaflet read: “I am campaigning to reduce unauthorised developments and encampments regardless of who is responsible for them,” supporting laws that will seize the property of vehicles of “suspected” trespassers and render them homeless.102

Even if we accept the fact that there are fewer police patrolling the streets of “white suburbia”, the fact that police violence is often less visible doesn’t mean it somehow exists outside, or independently, of these suburbs. This brings us right back to the video doorbell! In the US, Ring already shares video feeds with over thirteen hundred police departments. A leaked survey showed that Ring is already considering the use of facial recognition software, which has been shown to misidentify people of colour at disproportional rates.103

The fact that this racially biased software is often deployed in predominantly white constituencies is no contradiction. It is part of the disciplinary infrastructure that upholds what it means for suburbia to be a white space in the first place: a space that excludes racialised populations from the wealth they create. After all, I have no idea if the people behind the video doorbell saw me, a white man, as suspicious or not. That’s not really the point. What’s important is the role this technology plays in upholding racial inequalities between urban and suburban spaces, between different suburban spaces, and within suburban spaces themselves. And that requires maintaining discipline of a multiracial workforce, a workforce that includes Amazon couriers being technologically tethered to the demands of profit.

In some cases, the police may not be (directly) involved in the initial problematisation of racialised communities, but systems of criminal justice more broadly serve to bolster racialised regimes of “community justice” instead. In 2012, seventeen-year-old Trayvon Martin was visiting his father’s fiancée in a gated community in Sanford, Florida, when he was shot in cold blood by George Zimmerman, a member of the Neighbourhood Watch who claimed Trayvon looked “suspicious”. According to a resident of The Retreat at Twin Lakes, the community was one where “very few black teens like [Trayvon Martin] live”.104 A year later, George Zimmerman was acquitted of all charges, epitomising exactly who systems of criminal justice serve to protect, and who they serve to punish.

I do wonder whether Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez contemplated these factors when she was asked what it would look like to defund the police. She replied: “It looks like a suburb”. She did this to highlight the inequalities between well-funded systems of housing, health and education in affluent white communities and militarised systems of racial profiling in poorer, Black neighbourhoods.105 The problem with this kind of statement isn’t just that racist systems of policing exist in predominantly Black and predominantly white suburbs. It’s that it wrongly implies that we can understand the relative absence of police violence in “white” suburbia in isolation from violent policing elsewhere. Racist manifestations of security operate differently across the vast suburban terrain, but under the same overarching goal: the protection of white affluence. Even if policing is less visible in predominantly white and affluent suburbs, this affluence is only concentrated in predominantly white suburbs because violent policing in predominantly Black suburbs maintains a disciplined multiracial working class. And, in fact, it is this relation that explains why racialised communities within predominantly white suburbs — as residents or workers — are never immune from harassment either. It may be the blaring of a siren, or the ring of a doorbell. Either way, it is the sound of racial capitalism embedding colonial inequalities in the suburban soil. Defunding the police doesn’t look like a suburb (or, rather, one that currently exists). It can’t, because suburban affluence and inequality currently depend on the permanence of police violence itself.

This leads us to the final tenet of suburban capitalism. By turning common land into private units of infinite extraction, racial capitalism has something else to answer for as well.

The Suburban Lawn

“Ecology without class struggle is gardening.”

– Chico Mendes

Canvassing in Tory suburbia sometimes feels like you’re Alan Titchmarsh at the RHS Chelsea Flower Show. Residents compete against each other for the best-kept front garden, the neatest mown grass and the most colourful hanging baskets. Contestants’ displays are demarcated by sharp hedges that offer privacy and curb appeal in equal measure. An outward expression of taste, the suburban lawn is really a symbol of status that makes it difficult not to judge a voter by their leafy cover. Canvassing is perhaps not as peaceful as the Chelsea Flower Show. Lost in a labyrinth of cul-de-sacs, you’re never too far away from an exhaust pipe coughing onto a driveway, a boot slamming or the whoosh of a car gliding on the tarmac. Suburbia’s hybrid terrain is far from a random inception; rather, it’s a transatlantic invention.

In its 1938 technical bulletin, “Planning Profitable Neighbourhoods”, the FHA in the US demanded car-friendly minimum street widths and the replacement of grid-like layouts that characterised early suburbs, with curved roads, winding streets and cul-de-sacs. Although these guidelines were implemented to reduce through traffic, they cemented a car-centred view of suburban planning to the detriment of public-transport-friendly architecture. Today, North America carries the fewest rail passengers of any world region.106 Access to rail is particularly bad outside of the metropolitan centre; it is far costlier to run a public transport system through curved roads and cul-de-sacs that sprawl across a wide area. It’s no coincidence that older US cities, with pre-war street grids, have the highest levels of transit use.107 New York City has more public transport trips than the next sixteen largest city systems combined. Globally, transport accounts for a quarter of CO2 emissions, with road vehicles accounting for three-quarters.108 Poor suburban planning in the US — the world’s largest emitter per capita — has played a significant role.

We can hardly look to our own suburbs for inspiration. Bus use (outside the capital) has declined since the 1960s, and particularly so since the 1990s, while fares have increased.109 Again, poor planning is partly to blame; curved and branching roads are less amenable to bus and tram networks. At the same time, we can’t separate our criticism of inefficient suburban planning from the economic model that shapes these planning decisions: privatisation has made bus and tram routes unprofitable.110 In low-density suburban and rural areas, where routes are more time-consuming and custom is lower, bus companies do not return enough profit. Leaving residents with few options, it’s unsurprising that the car has remained so central to suburban mobility.

Privatisation of rail between 1994 and 1997 has also been an expensive disaster. As private companies fall further behind in their repayments to shareholders, a lag intensified by the high-interest rates attached to private investment, these companies seek cheap and easy ways to pay off their debts. The cheapest and easiest? Increasing fares for commuters. In the last decade alone, train fares have increased by 37%.111 Rather than reinvesting the ticket revenue back into the service, shareholders fill their pockets with profits instead. We receive a tardy service in return, but I can’t express my displeasure by taking my custom elsewhere. One glance at the trains on the departures screen and I can see that the free market has hardly spoiled me for choice: I can get the Greater Anglia 08.26 service that’s been delayed to 08.29 on Platform 1, or the Greater Anglia 08.34 service that’s been delayed to 08.38 on Platform 2. There’s only one franchise operator running overcrowded trains that I can use to start my day, so I doubt they lose much sleep over a poor service.

Some point to the roads, highways and railways as evidence of suburbia’s hidden “brutalscape” or “exo-skeleton”.112

Those terms typically attach to aesthetically unpleasing, hard infrastructure. But when we look at a brutalscape, we ought to know exactly what’s “brutal” about it. The aesthetic of suburbia’s infrastructure is not the objectionable element; rather, it is the model of ownership in which this infrastructure is reproduced (or, at least, it is the aesthetic of profitability that we should find ugly). In other words, the real hidden brutalscape is suburban capitalism, which means our existing infrastructure serves the profitable needs of the few, rather than the human needs of us all. Transport is not the only example. Consider energy production, also privately run. To maintain profit margins, the price of gas and electricity has increased rapidly since 2000; they are up to 20% higher than they would have been without privatisation.113 Those on low incomes find it hard to keep up: one in ten English households live in fuel poverty.114

Private energy companies extract natural resources to the detriment of all. This includes — but is not limited to — the scramble to extract finite, non-renewable energy sources. As long as there is profit to be made from cheap access to fossil fuels, capitalism will consume its way to climate catastrophe. Thirty-three global banks invested a combined 1.9 trillion dollars in fossil fuel companies between 2015 and 2019. Currently, the profitability gap between non-renewable energy and renewable energy production is too large for private companies to make the necessary transition toward renewable energy.115 Meanwhile, companies that consume non-renewable energy to produce goods and resources have little incentive to care about their emissions. As they try to outcompete each other in the market, they must do everything they can to cut costs; or rather, to make others pay for these costs. One such cost is the output of waste and pollution. Given that it isn’t in the interests of maintaining profit to reduce these outputs, pumping them out into the atmosphere, or the sea, is usually the cheapest solution.

Even if we managed to shift the capitalist economy to 100% renewable energy, a system rooted in the infinite extraction of land, labour and resources cannot be reformed. After all, what would we do with this renewable energy? We’d do the same as we’re currently doing with non-renewable energy: invest it in industrial livestock farming; produce plastic, cement and steel; destroy our forests and dump waste into landfill, all of which contribute to around 30% of greenhouse gas emissions.116 When private companies compete with each other, it is a structural necessity that profits are reinvested to buy more materials, tools and land. In doing so, these companies plunder the earth faster than it can replenish itself.

By the same token, we should avoid sweeping characterisations of suburbia as a place of over-consumption.117 Evidence suggests that, on average, suburbanites consume more per capita than those in the inner city; they use more water and energy to heat and light their homes, and direct more income to discretionary spending.118 We can’t treat suburbanites as one homogeneous consumer, though. The richest 10% are responsible for nearly 50% of all global carbon emissions, whilst the poorest 50% contribute just 10%.119

The poorest suburbanites consume the least, but they are the most likely to suffer the ecocidal consequences. Racial capitalism is deadly on several fronts, and for Black and brown people drowning in the Global South, climate breakdown is not just an imminent threat, but a present and fatal reality. Many suburbanites in the West distance themselves psychologically from this suffering, but the suburbs are not immune from heat stress, storms, flooding, droughts, destruction of green space and respiratory disease. In Australia, suburbs across New South Wales, Queensland and South Australia burned in the bushfires in 2019 and 2020. The same fate awaited Canadian suburbs like Fort McMurray and Californian suburbs like Santa Rosa. Thousands were left without electricity for days when power stations in California shut down during the fires of 2019.120

Many green-fingered suburbanites behind a picket fence may even think of themselves as model environmentalists doing their bit for the planet. In fact, the suburban lawn itself is proof of declining biodiversity: mowing the lawn intensively harms plant diversity, reduces pollination, and adds to greenhouse gas emissions.121 Even more harmful, though, is what the well-kept suburban lawn represents: the privatisation and compartmentalisation of common land. And it is this existing suburban design that all suburbanites should ultimately have an interest in dismantling. After all, striped front lawns, neat hedges and multicoloured flower baskets won’t look so nice when they’re on fire.

Climate breakdown is the most harrowing example of how suburban capitalism is a threat to us all. But, as I’ve hopefully demonstrated in this chapter, we don’t have to look to an apocalyptic dystopia to see that capitalism already denies the majority of suburbanites a fulfilling life, however unequally its harms are felt. Suburban socialism will be as strong as the size of its coalition — our aim is to build this suburban coalition on the basis of what unites subjects of suburban capitalism, in order to dismantle the system that divides them. Whether its members lead a working-class existence or whether their class location is less clear-cut, that coalition should be built by Black, brown and white wage earners up and down the pay scale, bored professionals in the public sector, social tenants, private renters, mortgage-payers, young people living with their parents, students, debt-laden graduates, non-graduates, those bearing the burden of reproductive care and those who rely on it.

There’s just one problem. Arguing that most suburbanites have some interest in ending capitalism is very different from securing a majority of people willing to act on it. Most straightforwardly, that’s because many of these suburbanites have an interest in keeping capitalism alive as well. But it’s more than that. Even if every suburbanite concluded that capitalism was generating, overall, a net loss to their material life, I’m not convinced we’d suddenly be raising a glass to our new dawn of suburban socialism. Resistance to socialism in suburbia goes beyond the material and into the affectual, the psychological, the ideological. Socialists in suburbia don’t lose simply because middle-class suburbanites weigh up their options and decide suburban capitalism is better. Often, we lose because there’s something distorting the calculation. Before we can even think about building a suburban coalition capable of resistance, we need to understand why a larger coalition currently opts for capitalism’s continuation. We need to understand why, in the eyes of suburbanites up and down the class hierarchy, there is no alternative.


4. SUBURBAN REALISM

Debating

“It is easier to imagine the end of the world than it is to imagine the end of capitalism.”1

– Frederic Jameson

Why weren’t they ridiculing the Green candidate? By the third hustings,2 I could pretty much lip-synch the other candidates’ opening statements, retorts and closing speeches. It was a familiar routine. First, I’d lay out a radical vision for an environmental, economic and social transformation. Then, the Conservative MP would trash it all as idealistic, unaffordable and unrealistic. Next up: the Liberal Democrat candidate. Desperate to get away from the legacy of his party’s 2010–15 coalition with the Conservatives, but equally desperate to stay within constructed bounds of fiscal credibility, David Kendall would plead with the audience to meet him in the middle ground between excessive Tory cruelty and the utopianism of Labour. The Conservatives had caused great damage, he would say, but we should be realistic about how much we could repair. He alone understood the need to balance social compassion with economic competence.

Apparently, though, not all utopianism is created equal. The third hustings took place in North Weald, a more rural part of the constituency. An audience member had just asked us to name the biggest challenge our party would face if we won the General Election. Testament to the state of the Labour Party, I immediately interpreted this question from an internal perspective. Probably having to quash an immediate coup from MPs within our own party, I thought to myself. Thankfully, I didn’t have to answer right away, which gave me a chance to recalibrate my approach to the question. I realised I had mis-interpreted the question the moment the Green candidate, who was up first, declared that the biggest challenge facing any party was climate change. He was right. And the audience agreed. Or, at least, nobody voiced their disapproval, and the Green sat down to the sound of harmonious, albeit gentle, applause. The same, unfortunately, could not be said for me.

Deciding to echo the Green candidate, I know what it looked like: I couldn’t think of anything else to say, so I stole his answer. This was only half correct. Sure, if it wasn’t for the Green reminding me that I didn’t have to answer the question quite so literally, then I’d have wasted an answer airing our own party’s dirty laundry. But I really did agree with the underlying gist of what he had to say, and put forward Labour’s climate action plans. Unlike the Green’s response, however, mine seemed to provoke previously untapped hostility from sections of the crowd. Waves of jeers and scoffs would crash over a gentler sea of applause. When it was the turn of the Conservative and Liberal Democrat to answer, they pounced on these pockets of protest to cement their coalition of condescension, dismissing Labour’s green programme as an utter fantasy. Again, by contrast, the Green candidate did not seem to receive quite as much flak.

This couldn’t have been about affordability, since the Greens’ programme — by their own calculations — cost more.3 It couldn’t have been about the speed of change, either. As the Green candidate himself legitimately pointed out in his opening answer, Labour was not acting fast enough — we’d already caved somewhat on our climate policy passed at conference, replacing a strict net-zero carbon emission target by 2030, with a pledge to work “towards a path to net zero carbon emissions by 2030 [emphasis added]”. Despite calling for a firmer net-zero timeframe, the Green candidate was largely left unscathed. At best, he was haughtily ignored. Maybe the Greens’ mild reception was down to their electoral insignificance in the constituency. But that’s something I had in common with them! Sure, we stood a better chance of beating the Tory MP, but he wasn’t exactly sweating about losing his seat.

It wasn’t that the Green Party’s plans were less affordable than ours. It wasn’t that they wanted to move too quickly. It wasn’t that the Green Party posed an even smaller electoral threat to the Conservatives’ majority than I did. It was that the Labour Party alone posed a threat to the Conservatives’ understanding of social reality.

The Green candidate would largely speak in abstract terms, painting a powerfully morbid picture of the consequences of wider inaction. We needed to do something about the climate crisis, he would insist, and the Tories were standing in the way. I was less inclined to speak in abstract terms; our environmental plans could not be understood in isolation from the particular kind of economic transformation they necessitated. The loudest objection was in response to my insistence that the free market had failed us, and that the endless pursuit of profit was killing our planet, two fairly tame observations in the context of a much wider critique of capitalism. Lord knows the reaction I would have received if I had been more explicit in my conviction, calling for the replacement of all private enterprise with systems of collective ownership, where communities plan ahead to manage the sustainable satisfaction of human needs. In my answer, the most I called for was bringing energy and utilities under democratic localised control. Nevertheless, this was enough to separate myself from the Green. Labour was not calling for the abolition of capitalism, but they were pledging to establish alternative forms of ownership that would have threatened the dominance of capital and private ownership. Committing to save the planet is fine. Noble, in fact. Confronting the economic system in which it’s burning, however, is neither. This is what was unfeasible, unaffordable and unrealistic. This is what prompted the backlash from the other candidates. This backlash wasn’t just an expression of opposition. It was an expression of disdain and utter incredulity. It was an expression of suburban realism.

Suburban realism describes the widespread sense that it is impossible to imagine an alternative to capitalism in the suburbs. A suburban manifestation of Mark Fisher’s capitalist realism, this collective consciousness extends far beyond Conservative candidates and campaigners. Suburban realism is pervasive across the political spectrum, up and down the class hierarchy, and across the suburban terrain. Whether we’re proposing changes to how we work, own homes, care for one other or look after the planet, suburban realism explains why, for so many suburbanites, socialism lies beyond the realms of possibility. It explains why both the Conservative and the Liberal Democrat candidates dismissed the idea of collective ownership as pure fantasy. And it explains why socialist candidates in suburbia have been largely doomed to electoral failure.

Eternal Exploitation

Political and cultural philosopher Mark Fisher defined capitalist realism as “the widespread sense that not only is capitalism the only viable political and economic system, but also that it is now impossible even to imagine a coherent alternative to it”.4 While Fisher came at this from a critical perspective, other authors were actively celebrating it. In the early 1990s, Francis Fukuyama famously declared that the “end of history” was a triumph of property-owning free-market democracy.5 His words recalled Margaret Thatcher’s electoral slogan that “there is no alternative”, but capitalist realism isn’t just something found on the right. After all, it was so-called centre-left governments that refused to nationalise the banks in 2008. Bailing them out was not a means of transformation, but of reasserting of the doctrine that Thatcher had espoused.

We might say it was a victory for a neoliberal acceleration of capitalism. Neoliberalism is the determination to extend the ideology of the free market into every domain of life.6 While capitalism (a set of structures upholding the private accumulation of wealth) can survive without neoliberalism (the drive to remove all barriers to this accumulation), neoliberalism cannot survive without capitalism. Fisher himself called neoliberals “the capitalist realists par excellence”, although — again — “while neoliberalism was necessarily capitalist realist, capitalist realism need not be neoliberal”.7

Capitalist realism does not prohibit social reform, but ensures reforms are contained within the boundaries of capital. It was Elizabeth Warren, thought to be on the more progressive side of the Democratic Party, who told a Town Hall meeting in 2018: “I have to say, we are capitalist […] In America, there are gonna be people who are richer and people who are not so rich. And the rich are gonna own more shoes, and they’re gonna own more cars, and they may even own more houses.”8 “But,” she qualified, “they shouldn’t own more of our democracy.”9 Seeking to make capitalism work less corruptly or more effectively, capitalist realists are equipped with a highly moralised defence: socialists’ heads are up in the clouds, but we — the realists — can make a difference in people’s lives. In truth, by subordinating themselves to a reality that is “capable of reconfiguring itself at any moment”, capitalist realists condemn others to a life of subordination to the political reality they hide from view.10

My confrontation with capitalist realism extended far beyond discussions of climate change. At the same hustings, I defended the policy of a four-day week (although this in itself is a form of climate action, since the reduction in commuting would shrink the UK’s carbon footprint by 20%).11 A few weeks earlier, Boris Johnson had called the four-day week a “crackpot plan” in a televised election debate.12 Alex Burghart toed the line by making the following disingenuous objection: reducing workers’ hours would reduce their income. In doing so, he ignored the policy’s explicit demand to reduce hours without loss of pay. If it wasn’t wilful distortion driving his selective reading, then it was an inability to imagine a less exploitative workspace. After all, if companies are paying workers for fewer hours in return, then they are extracting less surplus value. For those seeking to maintain profits, the only way in which a shorter working week makes sense is if their company reduces wages or the size of their workforce. Pushing back against this, I was explicit: reducing work hours with no loss of pay would mean workers taking home a higher proportion of the fruits of their labour, and companies and shareholders taking home proportionally less. It was at this point where I had to raise my rattled voice over loud derision from sections of the audience. The animosity was uncomfortable, unsettling even. The most disheartening thing of all was discovering a strategy that did win the audience over.

A couple of weeks later, I took part in my fourth and final hustings. One of my fellow campaigners gave me some counsel beforehand. If the question about the four-day week comes up again, I was advised, I should talk about it in terms the audience are more likely to appreciate. When the question did in fact make a reappearance, I followed his advice. I pointed out that workers who are not worked to the bone are more efficient and productive, in which case there would be no reason to worry about a company’s profits and no reason to worry about wages being squeezed. It’s why 65% of UK businesspeople support the idea, jumping to 75% for businesses with more than five hundred employees.13 My friend’s advice worked a treat: the audience was far less hostile.

The fact that I got flak for defending the policy one week, and nods of approval the next, isn’t contradictory. That’s because I had shifted from opposing exploitation to defending it in a more productive and efficient form. In abandoning my initial framing, I’d reinforced the undying belief that goods and services can only be provided when those who produce them generate profit for others. I had surrendered to the belief that when it comes to our existing system of wage labour, there is no alternative.

There is, in fact, a very clear alternative, an alternative towards which a four-day week was the mildest of stepping-stones. An alternative society in which there is no distinction between those who own the means of production and those who turn these productive means into valuable goods. A society in which we share what we collectively produce, under systems of planning that ensure everybody has everything they need to live collectively flourishing lives. A society in which, thanks to advances in socially owned automation, we can spend much less time working, and more time having fun and caring for others. A society in which we give what we can and take what we need.14

For many, this is difficult to imagine, because it is incompatible with our intuitions about incentives, intuitions that can explain capitalism’s seductive appeal. We can crudely identify two ways in which, for many, a society free of exploitation contradicts certain intuitions about incentives.

First, if companies cannot compete against each other for profitable rewards, where is the incentive to produce better services? Unlike systems of public planning, private ownership over the means of production drives technological change, as companies constantly search for more efficient ways to produce goods to undercut each other. Even a more modest demand — allowing competition between firms but ensuring they are worker-owned, and thus abolishing wage labour — goes against the reason why companies innovate in the first place. Without giving people the right to buy other people’s labour, there will be no incentive for individuals (or small groups of individuals) to innovate and start their own businesses.

Second, unless the valuable goods that are produced through this process are not bought and sold on the market, then workers themselves have no system of reward to motivate productivity. This system of reward works in two ways: the unequal compensation that companies give out to their workers, and the commodification of resources workers need to purchase on the market to survive. If there is no hierarchy of compensation within and across companies, where is the incentive to work hard? We need to reward people based on tasks and outcomes for which they are individually responsible. And if systems of public planning provide everything we need anyway, then why work at all?

Both sub-narratives are heavily interlinked. Specifically, it is in making workers compete against each other for rewards (Incentive 2) that capitalism compels people to align themselves with the exploitative interests of the capitalist class (Incentive 1). This dynamic is particularly powerful in suburbia.

As a political construction built on the idea of aspiration, suburbia itself is held up as proof that certain rewards — namely home ownership — must remain at least partially exclusive in order to encourage people to knuckle down. It is easier to understand why certain members of my parents’ generation are more likely to believe in the story of aspiration. That’s because many of them had far more opportunities to “aspire” in the first place. By the time my parents moved to Brentwood, for example, they had already climbed a few rungs on the housing ladder. And they had got an initial foothold with little to no savings, an inconceivable reality by today’s standards, aided by cheaper housing and employment perks of a 100% mortgage with discounted interest rates.

That’s not to say we need to return to some “fairer” or “truer” mode of aspiration. The problem is not a lack of aspirational opportunity. The problem is the ideology of aspiration itself, a lubricant of the capitalist trajectory in which opportunities to “aspire” gradually get narrower and narrower, as those who are afforded these opportunities acquire more and more wealth at the expense of others. Even if we could hypothetically reset and “level the playing field”, it wouldn’t take long for the logic of aspiration to bring us right back to where we are now, where wealth, resources and power are concentrated in the hands of a few. That’s because the logic of aspiration is necessarily paradoxical: it requires us to believe that anybody can climb the ladder, yet if everybody achieved this comparative greatness, nobody would be climbing the (now non-existent) aspirational ladder at all. Aspiration necessitates the existence of a socio-economic ladder, at the bottom of which there will always be people to exploit for material gain.

In demanding support for this permanent ladder, aspiration pulls people who work to live to the perspective of people who live off the work of others. This explains why some people remain loyal to an aspirational past, even if it is in their interests to build a more collective future. During the election, I visited Brentwood Community Hospital to hear the staff’s concerns. One nurse told me she opposed Labour’s plans for a 5% public sector pay rise. She’d worked as a nurse for thirty years, and it had taken her a long time to reach her current salary, which was above average for her profession. “Why should new nurses have it easier than I did?” she asked me rhetorically. Suburban aspiration generates a perverse reluctance to support policies that would improve other people’s lives easier, even if those same policies would improve their lives too. If the rules were to change, then what was the point in competing in the first place? Suburban aspiration compels people to uphold competitive structures for future generations. If we had to put up with it, you should too.

The issue of incentives is not something I am able to resolve here, not least as it is bound up with other (logistical) questions over planning more broadly.15 However, it’s worth pointing out a few flaws with the argument that humans can only find motivation through private ownership and competition.

One is that the logic of capitalist competition is self-defeating. If innovation is a competition, then someone, at some point, wins outright. By concentrating power in the hands of a few, the monopolistic tendency of capitalism removes any semblance of accountability from those who govern our economy. They are not competing against others to provide the best service. With control over most of the world’s resources, they can do what they want.

Even if competition did not lead to monopolistic outcomes, we should still reject the claim that it’s necessary for innovation. That’s because systems of exploitation and private ownership force most people to stay preoccupied with basic concerns of nutrition, health and housing, which means they have less time to “innovate” in the first place.

Another flaw in the argument is that it ignores the amount of innovation that has been funded through collective efforts. From Elon Musk’s Tesla, SolarCity and SpaceX programmes, which have benefited from upwards of $4.9 billion in government support, to the 97% publicly-funded Oxford/AstraZeneca COVID-19 vaccine, thousands of products are produced collectively, but then sold for profit by those who own the infrastructure, labour or intellectual property rights.16

The chief flaw in the claim that private ownership and exploitation are necessary for incentivisation is that it is blind to its own circularity. The idea of a society in which we share the fruits of our collective labour is deemed unbelievable, precisely because capitalism turns us into hyper-competitive human beings, manufacturing its own theory of human nature post-hoc in a way that compels us to distrust our ability to cooperate. Ultimately, we should start from a position that recognises how wealth is socially created. Systems of education generate skill acquisition; public infrastructure gets people to work; workers both create productive goods and perform reproductive labour. Under capitalism, this collectively produced wealth is individualised through its exploitative extraction and unequal distribution. Socialism is not so much about changing how wealth is created. It’s about recognising the way in which wealth is already collectively created, and designing a mode of living that ensures everybody gets a share in the common stock.

For many, it is difficult to imagine a world in which we are incentivised by our collective well-being, instead of being driven by the perpetual threat of destitution and the pursuit of financial glory. A world in which we are motivated to augment the freedom of others. A world in which, therefore, we do not work for working’s sake. As David Graeber argues, the ultimate expression of freedom for its own sake is the freedom to play.17 When put like that, the pursuit of collective freedom would surely be a much better reason to get out of bed in the morning. In building this future, it is not the laws of nature that stand in our way. It is suburban realism. By forcing us to compete against each other to survive, capitalism does not just deny us the opportunity to build this kind of society. It denies people the opportunity to even dream of it.

In fact, suburban realism doesn’t just consign socialism to the wastelands of unworkability. If it is impossible to imagine life outside of its existing capitalist foundations, then socialism is an existential threat to life itself.

It’s the End of the Suburb as We Know It (And I Feel Fine)

“My Dad works hard.”

In the wake of Labour’s radical commitment to educational equality, I anticipated I’d have easier gigs than a hustings in a private school. Just two months earlier, delegates at the Labour Party conference voted to “integrate” all private schools into the state sector and to redistribute their endowments, resources and properties across the education system. Outrage ensued; criticism ranged from “entirely unworkable” to “a breach of human rights”.18 Not all of the criticism gave me reason to be nervous. If the BBC were correct to say that adopting a policy risked “looking like student politics”, then, ironically, representing Labour in front of group of sixth formers shouldn’t have been anything to worry about.19 Nevertheless, it was difficult not to be apprehensive about how they would react to an apparent violation of the Geneva Convention.20

In truth, I was apprehensive about the entire thing. This would be my first hustings of the campaign. I’d never taken part in a public debate before, let alone against a sitting MP. The thought of embarrassing myself in front of three hundred people was bad enough. To make matters worse, the private school was also my local gym, open to members of the public after hours. Trying to lift 5kg dumbbells off the floor while a group of sixth form lads pounded their chests in the mirror was awkward enough. If I messed up at the debate, that would be another layer of self-consciousness I could add to my workout.

I approached the desk where I usually signed in for a spin class. I’d swapped my towel for a notepad, my headphones for leaflets, and an oversized gym bag for an oversized red folder full of speaking notes, facts and figures. The section on education was particularly well-briefed. I was greeted by the headteacher, who escorted me through the courtyard to the sixth form centre. Given that only a small percentage of the audience would be able to vote on 12 December, the hustings were less about political electioneering than they were about engagement, and so the candidates had been asked to arrive at school an hour before the debate for an informal chat over lunch with some sixth formers.

The headteacher’s warmth and welcomeness was the first sign that my fears of a pitchfork mob were a touch melodramatic. It should go without saying that not all students who attend private school blindly defend educational privilege. Many left-wing MPs are vilified by the right-wing press precisely because their politics confront their own privately educated upbringing. Nevertheless, it wasn’t long before a small group of seventeen- to eighteen-year-olds cornered me to voice their anxieties over a socialist republic.

Before I had taken a bite of my smoked salmon canapé, one of the students approached me to say that his Dad had worked really hard to pay for his education. I hadn’t asked, but he told me anyway. Parents who work hard for their money should be able to spend it in whichever way they want, he told me. My justification for the abolition of private schools — that children should have equal access to education instead of being disadvantaged by generational inequality — was missing the point. Economic inequality was always going to exist, he said, and so we might as well mould our institutions around this fundamental fact of life. Private schools generate competition between schools, who are incentivised to provide a better education for fee-paying pupils. Besides, preventing (wealthy) parents from exercising their “right to choose” their children’s education would shift an unreasonable cost onto the state.

The case against private schools is, in my view, overwhelming. As engines of privilege, they entrench inequality by providing pupils from wealthier families with a certain skill set and access to networks, both of which confer economic advantage and power. Instead of providing an extensive critique of our education system, though, I want to illustrate how my conversation with the seventeen-year-old is instructive of suburban realism.21 The most tangible way is the existence of private schools themselves. The continued commodification of education is proof of what Fisher calls a “business ontology”: the idea that it is “simply obvious that everything in society […] should be run as a business”.22 But there is something else about private education — something it represents — that many suburbanites defend with particular capitalist-realist vigour. After all, neither a business ontology nor private schools themselves are unique to suburbia. What is unique to suburbia, however, is the way in which structures of intergenerational inequality more broadly gain widespread support.

It was, in actual fact, a different audience that turned against me, when I defended Labour’s plans to reduce the threshold for (and therefore increase the number of people paying) inheritance tax a few days later. We were already fighting on hostile ground. Despite the fact that less than 5% of the estates of people who die are subject to inheritance tax, 60% of people oppose any kind of inheritance tax at all.23 I received several emotionally charged questions from the audience, peeved by the idea that society could limit how much of their hard-earned income they could leave to their children. This vexation is not confined to voters at the very top of the socio-economic ladder. That’s because taxes for the richest might not reduce your wealth now, but they jeopardise an imagined, enriched future that is eternally within your grasp. This, however, can be said about wealth accumulation more generally. What’s different about the right to bequeath?

Inheritance is protected by a powerful, moralised sentiment: the reproduction of economic lineage is an expression of parental love. So much so that accumulating wealth until you die becomes a moral obligation. In “Maggie Makes Three”, to cite another Simpsons episode, we learn that Homer lived out his own dream of working in the local bowling alley. But when Marge fell pregnant with their third child, Homer grudgingly took a better paid job, for which he was dangerously unqualified, at the local nuclear power plant. In the final scene, we see Homer reminding himself of the reason he stays in a job he loathes. Placing photographs of Maggie over a sign that says, “DON’T FORGET: YOU’RE HERE FOREVER”, the only letters still visible spell out: “DO IT FOR HER”.24 Homer embodies the relationship between the capitalist labour market and family values; his heartfelt investment in his children turns any critique of an economy that forces people to sacrifice doing what they love into a celebration of the moral virtues of monotonous work. Moreover, his is a celebration of the gendered nature of reproductive labour. Homer’s sacrifices are well-documented; Marge’s reproductive labour — raising three kids virtually on her own — is, at best, part of the subplot.

This isn’t to condemn those who are motivated by thoughts of their children’s economic future. Without collective modes of ownership, our well-being is heavily dependent on privately accumulated wealth, and so conditions of inequality make inheritance a meaningful, even loving, act of giving. It is, however, to condemn an arrangement that equates affection with economic favour and the power to bequeath, at the expense of our ability to care for the community as a whole.25 It is this arrangement that fosters bitter resistance towards increased inheritance tax, which would mildly inhibit the wealthiest parents’ ability to fulfil what they see as an essential familial obligation. As critics see it, inheritance tax limits your ability to prove to your children how much you care. Even if you sit below the proposed threshold, suburban aspiration encourages you to think of a future in which you might sit above it. By changing the rules of inheritance, socialists are not just enemies of suburban wealth accumulation. Socialists are enemies of suburban love.

There’s a much broader point here. Throughout the debates, I got the impression that, for candidates and certain members of the audience, it was impossible to understand certain goals, concepts and values outside of the suburban capitalist framework that currently give them meaning. For many, protecting suburban rewards is about protecting what it means to be suburban in the first place. At the already eventful third hustings, I defended John McDonnell’s Right to Buy scheme. An inversion of Margaret Thatcher’s policy, which put community-owned housing in the hands of private landlords, McDonnell’s reform would have given renters the right to buy properties from their landlords at a reasonable price decided by the government. The hostility that ensued did not just come from Conservatives. It was a local Labour Party member and campaigner who told me in the pub afterwards that the policy “punishes those who work hard enough” to buy multiple properties.

To be clear, this policy would not have dismantled private property relations. Instead, it merely sought to redistribute, and increase access to, those relations. Landlords would not have been required to sell their properties for less than they paid originally. But they would have been prevented from cashing in on their new market value. Nothing in this policy threatened to replace the model of private ownership itself, but it did challenge the doctrine that people have an unalienable right to the unearned value embodied in their private property, which was enough to threaten the foundations of suburbia. I did, eventually, articulate Labour’s plans for one million energy-efficient social homes nationwide. Two audience members approached me after the debate, insisting they had no problem with social housing, just not here. Why not? Because, again, it would undermine suburbia’s status as a site of so-called aspiration.

We never even got to the idea of a society in which all housing is owned by the community and universally distributed, but it’s not difficult to imagine how large sections of the audience would have reacted. Most people in suburbia acquire their homes on the market, so it’s difficult to know where the concept of housing (as a resource that provides shelter) ends and the concept of private property (as a model of ownership) begins. Suburban realism synonymises the two, making it difficult to imagine how housing could be produced and distributed under different models of ownership. I might insist that individual goals (having access to the kind of privacy and shelter a house provides) and collective forms of ownership (where you do not have exclusive access to its value) are, in fact, not oppositional but complimentary. But this distinction will remain trivial — and the argument unpersuasive — so long as it’s impossible to understand ownership outside of the private framework that currently gives it meaning.

This can also help to explain why parties are able to effectively exploit people’s racist anxieties surrounding “space” more generally. One of the other candidates standing for election in the constituency was Robin Tilbrook, leader of the English Democrats (ED). Vowing to take back our country through strict immigration controls, the ED demand that “the public culture of England should be that of the indigenous English”.26 Other parties defend the preservation of whiteness in more palatable language. The Conservative Party set out its intention both to establish a points-based admission system (to reduce the number of “low-skilled migrants”) and to increase the NHS surcharge for immigrants.27 It was after the fourth and final debate, in which I accused both parties of whipping up racial hatred, that the English Democrat candidate posted a blog entitled “Labour’s pro-migrant and anti-English agenda revealed”.28 Barely a few hours later, an anonymous Twitter user sent me a private message: “OD prefers the rights of immigrants over ethnic English […] Bring back hanging for treason”. On the doorstep, too, “Fuck off back to London and fill it with immigrants” was one of the more unpleasant ways that voters expressed their fear about Labour and “our borders”. Somehow, I didn’t get the impression he was dreaming of a multicultural utopia.

Suburban racism is a product of several factors. But we cannot understand these factors outside of our earlier analysis of racial capitalism — and thus (if you like) racial capitalist realism. First of all, contrary to narratives that treat racism as an exclusively working-class trait, racist attitudes are more likely to be expressed by wealthier voters.29 Racial division is demarcated through structures of economic inequality, motivating people to protect those racial hierarchies that intersect the (class) division between those who keep suburbia turning and those who enjoy its benefits. This is not to ignore racist sentiments within sections of the working class. But it tells us more about capitalism itself than it does about a working-class condition. Capitalism’s tendency to “exaggerate regional, subcultural, and dialectical differences into ‘racial’ ones” — in Robinson’s words — has been essential in quashing collective resistance to those profiting off Black and white labour.30 Racism would not suddenly disappear outside capitalism, but in encouraging white populations to align themselves with the interests of race, rather than class, racial division holds the key to capitalism’s survival.

In suburbia, this cross-class coalition finds particular unity when fears are stoked about a lack of “space” for “outsiders”. Aside from being untrue on its own terms, it assumes the way capitalism organises space is an unchangeable reality. Half of England is owned by less than 1% of its population.31 Twice as much land is used for golf courses than housing.32 Corporations alone own 18% of land, and 17% is owned by oligarchs and city bankers. Just 5% is owned by homeowners. If land were distributed evenly across England’s population, each person would have just over half an acre — an area roughly half the size of Parliament Square in central London.33 But under suburban realism, it is difficult to imagine land and housing outside of its framework of private ownership. If suburban realism doesn’t cause racism, it provides a convenient medium through which to articulate it, since it encourages people to look for scapegoats for grievances caused by the unequal — and wasteful — use of common resources.

From inheritance through private housing to whiteness, suburban realism is the pervasive belief that there is no alternative to suburban capitalism. And if no alternative to these foundations is permitted, then calling for their dismantlement is like calling for the end of the suburbs themselves.

This explains why assessments of left-wing parties, in the eyes of others, move so quickly from being an absurd fantasy to an imminent danger. When Corbyn and Sanders were outsiders, capitalist realism painted both as harmless old men with nice but far-fetched ideas.34 When it became clear that they stood a chance of winning, the powers of capitalist realism changed tack; as the Sun wrote of Jeremy Corbyn in September 2019, “the future of our way of life is at risk,” and “the Britain we cherish is under threat.”35 Similarly, when Sanders was leading his Democratic rivals in the early stages of the presidential nomination race, the thin line between socialism as a fantasy and socialism as an existential danger disappeared. Right-wing commentator Ben Shapiro admitted: “Bernie Sanders is indeed the clear front-runner in the Democratic Party at this point. It scares the living hell out of me.”36 Even when candidates pose no threat to the status quo, the strategy of those further to the right is to frame them as if they do. During the 2020 Presidential campaign, Trump warned that Biden’s pledge to increase spending on affordable housing would “abolish the suburbs”.37

For so many suburbanites, the advantages of a world in which they are no longer exploited by lenders, perform unpaid labour or breathe in polluted air are outweighed by the alleged risk to any kind of suburban life those advantages pose. The reality of climate change of course, reveals the biggest irony of all: unless we switch to socialism, there will soon be no life — suburban or otherwise — at all. Before returning to this tenet of suburban capitalism, however, I want to dig deeper into how suburban realism convinces people that there is no alternative to capitalism in the suburbs. More specifically, I want to explore how suburban capitalism absolves itself of responsibility for the social ills it creates.

Distract and Destroy: The Realism of Austerity

We’ve driven there a hundred times already, Cameron would reply in exasperation, as I’d badger him to stop changing the music and start directing me to the meeting place in south Harlow. As I turned off the M11, the complaints about my driving grew more frequent (it didn’t help that I was driving a Nissan Note, which is a box on wheels). Slaloming my way between potholes in the road, I’d brace myself for the deep thud as I would roll over a dent in the road I spotted too late.

Between 2010 and 2019, Harlow Council’s budget was slashed by £5 million. That’s the equivalent of £156 per household, or 93,681 filled potholes.38 When budgets are suffocated, maintenance is limited to roads that are used most frequently, leaving kilometres of suburban streets in Harlow in a state of disrepair. In 2019, the Conservatives pledged £2 billion to pothole repairs as part of their “National Infrastructure Strategy”. That was their most ambitious spending commitment in the run-up to the election — double the amount they pledged to spend on social care or childcare. It’s not that road repair isn’t important — it is — but the implication that it was the only problem that needed fixing urgently (and bear in mind that £2 billion still leaves four in five potholes unfilled) is absurd.39

Alongside its increasingly dangerous roads, Harlow’s transport infrastructure is crumbling in other ways too. Thanks to budget cuts that left councils less able to subsidise otherwise privately run routes, Harlow’s Arriva bus routes have been forced to run a reduced service.40 This is one reason why Harlow’s residents are less satisfied with their local bus service than Essex residents overall.41 The town’s healthcare facilities are also underfunded and understaffed; Harlow has the highest rate of people dying prematurely from cardiovascular disease in the country.42 In education, 90% of schools in Harlow have faced real-term budget cuts between 2015 and 2018.43 The percentage of children ready for school, the proportion who achieve five or more GCSEs, and the number of pupils who attend university are all lower than the national average.44 In 2018, more than five thousand children in Harlow were living in poverty.45 Austerity has exacerbated deep deprivation in Harlow, and the poorest have borne the brunt.

In every hustings, both the Conservative and Lib Dem candidates justified their party’s role in inflicting savage cuts to public spending. Doing their best to frame austerity as something that happened “over there”, both candidates showed contempt for the worst off in their own constituency, who disproportionately suffered the consequences of budget cuts resulting in the equivalent loss of 128 paid care workers, or four children’s centres.46 It’s fitting that Eric Pickles was our MP from 1992 to 2017; as Secretary of State for Local Communities, he implemented one of the largest rounds of cuts to local budgets across the country ever announced.47

For Alex Burghart, who replaced Pickles, austerity was an inevitability. David Kendall, standing beside him, was more likely to admit that the Coalition government had “made some mistakes”, but these concessions were swiftly suffocated by the sweeping excuse that, ultimately, “tough choices” had to be made. Both the Tories and the Liberal Democrats have been successful at turning cruelty into mere fatalism by talking about national spending in terms that many suburban households will understand. In a household economy, we must save money to avoid falling into debt. In the national economic sphere, then, fiscal prudence is presented as an economic necessity too. Asking wealthier suburbanites to sympathise with those who paid the price for it has little effect. That’s because the worst-off in suburbia are seen as living (or dying) proof of the natural scarcity of public finances; they are exhibits of the “tough choices” that had to be made.

What has the defence of the “inevitability” of austerity got to do with the inevitability embodied by suburban realism — that capitalism is unavoidable? After all, austerity is not synonymous with capitalism, and socialism is not synonymous with increased public spending. Huge sums of public money can be used to finance the architecture of capitalism: state-backed mortgages that encourage wealth accumulation; bank bailouts that protect financialisation; and systems of policing that protect structures of racial capitalism.

Paradoxically, we can say something similar about welfare — and the safety net — that British austerity largely destroyed. According to welfarism, poverty describes the resources that people “lack”, and wealth should be redistributed somewhat to ensure they have sufficient access to the things they need to survive. Under this view, inequalities created by the market do not just tell us who needs the most support but tell us who is in the best position to contribute (via taxation) to the public services on which the poorest rely. What welfarism doesn’t do is address the root cause of these inequalities: the extraction of wealth from workers in the pursuit of profit. The poorest in our society do not “lack” resources. Wealth is stolen from them, primarily through wage labour. We should certainly resist erosion to welfare, but we should also resist systems of exploitation, which appropriate resources that could otherwise be held in common, and thus generate the need for welfare in the first place.

Although austerity is not capitalism (and anti-austerity is not socialism), the government’s implementation of austerity served the interests of capital. When a group of economists — Alberto Alesina, Calo Favero and Francesco Giavazzi — wrote a book in defence of austerity, they distinguished two kinds. The first manifests as tax increases, which they argued hurt economies by disincentivising growth. The second is spending cuts, which they claimed could well save economies from collapse.48 This is the kind of distinction that governments across Europe used to justify post-crash austerity programmes, slashing taxes for the rich while cutting public welfare expenditure.

In fact, austerity was not about saving money at all. It was about redistributing wealth from below to above, and from the public sphere to private hands. By reducing people’s access to vital public services and social security, austerity created a more desperate pool of reserve labour, giving capital the freedom to reduce wages and increase discipline. While incomes of the poorest households failed to meet rising living costs, Britain’s richest thousand individuals saw their wealth increase by £138 billion in real terms between 2009 and 2013.49 Between 2009 and 2016, the number of UK-based billionaires quadrupled.50 Austerity also forced more people to perform unpaid reproductive labour, since dependents were less able to access state support. Austerity was a political decision to reallocate the burden of capitalism’s failures to those whose suffer most in its survival.

We can transfer this logic onto the relationship between austerity and capitalist realism. The belief that there is no alternative to austerity is not the same as the belief that there is no alternative to capitalism. However, austerity proved instrumental in shoring up capitalist realism. That’s because austerity helped save capitalism’s fragile legitimacy from total collapse. As part of a broader narrative, austerity was a means of attributing the 2008 economic collapse and downturn to fiscal imprudence rather than financialisation. In doing so, it diverted attention from the instability of capitalism so as to protect the idea that no alternative system exists.

This form of capitalist realism has continued, despite promises from the Conservatives in 2019 that austerity was over (conveniently announced by Chancellor Sajid Javid three months before the General Election). That’s because the Conservatives (and the Lib Dems) not only justified their implementation of austerity, but went on the offensive to deploy (and thus continue) the ideological framework underpinning austerity itself. Both the Conservative and Lib Dem candidates appealed to their experience of economic sadism to dismiss Labour’s plans as unaffordable, uncosted and wasteful. Something something financial crash, something something magic money tree. That’s pretty much all I heard in response to our climate, housing and educational plans. Whether they were justifying austerity retrospectively, or lambasting the excessiveness of our plans, the Conservative and the Lib Dem were insistent that, either way, we always need to balance the books.

This requires a much more thorough economic critique than I am qualified to give. What is worth emphasising is how this narrative is used to cement the foundations of capitalist realism in two ways. First, the narrative that “there is no magic money tree”. The implementation of austerity distracts us from the fact that banks already create money out of thin air whenever they make a loan via credit, thereby disguising the real problem: that communities do not have democratic control over where this magic money goes.51 Second, it encourages us to take the existing costs of capitalism as unchangeable facts of life. To say that educational equality, a mass housing programme or a Green New Deal costs too much is to accept as given the everyday human and social costs of a capitalist system that are excluded from the calculation: the exploitation of labour, the brutality of poverty, the denial of human fulfilment and, in the context of the impending but also very present reality of climate breakdown, the catastrophic cost of inaction.

To be clear, capitalism does not need austerity to shield itself from responsibility. Whether I was trying to expose the cruelty of austerity or the dangers of capitalism more broadly, Fisher would call this a “moral” critique that emphasises one of the many ills of capitalism. Fisher argues that moral critiques often prove ineffective since, like capitalism, social ills are also presented as inevitable parts of reality as well.52 This is because of what Fisher calls capitalism’s centrelessness. “It is not that there is nothing there,” Fisher describes, but that “what is there is not capable of exercising responsibility.”53 After all, the system only works when we each embrace — and are incentivised by the rewards and punishments attached to the outcomes of — our individual responsibility, right? Ironically, the best that cheerleaders of capitalism can do is blame the very individuals who have been “incentivised” to pursue these rewards for “abusing the system”. The ethically questionable choices of greedy bankers, rogue landlords and billionaire CEOs are at fault for social ills. Even though their actions are precisely what capitalism encourages, capitalism itself cannot be blamed.

This is particularly powerful when it comes to climate change. If you really cared about the planet, you’d recycle more, plant more flowers and eat less meat — a structural problem is not only individualised but moralised. Fisher summarises the problem: the cause of climate change is an impersonal structure that is “capable of producing all manner of effects”, but “is precisely not a subject capable of exercising responsibility”.54 Reforms are proposed, yes, but only to reinforce this individualistic framework: carbon trading, tax cuts for green business, incentivising different consumer behaviour, ending cronyism between fossil-fuel industries and governments to ensure goods and services move freely in the market. Those who articulate environmental reforms through the logic of capital are either blind to, or ignorant of, the causes of climate breakdown. Crossing our fingers that the system that has got us into this mess can now get us out of it is not a pragmatic acceptance of reality. It is the new form of climate denial. By making it almost impossible for so many suburbanites to imagine a future outside of capitalism, suburban realism is not just a theft of imagination. It is a theft of our common future.

Sure enough, suburban realism finds a way to suppress the dissent of the dispossessed.

Suburban Civility

“I wonder sometimes how much evil is permitted to run unchecked simply because it would be rude to interrupt it.”55

– Alix E. Harrow

He was standing up, his phone in front of his face, pointing it in my direction. The fourth and final debate of the campaign was already being recorded live, but the extra spoonful of bravado caught me off guard.56 I’d encountered this guy before. He was the Conservative Party chairman and he’d been at every one of the election hustings. Early on, I got the impression that he found me unbearably annoying. He would often let out a sigh as I stood up to answer a question, so confident was he that I was about to give a hare-brained response. Running the local Conservative Party’s Twitter feed, he would take lessthan-flattering photos of me and post them online with witty captions. To be fair, some of them were pretty funny. As at the three previous hustings, my notes were laid out in front of me in preparation for the first question, which I assumed would be about Labour’s Brexit stance or our alleged plans to bankrupt the country. Instead, after a sharp intake of breath, he asked with gusto, “I want a yes or no answer. Are you a member or a supporter of Momentum?”

After Jeremy Corbyn’s election as Labour leader in 2015, the aim of the left-wing grassroots movement, Momentum, was to defend and widen the appeal of the anti-austerity, anti-imperialist politics that Corbyn’s successful campaign represented. Unfortunately, the stressed man got the better of me. Flustered by a bizarre opening question and the camera zooming in on my reaction, I stuttered in response. I told him that I got behind many of the group’s aims, but that my support wasn’t unconditional and that I didn’t subscribe to everything Momentum did. When it became apparent that this answer wasn’t good enough, I admitted with awkward hesitation that “Yes, I am a supporter of Momentum.” That evening, he posted another picture of me on Twitter with the “scoop” that the Labour candidate for Brentwood & Ongar “supports the far-left group”. Was that it? If I’d known, then maybe I’d have gone with my gut, and told him why the “far-left” politics Momentum represents are wholly necessary.

I’m not excusing my own cowardice, but I assumed he had proof of something rude that one of Momentum’s forty thousand members had said online over the past four years. A few weeks earlier, Iain Duncan Smith had called Momentum a “cancer”; it had launched, he said, “the nastiest, foulest campaign” he’d seen in twenty-seven years in Parliament. Fellow Tory MP Nicky Morgan called them “nasty, intimidating, abusive and troll-ridden”.57 It’s not just Tory MPs and campaigners who have accused Momentum of foul play. When MPs were voting on military intervention in Syria, Labour MP Wes Streeting accused the group of orchestrating “a well-organised, systematic and well-resourced attempt to bully MPs into voting against airstrikes”.58 Ann Coffey, another Labour MP who voted in favour of airstrikes, complained that an email account “previously associated with Momentum” called her a “warmonger” with “blood on her hands”.59 Don’t worry about the 459 Syrian civilians — including a hundred children — already killed by Western airstrikes over the course of the year; some people online were being mean to Labour MPs.60

By invoking Momentum, the local Tory chair wasn’t trying to draw attention to my “far-left” views in and of themselves (by the final hustings, my socialism wasn’t exactly a secret). Rather, he was using “far left” as a euphemism for mobbish political vulgarity. Regrettably, I was worried that the image of Momentum as a pack of angry, online trolls would alienate voters in the audience who might otherwise have agreed with some of the policies I was defending. I could have articulated a positive case for mass-membership, anti-imperialist and anti-capitalist movements. Instead, by pre-empting a trap that didn’t really exist, I blindly surrendered to the expectation that, in order to gain electoral support, you must establish and protect an image of politeness, gentility and civility.

Sitting down in my chair, hugely disappointed with myself, it wasn’t until I plucked up the courage to be myself that I uncovered what kind of civility the Tory chair was invoking. When somebody asked a question about the housing crisis a few rounds later, I dispensed my filter to confront the Conservative MP, highlighting his complicity in the deaths of homeless people in the constituency.

Homeless people like Billy, who spent his forty-third birthday sleeping rough in the doorway of Next on Brentwood High Street. The shop sits in the centre of town just behind a Bus Stop. In the evenings, Billy could look across the road and watch people eat and drink through the windows of Wetherspoons to his left, or see customers withdraw cash from a branch of Halifax to his right. His friend remembers the last time he saw Billy. They met in rehab, where they both tried to tackle drug and alcohol addictions. They sat next to each other for an hour and a half on the street, and Billy offered his friend his blanket — he didn’t want him to get his jeans dirty. A week later, his health deteriorated rapidly.61 On 15 April 2019, paramedics responded to a call: a homeless man had been found seriously unwell. By the time they arrived, Billy was dead.62 Billy’s doorway filled with flowers and tributes. “Billy, though you were troubled and were tossed from side to side like a wave at sea by a strong wind, you were a loved man. Though you have been burdened by the things of this earth and were sometimes looked down on by passers-by, there were always those who loved you.”63 Next to this message lay another: “Brentwood’s shame, a man betrayed”. Billy lived, slept and died a hundred yards away from the Conservative MP’s constituency office. And eight months after Billy’s death, the owner of the pub chain across the street earned £44 million in one day. That day was 12 December, when the Conservative Party won the General Election.64

I did as much as state the facts: homeless deaths increased by 25% under the watch of Burghart’s party between 2013 and 2018.65 In 2020 alone, 726 homeless people across the country died. According to a parliamentary committee, austerity is to blame for 30% of the rise in homelessness, primarily through cuts to welfare that people rely on to pay rent.66 Austerity pulled the rug from underneath the feet of those excluded and exploited most brutally by capitalism, which already reduces the common supply of housing through private ownership. Contrary to those who emphasise the complexity of the housing crisis, the rise in homelessness was fuelled by a combination of cuts and commodification.

Despite the fact that the Conservative Party had spent the previous nine years shaking this toxic cocktail, to even insinuate any one party (let alone an MP) was responsible crossed a line. The Tory chair conducted an orchestra of baying disapproval. Unlike in my restrained response to the stressed man’s opening question, I had violated the Conservatives’ expectations of civility.

Under these expectations, debates are between people who simply have different ideas about what’s best for the constituency. To imply that their support for these ideas is directly connected to human suffering is uncalled for, it seems, because it makes it personal. Taking deliberately derisive photos in the middle of my speeches was fine. Laying blame at the Conservative Party’s door for homeless deaths was not. For the Tory chair, civility is not about manners. It is about hiding the personal consequences of political decisions. The Conservative MP may not have removed tenants from their homes with his bare hands; instead, he entered the political sphere to uphold an economic system that does it for him. By guarding a distinction between the personal and the political, civility can be invoked to depersonalise the political and depoliticise the personal, absolving MPs and campaigners alike of responsibility for the personal pain their politics inflicts. Those who want to preserve a kind of blissfully ignorant complicity must keep people’s cries of agony at arm’s length; coarse outcry is a throbbing headache for all those who wish to preserve the public realm as a site of deadly but diplomatic deliberation. As writer Sara Ahmed says, “When you expose a problem, you pose a problem. It might then be assumed that the problem would go away if you would just stop talking about it or if you went away.”67

It’s not just about protecting the MP themselves; it’s about protecting the legitimacy of the economic system they must protect at all costs. Civility is suburban realism’s bodyguard. After all, civility is only able to spare the MP’s feelings by satisfying his belief that certain aspects of reality are beyond his political control. If personal suffering is not the consequence of political decision-making, then there is no possibility of a more compassionate alternative; rather, it’s just how it is. Civility therefore reveals an incredibly peculiar paradox: most politicians enter the political sphere only to insist they can’t really change anything at all.

The demands of civility are particularly stringent in spaces that have grown out of conflicting patterns of suburbanisation. Many of those who have been pulled to suburban spaces aspire to a more private and compartmentalised lifestyle. Willingly or otherwise, they move away from chaotic political centres, generating a sense that political decisions are made over there. By contrast, others who have been displaced to the suburbs are pushed into an inescapably political condition. This inequality creates a tension: the suburbs represent a safe haven in which people can enjoy exclusive benefits of capital in peace, the same exclusivity that gives others who live in the same suburban space little reason to remain silent. For advocates of transformative change, the solution to this tension lies in the abolition of an economic system that confers exclusive rewards. For opponents of transformative change, the solution is more straightforward: tell those who are excluded (or want to voice their concerns over this exclusion) that they can complain, just not here.

Since the rules of civility are so often defined by those who enjoy the sweetest fruits of the deliberation, sooner or later, those who systematically lose out are expected to sit down and accept the deal they’ve been handed. Some people will suffer, but under the laws of suburban realism, that’s life. For those who have an interest in keeping the debate moving, discursive displeasure is just an irritating hum to be ignored. They are sacrifices of suburban civility. I do not pretend that I am able to resolve what is one of the longest and most debated paradoxes in liberal academic philosophy — that is, how we should tolerate the intolerable, and how we can fundamentally disagree with each other without destroying any possibility of daily cooperation.68 My observation is a more modest one: rules of civility can be invoked to rationalise a form of sadistic deference if the outcomes of the discussion fail to treat all human beings with dignity.

Notwithstanding my confrontation with the Conservatives, it’s important not to reduce suburban civility to a strictly Conservative operation. They are not the only party to have expected submissiveness from those who capitalism deprives of dignity, freedom and fulfilment. After all, if suburban realism is so strong, at least in constituencies like mine, then surely an opposition party’s best shot at defeating the Tories is to play them at their own game, right?

The Ideology of Electability

Whenever the left attempts to criticise the New Labour government (1997-2010), we encounter the following retort: New Labour oversaw the largest peacetime investment in public services, which substantially reduced child and elderly poverty.69 To want something different from New Labourism is not to ignore the positive impact public spending can have on people’s lives (it’s worth noting that Corbyn was the only anti-austerity candidate in the 2015 Labour leadership race).70 It is to reject the overarching ideology in which it is couched. For starters, New Labour’s public-spending increases came with strings of stigmatisation attached. Benefits for single mothers were cut to “help” them back to work.71 Council house tenants were forced to sign “commitment contracts”, pledging to seek employment as a condition for shelter.72 Refugees and asylum seekers were stripped of welfare and legal aid, tying the value of migrants to their economic productivity.73 Meanwhile, Blair commodified university education through the introduction of tuition fees, outsourced employment services in deprived areas, reneged on his commitment to renationalise rail, and extended contracts to private healthcare firms.74 Enforcing an ideological apparatus that tried to distinguish between the deserving and undeserving poor, while leaving the latter to incur the risks of an increasingly privatised economy, New Labour were not passive observers within the constraints of capitalist realism. They entrenched its power. As Blair himself put it in 2013, his job was to “build on some of the things [Thatcher] had done rather than reverse them”.75

The fact that austerity effectively reversed any material gains of the New Labour period is not just on the Conservative-Lib Dem coalition. By failing to provide a vision of structural change, it’s on Blairism too. When the Conservatives came to power and denied the most vulnerable victims of capitalism a safety net altogether, they didn’t enact any fundamental shift; they just underlined the institutional consensus that New Labour had left behind.

New Labour didn’t just reinforce capitalist realism by fortifying the financialisation and commodification of human needs, it also explicitly made it harder for organised labour to fight back and articulate an alternative. “Perhaps the single most important factor in the rise of capitalist realism”, Fisher argues, “has been the decline of unions”.76 Wedded to its desire for a business-friendly image, New Labour upheld anti-union laws brought in under Thatcher and boasted that Britain “will still have the most restrictive union laws in the Western world”.77 Alongside this programme of market liberalisation and privatisation, union membership that had declined under Thatcher continued to fall.78 Since exploitation thrives under a weaker labour movement, it’s unsurprising that levels of income inequality increased, or at best (by other metrics) remained the same.79 Meanwhile, the decline in organised labour reduces the kind of solidarity-forming spaces in which to resist — even in one’s own mind — the idea of capitalism’s inevitability.80

Capitalist realism has not just been good at convincing those who enjoy the exclusive benefits of capitalism to accept its inevitability. Many of capitalism’s worst victims don’t believe it can be dismantled either. Often the lowest paid know things are bad but internalise the idea they can’t do anything about it.81 Fisher characterises this feeling as a form of “reflexive impotence”.82 To me, that pathologises the most impoverished in a way that muddles the relationship between poverty and agency. It’s not that the poorest are denied agency; it’s that they are denied a sufficiently large sphere in which to exercise it.

Where there is resignation to capitalism, then, I’d replace the phrase “reflexive impotence” with “reflective withdrawal”. At each election between 1997 and 2015, low-income voters have stopped voting for the Labour Party.83 Instead of switching to the Conservatives, however, more and more of them have simply vacated the electoral sphere altogether.84 Bluntly put, if working three jobs can’t stop you from being evicted, the idea that your vote can put a dent in a Tory majority is laughable. This kind of ultra-bleak suburban realism isn’t just about concluding that one vote can’t change the outcome. It’s a scepticism that any outcome at all will change the structural foundations of our reality. Unlike other forms of capitalist realism, this isn’t a belief that there is only one viable political reality. It’s that, when different leaders of different governments of different parties fail to bring about any meaningful change to people’s material conditions via the electoral sphere, many people are compelled to give up on the idea of change altogether. Suburban realism puts a supposedly protective shield around those who are afraid to dream, or scared of looking stupid for believing in anything at all.

In different and conflicting ways, the period between 2015 and 2019 represented ruptures in — but ultimately the maintenance of — capitalist realism.

The most welcome rupture was the rise of Corbynism itself, which mobilised those populations most disenfranchised by capitalist realism. More than that, even during the 2019 election, there was majority public support for several of Labour’s key manifesto pledges, including key nationalisations, increasing the tax contributions of the top 5%, and expanding employee ownership.85 At the same time, the broader programme of redistributive investment that held these policies together was deemed too outlandish: one in two did not believe Labour’s spending promises were affordable; two in three believed the country would enter a recession if Labour won.86 For various reasons (some of which I will touch on later in the book), Labour tried — but ultimately failed — to translate ruptures in capitalist realism into sufficient electoral success.

For some, the 2019 election represented a different rupture in capitalist realism, which in fact somewhat contradicts the observation above: Boris Johnson’s victory showcased the fragility of capitalist realism. That’s because his successfully steadfast defence of Brexit, in a way, embodied a distinct lack of concern over the economic consequences of a primarily (nationalist) cultural project. If Brexit really did “take back control”, it was in ending a period of depoliticisation, which had reduced the evaluation of our European relations to the logic of economic expediency.87

However, in my view, to argue that Brexit was a defeat of capitalist realism is overly reductive.88 After all, how do we square this with the fact that the Conservative Party’s 2019 manifesto proudly defended “the free market”, the “profit motive” and “low taxes”?89 It turns out this isn’t so contradictory to their defence of Brexit after all. Brexit did not display a lack of concern over the national economic consequences, but a lack of concern over the poorest in society who would bear the brunt, as well as an enthusiasm for the increased opportunities for exploitation this impoverishment would generate. Exiting a neoliberal bloc is not the same as showcasing a belief in an alternative — the Conservatives saw the EU as a barrier to market integration, as an impediment to what the UK could achieve on the global market. At best, the Conservatives’ electoral success was a victory for a reformulation of capitalist realism, reorienting neoliberalism around an export-driven model of growth, and cultivating a mythical idea that there is such a thing as a uniquely “British” free market.90 In centring criticism of the EU around immigration, they did not so much oppose neoliberalism (which requires the free movement of people and labour) as use migrants as scapegoats for the squeezed and unequal labour market that neoliberalism itself necessitates (and uses to pit communities against each other).

Navigating these complexities, the 2019 election was a result of capitalist realism reformulating itself in the face of various ruptures. We do not have to conclude that the election was decided by capitalist realism (itself an evolving and complex notion) to recognise that (a reformulation of) capitalism realism is a reason why Labour was defeated, at least in suburbia.

For some, the complex evolution of capitalist realism can be reduced to one clear-cut lesson: platforms that want to confront the authority of capitalist realism are “unelectable”. Corbyn’s defeat in 2019 showed, his critics maintain, that moving too far from the so-called centre alienates voters and gifts elections to the other side. Instead of recognising the way in which decades of capitalist realism have disenfranchised swathes of the electorate, the Labour Right used electoral defeat as a justification to keep capitalist realism firmly in place.91 From the moment Corbyn was replaced, Labour launched itself into a managerialist death drive, causing irreversible damage to the long-term prospects of radical change. Seeing the Labour leadership shackled by a libidinal loyalty to the status quo has been particularly disheartening in the wake of coronavirus; in the face of palpable and lethal inequality, the Party’s recurring refusal to offer a transformative alternative tells the public that, even if our existing socio-economic system is utterly broken, it’s the only one we’ve got.

Capitalist realism has important implications for those of us who still hold out hope of a left-wing Labour Party. It’s tempting to confront our critics on their own terms, insisting that it is a left-wing party that is, in fact, more “electable” than any other. This, I think, misses the fundamental lesson of this chapter: electability itself is an ideological variable.

When people say a platform is too radical to garner the support of the electorate, they treat that electorate as a set of preferences that exist independently of the political forces we’re trying to overturn. In doing so, they resign themselves to the capitalist criteria that currently determine a platform’s popularity. Redistributive policies are deemed unnatural because individualised incentives complicate the notion of collective wealth. Democratic public ownership is deemed unworkable because wealth creation has been synonymised with exploitation. Climate action is deemed unaffordable because financial institutions absolve themselves of responsibility for economic instability. In other words, a socialist platform is often deemed unelectable because capitalist structures convince us we cannot live without them.

For the same reason, however, the objective of building an electable left-wing platform is meaningless if we’re not prepared to confront, challenge and change the demands of electability. Otherwise, we are simply doing what Fisher accused many “so-called anti-capitalist movements” of doing: conceding too much to capitalist realism.92 To restore these concessions, we need to ask ourselves how we can change the T&Cs of electability itself. Before we can explain how our policies and plans are affordable, feasible and viable, we need to confront the authority of suburban realism that currently monopolises what affordability, feasibility and viability means. In confronting that authority, we are under no illusions about the challenges ahead. At least, however, we can be confident that we’re fighting the right war.

How do we challenge the authority of suburban realism to redefine the meaning of electability? One thing’s for sure: hoping that we can persuade people one door knock at a time is not enough. In order to destroy the appearance of natural order and, in Fisher’s words, “make what was previously deemed to be impossible seem attainable”, our collective efforts cannot just be spent campaigning for left-wing candidates on the doorstep.93 Rather, we need to find ways to erode the authority of suburban realism that dictates their electoral fate.

If suburban realism gives capitalism the appearance of inevitability and socialism the appearance of unworkability, our task is tough, but clear: show that capitalism is not an inevitability and show that socialism works. If suburban realism says that the scale of human cooperation required for socialism is not possible, then we need to prove otherwise. If suburban realism absolves capitalism from responsibility for the ills it creates, that means we need to break its blame-absolving shield. If suburban civility provides an extra layer of armour, that means we need to redefine what it means to be civil in the first place.

Suburban realism has things stitched up from the inside. And if the battle for socialism is not winnable in the electoral sphere, as currently defined, then we need to redefine things from the outside.


5. SUBURBAN SOLIDARITY

Organising

“I am no longer accepting the things I cannot change. I am changing the things I cannot accept.”1

– Angela Davis

When I was about six years old, all I wanted to do was drive a fire engine. Obsessed with Fireman Sam, I used to dream of sliding down the pole in my uniform and yellow hat to the sound of a blaring siren. Meeting firefighters in Brentwood twenty years later, I had to remind myself that I wasn’t there to fulfil a childhood fantasy. Instead, and at the kind invitation of Alan Chinn-Shaw, the Essex Secretary of the Fire Brigade Union (FBU), I was trying to find out how we could incorporate the firefighters’ demands into our electoral campaign.

One of the firefighters, Jack, told us he probably wouldn’t be working there much longer. Thanks to budget cuts between 2013 and 2019, around a fifth of the workforce, or around eleven thousand firefighters, were axed.2 Essex Fire and Rescue alone has lost 15% of its central funding and 250 full-time firefighters. Those that kept their jobs weren’t just left with more (and more demanding) responsibilities, but with poorer infrastructure to fulfil them. The week before we met, there had been a house fire in Brentwood. Austerity had deprived the station of one of its two fire engines, and the only fire engine was being deployed elsewhere. There was nothing Jack could do but let the house burn.

Firefighters perform socially reproductive labour: they keep workers alive, and they preserve the infrastructure in which workers toil. (I’d like to see Jeff Bezos turn a profit with his warehouses on fire). For many, however, being a firefighter is not their only job. Jack worked four shifts over two days and nights at the Fire Station. On the other days, he commuted into London for a job in administration. As the cost of living continues to rapidly outstrip stagnant pay, workers who fight fire are also fighting multiple poverty wages and insecure contracts at the same time.

Campaigning for better working conditions since its creation in 1918, the FBU has a long history of standing up for its members, supporting other workers in their struggle and protesting for social change.3 Most memorably, Alan told us how he was still in contact with striking firefighters in France who, a month earlier, had clashed with riot police in a fight for decent pay. Proud of the FBU’s internationalist philosophy, Alan is a testament to a labour movement that intuitively sides against the institutions that oppress them, wherever they may be. As it became increasingly clear that his entire working life had been conducted in the context of a long, arduous and international history of industrial action, I felt increasingly embarrassed about our campaign’s comparatively self-serving, trivial and electorally narrow reason for calling the meeting.

It was optimistic to imagine the meeting would have much electoral utility in the first place. Our local Party has around five hundred members (more than all the other local parties in the constituencies combined), but that number dwindles to around twenty or so when it comes to finding people who are available or willing to knock on doors, deliver leaflets or run a street stall or a phonebank. And in sprawling suburban constituencies, there’s only so much a small canvassing team can achieve, in part because it takes longer to deliver leaflets in lower-density residential neighbourhoods than it does in more urbanised areas. In practice, suburban campaigning is often reduced to one act: reminding people who voted Labour last time to do the same again. With firefighters’ demands on our ticket, how many people would we reach as a result? A hundred? How many of them would we convince to vote Labour who wouldn’t have voted Labour anyway?

Above all, thinking in such narrow electoral terms missed the point of the socialist struggle itself. That’s not to say that Alan was uninterested in left-wing electoral success. He ended our conversation by lamenting the electoral state of the constituency, and it pleased him to see a radical agenda on the local ballot. The FBU had only reaffiliated with the Labour Party in 2015, following Corbyn’s election as leader; it had previously disaffiliated under Blair after a pay dispute in 2002. But if socialism was only about handing out flyers to elect a left-winger to Parliament, I’m sure Alan would have given up on it a long time ago. He’s not pessimistic about socialism’s electoral chances in the suburbs. Nor is he optimistic. The point is that he doesn’t wait for the next electoral cycle to fight for a socialist future. Socialism isn’t just something Alan believes in. It’s a struggle that he lives, challenging hierarchies of social and economic power every day.

That meeting was the most rewarding of the entire election. My only regret was that we hadn’t reached out sooner. The rewards were tied up with the regret: listening to Alan made me reevaluate the problems — or rather, the pitfalls — of our local campaign. Part of that was realising that our problems antedated the seven-week election period. The fact that we’d waited until the election itself to contact the FBU — or any form of organised labour for that matter — signalled a collective failure to understand the priorities and purpose of a socialist movement.

Instead of asking ourselves how we can reach more suburbanites with our campaigns, we should redefine the meaning of suburban campaigning itself. Ultimately, socialism will never succeed inside the electoral arena unless we revolutionise our strategy outside it. The question is not whether we need bigger campaigns in the suburbs (we do); it’s how can we channel the socialist energy that already exists in ways that expand its range and impact? To that end, the struggle for socialism in the suburbs is not just about converting individual voters into Labour supporters. It’s about expressing, building relations of, and acting on, suburban solidarity. After all, if meeting Alan taught me anything, it’s that there’s more of us fighting for transformative change in suburbia than our opponents would like us to think.

From the Picket Fence to the Picket Line

It’s not just young people who want to get involved in election campaigns. In my experience, you’re more likely to be joined by activists in their sixties (or over) than you are by anyone else, particularly during the day. Most of these people are retired; they’ve more time to canvass than younger activists who are studying, or working, or both. This isn’t a complaint. I was treated to several masterclasses in canvassing from committed members who’d been knocking on doors most of their lives. It is a lamentable fact, however, that many suburban campaigns are characterised by the relative absence of one group of people in particular: workers.

Workers must be at the centre of the suburban struggle. This is not to say that workers are the only people that matter. Any campaign that focuses exclusively on the conditions of workers ignores the marginalisation of those who are unable to earn a living via employment. It’s not a moralistic argument; it’s an organisational one. Workers are at the centre of the struggle, not because the concerns or needs of workers are more pressing, but because they are best placed to challenge the logic of capital that marginalises workers and non-workers alike. That’s because, simply put, without workers, capitalism grinds to a halt. Emphasis on the plural. One worker is a pawn who can be replaced. Workers possess immense collective power. Importantly, this isn’t just about defeating one capitalist. It’s about bringing down an entire system that depends on the accumulation of capital.

I refer to workers, here, rather than the working class, in part because I do not think we should be bound by our own inability to draw a decisive boundary around the working class itself, nor should we strive to define this boundary for definition’s sake. Nevertheless, throughout this chapter, I refer to examples of working-class movements achieving real change. In doing so, I navigate the following charge: so far, I have taken it for granted that the suburban working classes should yearn for a society grounded in the collective good. I want to take this charge seriously, since we should not assume that the assorted working classes are united in some homogenised ambition (let alone a unified strategy) to fight for socialism, nor that it’s somehow incumbent upon the working class to get us there. Instead of making either of these assumptions, I defend the following claim: the working classes are in the best position to demonstrate why it is both possible and incumbent upon all of us to build anti-capitalist relations. In that sense, suburban working-class organisation generates its own evidence for why socialism is a worthwhile pursuit, engendering support from other working-class populations who are otherwise resistant to the pursuit of collective goals, and other suburbanites who work but whose class position may be more ambiguous.

Organising is a complex and multifaceted notion. Instead of resolving what are some of the deepest disagreements between socialist strategists, I want to add another layer of complexity and ask: what are the challenges and opportunities for various forms of organising across the suburban terrain?

The best-known form of “industrial action” is going on strike, where workers withdraw their labour en masse.4 Often, striking is accompanied by picketing, where workers congregate outside their workspace as a means of dissuading others from entering.

The suburbanisation of workers presents both obstacles to, and opportunities for, this kind of industrial action. City centres are typically more fertile places for workers to organise: a high concentration of workers makes the coordination of strikes more efficient and makes the action more disruptive. By contrast, suburban workers are more likely to live at a greater distance from each other and from their workplaces (particularly if they live in the suburbs and work in the city, or work in the suburbs and live in the city). This reduces collective unity in both a logistical sense — it is harder to organise when people are more dispersed — and in a psychological sense — people are less likely to feel solidarity with others in living spaces that are less communal.

These obstacles are apparent in numerous examples, one being the post-war suburbanisation of retail workers in New York.5 In the 1950s, new branch department stores opened across the suburbs of major US cities.6 Suburbanisation immediately represented both an opportunity for, and a challenge to, one of the more trusted means of organising: unionisation. District 65 of the Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Union launched its largest organising drive of the decade, seeking union recognition for new retail branches in the suburbs around New York City. But the dispersal of commercial spaces meant the new locations were located far from the unions’ support bases, making it much harder to establish the bonds between workers that are necessary for strike action.

The union’s General Council leased headquarters near each of the branches to assist organisers in building community and workplace networks. Over time, they moved more and more organisers to suburban department stores. Suburban stores were also recruiting young married women, enticing them with employee discounts and the idea of relief from routine domesticity. To combat this, the unions emphasised how membership could provide the security they needed both as women and workers: twelve months’ maternity leave, eight weeks’ disability pay, and earlier retirement than men. This outreach was reflected in the union newspaper, which profiled female workers as the model of the suburban struggle.7 Pushing back against the employer’s description of unions as “outsider” urbanites, they leafleted, conducted home visits, engaged in strikes and organised pickets in front of store windows. One banner read: “To the Public: Sterns Great Neck8 is unfair to Organized Labor by discriminating against union members in hiring.”9

Again, however, the suburban terrain undermined these protests. Something as simple as taking a photograph of a picket line encountered a significant problem. The aim of a picket line is to show evidence of disruption and solidarity; a photograph can capture customers walking past a store and deciding not to enter. This is powerful stuff in a city where foot traffic is high. It’s less powerful when only one or two customers are visible in the shot. Where organisers did manage to draw footfall, they were less often approached by sympathetic passers-by and more often by unsympathetic shoppers who had come to browse in that specific store. Another challenge emerged due to important differences between city and suburban workers. One of the leaders of the union, Bill Michelson, wrote that “the workers, by and large, with no previous industrial experience, don’t have even the slightest information as to what a Union is, and why a Union is required.”10

District 65’s gains were volatile, piecemeal and vulnerable to reversal. As wages modestly increased and union membership expanded, increasingly belligerent employers closed many of the stores. Typically, these closures came as part of a deal to improve working conditions elsewhere — in metropolitan centres.11 In the absence of tangible gains, union leaders measured their success by their ability to show “the employers the same kind of unity and solidarity that strengthens the union’s position in collective bargaining, [which] thus helps all of us to win the things we want and need”.12 The union drive had not produced victory, but it helped the wider organisational effort.13

This story has several lessons for us. One is that unions play a paradoxical role in the socialist struggle. On the one hand, as a vehicle for “official” forms of industrial action, unions provide workers with the political and legal infrastructure to organise. On the other hand, as bodies that negotiate working conditions, unions manage — rather than dismantle — the exploitative relationship between labour and capital.14 Playing a largely defensive role, unions are most effective when they take on the individual boss or a collective of bosses; the danger is that workers who exist outside of this kind of dynamic, particularly those who do not toil in a traditional workspace, are left behind.15 More broadly, unions can also be used as mechanisms for creating inequality between workers themselves, itself a paradoxical outcome of the (welcome) fact that unionised workers are better able to secure higher wages and better job security.

Any socialist party in the suburbs must provide suburban workers with the financial support they need to take industrial action, contributing to strike pay and legal costs. Party activists can then redirect their limited energy to greater effect. Instead of handing out flyers with candidates’ pledges, they might conduct union-membership recruitment drives on the High Street, outside warehouses and call centres, and on the doorstep, before joining striking workers on the picket lines. However, we must treat unionisation as but one dimension of the struggle. At the very least, we must move beyond the idea of suburban organising as a mere means of strengthening unions’ bargaining positions elsewhere, typically in metropolitan centres — suburban workers in New York were almost treated as sacrificial lambs for gains elsewhere. To resign ourselves to the idea that we can make stronger gains in the urban centre is to (likely) adopt a particularly narrow view of the worker, one that ignores the importance of labour beyond the traditional workspace: workers whose reproductive labour is essential to both the daily running of the suburbs and the mobility of others’ labour between suburban and urban spaces. That is, one of the largest barriers to organising in the suburbs is our own refusal to recognise the trivial yet fundamental fact that suburbanites are workers too.

In order to treat suburban organisation as something worthwhile in its own right, we must identify sectors (unionised or not) that are part of the suburban fabric (inside the traditional workspace or not) in order to generate the greatest mobilisational impact.

One such sector is transport, particularly commuting networks. In 2018, for example, young Parisian suburbanites joined the picket lines to block Macron’s pension reforms, fighting alongside transport workers out of intergenerational solidarity.16 In what became the longest French strike in three decades, 42% of train drivers went on strike, leaving just 20% of suburban trains still running.17 Another sector is education. Strike action from February to March 2018 by underpaid teachers in the suburbs of West Virginia, Arizona, Kentucky and Oklahoma mobilised tens of thousands of people and gained widespread support, even though these states are relatively conservative with weak union infrastructure.

Education is an apt sector for “rank-and-file” strategists, who encourage socialists to take jobs in unionised sectors. Still thinking of the workspace as the primary site of resistance, many rank-and-file strategists do not see “the union” as an inherently managerial unit. Rather, the problem is that unions too often develop a bureaucratic character. If socialists take jobs in unionised sectors, they can democratise these union structures, expand narrow bargaining limits, and fight for societal transformations via more direct and spontaneous action. In 2018, the Young Democratic Socialists of America circulated a pamphlet that suggested socialists should “take jobs as teachers (and other school-based workers) for the political, economic, and social potential the industry holds”.18 Could parties provide socialists with the training and financial support necessary to take these jobs in the suburbs?

Organising within the education sector should be part of a much larger form of organising, which should be conducted within a much wider suburban context: (gendered) social reproduction. In May 2018, teachers in Los Angeles, predominantly female, were joined by food-service workers, bus drivers and care workers — all people who provide essential services to schools or school districts.19 Taking this to an even larger scale, the “International Women’s Strike” of 2017 and 2018 involved simultaneous demonstrations around the world, all protesting gender-based oppression.20 It is important that these demonstrations were characterised as strikes, because they proceeded from the conviction that women bear disproportionate (and unpaid or badly paid) responsibility for social reproduction, the labour of which is not, for the most part, performed on the factory floor. The fact that suburbia is characterised by pervasive gendered social reproduction makes it an untapped site of dissent.

This brings me to the most radical possibility of suburban solidarity: a mass or general strike.21 From the 1926 General Strike in Britain — where railwaymen, transport workers, dockers, iron and steelworkers, and printers withdrew their labour to protest against wage reductions and worsening conditions for coal miners — to France’s 2019–20 nationwide walkouts over the government’s pension-fund reforms, a mass strike can be a spontaneous expression of dissent.22 It’s worth asking what a mass or general strike would look like in the suburbs. What would happen if train drivers, postal workers, shop assistants, council workers, taxi drivers, nurses, carers, delivery drivers, firefighters, road sweepers, refuse collectors, cooks, cleaners, teaching assistants and librarians just stopped working? Disrupting shopping, commuting, schools, postal services, healthcare and municipal services would demonstrate how the engine of suburbia doesn’t just chug along by itself, but depends on the labour of suburban workers inside and outside the traditional workplace. We cannot just wish a mass strike into existence, not least because many people do not have the financial security to join one. At the very least, however, envisioning such an immense interruption to suburban life helps us resist the narrow equation of suburban organisation with unionised negotiation.

The geographical and psychological fragmentation of suburban workers is not just a challenge but an opportunity for organising. It is an opportunity to listen to activists who have been displaced to the suburbs. It is an opportunity to adapt their knowledge and tactics to new surroundings; activists who organised rent strikes in the city may have vital organisational advice for organising transport or education strikes in the suburban outskirts. And it is an opportunity to bring together otherwise atomised groups of workers in sectors that can unite against suburban capitalism.

Many will remain sceptical of the efficacy of suburban strikes, not because of the suburban challenges to organising per se, but because of the expected hostile suburban reaction. Strike action is less popular among those with higher incomes, greater wealth and more secure employment, many of whom you will find in Tory suburbia.23 From a strategic point of view, it is therefore alleged, suburban striking is counter-intuitive: far from expanding our suburban coalition, strike action risks narrowing our support before we’ve even had a chance to get going.

Above all, this scepticism ignores the fact that suburban striking isn’t a strategic matter, and cannot be reduced to its electoral value. It is a necessary form of resistance, an act of self-defence that workers do not simply “choose” to perform depending on its estimated popularity. That said, we should still challenge the “efficacy” claim on its own terms. Following the French transport strikes, 75% of French people said they wanted the pensions reform plan to be partly or fully abandoned.24 And following the 2018 teaching strikes in the US, an Associated Press poll showed 78% of the country thought teacher salaries were too low. This cut across party lines: 90% of Democrats and 66% of Republicans believed teachers should make more money.25

Ultimately, to remain permanently doubtful about how strike action will be received is to treat the electorate as a given unit with a fixed set of interests and values, instead of asking how collective action can change the way people relate to their surroundings. Suburban striking helps us to confront our biggest obstacle to electoral success: suburban realism. It compels suburbanites to recognise that the hardships they face are not inevitable facts of life but products of a capitalist system that can’t survive without their obedience. For this, we should also embrace the organisation of those who may not live in Tory suburbia, but nonetheless work there. Even if they can’t lend us their vote come election day, they will be at the heart of a wider mobilisational drive, unleashing a collective reaction more impactful than any kind of strategic triangulation can foresee. For anyone in suburbia who endures monotonous work, unpaid commutes or an unfair share of housework, suburban striking encourages suburbanites to view these hardships as things that can be avoided — if we resist.

By showcasing the “evitability” of suburban capitalism, suburban striking reclaims the meaning of electability from the suffocating grip of suburban realism. Not only that: by exposing the relationship between capitalism and suburban hardships, acts of suburban solidarity also confront suburban realism’s most faithful ally.

Sprawling Incivility and the Suburban Crowd

There’s another way in which striking is denounced (in both moral and strategic terms): for abandoning discursive avenues of negotiation. In other words, striking is an act of incivility. This denunciation fits with the analysis in the previous chapter. Suburban civility is invoked to absolve capitalism of blame for the ills it creates. Striking, therefore, in its attempt to expose the relationship between capitalism and suburban hardships, violates capitalism’s demand for courteous deference.

In one sense, this represents yet another obstacle to suburban socialism. Since suburban civility is not only invoked to regulate how people communicate inside the electoral sphere, but outside of it too, then maybe our task just got even harder. In another sense, however, the fact that suburban civility operates outside the electoral sphere opens up new possibilities of resistance. That’s because, maybe, it’s outside the electoral sphere that we can most powerfully overcome its authority.

To expand on this, it isn’t suburban striking that I want to analyse. Instead, it is protesting more broadly that best embodies the following contingency: acts of suburban solidarity are deemed “civil” or “uncivil” depending on the kind of action people take, where it is articulated and who takes it.

This contingency was markedly clear in the aftermath of the murder of George Floyd in May 2020, which triggered a wave of protests across the globe. A wave so seismic that it reached what many would perceive as unlikely territory: predominantly white and wealthy suburbs across North America, Australasia and Europe.26 Collectively, these protests were indicative of a tension that exists between young suburbanites who want to participate in politics and the interests of those who’d prefer they sat down and shut up. This was captured most famously by images of a US couple in Missouri, standing outside their mansion waving guns at BLM protesters. In the white suburbs of Jupiter and Wellington, in Palm Beach, Florida, Black Lives Matter protest organisers acknowledged that, when it comes to racial struggle, “people [in these areas] just want to keep it quiet. If you don’t speak about it, it doesn’t exist.”27 These acts were, among other things, acts of suburban solidarity, displaying a mutual expression of anger toward an injustice that may or may not have targeted them directly.

If we’re looking for ways to cultivate suburban solidarity on unlikely soil, then we might find these young suburbanites’ dissent encouraging. But we shouldn’t lose sight of how different forms of dissent are evaluated — and handled — very differently. For the most part, protesters in these suburbs were “good” and “peaceful” protesters. Why? Because most action taken — organised marches down residential streets — didn’t pose any real threat to the rules of racial capitalism. That’s not to say these marches had no value or positive impact. Nor that they aren’t important, collective and cathartic expressions of interracial solidarity. It is to point out that their “peacefulness” is a big part of why they are widely celebrated.

Since the BLM protests in Jupiter and Wellington, organisers say that they’ve had people reach out to them with their own stories of racial discrimination and have witnessed a noticeable increase in attendees sharing their experiences of racism at council meetings.28 And yet, unless structures of racial capitalism are dismantled, then the testimonies of racialised communities are easily absorbed by the institutions responsible for their oppression. In fact, in the eyes of the oppressor, these structures have gained new legitimacy and stability: complain about racism, by all means, so long as we can keep institutionalising it. The nineteenth-century Liberal MP, C. F. G. Masterman, was only half right when he said, “No one fears the Middle Classes, the suburbans […] they lack organisation, energy, and ideas. They form a homogeneous civilisation — detached, self-centred, unostentatious […] [they] do not strive or cry; and for the most part only ask to be left alone.”29 It’s not that nobody ever fears actions of the (vaguely defined) “middle class”; it’s that suburban capitalism does not fear white middle-class populations when their expressions of solidarity keep a safe distance.

By contrast, many protests in poorer suburbs with higher Black populations are more likely to be brutally suppressed for disobeying the rules of the game. To give but one example: in the wake of looting, property damage and vandalism in Calumet City, a suburb of Chicago that is 72% African American, Joe Biden emphasised the “need to distinguish between legitimate peaceful protest and opportunistic violent destruction”.30 These were not good protesters. These were bad protesters. They were uncivil. “No amount of anger”, Joe Biden announced, “excuses violence.”31

Many progressives would be quick to point out that such “violence” isn’t just found in Black suburbs. Yes, we must robustly challenge racist assumptions — rioters and looters are white too!32 But we should also avoid making the act of rioting and looting in Black neighbourhoods invisible. Too often, when riots occur, we hear the narrative that an initially peaceful protest was co-opted by rogue insurgents looking to cause trouble. Insisting that “violent” rioters came from elsewhere hides the fact that members within the community are rioting and looting for a damn good reason. That reason is to expose the true nature of “violence” itself.

Why is graffitiing, looting and smashing windows of corporations like Target or Walmart, for example, deemed “violent”? Because these acts violate private property, reclaiming spoils that have been individualised through systems of exploitation. A “peaceful” society, then, is contingent on the protection of the private accumulation of wealth. It is one that forces more and more Amazon workers to urinate themselves on shift, foregoing their bathroom breaks to meet the increasingly demanding targets. It is one that forces the poorest to choose between feeding their children and feeding themselves, unremunerated for labour that capitalism refuses to recognise. It is one that pushes Black and brown people into the sea as the infinite extraction of resources destroys the planet. And it is one where systems of policing uphold racial hierarchies at all costs. Are these not the most violent acts of all? If we cared about ending violence, we’d spend less time judging the actions of protesters and more time condemning the endemic violence of the economic system they are resisting.

The question is, then: how can we channel the impetus for dissent across the suburbs, without reinforcing the good/bad protester distinction? When answering this question, we also need to respond to the following familiar charge: acts of incivility (or “bad” protesting) are counterproductive. Again, this seems to have particular punch in Tory suburbia: engaging in forms of direct action may alienate a significant portion of the civil-minded electorate. My tentative answer to both the question and the charge lies in what I call inclusive incivility — a politics of confrontation that encourages collectively empowering expressions of anger across the suburban terrain.

Correction: I don’t so much want to “answer” the charge as to scrutinise its loaded basis. Many defenders of civility — inside and outside the electoral sphere — commit the same error: they treat it as an individual virtue (linguistic, behavioural, tactical) and incivility as an individual vice. In both cases, civility and incivility are directed by individuals towards other individuals. Accompanying these conceptions is a vision of a successful interaction: as something that happens by persuasion — the role of the activist is to change individuals’ minds, one by one, countering their objections with patient logic and reason.

What happens if, instead of seeing civility as an individual virtue, we see it as a collective goal? A civil society is one in which everyone has unconditional access to the resources that help human beings flourish. But we won’t be able to articulate let alone actualise this society without defying the expectations of civility as it is currently defined under capitalism — as courteous deference. And on this: why must our incivility be so personalised? We should collectively disrespect the institutions that prevent us from exercising radical compassion. Although this will have necessary and important effects on individuals, the object of our collective dissent is the institutional setting they — all of us — are forced to inhabit. And the message of our collective dissent is clear: suburban capitalism is harmful to the majority of suburbanites.

For this very simple reason, incivility can be an inclusive endeavour. Aimed at repressive structures, incivility does not have to be unwelcoming, alienating or hostile. Far from it. It reveals the cruelty and violence of capitalism in order to welcome people into the pursuit of a compassionate and safe alternative. If incivility is to be inclusive in its effects, it must be inclusive in its participation too. To say that we should not reinforce the distinction between good and bad protesters goes both ways. It’s not about demanding that everyone sets suburbanites’ cars on fire, particularly since we should be careful of fetishising acts of criminality. “We can’t get arrested quick enough,” one Extinction Rebellion activist bragged in November 2018, echoing a wider strategy that actively encouraged protesters to become apprehended by the police, ignoring the fact that not everybody has the choice to determine their own interactions with the criminal justice system.33 Inclusive incivility doesn’t mean forgetting how costly protesting can be for certain groups of people. It’s about making sure that our idea of suburban solidarity is not conditional on its degree of courteousness. That means supporting suburbanites in their judgements over how to express their anger in a variety of ways, and understanding why, for some, the daily experience of violence becomes too much to bear.

Once we defend a notion of incivility on our own terms, we can stand on a transformative platform that brings more suburbanites with us than any “civil” electoral strategy could dream of doing. Our goal is not to persuade individual voters one by one. Rather, our goal is to reverse suburban civility’s theft of affective agency, in order to cultivate a collective expression of anger at the realities of suburban capitalism. Philosopher Amia Srinivasan describes how anger is often the only way for those who systematically lose out in processes of civil deliberation, and thus have no other outlet of communication, to express their agency.34 By normalising the expression of anger, inclusive incivility registers injustices in the world that suburban civility hides through deferential diplomacy, inviting discontented but disenfranchised voters to awaken their dormant politics. More than that: by validating people’s own sense of how the politics of suburbia has personally affected them, anger is a way of registering one’s full humanity.

By validating people’s indignation with suburban capitalism, inclusive incivility is an essential tool in dismantling suburban realism. In politicising the personal, collective expressions of anger reduce the ability of suburban capitalism to shield itself from responsibility for the social ills it creates. And its collectivity exposes just how pervasive this personal indignation is. A recognition of capitalism’s pernicious pervasiveness is, in the first instance, harrowing. But it also has the potential to be emancipatory — it is a recognition that suburbanites are not alone in their struggle, which makes the possibility of resistance that much more believable.

Inclusive incivility will be particularly powerful if it is able to harness expressions of youthful anger. We must embrace a simple yet neglected fact: young people live in the suburbs too! If young suburbanites protest by day and complain to their parents by night, we will not just mobilise the younger generation to demand agency in building a more inclusive suburban future, we may also bring to their parents’ attention the fact that they keep voting against it. Deprived of affordable housing and creative suburban employment, young suburbanites deserve more of a stake in a setting which, at present, wants to expel them as soon as possible. And they have a right to demand it, loudly.

But what would pursuing inclusive incivility in suburbia actually look like? In the suburbs, we are not always able to emulate the kind of direct action we see in metropolitan centres in terms of size or scale. We might look to close the gap; that means asking city activists to lend us their support in filling local High Streets, parks and even suburban cul-de-sacs with the kind of formidable presence other suburbanites will not be expecting. After years of being asked to join protesters in the city, suburban protesters should demand something in return.

Or, to the contrary, we might realise that emulating metropolitan action is not always the most worthwhile ambition. Even we if request solidarity from activists elsewhere, that doesn’t mean we have to transfer their metropolitan tactics to suburban terrain. Rather, we must try to expose the distinctly suburban manifestations of capitalism through localised forms of direct action. For example, joining forces with striking transport workers to generate wider disruption to transport infrastructure (in effect creating a blockade from the suburbs to the city) would expose the extent to which capitalism deprives the suburban outskirts of self-sufficiency.

Either way, author Jodi Dean gives us reason to believe direct action will be particularly powerful in suburbia. In Crowds and Party, Dean focuses on “the crowd” as a body capable of “rupturing the status quo” by disrupting “spaces authorised by neither capital nor the state”.35 Disrupting spaces in suburbia is not only (often) unauthorised, but unexpected, catching the edifices of suburban capitalism off guard.

And what of the Party? What role should it play in all of this? Dean argues that the party can “carry the egalitarian discharge after the crowds disperse, channelling its divisive promise of justice into organised political struggle”.36 Again, this is not to reduce forms of direct action to their electoral impact. Dean puts it well: “the party learns from the subject it supports — and […] the subject necessarily exceeds it”.37 The Party should not absorb suburban solidarity, but rather amalgamate otherwise dispersed expressions of political will.38

There were glimpses of this in the Labour Party under Corbyn, particularly when it launched Community Organising Units in January 2018. Made up of paid organisers, COUs were tasked with identifying local issues to organise around and campaign on, whilst building relationships with local community activists and leaders.39 The organisers themselves do not exercise hierarchical control over what campaigns to run. Instead, they interact with grassroots activists that know their community best, from helping several hundred residents in Wolverhampton come together to prevent a GP surgery closure, to organising a crowd of protesting Newcastle fans in opposition to Mike Ashley.40

Labour’s loss in 2019, however, is all the proof that Corbyn’s successor, Keir Starmer, needed to close down Community Organising Units altogether in mid 2021. This decision ignored the fact that, by 2019, Labour’s COUs had only been active in a handful of seats and, more importantly, Labour performed above average in seats where COUs had been active. Instead of shutting down COUs, we should be expanding them into more suburban areas and augmenting their ambition. That means standing shoulder to shoulder with those engaging in direct action, providing free legal advice to protesters facing harassment by the police, and embracing the inclusivity of suburban incivility. If we want to take ownership of the means of production, we must first take ownership of our right to be angry. Or, to put it differently: Workers of the World, Unite. You have nothing to lose but your tempers!

Protesting is not the only means of expressing collective dissent toward suburban capitalism, though. Suburban solidarity is also about building anti-capitalist structures within the suburban crevices. After all, the most powerful way of confronting the authority of capitalism is to prove that it’s possible to build something else. This isn’t mere conjecture. History is on our side.

I Got Ninety-Nine Problems, but a Socialist Pitch Ain’t One

I can’t say I gave her much of a chance to answer the door. If it’s past 7pm, then my feet, stomach and soul are telling me to go home. Nearing the end of a canvassing shift, I was stuffing the letterbox with a leaflet when, through the tinted glass, I saw the hallway light up in front of me. Instinctively, I pulled back my hand, along with the (now crumpled) leaflet. After a few clicks of the lock, the door opened to reveal a small, elderly, white-haired woman. “Hello,” I said. “My name’s Oly and I’m your Labour candidate for the General Election. Do you mind if I ask you who you’ll be voting for?” After a short pause, she told me she’d just popped the kettle on. Taking this to be the polite form of “go away”, I gave her my disappointed but understanding smile. As it turns out, she was offering me a cup of tea. “Come on, you’re letting all the cold in.”

As I closed the door behind me, a man shuffled into view on a Zimmer frame, emerging from the living room doorway. “Who are you?” Blunt, but not unfriendly. After introducing myself again, he grinned. His name was John; he spoke slowly and softly, needing a little time to breathe between clauses. Doreen led us into another room and told John I was there to talk to them about the General Election. “Oh, that’s nice,” John said. Doreen hadn’t answered my question about voting and having had my fair share of tumultuous run-ins with smiling Tories, I wasn’t ruling anything out.

I sat down on a wooden chair and put my wallet and keys on the table. There were photos all around the room. I asked who they were of, at which point John asked Doreen if she could find the album. I can’t remember how many grandchildren they had, but I do know that the eldest is the top scorer at his football club and the youngest doesn’t like maths. Doreen gave me a cup of tea on a coaster. Now we could talk politics, she said. That’s when she gave her husband permission to put my mind at ease. When John was twenty-four, he voted for Clement Attlee. He then told me he was turning ninety-nine on 12 December — election day. On his ninety-ninth birthday, John would be voting for Jeremy Corbyn.

In 1945, John voted for a party pledging to establish a new National Health Service that would be “available [and] free for all”.41 This election pledge was met with horror, particularly by those who had a material interest in upholding privatised provision. The right-leaning Daily Sketch likened Labour’s plans for the NHS as a form of “Hitlerian coercion”.42 Today, 90% of people support a National Health System that is tax-funded, free at the point of use, and which provides comprehensive care for all citizens.43 Or, to put it differently, 90% of people support a longstanding socialist institution.

Widespread support for the NHS, however, has not translated into widespread support for the universal provision of other fundamental human needs. Seventy-five years on from Labour’s landslide victory, the Party has had less luck resisting outlandish misrepresentation of its policies. Be in no doubt: many of the commentators, politicians and institutions who talk up the NHS as the pride of the nation would have opposed its creation in the 1940s. Institutions like the BBC, who branded Labour’s free broadband plans as “broadband communism”.44 Journalists like Tim Newark, who called McDonnell’s plans to redistribute shares to workers “the biggest theft of private property since the Russian Revolution”.45 Historians like Giles Udy, who argued that “it’s not all that farfetched to compare Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour Party to Stalin”.46 Support for socialism among the electorate more broadly is frustratingly circular: socialist institutions only win widespread approval after they’ve been created and experienced, but it’s that approval we need to set them up in the first place. Still, the creation of the NHS shows there is a way out of this cycle. And the exit is easier to find once we acknowledge that the NHS didn’t come out of nowhere.

Before the NHS, healthcare was bought and sold. Those who couldn’t afford doctors relied on charitable services provided by the church, or run-down hospitals set up by local governments. Taking matters into their own hands, workers across England and Wales formed “friendly societies”. Friendly societies are an example of mutual aid, which author and activist Dean Spade defines as: “collective coordination to meet each other’s needs, usually from an awareness that the systems we have in place are not going to meet them”.47 In this context, friendly societies pooled together small portions of their income to pay for doctors and to establish free clinics.48 One of the most advanced systems was the Medical Aid Society in Tredegar, South Wales, in the early twentieth century. Clinics grew into full-time services that provided care not just for workers but for their families and communities too. Services were extended to cover optical needs, dentistry and mental health.

As these worker-run clinics continued to expand, unionised workers made demands of the government to establish healthcare as a human right. They wanted, in essence, to extend mutual aid to everybody on an unconditional basis, and so they demanded that healthcare should be provided free at the point of use, and financed by progressive taxation.49 In part to assuage and contain wider socialist demands, the UK established a limited national insurance scheme in 1911, which gave manual labourers and lower-paid non-manual workers access to GPs and tuberculosis care. Significantly, this scheme did not make healthcare available for dependents, thus excluding poorer women and children. Middle-class populations were often excluded too. They had to rely on increasingly expensive private doctors for their medical care.50 In fact, compared to this national insurance scheme, Tredegar Medical Aid continued to provide a more comprehensive service to its communities; most of the national population could only look on in envy.

On the eve of the Second World War, 43% of the British population had health coverage.51 It wasn’t until the end of the war that Tredegar’s model was adopted across the country to establish universal provision. “I am determined to extend to the entire population of Britain the benefits we had in Tredegar for a generation or more. We are going to Tredegarise you.”52 Those were the words of Nye Bevan, the Minister of Health in the post-war Labour government, born in Tredegar, South Wales.

The establishment of the NHS in 1948 did not go unresisted; private doctors and the most affluent citizens roundly criticised it. However, having witnessed the workability of decommodified healthcare, a much larger coalition of people agreed that socialised models of planning were both possible and preferable. Directly challenging the logic of capitalist realism, working-class communities proved that there was, indeed, an alternative to privatised medicine. And when presented with this alternative, significant sections of the middle class who were reliant on more expensive care realised they had little to lose and much to gain from a cheaper, more accessible service.53 The NHS, then, wasn’t created by the Labour Party out of thin air. It was built on the foundations of those who knew what socialism meant long before the electoral system caught up.

Meeting John and Doreen was an uplifting reminder that it’s possible to garner support for socialist alternatives from the ground up. And they taught me something that should have been obvious: the struggle for socialism is much bigger than seven weeks of leafleting, or my desire for the Labour Party to win a General Election. It is an enduring endeavour and a collective creation.

Just as I was about to leave, I reached into my bag and pulled out an A3 poster. We’d ordered two hundred “Vote Labour” posters. And — a sign of our uphill battle — we’d found it difficult to get rid of them, at least to willing recipients. Persuading voters in a safe Tory seat to vote Labour was one thing. Getting them to announce it on their front window is another. But not for Doreen, who opened her purse and pulled out a tenner. “Oh no,” I said, “this is free, you don’t have to pay!” I insisted I couldn’t take her money, but she wouldn’t take no for an answer. “Consider it a donation,” she said as she put it in my palm and closed my fingers over.

My encounter with John and Doreen, however, was priceless. Before I was even born, John and Doreen had already experienced seventy-five years of successes and setbacks. The sooner we learn from the formative history of the NHS, which John and Doreen lived through, the sooner we can build a socialist future in which the universalism of the NHS is no longer unique, but emblematic of how we provide for each other in common across a wide range of goods, resources and services. In the early twentieth century, mutual aid led to the emergence of the NHS, because workers organised beyond their workplaces in households and neighbourhoods. We must follow in their footsteps. After all, mutual aid is not unique to twentieth-century mining villages. It has become a defining feature of modern, suburban Britain too. As I watched John and Doreen tape their Labour Party poster to the front window, it was clear to me they hadn’t given up hope. What’s our excuse?

Suburban Mutual Aid: Potential and Pitfalls

It took us more than three months to get barely five hundred people to like our campaign Facebook Page. Yet when a few of us from the local area decided to create the Brentwood COVID-19 Mutual Aid Group in March 2020, it took just twenty-four hours to attract a thousand members. Today, the total exceeds two thousand.

In the wake of the coronavirus crisis, a rapid and largescale mobilisation of self-organising volunteers provided invaluable care and assistance to support self-isolation in their communities. The dispersed suburban terrain generated an alienating lockdown experience for those in less accessible locations, particularly the elderly and the disabled, who were at greater risk. Small WhatsApp groups were set up so that people could decide between themselves who was best placed to help a particular resident in need; support services ran the gamut from grocery shopping to medication collection, dog-sitting to dog-walking, lawn-mowing to rubbish disposal, and friendly chats to professional mental health support. The New Local Government Network found that mutual aid groups have had a greater impact than government-backed volunteering schemes, in terms of volunteers involved and tasks completed.54 The question is: why is the gap in engagement between electoral campaigning and mutual aid so wide?

For some, the answer is obvious: while socialist campaigning is an explicit effort to transform society according to certain political principles, mutual aid is just a way for people to help each other in times of crisis. In other words, socialism is political. Mutual aid is not. Let’s unpack this.

Mutual aid comes out of the anarchist tradition: in his collection of anthropological essays Mutual Aid: A factor in evolution (1902), Peter Kropotkin argued that mutual aid has played a crucial role in the maintenance and survival of the human race. “Wherever I saw animal life in abundance,” Kropotkin writes, “I saw mutual aid and mutual support.”55 Mutual aid is political both in its expression (it challenges the notion that individuals should be left alone to deal with their problems) and in its cultivation (it moves beyond charity to solidarity to create networks of collective care).

We might also describe mutual aid as an example of what Erik Olin Wright calls “eroding capitalism”.56 This process is built on the assumption that no economy is purely capitalist. Rather, capitalism is the dominant determinant of people’s economic conditions. Meanwhile, in the cracks of the edifice of private ownership, market exchange and the employment of wage earners, are a host of alternative systems of production and distribution of goods and services. Wright calls this “the solidarity economy”, which includes community-based networks, democratically owned cooperatives, peer-to-peer networks engaging in collaborative production and stateled socialised production.57 To overlook these institutions is to confuse capitalism’s dominance for ubiquity.58 Eroding capitalism is a strategy that aims to make these other systems prominent in people’s lives — prominent enough to displace capitalism.59 It builds democratic, emancipatory, egalitarian and participatory economic relations in the cracks of the capitalist system.60

The Tredegar Medical Aid Society is one example of this networked resistance. Another is the range of survival programmes run in the late 1960s by the Black Panther Party (BPP), who distributed clothes and shoes, delivered free food, transported elderly people to the shops, administered sickle cell anaemia tests and offered education programmes.61

Mutual aid during the coronavirus pandemic, then, emerged out of a long and varied historical tradition. The pandemic amplified the importance of reciprocity with particular clarity; my health is dependent on yours, and yours on mine. Rooted in the conviction that we are all better off if we protect each other, COVID-19 mutual aid groups recognise the fact that everyone is safer if the most vulnerable are provided with the support they need to self-isolate. Awakening entire communities to the idea that it’s better to deal collectively with problems that affect every individual, mutual aid responded to isolation and individual hardship with solidarity and collective resilience.

In Tory suburbia, the difference in engagement between socialist electoral campaigning and mutual aid isn’t down to some political/apolitical distinction. However, we might be able to explain it once we recognise the fact that there are different(ly political) ways to express mutual aid itself. That’s because the practice of mutual aid often encounters pitfalls, which change the political nature of assistance.

Our mutual aid group spent most of its time completing three activities. One, delivering essential food items to those who were isolating. Two, liaising with local pharmacies to collect and deliver medical prescriptions to local residents. Three, setting up telephone hotlines for people who were cut off and lonely.

Unfortunately, the pursuit of all three objectives led to the creation of what Spade calls “deservingness hierarchies”.62 Near the beginning of our mutual aid experiment in Brentwood, we agreed that assistance would be given on the following principle: if you asked, we helped. No data was gathered, no destitution needed to be proved, no identity was checked and no means were tested. This reduced the stigma attached to assistance and allowed us to act more quickly. Soon, however, many in the group began to betray, rather than reflect, the universalist principle of mutual aid. In midsummer, we were approached by members of the Traveller Community for help. Their water had been cut off by the council for “public health reasons”. Within the mutual aid group, there was fierce opposition from those who didn’t want to “encourage” these people’s “dependency”. In another instance, volunteers suggested that assisting rough sleepers was “enabling” homelessness. We were also approached by a charity representing an asylum seeker who had no recourse to public funds and needed money to pay their electricity bill. A volunteer asked me how we could ensure they weren’t simply “taking advantage” of our goodwill. The undocumented migrant was reluctant to provide an address for fear they would be deported. For some in the group, this was all the evidence that was needed to conclude that the asylum seeker was lying about their true identity.

Pitfall number two: it was no coincidence that assistance became increasingly conditional as our internal structure developed a hierarchy of its own. This was a sign that acts of solidarity had eroded into expressions of charity; instead of ensuring people have a say in the things that affect them directly, richer individuals decided who receives assistance and how that assistance was given.63 This was certainly always going to be a risk in Tory suburbia. In the Tredegar Medical Aid Society, the networks of care were horizontal, built to mobilise community participation. Here, vertical modes of decision-making were (often) constructed to allow a few people at the top to decide which of the most vulnerable in the constituency were eligible for support. This betrayed one of the foundations of mutual aid: consensus decision-making, which gives people a say in things that matter to them directly.

The third pitfall is what Spade calls “co-optation”. Across the country, mutual aid infrastructure has been used and abused by establishment MPs and private companies like CoronaBuddy, LandVolunteers and UK Mutual Aid.64 Uninterested in collective care, their goal has been to collect as much “consumer” data as possible to increase the efficiency of their businesses. Often, these companies are embedded in local government institutions that supposedly exist to serve the community. A local council in Suffolk directed those who both required and offered assistance to a privatised service called Tribe Volunteer. Working in collaboration with “Community Catalysts”, Tribe Volunteer gives people the opportunity to advertise themselves as self-employed carers. Their aim is simple: to generate “low-cost, flexible care for older people” in which “money is saved as the cost of care delivered by community enterprises is cheaper”.65 What that really means is that the cost of care is shifted onto self-employed care workers, who must work without labour rights or sick pay. Exploiting valuable, community-laid infrastructure, capitalism found ways to turn our collective capacity for care against us.

All three pitfalls might explain why many Conservative suburbanites (including councillors) who stand against socialist organising enthusiastically engaged in (a distorted version of) suburban mutual aid.66 That’s because, in Brentwood at least, the descent of mutual aid into conditional, charitable and profitable assistance legitimised the following contradiction: it’s virtuous to care about the least fortunate, but it’s not a responsibility any collective body should bear. Many in Tory suburbia practice (what they recognise as) mutual aid because it is a charitable (not a solidaristic) endeavour.

This leaves us with two seemingly conflicting goals. The first goal is to practice mutual aid as an act of solidarity, not charity. We need to replace harmful distinctions between those who are dependent on the state and those who are self-sufficient with a principle of universalism that recognises our mutual interdependence. We need to replace transactional demands with assistance based on collective trust, enabling people to give what they can and take what they need. And we need to replace hierarchies with consensus, in order to ensure support structures do not simply reflect the kind of power imbalances in the constituency that generated the need for mutual aid in the first place. Our second goal is to maintain (and augment) the resurgent enthusiasm for mutual aid that exists in Tory suburbia today. Now: if one of the reasons why so many suburbanites are involved is precisely because it currently aligns with certain anti-solidaristic principles, then how can we practice mutual aid as an act of solidarity, not charity, and increase engagement in Tory suburbia?

I do not have a definitive solution to this dilemma. What I do have is the following conviction: experimenting with mutual aid is not about developing forms of assistance that Conservative suburbanites are most comfortable with. It’s about responding to suburbanites’ diverse needs in a way that showcases the workability of collective structures. Mutual aid should still welcome donations from wealthier suburbanites, but on the qualified basis they understand this does not give them asymmetric power in deciding who gets support.

Besides, mutual aid in Tory suburbia is not necessarily dependent on donations from the wealthy for expansion. As I’ve argued, just because a suburb is dominated politically by Conservative voters doesn’t rule out the fact that it is also fuelled by workers (many of whom are Conservative voters, many of whom are not). Following in the footsteps of workers in Tredegar, we can imagine a suburban system whereby mutual aid groups pool resources to cover what is needed to provide food deliveries, prescription deliveries and access to mental health services.

We might even consider combining mutual aid with a unionisation drive. By seeking to affiliate with mutual aid groups, unions could represent the interests of those who are providing the service, as well as those who rely on the service. The Bakers, Food and Allied Workers’ Union (BFAWU), for example, might represent those who organise the delivery of food. The Communication Workers Union (CWU) might represent those who organise the provision of telephone counselling. The British Medical Association (BMA) might represent those who organise the delivery of prescriptions. This would require unions to represent their workers beyond the workplace — to represent the concerns of (and make redistributive demands of) the communities in which workers live.

The BFAWU, for example, could make redistributive demands of major supermarket chains on behalf of those involved in the delivery of food. After all, employers’ profits depend on the health of mutual aid, since that aid shifts the employers’ reproductive costs (feeding and healing workers) onto workers (and others) in the community. This gives mutual aid groups leverage in demanding a redistribution of employers’ profits, triggering a positive feedback loop. As organised workers secure more and more redistributive concessions to mutual aid groups, these institutions of suburban solidarity gain financial empowerment. The more mutual aid grows, the greater the number of people it implicates. The more people it implicates, the stronger the case for increased financial empowerment.

A larger budget will increase the range of services that communities can build. For example, even in Tory suburbia, heavily localised bodies can often secure enough concentrated support to organise effectively; Ingatestone & Fryerning Parish Council — made up of non-party affiliated parish councillors — is seeking to purchase land in the constituency so that it can build community-run services. With sufficient resources, suburban communities could build housing cooperatives or free educational programmes and establish cooperative forms of food production, enabling mutual aid groups to reduce dependency on for-profit companies for supply.67 As these services grow in dominance, as the story of Tredegar Medical Aid Society makes clear, they will become preferable to existing capitalist forms of provision.

Any socialist party should provide mutual aid with financial support too. Party activists themselves can play a big role in the expansion of mutual aid. Political education officer for Southampton and Romsey CLP, Tom Williams, suggests Party activists could help establish local systems of free childcare.68 Connecting parents who would not otherwise have got in contact with each other, we could help arrange communal play sessions, supervised by parents on a rota basis. This has particular purchase in the suburbs — as sites of social reproduction — by amalgamating the collective needs of those carrying out childcare responsibilities, providing a communal alternative to expensive and exploitative alternatives.

That’s not to say that activists need to go through Party channels to get involved in mutual aid. That said, the Las Vegas Democratic Socialists of America (LVDSA) are a prime example of what happens when people who are engaged in mutual aid take over existing party structures if these structures refuse to show sufficient solidarity. Defining themselves as a “community of Vegas comrades committed to uplifting [their] city through advocacy of and organizing for a nation-wide, world-wide working-class movement that puts people and planet over profit”, the LVDSA played an instrumental role in Bernie Sanders’ victory in Nevada in 2020. Across the city and its outskirts, they set up “Leftist Garages” — literally the garages of some of its members — to serve as pop-up campaign offices to train and organise canvassers. When the pandemic hit in early 2020, these Leftist Garages were converted into mutual aid hubs, where activists could collect food to deliver to residents in need. Across Vegas, the LVDSA provided free advice and physical resources to people in the community.69 On their mutual aid website are links to book clubs, conventions and strikes that the LVDSA hold across the city.

The LVDSA’s mutual aid work was a significant factor in their political expansion. In March 2021, the LVDSA successfully gained control of the local Democratic Party, winning all five Party leadership positions in a contested election in March 2021. This has fuelled a fierce debate over whether this represents an opportunity for a more left-wing Democrat Party in Nevada, or whether leftist demands will simply be absorbed and watered down by an establishment party that seeks to uphold the interests of capital. One of the metrics of judgements will be whether the DSA use this new infrastructure to expand mutual aid across the state and provide an alternative to capitalist modes of resource provision.

It may not be possible for mutual aid groups to transcend capitalist modes of production altogether. The fact that capitalism concentrates collective resources in the hands of a few is precisely what inhibits community-led systems from producing services on the unconditional and universal scale required. However, this is not solely an obstacle. It is also an opportunity. Specifically, it is an opportunity to stand on an electoral platform that pledges to build on these acts of suburban solidarity. As Spade asks: “How do we imagine ‘scaling up’ mutual aid to a point where everyone has what they need, and gets to meaningfully co-govern and co-steward the structures and conditions of their lives?”70 In fact, this question is not just relevant to mutual aid, but to suburban solidarity as a whole.

Changing the State of the Suburbs, or Changing the Suburban State?

For someone like Nye Bevan, the answer to Spade’s question is twofold. First, co-opt state power via electoral means. Second, use this state power to centralise the service that mutual aid currently provides. When Labour electoral candidates stood on post-war platforms to “Tredegarise” Britain, they pledged to standardise the Tredegar Medical Aid Society into a National Health Service. For us, then, this would mean turning community-run services and systems of production into stateled services and state-run systems of production. Maybe suburbanites will find fulfilment in the growth of mutual aid in their own community and want to expand the services they are providing. Maybe they will witness mutual aid in a neighbouring community and wonder why they aren’t getting a piece of the action. Either way, the offer to — if you like — “Tredegarise” the rest of the country answers their prayers.

One of the downsides to “Tredegarising”, however, is that state-run institutions are more vulnerable to capitalist co-option and erosion. After all, even if socialists get into power, they might not be in charge forever. Now, the services that were otherwise in the hands of the community are in the hands of anti-socialists and face swift decimation. To a significant extent, this is what’s happened with the NHS. It might be the New Labour government exploiting the past to claim they will always be the party of the NHS, whilst welcoming private firms to feast on its resources. Or it might be the Conservative Party managing to convince swathes of the population that they are the party of the NHS, despite trying to dismantle it from its inception. The NHS has been dismantled and defunded by successive governments through privatisation and outsourcing, making a mockery of those in South Wales who inspired its creation.

This is one reason to agree with Spade, who doesn’t think we should centralise mutual aid at all. “Scaling up”, Spade argues, “doesn’t mean making groups bigger or merging them into one organization across a region, state, or country.”71 Instead, scaling up means “building more and more mutual aid groups, copying each other’s best practices, and adapting them to work for particular neighbourhoods, subcultures and neighbourhoods”.72 That’s because “locally operated mutual aid works better for meeting people’s needs […] because our needs are best met by those with the most local knowledge, and when we are the ones making the decisions affecting us”.73 I find myself somewhere in between. Even if we agree with Spade that local communities know best, we might still find reasons to co-opt state power.

I treat the state as a paradoxical — but therefore malleable — unit. We can’t ignore the fact that the state has largely been used to violently uphold structures of capitalism, and thereby quash acts of suburban solidarity, most notably the brutal criminalisation of the BPP and the police assassination of Fred Hampton. At the same time, “the state” (at least as an abstract entity) has the capacity to set people free from their economic oppression. The state is an important site of contestation that, once co-opted, can both intervene to redistribute the spoils of the capitalist regime it currently upholds whilst reconfiguring itself to ensure socialism becomes the dominant, or only, mode of production.

However, socialism shouldn’t become the dominant mode of production via centralisation, but through localised democratic ownership, where different local boards, made up of elected representatives (residents, workers and environmental stakeholders), plan the provision and distribution of goods and resources. Therefore, I proceed on the following assumption: co-opting state power via electoral means is a worthwhile endeavour so as to redistribute wealth and power to local communities. When it comes to “scaling up” mutual aid, then, co-opting the state enables us to make resources and infrastructure available to them. This would require terminating private contracts, bringing existing services into democratic public ownership and “handing them over” to mutual aid groups. This might still constitute “universalising” the services that mutual aid provides, but only insofar as i) all local communities are given the power and infrastructure to plan the provision of their collective resources, as opposed to a top-down socialist state deciding for them; and ii) the kind of collective ownership that mutual aid represents becomes the dominant — and eventually the only — form of ownership itself.

I work with this theory of the state with two qualifications. First, this should not be seen as an attempt to provide a decisive theory of planning, a source of fierce debate that I cannot resolve, and which goes beyond the local-versus-state dichotomy.74 Second, this does not mean that co-opting state power is the only worthwhile form of political action. Rather, it’s to say that forms of suburban solidarity like mutual aid and co-opting state power are both worthwhile endeavours. I agree with Fisher, who argues that “it is hard to see how struggles can succeed without being part of an ensemble. We have to win back the idea that it is about winning the hegemonic struggle in society on different fronts at the same time.”75

As part of this ensemble, mutual aid is valuable in and of itself, proving that we do not have to wait for a (left-wing) Labour government to build networks of mutuality and collective care. Nevertheless, I also embrace the fact that practicing mutual aid makes it more likely that socialists can electorally co-opt state power. Illustrated most effectively by miners in South Wales, mutual aid proves that human cooperation is not only possible, but preferable. Depending on the circumstances, mutual aid might showcase the workability of collective provision of a particular resource or service, or it might even showcase the workability of collective ownership more broadly. Either way, mutual aid garners consent for a left-wing Labour government to support, spread and supplement these communal practices. And either way, mutual aid can prove that there is, in fact, an alternative to capitalism in the suburbs.

In its battle against suburban realism, mutual aid is in a solidaristic ensemble of its own. From striking, through to protesting and to mutual aid, suburban solidarity reveals the power of collectivity and enables a desire for more. This is most impactful when suburban solidarity is waged by those who have most to gain from capitalism’s demise; an otherwise fragmented suburban working class validates their collective capacity to effect change. But these same impactful acts also improve our chances of bringing otherwise “unlikely” suburbanites into the frame. I’ve described how the working and living conditions of suburbanites vary enormously; accordingly, proving that socialism is in their material interests is something we can do with varying degrees of confidence. However, we can be more confident once we stop justifying suburban socialism exclusively in terms of people’s material interests in the first place. Our goal is to convince the majority of suburbanites that socialism provides a more collectively fulfilling and creative existence, a goal that is compatible with the fact that socialism may go against some of their material interests. Suburban solidarity can achieve this goal: it exposes how suburban capitalism harms us all and proves the workability of a collectively gratifying alternative. And it reveals how a life of solidarity is preferable to one dominated by the pursuit of individual aspiration.

If aspiration teaches us to reach for the stars and leave others behind in our wake, solidarity teaches us — in Spade’s words — to be “beautifully, exquisitely ordinary […] the nobodies special, the ones who care, build, and fight without any likelihood of fame or fortune — that is to say, those who make history together”.76

If aspiration compels us to compete against each other for wealth, status and resources, solidarity teaches us to unite against those who force us to compete in the first place, and harness our human intuition to cooperate instead.

Where aspiration teaches us to fulfil ourselves by putting others down, solidarity teaches us to find fulfilment in the flourishment of others.

If aspiration encourages suburbanites to think about what life could be like at the top, solidarity pulls people together to imagine what they could accomplish together.

If aspiration is a suburban epidemic, suburban solidarity is the antidote.

I don’t know what a socialist future in the suburbs will look like. But I do know this: suburban socialism will be fought and won by people whose names we will never know. If we want to wage a successful socialist campaign in suburbia, we must step outside the electoral sphere and ask ourselves how best to articulate the power and workability of collective action on the ground. And, crucially, we must bring suburban solidarity with us when we’re ready to step back inside.


6. THE SUBURBAN MANIFESTO

Writing

“The manifesto is writing in struggle.”1

– Teresa Ebert

Denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance. For a lot of people, these are the five stages of grief. For Labour Party activists, these are the five stages of campaign technology software.

Denial. Staring back at me was the visual representation of five days’ work down the drain. About thirty seconds earlier, I had been making the final edits to our campaign’s eight-page tabloid newspaper, The Labour Rose. Written collectively by Party members, this piece of political literature expanded on our election pledges and showcased some of the local campaigns already in action. Keen to avoid a repeat of the previous election cycle, when a small typo declared that Brentwood’s “communters” deserved more, I’d spent the past five evenings writing, collecting, proofreading and reshuffling. All I had to do now was send the final version of the paper to the Party’s eastern office, which would print ten thousand copies for us. With relief and satisfaction, I pressed Submit. That’s when one lonely word appeared in the top-left corner of an otherwise blank screen: Error. Relentless refreshment proved unsuccessful in making it go away. Equally futile was my search for older versions, which had disappeared from the system. Refusing to listen to the part of the brain that goes “Uh-oh”, I rang the Party’s software team so they could tell me everything was fine.

Anger. The software team told me that the Party had been hit with a cyber-attack.2 I’m not sure our pledge to prevent local library closures was the kind of intel our opponents were after, but they had successfully corrupted all the software’s data, and with it the campaign material we had collectively produced. The Party’s advice was brutally simple: start again from scratch. Having now missed the weekly deadline for printing, and left with a maximum of three weeks to deliver our main piece of campaign material, I spent the next few minutes screaming into a pillow.

Bargaining. Why hadn’t I saved the edited content in a separate document? Why had I saved it only in the software provided? I could swear it was the sort of software you needed a Master’s in Computer Science to operate, or at any rate something more convincing than the “proficiency in Microsoft Word, Excel and PowerPoint” I still keep at the bottom of my CV. Having to cut and edit other people’s contributions so that they fit inside the software templates was already a stretch; the candidate application guide said nothing about being hacked by some teenager in their bedroom.

Acceptance. I wasn’t depressed, but I was demotivated and resigned. I knew The Labour Rose wouldn’t be sticking many thorns in the Conservatives’ majority, but it was the most substantial bit of campaign literature at our disposal. It would at least remind people in Tory-town that the Labour Party existed. Anyway, missing the next deadline wasn’t a possibility, so I pulled myself together to write, collate, proofread and reshuffle all over again. I could blame the technology. I could blame the hacker. I could (and did) blame myself. Ultimately, however, my technological incompetence disguised a far deeper problem. After all, when Teresa L. Ebert said that the manifesto was “writing in struggle”, she wasn’t talking about Labour Party software.

The problem was not that we had failed to meet the first deadline. The problem was that we were devising our own, last-minute pledges to constituents who had next to no role or say in their formulation. Our campaign material was created as a team, but it was not a collective endeavour in any community-based sense of the term. Otherwise, we wouldn’t have been rushing to devise material a week after the campaign had started. We’d have been responding to the struggle already being waged by suburbanites on the ground. And we’d have been translating acts of suburban solidarity into a Suburban Manifesto.

Manifesto is a Verb

“The urgency of manifestos — that clear sense that they sit right on the cutting edge — leaves a palpable feeling that the ink has yet to dry.”3

– Breanne Fahs

From the Latin manifestum, meaning “obvious” and “to make public”, the manifesto has a long history in art, politics, law, science and technology. Arguably, it reached its revolutionary apogee during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Many manifestos during this period hoped to emancipate our future by changing how we viewed the past. As Section One of The Communist Manifesto (1848) famously declares, “The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.”4 Others have sought to combine new visions of empowerment with definitions of the agents of change: in The Combahee River Collective Statement (1977), a “very definitive revolutionary task” falls to its authors, “black feminists and lesbians”, because “the only people who care enough about us to work consistently for our liberation are us.”5 By demanding something new — not soon, not later, but now — manifestos have the potential to tap into hidden mines of public consciousness, prompting an infectious emotional reaction. In trying to make sense of people’s emotions, manifestos permit their readers to feel fury and joy, fear and excitement, resignation and desperation, and torment and hope.

Those who seek to uphold the status quo have absorbed the manifesto’s appeal. Indeed, its earliest use — tracing back to the late eighteenth century — was conservatively minded. It was, as literary critic Martin Puchner puts it, “a communication, authored by those in authority, by the state, the military, or the church, to let their subjects know their sovereign intentions and laws”.6 In this sense, then, the manifesto’s later radical strain was itself a rebellion against its own traditionalist foundations. And in recent decades, the manifesto’s anti-revolutionary roots have resurfaced. Today, the word “manifesto” appears on advertisements, T-shirts, company slogans and self-help books. Usurped by neoliberal optics, the manifesto is now more of a branding exercise than an exercise of emancipatory creativity. One way in which the manifesto has been deprived of radical energy is in its co-option by the electoral machine itself. Altering tax brackets, tightening or loosening financial regulations, incentivising different private investments, expanding access to the market: political parties vie with each other to offer the public the most effective, fair and favourable capitalist economy. Even Labour’s 2017 and 2019 manifestos can be seen as bids to manage the capitalist state before they are anything else.

By creating a new set of parameters in which we could talk seriously about things like public ownership, Labour’s 2017 manifesto moved away from Party orthodoxy to propose an anti-austerity and pro-redistribution pamphlet. And its concise, powerful message — For the Many Not the Few — represented a sincere willingness to stand up to the interests of capital, tapping into a vein of popular dissent in an otherwise disenfranchised electorate. However, it’s an indication of the seriousness of the current economic, housing and climate crises that the 2017 manifesto, offered today, would prove drastically insufficient.

Labour’s 2019 manifesto went further (e.g. a 2030 zero-emissions target, a four-day week, a mass social housing programme, establishing worker-owned shares and requiring landlords to sell their property at below market-value), but its radicality is still overstated. In centre-left writer Tom Kibasi’s words, the manifesto still represented an attempt “to mend, not end” capitalism.7 To give one example, the manifesto pledged to increase corporation tax to 26%; for comparison, it was 34% when Margaret Thatcher left office in 1990.

Nevertheless, for much of the commentariat, the 2019 manifesto’s leftward shift was all the evidence they needed to blame Labour’s landslide defeat on left-wing idealism. After the election defeat, I sent out an email to all local Party members to thank them for their dedication and support. I expressed sadness at the national result, but still felt we should be proud of our local efforts in securing second place on what was otherwise a really difficult night. Not everyone agreed. “You must still be in denial,” one response began:

I’ve supported Labour all my life but through gritted teeth this time […] The only e-mails any candidates should be sending are apologetic ones, not about how a good fight was fought, because it wasn’t. Not at all. I am happy to discuss things, but there seems little point. The Party is still in denial blaming others and sending out self-congratulatory e-mails […] It was a lousy campaign, Oly, the worst I’ve ever seen, and that’s the first thing that should be said. Regards, Paul.8

His decision to go with Regards rather than Best Wishes was possibly the sharpest dagger of them all. In the wake of landslide losses at a national and local level, it was difficult to know which upset Paul more — the Party’s national campaign, or our local failure to overturn a Tory majority. Even if his beef was with the national campaign, this beef was necessarily aimed at me too, since I had proudly stood behind what that Party represented. Paul followed up his email with a helpful link to a Guardian article, written by Jonathan Freedland. Calling the 2019 election a “repudiation of Corbynism”, Freedland complained that Labour “came up with a manifesto more stuffed with giveaways than Santa’s grotto, and about as believable”.9 Freedland — like the Labour voter who emailed me — was echoing a familiar critique.

For others, the manifesto’s failure to generate a parliamentary majority was not down to its substance, since most of our individual policies enjoyed widespread support.10 Rather, the manifesto’s inability to generate electoral success was a consequence of its communication and design; we could not find a way to turn individually popular policies into a coherent and collective narrative.

We can debate the manifesto’s substance and design until the cows come home, but our conclusions will not matter until we reckon with the following, more fundamental, truth: a significant portion of suburbanites hadn’t read a single word of the manifesto at all. More than two-thirds of the British public admit that they do not read the parties’ manifestos.11 One in ten don’t know what a manifesto is. This figure rises to more than one in five for eighteen- to thirty-four-year-olds. Only once we recognise the implications of manifesto-apathy can we more accurately analyse other factors in Labour’s defeat.

If most people don’t know what the manifesto actually says, then its perception and reception become highly dependent on the way hostile forces in the media present it. Analysis by Loughborough University found that newspaper negativity toward the Labour Party reached its highest levels during the final week of the 2019 election campaign, more than double the levels identified during the 2017 election, while negative coverage of the Conservatives almost halved in the same week.12 Essentially, a manifesto that nobody reads is a blank canvas onto which others can project their own bias. This doesn’t just give media outlets freer rein over how to communicate the manifesto’s substance; it gives them freer rein to decide which parts are communicated. In 2019, one wedge issue came to define the electoral terrain above anything else.

Without rehashing debates about Labour’s Brexit position, or whether this position was the factor in Labour’s loss, it is undeniable that Brexit had a significant impact on the result. For the sake of transparency, I voted Remain in 2016 and campaigned for a second referendum during the 2019 election. I am not convinced by those who argue that we should have abandoned a second referendum and come out unequivocally for a Labour Leave deal. In my view, the (pro-EU) Lib Dem surge in the lead up to the 2019 election gave us little choice but to squeeze their vote and adopt a second referendum.

At the same time, I reject the idea that we should have come out unequivocally for Remain. It’s worth noting that any seat we lost to the Tories effectively counted for double, since this increased their parliamentary majority by two (we lost one and they gained one). In football terms, it’s a six pointer. It matters, then, that almost all of the 1.7 million Leavers that abandoned Labour went to the Tories, while most of 1.9 million Remainers we lost went to the Lib Dems (and in net terms, we actually only lost one million Remain voters, since some Lib Dem voters switched to Labour).13 Labour’s lead over the Conservatives among Remain voters in 2017 (thirty points) remained unchanged in 2019. This helps to explain why, of the sixty seats Labour lost in 2019, fifty-four seats went to the Conservatives, and all but two of them had voted to Leave in 2016. Yes, our vote also declined because the Remain vote in these areas was split with the Lib Dems. However, if we’d tried to repair that split by making common cause, then we’d likely have lost even more Leave voters. Leave voters like Frank.

On the bottom of our leaflets was our campaign phone number. In our case, we hadn’t got around to purchasing a campaign phone, so I put my own number down instead. In hindsight, this wasn’t the best idea. If anybody had a question or a complaint, my voicemail inbox was just eleven digits away. Some voicemails were unadulterated abuse. Others contained “friendly” advice from former Labour voters who wanted to warn me about the authoritarian nature of democratic public ownership. Some people rang me to ask if I could fix their plumbing. I didn’t mind if the messages were blunt or rude. In fact, I preferred messages that got straight to the point. That’s what Frank did — he left his name and address, followed by a simple request. Well, it was more of a demand. He said: “6.30pm. One hour. I want to talk to you about Brexit.” I didn’t have an hour to spend trying to win over one voter. I didn’t know who he was. I didn’t really want to talk about Brexit. But it did give me an excuse to stop leafleting in the bitter cold for the day.

He welcomed me into his bungalow, sat down in his armchair and prepared me for how the conversation was going to proceed. An elderly, opinionated and friendly man, Frank told me that he enjoyed the serenity of suburbia compared to his old life in an industrial part of Newcastle, where he used to work in steel production. A lifelong Labour supporter, Frank was considering voting for the Conservatives in 2019 for one reason and one reason only: to “Get Brexit Done.” There were in fact many reasons to support Brexit, and even more to oppose a second referendum. Frank’s decision was driven by socially conservative convictions, emphasising the strain that immigration placed on public services like the NHS.

Frank epitomised how Brexit split Labour’s vote. I will never know for certain if Frank was one of the 33% of Labour Leave voters who opted to vote Conservative in 2019.14 Even if I did persuade him to vote for me, it wouldn’t have been because he agreed with our Brexit stance. Labour faced a dilemma: a majority (61%) of Labour MPs represented constituencies that voted to Leave in 2016, while a majority of 2017 Labour voters (71%) supported Remain in 2016.15 By contrast, a majority (around 70%) of Conservative MPs represented constituencies that had a majority Leave vote in 2016 and a majority of 2017 Conservative voters (71%) supported Leave in 2016.16

Part of the reason for this split was that Brexit cut across class boundaries. It’s true that people in households with incomes over £50,000 were more likely to vote for Remain, while those with incomes at the other end of the distribution — particularly between £10,000 and £15,000 — were more likely to vote Leave. But attempts to define the Brexit vote by demographic ignore the fact that both Remain and Leave gained support across classes.17 Black and brown working-class people were far more likely to vote Remain, and the Leave vote benefited significantly from affluent, socially conservative suburbanites. Proud of his working-class background, Frank himself was now a relatively wealthy homeowner, living with his wife, who had savings of her own.

Brexit created fissures, and Labour’s second referendum position could not glue them back together. Ultimately, in my view, our mistake was not adopting a second referendum. It was letting the idea of a second referendum get on — and stay on — the table in the first place. Whether it would have been possible to keep it off is another question entirely, and one that, even in retrospect, I cannot answer. In fact, it may have been Labour’s strong showing in 2017 that accelerated its own downfall. Before the 2017 election, there appeared to be a fairly strong consensus that we were going to Leave the EU whether we liked it or not. As a result, it was easier to fight the election on our own terms. After the 2017 election, it was harder for a 262-seat strong Labour Party to pretend that the Brexit debate was over, because now they had more parliamentary muscle to do something the majority of its members wanted: to stop Brexit altogether.

I’m not invoking the media and Brexit to deflect blame. Far from it: what these factors expose is our broader failure to put pen to paper in such a way that strengthens the manifesto’s immunity to hostile forces. This raises the question: how can we get suburbanites to listen to a manifesto on our own radical terms? And how can we design and deliver a manifesto inside the electoral sphere, without neutralising the power that manifestos have often unleashed outside it? The answer lies less in what we write and more about what it means to write a manifesto in the first place. We need a manifesto that responds to — and emerges out of — acts of suburban solidarity.

The manifesto has largely proven an ineffective medium to communicate left-wing agendas because it has become detached from the communities in which it is supposed to be delivered. A manifesto’s radicalism is found not just in its substance, but in its formation. Crucially, that’s not to say the substance doesn’t matter. It matters a lot. But it is futile defending or condemning the substance of the manifesto, without recognising a more important factor: whether this substance reflects demands that are already being collectively articulated on the ground. If the “manifesto” stems from the Latin words for “obvious” and “to make public”, our task in writing a suburban manifesto is to make obvious something that those engaging in acts of suburban solidarity already know: that we can lead more fulfilling lives when we look out for each other. Since I’ve argued that acts of suburban solidarity are yet to be fully cultivated, we can’t reflect on our local failure to wage an electoral campaign from the ground up without reflecting on our much broader, collective failure to make such a campaign possible. But let’s work on the assumption that we — as a party — were already supporting acts of suburban solidarity. What next?

Simply put, those sowing the seeds of suburban solidarity have the power — and the access to the infrastructure — to design the suburban manifesto! Returning to Labour’s COUs, we can take encouragement from their grassroots approach not only to organising but to manifesto writing. Between 2017 and 2019, a COU in Chingford & Woodford Green, on the far northeast outskirts of London, ran events to bring together the parliamentary candidate Faiza Shaheen, Shadow Chancellor John McDonnell, and more than a hundred local activists, councillors, trade unionists, civic leaders, community organisations, Party members and curious newcomers to discuss what policies they wanted to see in a Labour manifesto. “I think it is so important”, one constituent in attendance said, “to have members come from Parliament and make the link between policy that is going to be in the manifesto and the community and how policy affects community and changes for good.”18 Similar events were run in Redruth, Cornwall, to help build Labour’s Green New Deal policy. “The idea”, McDonnell said, is that “we develop our manifesto from the grassroots up”.19

Once again, the lesson from Labour’s COUs is bittersweet. In Chingford & Woodford Green, Labour enjoyed a swing in their favour, against a wider national disaster, but it is regrettable that this strategy was not emulated on a national level. More importantly, it’s not enough to let members of a local community contribute policy ideas, and then allow a local campaign to readapt a national manifesto (ultimately decided at the top) to local circumstances. Local communities should be given more power in collectively devising local manifestos from the very beginning, outlining what it would mean to bestow workers and residents with the power to democratically produce, distribute and consume local resources.

The claim that a suburban manifesto should emerge from suburban solidarity is, currently, quite abstract. For that reason, I want to illustrate what I mean with an example. But this leaves me with a presentational dilemma; I have insisted that the content of any suburban manifesto should emerge from below, and so the content of suburban manifestos will differ according to the nature of the communities designing it. To provide a suburban manifesto, here and now, is to pontificate from above!

I want to make it clear, then: I provide a (not the) suburban manifesto that could emerge from the acts of suburban solidarity I have explored. A manifesto that emerges out of strikes, which reveal just how dependent the suburbs are on workers — inside and outside the traditional workspace — to survive. A manifesto that emerges out of protests, launched by young suburbanites in particular, demanding a more inclusive suburban future. A manifesto that emerges out of mutual aid, “scaling up” (in various ways) existing systems of food provision, prescription delivery, and companionship in order to cultivate an emergent suburban desire: to devote more time and energy to community care and to have more control in the everyday provision of fundamental services. A manifesto that speaks to those currently living (one of many variants of) a suburban existence, and to those who crave one. A manifesto that understands the suburban manifestations of capitalism and offers a uniquely suburban set of solutions. A manifesto that urges people to vote for suburban socialism.

A Suburban Manifesto

Suburban Workspaces: Control, Connections and Commuters

Whether they live in the suburbs and work elsewhere, or work in the suburbs and live elsewhere, or live and work in the suburbs, suburban workers should be given greater control over their hours, working arrangements and remuneration. That means democratising and de-hierarchising workspaces so that workers can share the fruits of their labour. We should situate the demand for workplace control within a much broader goal: freedom from work itself, where suburban workers can spend less time working to survive and more time exercising the kind of creativity and community care that humans crave. Whether people are looking to lead, or have been forced into, a more suburban existence, we must give workers the legal right to work from home. This also means providing everybody with the technological infrastructure they need to do so: free, universal broadband provision would mean 300 million fewer journeys to work.20 For those who are unable to work from home, we should make it a legal requirement for employers to pay them for the hours they lose getting to work, treating the commute as part of the working day. No need to demand employers cover the actual costs of commuting itself, since we should also pledge to make public transport free to all.

Suburban Care Service

A Suburban Care Service would provide social care and childcare free at the point of use for anybody who needs it. This should also incorporate a companionship service, which would provide physical and virtual support and socialisation for the elderly, the young, the disabled, and those struggling with loneliness. This pledge both meets the needs of ageing populations in many suburban areas and recognises the uniquely cyclical form of suburban social reproduction, uniting the interests of those who perform reproductive labour with those who depend on it. A Suburban Care Service is not just about recognising reproductive labour, but redistributing it. Likewise, then, we could take inspiration from Federici’s “Wages Against Housework”, which financially compensates those who perform unpaid reproductive labour.21 Since it is predominantly women who perform this labour, the idea of paying people a wage for housework might seem, at first sight, to preserve gendered inequalities — to entrench the idea that these jobs are women’s jobs. But the demand for wages is both an insistence that housework is in fact work, and a refusal to accept the expectation that this work should be unpaid; the demand for remuneration confronts the assumption that this work is a mere expression of women’s nature, and rejects the role capital has invented for them.22 Besides, demanding paid recognition is only the first step; making housework visible is the first step in redistributing it, as well as reproductive labour more generally, inside and outside the household.23

Socialised Suburban Housing

The suburban vision of social housing is one that situates the personalised narrative of the suburban house within a communal setting. Rather than stigmatising the poor, socialised suburban housing offers communal comfort, encouraging architectural self-expression in a community that owns the common stock.24 Locally elected representatives — residents, workers and environmental groups — would plan the production and distribution of housing. To increase equality of provision, socialised housing should also be accompanied by a land value tax and an increase in inheritance tax.25 Homeowners with high levels of mortgage debt should be given the right to sell their property to the community and rent it back at low cost. These pledges will destigmatise social housing and guarantee that social tenants are no longer forced to live in squalor. For existing private renters, socialised suburban housing provides the mobility of “renting” without the insecurity of the private market. It offers indebted homeowners an exit route out of an investment in which they may otherwise be trapped. And it creates unity between young suburbanites wanting to move out of their childhood home and their parents who may be equally as keen for them to scram.

A Suburban Food and Medicine Service

Suburbanites should have access to community-owned kitchens that can produce, store and deliver food. Any revenue raised is put back into the service. There is no reason to think this service would stymie individual choice, not least if our initial demands only implicate essential food items. Any fear it would lead to food hoarding and waste ignores the fact that ten billion edible meals are currently wasted in the UK each year: that’s £700 worth of food per family.26 Collective ownership is less wasteful, because it produces food to satisfy human needs, not company profits. To combat suburban isolation, we could partner with a publicly-owned Post Office and expand their powers to deliver food, and/or take food delivery apps like Deliveroo and Uber Eats into public ownership.27 This would mean using existing algorithmic technology for public benefit. Systems of planning that enable speedy interactions — from the moment the courier picks up the food to the moment they deliver to the customer — already exist. It just exists for the profitable interests of those at the top. We should ensure this technology exists for us all.28 We could also do something similar with a universal prescription service, where medicine is available free of charge and delivered to those who live in the more remote suburban outskirts. Maximum access to the widest range of prescriptions would require municipal ownership of pharmacies and a publiclyowned drug manufacturer. In simple terms, this expands the founding principles of the NHS: if GP advice is free at the point of use, why not lifesaving medicine?

Green Suburbs

We’ve seen that many suburban homeowners want to acquire key private investments, namely housing, to safeguard an economic future for their children. A climate action programme — rooted in a 2030 net-zero emissions target — absorbs suburbanites’ familial impulses into a much wider expression of intergenerational security: ensuring there is a future for their children in the first place. This is how we should frame our argument for bringing energy into democratic public ownership, where a local board made up of elected representatives would plan the production, distribution and maintenance of renewable energy. As part of our green programme, we should also pledge to create National Parks so that people can live closer to nature, embark on a mass housing-insulation programme, electrify a (publicly owned) train and bus network, increase cycling and walking routes, and invest in better street designs that facilitate safe childfriendly outdoor play. To be clear, our manifesto does not vow to redesign suburban communities from the top-down. Rather, at the heart of all of these pledges is one central commitment: to empower communities to build their own suburban future…

Suburban Socialism

At the apex of the suburban manifesto lies the creation of new suburban settlements, augmenting the scale, scope and ambition of the New Towns and garden cities of yesteryear to build a tangible and radical vision of Suburban Socialism. Opting for historical self-reflection over nostalgia, we can imagine new spaces in which to combine our existing pledges for shared systems of care, socialised housing, public transportation and green space, all planned and provided through systems of local, democratic ownership.29 Locally owned banks, cafés, canteens, cinemas, libraries, community centres, and educational and cultural institutions represent a vision of the suburb as a self-sustaining economy that isn’t so heavily dependent on metropolitan centres for its commerce and character. This pledge can bring together a far-reaching coalition of suburbanites who feel disconnected from political centres, from Parliament and city councils. By localising wealth and power, we don’t reconnect suburbanites to those centres so much as reduce their importance, designating the local community as the principal unit of collective decision-making. By having more control over the design of their own suburbs, suburbanites build durable structures in which to relate to one another and find pride in their ability to share the spoils of productive labour and the duties of reproductive care.

The best part is: we don’t have to wait to deliver this manifesto to cultivate this sense of place, pride and belonging. It is Suburban Solidarity that fosters a sense of collective gratification. By “making obvious” what we already know, The Suburban Manifesto is organic proof of suburban belonging, as much as it is a vision of its prideful potential.

An Objection: Anti-Suburban Socialism

The Suburban Manifesto is written with the aim of building a new suburban future, beyond the ideological boundaries of suburbia. Other left-wing intellectuals like Jeremy Gilbert, Peter Frase and George Monbiot, however, take a different approach altogether, especially in the context of climate action. The threat of climate breakdown does not emerge from an absence of suburban socialism per se. The threat of climate breakdown is posed by the continuation of any kind of suburban living at all. The need for rewilding and reforestation in particular means we should replace suburban sprawl with more densely packed locales.30 There should be no suburban manifesto at all, it seems, unless it calls for its own effective abolition.

I’m not so sure. Certainly, we should embrace the inclusion of (some) dense plots. People sentimentalise time spent at university and college, for example, because their experiences in such places form a precious memory of living in a closeknit community. On campus, most things you need — medical services, pubs, shops, bars, libraries, parks — are within walking or cycling distance. Public transportation is nearby if you want to head elsewhere. These campuses did not emerge by accident. They were intentionally designed, often with the input of students themselves. Without romanticising the campus scene (which is also characterised by racial profiling by campus security, sexual harassment and the increasing privatisation of student services), certain aspects of campuses could guide us in our ambition to build close-knit communities that interact under one common roof.31

However, we should not have to abandon a suburban future to pursue such an ambition. To do so is to let capitalism define what that future means. It is one thing to oppose suburban sprawl of the kind that has characterised its growth so far; car-friendly suburbs that facilitate the expansion of oversized properties are not the kind we should be encouraging. It is quite another to asset that the only alternative is either a rural or a metropolitan existence, a conclusion that rests on two flawed assumptions.

One is that there isn’t enough space for humans to live non-densely packed lives. To argue that the suburbs need to become more like cities — defined by claustrophobic living — is to misdiagnose why there is currently not enough space to protect our natural landscape and live spaciously. The problem is not that we lack space to do both. It’s that use of this space is unevenly distributed to satisfy the interests of capital. That’s what we must change. Densely designed spaces should exist as part of an architecturally diverse suburb, one that rejects the idea that we need to wholly densify the outskirts to make room for more green space. Communities can live spaciously and protect green space by adopting more sustainable, collective forms of ownership.

Another assumption that typically underlies the call for densification is that humanity must partly withdraw itself from nature in order to restore it to some pristine state. But this implies an ecological duality between humans and the natural world, which is itself a colonial invention; indigenous people were not just dispossessed of land, they were separated and alienated from an essential part of themselves. Indigenous epistemologies — built on the idea that the people are of the land and the land is of the people — were eradicated by colonialism in the pursuit of property and productivity.32 This eradication didn’t always result in environmental destruction. In fact, dispossession was often carried out in the name of environmental conservation. Since their inception, “protected areas” have separated indigenous people from their land, and the prevailing mode of conservation reproduces this logic today. Based on the belief that biodiversity is “best achieved by creating protected areas where ecosystems can function in isolation from human disturbance”, this kind of colonial conservationism assumes that people can only use natural resources in destructive ways.33 Once again, however, instead of packing ourselves into dense cities to leave the rest of nature in peace, we need to build sustainable relationships with the land under collective modes of ownership. We do not need to protect the land from humanity. We need to embrace a symbiotic alternative, where our relationship with nature becomes an integral part of what it means to be human.34

I agree with Frase, Monbiot and Gilbert that restorative programmes like rewilding are important components of climate action. But we need to ask whether this requires an end to suburban living, or whether it requires us to be more imaginative about the meaning of suburban living itself. Until we free our imaginations from suburban realism, we allow capitalism to monopolise the terms of the suburban future. Let’s put our faith in local communities to experiment with collective forms of ownership, blend urban and rural spaces in radically new ways, and transform suburbia into suburban socialism. This is the power of the suburban manifesto.

To write a suburban manifesto is to offer people a refreshing geographical lens through which to take a new look at socialist demands. To offer a programme that is founded, branded and modelled on an otherwise overlooked suburban theme, a programme that transcends the existing, stale, urban-centric political order.

To build a suburban manifesto is to bring together the homeless, social tenants, private renters and indebted mortgage-payers; insecure workers and jaded professionals in the public sector; young people living with their parents and annoyed parents living with their adult children; prospective students, precarious graduates and non-graduates; and caregivers and their dependents.

To vote for a suburban manifesto is to vote for democratised workplaces. For free electric buses that connect homes, workspaces, leisure and green space. For clean air through the democratic planning of renewable energy production. For a child-friendly urbanism that’s rooted in collective systems of reproductive care. For a compassionate economy that provides security and serenity for all. For a future that brings suburban homes, front lawns and white picket fences under collective control. For a suburb that shares.

And to deliver a suburban manifesto is to attempt what bell hooks calls Theory as Liberatory Practice — a “lived experience of critical thinking, of reflection and analysis” where the gap between theory and practice closes, and when “our lived experience of theorizing is fundamentally linked to processes of self-recovery, of collective liberation”.35 Our suburban manifesto can be “healing, liberatory or revolutionary” only if it is designed by those planting the seeds of suburban solidarity.36 By theorising what many already know and live, our manifesto mobilises suburbanites to recognise that, together, they have a meaningful stake in a socialist future.

For this very reason, we should not only combine theory and practice in the design of the suburban manifesto, but in its delivery too. It doesn’t matter how good our manifesto is at connecting solutions to demands if nobody knows it exists. The Suburban Manifesto is more than just pledges on a page. It is a tool of mobilisation, as I learned in the suburban grassroots — and on the grass — of Las Vegas.


7. A SUBURBAN STRATEGY

Mobilising

I was one of four English signings. We maintained sharp focus as we warmed up with the rest of the team. With kick-off just ten minutes away, we prepared ourselves for the challenge ahead, keeping ourselves hydrated in the blistering heat. Our strategy of intimidation — staring down the opposing team — began well, and we ended the first half 1-1. Despite coming out strongly in the second half, it was an uphill struggle in the unfamiliar climate, and after some robust challenges we were forced into two early substitutions. Our valiant efforts were not quite enough to conquer the home team, who ended the match on the right side of a flattering score line. Collapsing on the grass, we could hold our heads up high (once we’d caught our breath).

At least that’s how I imagined it. Looking back, making up the numbers in a teenagers’ football game was a pretty humbling experience. Four of us — Cameron, Calum, Nathan and I — arrived late. We had taken a Lyft to the wrong address, before finally making it to a High School on the suburban outskirts of East Las Vegas, Nevada. Local campaigners for Bernie Sanders, who was vying to be the Democratic Presidential nominee, had organised a football tournament in a predominantly Latino neighbourhood. There was no age limit — the idea was to host an event that was welcoming to all, ensuring whole families could come along if they so desired. I’d say around half the players were eighteen or older; the other half were younger siblings and friends.

A couple of days before the event, a few players had dropped out, so naturally the organisers looked to the Four Lions to save the day. They mistook our confidence for anything resembling talent, stamina or coordination. Annoyingly, too, we had been dropped off on the wrong side of the school. Since American high schools are about the size of a UK parliamentary constituency, we decided to cut through the school’s car park to make up for lost time. Cameron already had his boots on. He was also wearing his red, yellow and purple Clapton Community FC football shirt. On the back it read “No Pasarán,” translating to “they shall not pass” to honour the anti-fascist fighters in 1930s Spain. Calum was carrying his boots in a plastic bag. Nathan hadn’t brought any boots at all, or even a change of clothes, opting instead to play in jeans and some cargo boots. Approaching the field, we could smell tacos frying on the makeshift barbecues. None of us had eaten breakfast, so this was just the pre-match sustenance we needed.

Eventually, we joined in the warm-up with the other campaign staff who’d been roped into playing. Nathan’s untied laces flapped about as he toe punted every pass that came his way, and I knew it was going to be a long day. At least he was on the field. I could hear Calum — the fairest-skinned member of our team — begging for sun cream on the sidelines. By the time the match kicked off, the organisers were looking around at each other to figure out who had made the catastrophic decision to ask us to take part. By its end, we were looking around at each other to figure out who had made the catastrophic decision to say yes. We were by far the oldest people playing, which didn’t stop us taking it seriously. There was just one problem: we were shit.

After the tournament was over, activists drove the parents, spectators and older players to nearby early voting sites. The caucus day wasn’t until the following Sunday, in eight days’ time. Before I get carried away, I should briefly explain what a caucus is.

A “caucus” is like a primary, but, unlike a primary, voters do not go into a private booth and put a cross on a piece of ballot paper. Instead, voters go to their nearest “caucus site”, a public building that has multiple other “caucus rooms” inside. In that room, they stand in the area where their candidate is represented. There’ll be pieces of paper stuck on the wall indicating where to stand, although all you need to do is look for the people covered head to toe in your candidate’s merch. You’ll need to turn up in time for everyone to be tallied. These numbers are then added to the early votes that have already been cast (I’ll come on to them in a second). If a candidate does not win 15% of the total voters present, they are declared “non-viable” and taken off the ballot. Those who have voted for viable candidates are now allowed to make a short plea to those whose first choices have been eliminated, encouraging them to vote for their candidate in the second round. Second preferences from the early votes are also reallocated. The votes are tallied again, which determine how many “state delegates” are proportionately awarded to each candidate. At the end of election day, the total number of “state delegates” are translated into “national delegates”, depending on how many national delegates are up for grabs in that state.

Nevadans do not have to turn up on caucus day, however, to cast their vote. Instead, they can vote in early caucusing at any polling station; their ballots will then be delivered by officials to where they would have caucused in person. More than 70,000 people turned out to vote early in Nevada in 2020. Before Sunday’s in-person caucus had even begun, voter turnout had already nearly matched the state’s total turnout in 2016.1 By the time caucus day was over, turnout reached nearly 106,000, a 20% increase on 2016. Over 35,000 of them were Sanders supporters — more than double the amount for the next most popular candidate.

This did not happen by accident. It happened, in part, because of the mobilisational magnitude of Sanders’ campaign. Two days before we drove people from the football match to the polls, Sanders asked some twelve hundred voters in the crowd at a rally at the University of North Las Vegas to take a “little walk” with him to the polling station — the student union — a few hundred yards away. Two days before that, the campaign had organised another march to the polls, on the first day of early voting. This time, it followed a rally at Desert Pines High School, about ten miles north-eastward of central Vegas. Sanders was introduced by Diana Diaz, a member of Make Your Own Nevada (MRNV), a grassroots organisation campaigning for housing justice. “Today,” Diana concluded, “we will early vote for a candidate who is fighting alongside us and who’s invested in our movement.” And, after hearing Sanders rally the troops, that’s exactly what they did. Over a thousand voters marched down the residential street to the nearest polling station. Alongside Sanders were activists from Make the Road Action (a grassroots movement that campaigns for migrant justice) carrying a yellow and orange banner. In light blue, the banner read, “Marcha por los Derechos De los Inmigrantes y la Vivienda,” translating to “March for Immigrant and Housing Rights.”

I looked back at the enormous crowd of voters propelling Sanders forward; I had never seen anything quite like it. We’ve talked about forging a campaign outside the electoral arena. And we’ve talked about building a manifesto that builds on this action. Now, learning from our successes and failures, it’s time to unite these goals under one mobilisational roof.

Mobilising the Disenfranchised

Sanders’ campaign victory in Nevada is largely attributed to successful campaigning in the metropolitan centres.2 Thanks to smart organisers who handed out flyers to workers from dusk till dawn, Sanders drastically outperformed the other candidates in caucuses held in casinos along the Las Vegas strip, including one at the Bellagio hotel, which had served as a twenty-four-hour early voting site. This is even more remarkable given that the leadership of the sixty thousand member strong Culinary Union of Las Vegas originally opposed Sanders, arguing his universal healthcare plans undermined their own plans they’d negotiated over several years. After a campaign that pushed back, the majority of members did not only end up voting for Sanders, but many ended up canvassing for him after their shifts.

The success of the Sanders campaign in the metropolitan hub of Las Vegas is a testament to the power of worker-centred movements. But we shouldn’t look at the mobilisational prowess of such movements through an exclusively urban lens. After all, much of Sanders’ base who worked in the casinos lived on the suburban outskirts. Alongside a group of women from rural Nevada who canvassed on horseback, canvassers spent most of their time in diverse suburban neighbourhoods. In total, Bernie activists knocked on more than half a million doors over the course of the campaign.3

Sanders’ suburban operation was not incidental to the fact that he won more than half of Latino voters. It was essential. Sanders’ campaign in Nevada broke with the traditional Democrat strategy — going after white and older voters — from the beginning. Eight months before the primary, they opened their first campaign office in East Las Vegas, home to predominantly Latino neighbourhoods. This kickstarted an early outreach effort led by Latino staff, like regional director Luis Vásquez, senior adviser Chuck Rocha, and regular speaker José La Luz.

The other candidates had teams dedicated to Latino outreach too, but their insincerity was evident. The first thing I did when I arrived in Vegas was attend a town hall event at the College of Southern Nevada in North Las Vegas, held by the United Latin American Citizens. I was jetlagged, and I’ve failed at pretty much any language I’ve ever tried to learn, but I’m pretty sure I could have done a better job than Pete Buttigieg, whom I watched butcher his introduction in Spanish. While the Sanders campaign was organising local football tournaments for young Latinos, Amy Klobuchar and Tom Steyer were giving interviews in which neither candidate could name the president of Mexico.4

One of the reasons Sanders did well with Latino voters was that his campaign made an effort to mobilise non-partisan and otherwise disenfranchised voters.

In Nevada, the number of self-identified non-partisans has grown by 90% in the last ten years, now making up more than 20% of the total Nevadan electorate.5 Non-partisans are unable to vote in Nevada’s closed primary, but a major part of the campaign was informing non-partisans they could affiliate with the Democrats on caucus day itself or at early vote locations.

While 50% of all caucus-goers had attended a caucus before, that proportion fell to 40% when it came to Latino voters. Of those first-time Latino caucus-goers, 53% voted for Sanders, while 14% voted for Joe Biden, the next most popular candidate. When Hilary Clinton lost the White House to Donald Trump in 2016, CNN complained that “Latino and younger voters failed to show up at the polls in sufficient numbers.”6 Latino voters aren’t apathetic. They are largely estranged by a political system that usually doesn’t care whether they turn up or not. Sanders gave them a reason to believe in — and turn up for — an alternative. In the end, almost one in five of those who came out to vote in the Nevadan caucus was Latino.7

Sanders’ success was not limited to the newly enfranchised. Rather, it expanded outwards from this otherwise alienated base. That’s not to say that everybody was enthused about the prospect of a Sanders presidency. I spent most of my time in the south-eastern suburb of Henderson, where I met a range of residents up and down the class hierarchy. I was used to rich homeowners telling me to piss off. I was less used to them reading out their Second Amendment right to bear arms as they told me to get off their property. Others were entertained by my accent long enough to tell me they were behind on mortgage payments. They might have a secure job, but they still had nightmares about what would happen to their healthcare if they were let go. It’s fitting that these suburban voters lived a stone’s throw from one of the most famous gambling strips in the world. Those at the bottom of the ladder don’t have any chips to lose, and for others, modest winnings are of little comfort when a lack of universal healthcare means a job can be the difference between life and death. Thousands of Vegas suburbanites are forced to live a game of roulette, and Sanders’ campaign offered a route to a more secure future. In a race contested by five candidates, Bernie won 65% of seventeen- to twenty-nine-year-olds, and 50% of thirty- to forty-four-year-olds.8 A campaign built on the principle of “Not Me. Us” awakened thousands of voters to the way in which capital was dominating their lives, pulsating from the metropolitan hub of the casino strips out to the suburban fringes.

Sanders’ success was proof that redistributive campaigns are more effective at winning over socially conservative voters than so-called moderate campaigns that pander to their recalcitrance. Of Sanders supporters from the 2016 Democratic primary, 12% voted for Trump in the Presidential Election that year.9 Those who switched from Sanders to Trump tended to be white and older than the average Sanders voter in the primary. Fewer than one in five identified themselves as “liberal”.

Some use this statistic to falsely minimise the political differences between Sanders and Trump, as if both were mere “populists” who shared the same tactics, rhetoric and strategy. What it really shows is that Sanders and Trump represented two, radically different solutions to problems that Clinton could not address. Trump pledged to build a wall; Sanders was pledging a higher minimum wage, full employment, tuition-free college and Medicare-for-all.10 It’s bitterly lamentable that the American electorate were never given the chance to vote for the latter.

Lauding the role of suburban campaigning in Sanders’ victory comes with an obvious qualification: his success in and around Vegas, and across Nevada, did not propel him to the nationwide jackpot. Biden’s first victory of the campaign — a substantial win in South Carolina — was enough for him to tell the crowd that “We are very much alive.”11 And it was enough for Pete Buttigieg, Amy Klobuchar, Kamala Harris, Cory Booker, Beto O’Rourke and Andrew Yang to fall into line and get behind Biden. Dropping out just before “Super Tuesday”, a day on which fourteen states cast their ballots, candidate after candidate gave Biden the momentum he needed to clean up. Their endorsements all but guaranteed that Biden would be the Democratic nominee to take on Donald Trump for the Oval Office.

Buttigieg summarised the so-called moderates’ rationale best: “We need a broad-based agenda to truly deliver for the American people, not one that gets lost in ideology.”12 Harris concurred, arguing that Biden was the candidate to “unify the people”.13 This was in spite of polls that showed Sanders beating Trump in the Rust Belt swing states by a larger margin than Biden, as well as flipping Texas for the Democrats with a historic fourteen-point shift.14 Of course, if you thought Biden could beat Trump, you’d soon be proven right. Unfortunately, those of us who believed Sanders would beat Trump by a larger margin will never have a chance to prove that we were right too. Regardless, the moderate candidates didn’t choose Biden because they knew he had a better chance of success come November. For them, the meaning of unity is clear: the unconditional commitment to do whatever it takes to keep radical change off the table.

We cannot blame Sanders’ loss on centrist solidarity alone. The campaign’s investment in Nevada and other early states came at a price: a lack of grassroots resources elsewhere. Embodying a combination of economic constraints and organisational short-sightedness, the campaign didn’t open any offices in Texas until the week before early voting began. Maybe they hoped that, by that point, they’d have enough traction to rely on “traditional” campaign strategies, namely advertising and favourable press coverage.15 But this ignored the very reason for investing so heavily in grassroots campaigning in places like Nevada. The campaign’s fatal mistake was believing they could cultivate an image of “electability” outside of the mobilisational infrastructure that, elsewhere, confronted the terms and conditions of electability in the first place. Sanders’ victory in Nevada is bittersweet. On one hand, it is proof that a commitment to long-term, grassroots mobilisation pays off. On the other hand, it is proof of the difficulty in sustaining that kind of mobilisation on a national scale.

Even if we concentrate on the positive lessons, we might have another reason to put our foot on the brakes before we get carried away. This was a regional primary, not a General Election. And it was a regional primary in a historically Democrat-held state. How relevant is his victory for this book’s focus on Tory suburbia? Well, as I’ve mentioned throughout, suburban socialism is about more than just winning in Tory suburbia. It’s about including the Conservative heartlands within a universal project. Sanders’ victory in Nevada is most useful for those of us who want to turn Democrat- or Labour-held suburbs a shade of socialist red.

But even when it comes to our goal of winning a Tory suburbia, Sanders’ success in Nevada still provides important lessons to heed. Namely, the importance of mobilising disenfranchised populations cannot be overstated. Over the past twenty years, an average of more than one in three people did not turn out to vote in General Elections. Suburban socialism will be as strong as the size of its coalition. But it is not (just) about winning over Conservative or Lib Dem voters. It’s about mobilising disenfranchised suburbanites, while hoping to coax other unlikely voters along the way. As the Sanders campaign proved, a socialist campaign will win or lose based on its ability to mobilise a pool of untapped support.

And we can mobilise when we mix two powerful ingredients: a bold, transformative agenda that recognises the forces holding communities back, and an effective, grassroots approach to communication. That means organising community events — sport in local parks, community art projects, outdoor theatre, reading groups in cafés — that get people to the polls and encourage suburbanites young and old to become politically active. That means combining workplace organisation with suburban foot soldiers. And that means launching an effective early votes campaign; in the UK, we must treat postal vote deadlines with the same amount of gravity and dedication as we do with traditional “Get Out the Vote” campaigns that encourage residents to the polls on election day. Of course, a considerable amount of this comes down to financial capacity. But we should draw inspiration from the fact that Sanders raised more than $96 million in 2019 from five million contributions, at an average of $18 per donation, precisely because his community-based campaign generated widespread faith in the power of collective action.16

We can come away from Sanders’ campaign with both pride in what was achieved and hunger for more. That said, we can’t ignore other important differences (in kind and context) that make it difficult to transfer localised success in a US presidential primary to a UK General Election. One of these differences represents perhaps the biggest mobilisational obstacle of all.

The Tactical Enemy of Mobilisation

Back in Brentwood, three of us floundered in the winter breeze in the middle of the High Street as we tried to assemble a flimsy, plastic contraption, decorated with a few old placards. One of them said that Theresa May, Leader of the Conservative Party during the election two years earlier, didn’t care about the elderly. I knew it was out of date, but it was probably still true, so it would have been a shame to put it to waste. What we lacked in (up to date) infrastructure we made up for in handicraft. After retaping a torn “Vote Labour” poster to the front of the stall, we knew we were ready to start the weekend with a few hours of hearty rejection. Our main goal was to convince passers-by that, yes, we really did exist.

The High Street certainly throws out some of the more colourful moments of a campaign. From men in Ford Fiestas winding down their window to shout, “Fucking wankers!”, to being berated for supporting a terrorist-sympathising, English-hating communist, it didn’t take long to get accustomed to the constructive criticism. I did, however, feel bad for my friends who I’d inadvertently dragged into a scene of the The Inbetweeners. Worst of all, some of my friends didn’t even vote Labour. Some had no interest in politics at all. Most of them were there for the post-canvassing pints. It will be fun, I said. Abuse was not as commonplace as disinterest. Most of the leaflets would end up in the nearest bin ten yards away. So when someone stopped for a chat, I’d brace myself for abuse. Or worse — a tactical voter.

One afternoon, I was approached by a middle-aged woman in a colourful scarf and jacket, holding a leash in one hand and clamping her beret to her head with the other. I handed her a leaflet; she asked me if I could hold the leash. It was just for a moment. She folded the leaflet and put it in her handbag. As she took back the leash, her white scruffy dog panted patiently while she outlined her dilemma. “I just want the Tories to lose,” she laughed in exasperation, “I don’t care who beats them.” Under our majoritarian electoral system, it doesn’t matter if the candidate you vote for only loses by one vote. Since their loss won’t translate into parliamentary representation, you may as well not have voted at all.17 Having tried in vain for years to secure their first choice, the electoral deliberations of non-Tory voters are reduced to one, crude preference: anybody but the Conservatives. Decades of Tory dominance have changed the way they conceive of electoral opposition. It’s the equivalent of voting “blue no matter who” in the US, only here it’s “anybody but blue, no matter who”. That said, tactical voting was far less prevalent in the Nevadan caucus (where voters were choosing who they wanted to represent the “blue”), because people’s votes translated (roughly) into state delegates. Particularly in those early stages, where proving your popularity is essential to build momentum, every vote mattered.

In 2019, this rationale was intensified by one issue in particular. Defined as much by what they opposed as what they stood for, Labour, the Liberal Democrats and the Greens were supposedly united in an anti-Brexit mission. Labour wasn’t promising to stop Brexit, but our pledge to hold a second referendum was framed as a viable route for those with that explicit aim. For many voters, all that mattered was stopping Alex Burghart, the Conservative candidate promising to deliver Brexit at all costs. Anyone else would do. In Brentwood & Ongar, Labour has been vying with the Liberal Democrats for “anyone else” status since 1992, the first General Election in which they took part. A notable exception is 2001, when the former BBC reporter Martin Bell ran as an independent against the MP Eric Pickles. Accusing the Conservative Party of having been infiltrated by a religious cult, the “Man in the White Suit” came within three thousand votes of winning. Another exception is 2015, when UKIP finished in second place. Order was restored two years later, when Labour finished in second place, six thousand votes ahead of the Lib Dems in third.

The woman with the colourful scarf and jacket handed me back the leash once more. Free to gesticulate, she lamented, “I have to tell you: it’s really frustrating to see all of you fight amongst yourselves. If one of you just dropped out, then we might stand a chance of winning! Why won’t you just work together? Can’t you see the bigger picture?” Her dog barked in agreement. We should stop bickering and put aside our differences for the greater, non-Tory good. She told me that she’d be voting for the party with the best chance of defeating the Tories. For her, that was the Lib Dems. Annoyingly, she could justify her position by citing online guidance from pro-EU pressure group Best for Britain, which had advised people here looking to unseat the Tories to vote for the Lib Dems.18 They reached 25 million people through digital channels in the six weeks prior to election day, and more than 800,000 people across the country voted tactically in line with their advice.19

I had three responses at my disposal.

The first was depressing: if all non-Tory votes were put together, the total would still be way behind that of the Conservative candidate. The only time dropping out could have worked here, maybe, was in 1997, when Labour and the Liberal Democrats, taken together, secured one thousand more votes than the Conservative MP. Fast forward to 2017, and all the opposition parties combined still had less than half of the votes needed to win. Vote for whoever you want.

The second was more fun: throw the other parties under the bus. If your aim is to cut the Tory majority as much as possible, then voting Lib Dem is counter-intuitive. The Lib Dems hadn’t finished above Labour since 2010, which made Best for Britain’s recommendation — as well as the Lib Dem leaflet “showing” a two-horse race between them and the Tories — difficult to swallow. Sure enough, a week before election day, Best for Britain changed its advice to recommend voting Labour, after polling put us in second place. That didn’t stop the Brentwood & Ongar Lib Dems from keeping the original advice plastered all over their website.

The third was to expand the argument to a national scale. Regardless of any constituency-level advice, voting tactically for the Liberal Democrats to stop the Tories made no sense. In 2019, now Liberal Democrat leader Ed Davey told Andrew Neil that he would gladly prop up a Conservative government again on the proviso that it held a second referendum on Brexit. This is not the first time that tactical voting has contributed to a Conservative victory. In 2010, Gordon Brown himself implored the electorate to vote tactically, in some constituencies, for the Liberal Democrats, who went on to form a coalition government with the Conservatives.20 Voting tactically for the Lib Dems to stop the Tories was a contradiction in terms in 2019, just as it was in 2010.

I can’t quite remember which response I gave. If I was tired, then it was probably the first. Either way, by making one or other of these arguments to every woman and her dog, I committed an error. The problem wasn’t that tactical voting was futile. Or that it was wrong. After all, beating the Lib Dems by fifty-six votes and losing to the Tories by over 29,000 is hardly sufficient proof that we were the real tactical choice. The problem was that tactical voting rests on shaky ideological ground. I had failed to challenge that ideological ground. In doing so, I had failed to meaningfully confront a mobilisational obstacle to socialism in Tory suburbia.

The logic of tactical voting appears transparent. Tactical voting websites help those who would like to oust the Tories make an informed choice to increase their chances of doing so. However, tactical voting sites are not passive actors that reveal people’s existing voting intentions. Their purpose is to change voting intentions. That is, they disclose information about constituents’ voting intentions, which people then use to make a judgement about the likelihood of a particular party winning, adjusting their voting intention accordingly. This creates a new set of voting intentions, which not only reinforces that person’s voting adjustment, but leads even more people to then adjust their voting intentions, and so on. Tactical voting acts as a circular, self-fulfilling prophecy, strengthening the data on which they base their recommendations.21 The same, I should say, goes for polling organisations more broadly. Both pollsters and tactical voting sites are engaged in the business of lending probability an air of permanence; both are machines for controlling public opinion, not reflecting it.22

Maybe those who initially said they were thinking of voting for the Lib Dems, and those who said they were not going to vote at all, would have gone on to change their minds. But both groups look at the polling and conclude they were right. The Lib Dems are told they’re making the right tactical choice, and the disenfranchised voters are told they’re right to think it’s a waste of time voting Labour. If people don’t see Labour as the “tactical” choice, then trying to get their support is futile; they’ve already been told there’s no point. This is particularly problematic when the voting sites’ advice is based on one party’s early, narrow lead. In such cases, the evidence underpinning the advice is highly arbitrary. And it sets up an additional barrier for those initially further behind, still trying to build momentum: they’ve been declared the loser long before ballots are cast. In generating confirmation bias, tactical voting sites paralyse the most powerful tool of socialist campaigns: the mobilisation of floating and disenfranchised voters. Tactical voting sites say they change their advice to reflect changes in public opinion. But by the time they change their advice, thousands of residents may have made up their minds (or even submitted their postal votes). Besides, the fact they are often forced to change their advice only proves they’ve been resisting an electoral tide that should have been allowed to run its course.

I can’t pretend that Tory suburbia would suddenly turn socialist if tactical voting sites disappeared. But suburban socialism is unlikely to happen as long as they exist, because they bestow a higher status on predictive models of rational choice than on the mobilisational capacity of a campaign. Tactical voting sites convince many people to vote in a way they otherwise might not have done on election day. Not through argument, but through a sort of statistical coercion. Imagine if all that time, energy and infrastructure went into building and supporting the socialist cause instead. Of course (and this is the point), that is not their prerogative.

In reply, organisations like Best for Britain might argue that its efforts helped Labour to victory in six seats it might not have won otherwise, and that it supported the highest-placed Remain candidate in 97% of constituencies where it made a recommendation.23 More importantly, people wouldn’t have to vote tactically if we just did what Best for Britain — and the colourfully dressed voter with the dog — wanted all along: establish a Progressive Alliance. That is, if Labour, Liberal Democrats and Greens had agreed to stand down candidates in areas where the opposition vote was split, then we’d have had a shot at forming a non-Tory government. However, this simply strengthens my suspicions of tactical voting in the first place. At the end of the day, I don’t blame those who, in accordance with advice, make a decision that has been forced upon them by a majoritarian system. I do, however, blame those who employ it as one weapon in their ideological arsenal. Yes, a Progressive Alliance would have done away with tactical voting advice, but only to pave a shortcut to the real goal of tactical voting: keeping socialists away from power.

Resisting the Neoliberal Progressive Alliance

Tactical voting delineates two groups: the common opponent we are trying to defeat and the alternatives we group together in tactical opposition. Since parties hold a range of positions on a range of issues, their political identities are heuristically reduced to some constructed metric that places them on either side of the binary distinction. In 2019, Brexit reinforced a deep-seated electoral divide between “conservatives” and “progressives”, with the Conservative Party and the Brexit Party on the conservative side, and everybody else — Labour, the Liberal Democrats, the Greens and Change UK (RIP) — on the progressive side.

A Progressive Alliance, then, is the institutionalisation of this division. The case for an alliance has been made most powerfully by Labour MP Clive Lewis. Calling for the Labour Party to build alliances with “progressives” or “others who want the same thing”, he believes progressives should build the foundations of these alliances “on climate, on racism, on democracy in our society” and “protecting human rights”.24 The insinuation is pretty clear: suburban socialism isn’t going to happen. We should accept the fact that we will never secure a parliamentary majority on our own, so the argument goes, and reach out to other progressive parties who share our goal of ousting the Conservatives. Since the Greens only hold one seat, the principal pairing of this alliance would be Labour and the Liberal Democrats. What kind of progressivism would the Liberal Democrats bring to the table?

In 2019, the Liberal Democrats pledged to run a permanent economic surplus, promising that under their administration, day-to-day spending on public services would be less than total tax revenue.25 Positioning themselves financially to the right of the Conservative Party, the Lib Dems therefore promised to turn austerity into a permanent foundation of the economy: collective resources that could otherwise be invested in public services would sit in a piggy bank instead. Criticised for supporting austerity in coalition, (then) Lib Dem leader Jo Swinson hit back in an interview, citing her support for same-sex marriage in 2013 as proof of her progressive credentials.26 But in supporting austerity, she ipso facto defended a programme which, according to UNISON, resulted in a reduction in LGBTQ+-friendly accommodation, specialist sexual and mental health services, and LGBTQ+ awareness training in workplaces.27

Austerity also disproportionately affected Black and minority ethnic populations.28 It’s okay, though; the Lib Dems want to “promote diversity” in FTSE 350 companies.29 For those without the social and economic capital to climb to the top of ladder, insecurity and exploitation awaits; Black and brown people are more likely to be on the kind of zero-hours contracts that Jo Swinson defended while serving in the coalition government, and more likely to be paid minimum wage, a wage that Swinson said she’d be happy to reduce in the event of an economic downturn.30 These actions do not stand in contradiction to the Lib Dems’ pledge to establish an “effective immigration system” that “welcomes migrants […] for the skills and contribution that they bring”.31 Rather, they are part of the same framework that treats ethnic minorities as units of extractive labour power, and cites the economic success of the few who rise to the top as justification for the exploitation of the rest at the bottom.

The Liberal Democrats proudly wave the flag for what Nancy Fraser calls progressive neoliberalism. Progressive neoliberalism is the marriage of “two unlikely bedfellows”: an uncompromising faith in free-market meritocracy on the one hand, and liberal currents of the new social movements on the other.32 Diversifying the top of the socio-economic hierarchy instead of asking whether this hierarchy should exist in the first place, progressive neoliberalism leaves the rest in the basement to carry out low-paid, precarious and degrading work. Brexit gave the Lib Dems a precious opportunity to rebrand themselves in progressive garb, but they’d show more honesty if they listed themselves as the Progressive Neoliberal Democrats on the ballot instead.

Pushing back against this claim, Lewis would argue that left-wing voices have a greater chance of influencing policy in a more progressive coalition. Besides, Labour itself is an alliance that, even during the Corbyn years, contained pro-austerity and neoliberal politicians. In fact, Labour’s 2019 manifesto had progressively neoliberal aspects too. Its Race and Faith Manifesto also had a section on boardroom diversity, albeit accompanied by other policies that sought to redistribute power within the workspace too.33 In effect, I was already defending a kind of neoliberal alliance, so why is one with the Lib Dems any different?

A valid point, but this is reason to resist Labour’s neoliberal wing, not to tip the balance in its favour. As for the offer of greater left-wing influence, I’m not convinced. Joining up with more neoliberal forces is an admission that, to get things done, we ultimately need to accept the fact that socio-economic hierarchies are here to stay. Isn’t that surrendering to precisely the kind of capitalist realism that is paralysing our chances of success in the first place? Resigning ourselves to a Progressive Alliance delegitimises our socialist platform by telling voters that the struggle is not as urgent or imperative as we claim.

This is, ultimately, the fundamental issue I have with what a Progressive Alliance wants socialists to do: compromise.

Highly dependent on what voices, interests and convictions have been invited to the discussion, “compromise” answers to the interests of those in power. Agreements are made and accepted by people in unequal bargaining positions, entrenching those positions and skewing the future boundaries of conflict. To this day, compromise is reached by those who have conquered the terms of debate. Those who lose out are the collateral damage.

Compromises like 2050 carbon-neutrality, a happy medium between the Green New Deal’s 2030 target and climate-change denial. Compromises like conditional welfarism, a happy medium between unconditional support and social Darwinism. Compromises like Joe Biden (the transatlantic equivalent of a Progressive Alliance) and his defence of a privatised healthcare system with a public option, a happy medium between universal healthcare and the unfettered free market. Compromises like “affordable” housing, a happy medium between socialised housing and an unregulated private market.

These are compromises that sentence the global south to certain death, demonise the unemployed, kill the uninsured and force homeless people like Billy to die in the street. When “we” compromise, those making the decisions never pay the price. Rather, “we” are compromising the lives and dignity of those who are systematically and violently excluded from the deliberations. The most powerful argument Lewis makes for a Progressive Alliance is his condemnation of “Labourism”, or the sense that the Labour Party is the only force for change in British politics.34 He’s right. But he’s wrong to go deeper into the electoral architecture to find our allies. Our task is to build an electoral coalition with trade unions, community organisers and disenfranchised voters, not with neoliberal forces that want to exclude them from the collaboration.

You might think that if there’s anywhere we should be preparing to compromise, Tory suburbia is a promising candidate. Losing by 29,000 votes doesn’t exactly put me in a strong bargaining position. We should nonetheless ask ourselves why we’re in this position in the first place. For years, many of us have tried and failed to convince the electorate that we can manage the capitalist state more fairly, benevolently and efficiently. When the Labour Party campaigned for a 2030 net-zero target, we were already compromising between the abolition of capitalism and an impending apocalypse. And when we campaigned for 10% worker-owned shares, we were already compromising between a society free of wage labour and one in which twenty-six people — twenty-six individuals — own half of the world’s wealth.35 It’s those who defend the permanence of capitalism who are refusing to budge.

I know I am opening the door for the following accusation: socialists can’t handle disagreement. This could not be further from the truth. Socialism not only permits but thrives on disagreement, giving everybody the space in which to bring forward their own notions of collective human fulfilment to the table. The case for democratic public ownership, for example, is a recognition of the fact that people disagree over how to collectively produce goods and services. Currently, power is controlled in the hands of a few, which means collective discussions are conducted on an asymmetrical and exploitative basis. Socialism is a struggle to build democratic infrastructure so that, when compromises are made, everybody has had a substantively equal voice in the negotiation. We want to build a society where we compromise within a system that treats all human beings with empathy, decency and care. And it’s in our demand for this system that we should be unequivocal in our refusal to compromise.

If we want to fight an election on our own terms, it won’t be one between progressivism and conservatism. It will be between labour and capital. It is in carving out this distinction that we mobilise voters who may not see a place for themselves in the progressive-conservative distinction at all. Whether it’s tactical voting or a “Progressive” Alliance, both kneecap the ability of a socialist campaign to mobilise these disenfranchised voters or persuade otherwise unlikely converts. Both hold the struggle at arm’s length. And both are grounded in a narrow theory of electoralism. Guided by the belief that a campaign’s task is to manufacture a coalition of pre-existing voters, they take people’s partisan identities as given and fixed. Suburban socialism puts its faith in the capacity of disenfranchised voters to completely change the state of play.

And in the capacity of suburban conservatives to change their minds.

A Suburban Confession

I was sitting in Room 3. My chair was facing the whiteboard as I looked down at the beige desk in front of me, waiting for my first A-level Politics class to begin. The teacher walked into the classroom and introduced himself. Almost immediately, he went around the room and asked each of us which newspapers we read. The whole exercise was faintly absurd, given that most of us had never finished a newspaper. Nevertheless, my answer sticks out in my mind, because it went onto define the first few years of my political identity. Up until now, I haven’t been entirely honest with you, and I’ve run out of time and space to delay my confession: I used to be a raging Tory. When it was my turn to answer the teacher’s question, I proudly announced, “The Daily Mail, sir.”

I’d love to conclude that my conservative identity was a mere product of my environment, but that would be to play down my own part in cultivating it. I chose to study politics to explore a conservative political intuition. Sure enough, my fragmented instincts soon assembled themselves into a repertoire of reactionary, free-market fundamentalist beliefs. I remember reading John Campbell’s biography of Margaret Thatcher at some point during Year Twelve. Thatcher’s dogged anti-unionism struck a chord with something I’d been told as a teenager: people who went on strike were greedy, unreasonable and ungrateful for their jobs. Jobs that were only created through other people’s desire to create wealth. Without competition or the possibility of making a profit, I could not see how anybody would want to create any goods or services at all. And I harboured an ugly disdain for anyone who suggested otherwise.

My unfiltered defence of economic liberalism also explains, in part, my defence of nationalism, or as I called it back then, patriotism. I supported strict immigration controls on the basis that poorer nations would have no incentive to prosper if their citizens could move elsewhere at will. I was far less fearful of so-called global free-riding, though, than I was anxious about an impending strain on our public services, as well as “cultural” changes I never q-white managed to define. Racist notions of citizenship grounded my view that looser immigration controls were incompatible with fixed conditions of a functioning society.

Equally racist were the foundations of my desire for harsh and retributive systems of criminal justice. I don’t think I actively wanted the police to lock up Black and brown people, but I wasn’t prepared to let proof of racial disparity derail my dogmatic belief in the iron fist of discipline.36 Once again, the only solution in my eyes was more free-market economics. If only we had more faith in the market, then we could incentivise people out of the crime-ridden areas in which they found themselves. As a neutral and invisible arbiter, how could the free market discriminate by race? Its purpose was to satisfy preferences, not prejudices. Likewise, with gender. I used to rationalise the gender pay gap by referencing a natural variation in individual choice across the public and private sectors. Refusing to even try and understand why women predominantly worked in the public sector and why that sector was less well paid, I took hardline views against affirmative action which, in my eyes, obstructed the workings of meritocracy.

I don’t want to pass the buck, but I do think the school itself had a part to play. A boys’ grammar school in a wealthy area, its very existence sought to legitimise the belief that some people are smarter than others, and that they deserve a better education because of it. Socio-economic status isn’t always visible, but children from high-income families are 33% more likely to attend a grammar school than low-income children, so it’s unlikely many of my cohort came from working-class households.37 It speaks volumes that this wasn’t something I even thought about at the time.

Selective schools do not just hierarchise education across the country. They hierarchise structures within the classroom. By the time girls joined us in the sixth form, creating a girls-to-boys ratio of 1:4, misogyny was rife. There were fewer Black people in our year than students named James, which must explain in part how the school thought it could get away with a “slave auction”, a charity event in which classrooms would collectively bid for sixth formers on stage to do whatever they wanted for the day. Of more than a hundred boys, not one was openly gay, testament to the absorbed presence of homophobia. Not a day would go past without someone being called gay for doing their homework instead of playing football or for tripping over in the hall. By the time “transvestite netball” — a school event in which male sixth formers cross-dressed for charity — was renamed “superhero netball”, transphobia was so normalised that most students had no idea what was wrong with the event in the first place.

To this day, I regret my refusal to call out any of this behaviour. Even if I’d had the courage to do so, I never really had the desire. To face up to the daily reality of misogyny, racism, homophobia and transphobia would have jeopardised my fragile belief that we are here because of who we are, not because of the racialised and gendered structures I defended in class. It was easier to look at the institution surrounding me and listen to what its ideological foundations were telling me: that success looks like individual aspiration. And it looked white, wealthy and male.

Driving these beliefs was a particular way of perceiving reality itself. I viewed the world through an individualistic lens, which paradoxically generated an assumption that my “freeto-be-an-individual” experience of the world was the same as everybody else’s. It was harder to see structural problems like class exploitation, racism and patriarchy, since I had never been required to think about my class, race or gender at all. Racism, homophobia, transphobia and misogyny were very real for those whose identities were reduced to the derogatory vernacular of the school corridor. But since the concept of discrimination was far removed from my daily reality, I buried its truth under the layers of my own privilege and fragility. This enabled a perversely moralising defence of my conservatism: those who attempted to diagnose structural injustice were being condescending, failing to recognise and elevate the individuality of the “oppressed”. Of course, I was only able to think this way because individuality itself is unequally distributed. I was afforded a sense of it because racialised and gendered capitalism allowed me to be a person first, and a white, wealthy male second. When white and wealthy is the suburban norm, I could be myself. I could be an individual.

Individualised aspiration provided a comforting narrative for both my successes and my failures. If my accomplishments were all my own doing, then my shortcomings must have been a product of forces which prevented my innate individualism from expressing itself. An individualistic lens made it easier for me, with no experience of structural oppression, to problematise obstacles to my social progress. Being teased at school, not doing well in a test or getting on with a teacher — all this was proof I was being held back. Despite being raised by a stable and relatively wealthy family, I was told I’d flourish if only I could escape institutions that prioritised others’ needs at the apparent expense of my own.

I was hooked on the kind of suburban realism this book has tried to counteract. I did not have to defend competitive markets, individualised responsibility and punitive disincentives as human constructions. I just accepted them. It was too demanding to imagine new structures, norms and material conditions. That would have jeopardised the soothing notion that I am who I am because of me, and not because of the particular ideological reality in which we all exist. Individualism defined boundaries of human reality that, in my mind, could not be crossed. I didn’t know what socialism meant precisely, but I knew it belonged on the other side of those boundaries. I knew that it sought human cooperation as opposed to ruthless competition; that was enough for me to know that it contradicted what I took to be an unchangeable human reality.

It might be difficult to comprehend how someone with these beliefs could go on to stand on a socialist platform under Jeremy Corbyn and campaign for Bernie Sanders. It’s something I struggle to comprehend myself. I’m sometimes expected to cite examples of the ways in which people on the other side of the aisle took apart my views with logic and reason, patiently allowing me to accept the errors of my ways. The thing is, I don’t really remember any of that logic. I don’t remember the rationale they gave. What I do remember is the emotional timbre with which they’d respond to my convictions.

One of the topics we discussed in A-level Politics was immigration. I used to love debating. It was fun, and I was always so confused as to why others didn’t seem to enjoy arguing with me. Now I think I understand. Challenging my views wasn’t a game for those whose oppression was a key ingredient in my political recipe. The (very few) students in my class who weren’t born in England lost their temper with me. My fragility was not something they were willing to protect. Unapologetically irritated, they told me that my beliefs, words and actions had consequences and that, one day, I might look back and regret the things I’d said. They were right. I may not have changed my mind there and then. I used to double down hard, deploying all the tools of civility to insist my opponents would have a better chance of convincing me if they just stopped shouting. It was a long time before I conceded the true impact of their confrontation.

To understand what I mean by this, I should firstly highlight the impact of moving out of Tory suburbia to go to university. It’s not just that I experienced new perspectives. After all, I’d encountered new perspectives at school. Why was it any different this time? The physical act of moving away from home was itself pretty influential. At school, I possessed a weird amount of pride in my conservativism. Among my A-level Politics classmates, it’s what I was known for. This in itself reveals something uniquely strange about the young Tory. You picture yourself as an edgy free-thinker who is going against the grain. In reality, you spend your time defending the interests of those who benefit most from the status quo. Young conservatism is not always — or exclusively — explained by privilege. It’s not that young Tories are themselves desperate to protect their assets. They get a kick out of defending those asset-holders who are. When I moved out, there was significantly less pressure to keep up appearances and maintain the conservative label that had come to define my personality. I was freer to explore perspectives without teachers and classmates pre-empting what I was going to say.

Sorry to disappoint right-wing tabloid journalists, but this isn’t a story about how university lecturers are secret Marxist recruiters. I was more likely to encounter alternative perspectives through the people I met than the books I would be asked to read. Politics was no longer just a lesson that I left in the classroom. It was the experiences I shared with friends, the stories they told and the perspectives they embodied. As I began to realise that my experience of the world was not exactly the same as everyone else’s, my individualistic lens — which equated my reality with a universal one — began to shatter. Capitalism teaches us that it is weak to be influenced by other people, and that we should find our own truth from within. But the only way society functions in the first place is by recognising the existence, needs and voices of others. Learning about the affective reality of human mutuality was perhaps the most important lesson of all.

My socialist identity grew out of an increasingly unstable relationship with my formative surroundings. Like most students, I would come back home for a couple of weeks at a time during breaks in the semester. The constant dislocation and relocation triggered a perpetual conflict between my active acceptance of a right-wing political identity and a passive identification of the structural forces that had formed it. This instability would chip away at my conservative foundations, primarily because I could view this formative reality through an alternative lens. It wasn’t so much that new experiences changed me. Rather, they changed the way I remembered old experiences. Old debates were no longer fun memories. They were uncomfortable reminders of the hurt and pain that my political convictions had caused. The memory of other people’s anger brought the ideological nature of my reality into focus, whether I wanted to see it or not. In truth, I still find it hard to explain why I changed my mind. All I know is, there’s no turning back.

Many people tell me that, as somebody who has experienced the two extremes of Daily Mail conservatism and radical leftism, I will one day find peace and comfort in the pragmatic centre ground. I think this is to misunderstand the nature of socialism. Socialism is an ongoing, painful process of self-reflection. My socialist convictions do not represent a state of internal clarity at which I linearly arrived. It continues to be a process of uncomfortable self-questioning. Reflecting on my anti-socialist past encourages me to keep questioning the political institutions, norms and behaviours that disguise themselves as facts of life. The expectation that I will drift back into the centre, or to the right, ignores the fact that this would require me to reverse an irreversible, painful process of dislocation. Writer Martin Bradbury puts it well:

If their evaluation of us as extremists is correct then we must tell them that getting to be this militant was not easy, it required a lot of hard work, and that by asking us to moderate our views it is they and not we that demand too much.38

I don’t wish to universalise from my experience, or imply that winning over youthful Tories isn’t so difficult after all. I share this confession, really, to offer an alternative interpretation of what it means to reach across the political aisle. The loudest defenders of compromise typically encourage us all to try and understand why the other side think the way they do. For me, it is precisely because I know what it’s like to sit on the other side of the fence that I refuse to meet my former self halfway. I know how seductive the taste of capitalism can be. I’ve felt the force of a realist conviction that there is no alternative. And I’ve been complicit in thinking we can fight suffering with discursive civility. I also know the power of learning from each other’s experiences, fears, hopes and struggles. I’ve felt the force of solidarity that proves we can achieve so much more together than we can as individuals.

It is this conflicting combination — remembering the kind of harm I used to trivialise and witnessing the kind of hope that can heal it — that makes me so reluctant to search for middle ground between the two. I don’t see a choice between centrism and extremism, the Tories and a Progressive Alliance, compromise and defeat. Instead, I see two paths ahead: socialism or barbarism.


8. SUBURBAN SOCIALISM OR BARBARISM

Dreaming

Bourgeois society stands at the crossroads, either transition to socialism or regression into barbarism […] Until now, we have all probably read and repeated these words thoughtlessly, without suspecting their fearsome seriousness […] Today, we face the choice exactly as Friedrich Engels foresaw it a generation ago: either the triumph of imperialism and the collapse of all civilization as in ancient Rome, depopulation, desolation, degeneration — a great cemetery. Or the victory of socialism, that means the conscious active struggle of the international proletariat against imperialism and its method of war.

– Rosa Luxemburg, The Junius Pamphlet, 1915.

“Why don’t we just share everything?”

When you’re standing as a Labour candidate in Tory suburbia, the last thing you expect to hear is a casual call for a socialist utopia.

I must have answered around thirty questions already, each more incisive than the last. It didn’t help that I was sitting in a chair that was far too small for me; I couldn’t even squirm. And this was not an audience to spare my feelings. Whether they were cheering, hollering, yawning, gasping or — most unsettlingly — laughing out loud, they greeted my answers with brutal, vocal honesty. This wasn’t a town hall meeting where my responses would be recorded for public broadcast. This wasn’t an election debate where the other candidates were ready to pounce. I wasn’t even speaking in front of anyone who had the right to vote. I was in my old Year Six classroom, facing a Q&A from a group of ten- and eleven-year-olds.

I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t an electoral angle. It was early November, about halfway through the campaign, and we were currently polling in third place. If I couldn’t win voters over with logic and reason, maybe I could guilt-trip parents into voting for someone their children said they liked. Besides, I only lived a two-minute stroll away. Living in my childhood home had its fair share of pros and cons. Being within walking distance of my old primary school, when needing to pay them a visit during the General Election, had to be one of the more niche upsides.

I pressed the reception buzzer, ready for an afternoon of nostalgia. Sitting in the waiting room with a “visitor” lanyard round your neck is a melancholy reminder that the world really does keep on turning, with or without you. Just two of the teachers from my time were still there, one of whom had arranged the visit. She gave me a whistle-stop tour; it was all eerily familiar, yet unsettlingly dissimilar. Ending up at my old Year Six classroom, I sat down at the front of class, staring back at the desks at which I used to learn my times tables. Struggling to comprehend how humans so small could make so much noise, I watched in awe as my former teacher held three fingers up in the air. All heads jolted round to face us. How had she turned pandemonium into silence in three seconds? The children’s beady and undivided attention was unnerving. With twenty-five sets of wide eyes staring at me, I had nowhere to hide. Suddenly the deafening noise didn’t seem so bad.

I spoke for about fifteen minutes about what a General Election was, what it was like to be a candidate, and how they could get involved in politics too. When it was time to explain why I was standing, I asked the children to name some things that they all needed. “Food”, “a house”, “teachers”, “water”, “clothes”: these were the most common answers. Others were a little more creative: “my dog”, “Tipp-Ex” and “ketchup” were my favourites. I said that most of us probably didn’t need to worry about running out of these things. I wanted to explain that not everyone is that lucky. I struggled with the best way to paint the picture. Caught between a reluctance to say anything too morbid in front of the children and a burning desire to teach them about Karl Marx, I went for something intuitive and pointed out that not everybody in the suburbs lives in a big house, eats three meals a day, has a great teacher, puts on new clothes every day, or sleeps in a warm bed. Not everyone has unlimited ketchup. At the risk of defining my campaign slogan as “Unlimited ketchup for all”, I told them I was standing because I wanted to make sure everybody had what they needed to live a happy life.

Without thinking about the consequences, I asked if anyone had any questions. Twenty-five children proceeded to shout and scream at once, and I glanced in desperation at the teacher. Rescuing me from my carelessness, she asked the children to put their hands up, so that I could answer them one at a time. It was a forensic inquisition. “Would you rather only let people vote if they are forty-five or younger, including babies, or only let people vote if they are forty-five or older?” I had mentioned that I thought the voting age should be lowered to sixteen, because the eighteen-year-old threshold unfairly excluded other young adults affected by political decisions. This eleven-year-old boy had powerfully exposed the fact that I was relying on another arbitrary threshold. I still don’t know the right answer to his question. Truthfully, I wasn’t ready for this kind of creative interrogation.

Soon, the Q&A morphed into an excuse for the kids to tell me what was on their minds, and it wasn’t long before I realised that I’d entered the room with a pretty condescending attitude. I’d assumed that a Year Six class wouldn’t know much — or care — about politics. Lots of children told me that there are people who don’t have much money, especially abroad, who need our help. Several others told me about the importance of being kind to one another, regardless of where you’re from or the colour of your skin. However, I received more comments and questions on one topic than on any other. In fact, I received more comments and questions on this topic than I had done in all the hustings debates combined. That topic was climate change. Once the first child had told me about how our planet was in trouble, the rest couldn’t wait to tell me how we should save it. “Why don’t we just have one day every year where everybody in the world planted a tree?”, one boy proposed. Another wanted more charging points for electric cars. His friend sitting next to him nodded, adding that these electric cars should fly. After a deluge of questions and comments, the teacher said there was time for one more. I can’t remember her name, but I’ll never forget her question.

“Why don’t we just share everything?”

It wasn’t flippant. It wasn’t sarcastic. Maybe that’s why I found myself verbally incapacitated. I had faced around four or five public audiences by this point in the campaign, each more unsympathetic than the last. Those experiences had made me communicate my politics in a particular way, but in so doing I’d inadvertently opened up a space for a child to capture what I really wanted to say all along. Maybe she should have been giving the talk instead. Her candid question had brilliantly exposed the absurdity of our selfish economy, in which some people relentlessly excavate the planet for their own gain at the expense of our collective survival. She had encapsulated the moral impetus for a radically new society, built on the principles that she is taught to embrace at school every day: kindness, empathy and cooperation.

I was all but overwhelmed by conflicting emotions. I felt optimistic, because she’d unveiled the intuitive simplicity of socialism in five words. Maybe one day, I thought, she’d be fighting for a suburb that shares. And I despaired, because she also reminded me how far the apple can fall from the tree. She got suburban socialism, but suburban realism would soon try to convince her that abandoning that instinct for empathy is just part of growing up. Under capitalism, individual aspiration is noble. Collective ambition is dangerous. The following year, the government would prohibit the use in schools of “resources produced by organisations that take extreme political stances” — stances that include “a publicly stated desire to abolish or overthrow […] capitalism”.1 I may as well have put both of us on the watchlist. Is it uplifting or dejecting to know that we are all capable of such instinctive compassion, before capitalism turns it into a void transaction? And why is it that, as children, we are told to chase our hopes and dreams, but when we get older, we’re ridiculed for trying?

Whether I looked back at the girl with hope or despair, innocence stared back at me. Out of any demographic, it’s children who are the most supportive of a society that shares. And out of any demographic, it’s children who will suffer the worst consequences if we do not listen to their collective plea. One day, we’ll know if the Tory councillor was right to say socialists will never win in this neck of the woods. If he’s wrong, he will enjoy the universal provision of kindness in a suburb that shares. If he’s right, then the suburbs face a barbaric end. Either way, just as he predicted, we’ll understand when we’re older.

Suburban Barbarism

Thursday 3 March 2050

I am woken up by the sound of loud, relentless thudding on my apartment’s front door. I’m being evicted, having been unable to meet this month’s rent. I’ve just been let go from my job for the third time this year — the top 1% have acquired increasingly exclusive ownership over new technologies, which have reduced the need for human labour. Each new job I find is less well paid and less secure than the one before, since the reduction in demand for labour has caused wages to fall dramatically. With no shelter and nowhere to go, I head for the abandoned shopping centre that sits on the edge of the suburb.

On the way, I’m spotted by a heavily armed policeman. There’s been an increase in robberies recently, which has translated to a fierce rise in militarised police brutality. I don’t face nearly as much persecution as racialised subjects who “fit the description”, but they stop me and ask me where I’m going. I tell them I’m looking for somewhere to sleep, at which point they give me a fine for violating anti-homeless laws. I have ten days to pay the fine, at which point, if I haven’t paid, I’ll be subject to arrest. I don’t have time to think about how I’m going to afford it. Instead, I’ll take my chances moving further into the outskirts. Finding a nook in an abandoned shopping centre, I rest my eyes and find peace in forgetting my existence.

Friday 4 March 2050

Today, my goal is to seek more permanent shelter. My phone is on about 5% battery, but I catch a news alert marking the hundredth day of the heatwave. The suburbs in the south and the east are particularly badly hit. Meanwhile, low-lying settlements further north are almost permanently underwater. Society failed to make the transition to renewable energy in time, so planetary decline has long since passed the point of no return. Our only choice is to (try to) adapt to the irreversible deterioration of our ecosystem.

The Earth is not yet totally uninhabitable. Instead, struggles over land and resources have intensified as our natural world continues to degrade around us. For those suffering from droughts, Amazon have recently announced that people will be able to purchase water — produced by new 3-D printing technology — at a market price. Since Amazon own the intellectual property rights, there are no other competitors to keep prices down. Characteristic of a broader rentier economy, automated technology is controlled by a small elite, while the rest of us pay the price of climate collapse.2 The increasing desperation of those competing for clean drinking water is music to the ears of those in control of its production and protection. Owning the means of our survival, they determine who survives and who dies.

The heatwave, however, is coming to an end. There has been a storm forecast in the nearest urban centre, and suburbanites have been advised to erect defences outside their homes to shield them from the next wave of urban human displacement. Refugees from the urban centre are the latest scapegoats for societal collapse, and the suburbanites listen to the divine dividers.

Saturday 5 March 2050

The emergency government — who have been in power for the past ten years — are making another broadcast to inform the public of their next steps in mitigating the effects of climate breakdown. They say that the constant destruction of land and displacement of people has put a huge strain on increasingly scarce land and resources. They say we need to depopulate. Those with the so-called “lowest technological potential”, corresponding to those with low socio-economic status, are prohibited from reproducing.

Organised fascism has successfully justified the systematic extermination of the worst-off. With the rise of privately-owned automation, workers first saw their wages fall, since they were effectively competing with robots for employment. Over time, those who owned the technology had less and less use for the suburban working class, who serve little purpose other than to put a strain on land and resources that the more fortunate are reluctant to share. If the technological-capitalist class are no longer reliant on the expropriated labour of workers, why not just get rid of them instead?3 Extermination is automated via robotic police guards, allowing the ruling class to distance themselves psychologically from the consequences of their repression.4

As an elite gains a stronger grip on automated technology that can satisfy their every need, the population deemed surplus to requirements grows. Pitted against each other, suburbanites rely on economic and racial hierarchies to rationalise acts of genocide. More emergency powers are deployed to weaken the voices of resistance. No longer fighting for a future within our reach, we fight in anger for our friends and family sliding into the sea, disintegrating in wildfire and dying on scorched earth. Counting down the days to collective suicide, all we can do is pray that somewhere and somehow, in another dimension, humanity chose suburban socialism over suburban barbarism. For the sake of everything we have ever known, loved, dreamed, remembered and forgotten, there is no alternative.

Suburban Socialism

Thursday 3 March 2050

I wake up to the sound of the wind in the trees outside. I step onto my balcony, which overlooks a playground where some children are playing basketball. My zero-carbon home is fully insulated and runs on renewable energy from wind turbines, solar farms and hydroelectric dams. The production and universal distribution of energy is managed by democratically elected energy boards, which are connected to a publicly owned National Grid. The same goes for water. The local water representative also recently provided us with a rainwater collection system to save on consumption. We have one installed on our front lawn. I collect rainwater from the night before and use it to water the hydrangeas, roses and fruit trees in the garden.

I take my time to eat breakfast, drink my tea and read today’s virtual comics, before deciding to leave the house. I’m heading to my workspace, where I research new solar technologies. I spent three years studying Renewable Energy Engineering for free, which helped train a green workforce across the country. Our workplace is democratically organised and managed. That means we’re not paid wages by a company seeking to maximise profit. Instead, we all get a share in whatever we collectively produce. Our production schedule itself is decided in collaboration between our team and the local energy board. A democratic workplace also means we have greater agency in determining our own working conditions.

I head out of the front door, open the garden gate and walk for ten minutes to the bus stop. The journey to work takes fifteen minutes by electric bus. There’s hardly any traffic on the road; free public transport disincentivises people from using private cars. After I reach my stop, it’s another five-minute walk to my workplace. Thirty minutes door-to-door isn’t too bad. Besides, I only do this journey about two or three times a week, and I get paid for it. We decided on a twenty-hour working week, in part because we have control over our working conditions, but also because advances in collectively-owned automated technology have reduced the amount of labour that’s needed to satisfy our collective human needs.

One of the reasons it only takes me thirty minutes to get to work is because of the way in which housing is owned in the first place. “My” house is owned by the community. I pay a small fee to a community housing association, made up of elected representatives, who oversee the production and distribution of housing in the area. The money they receive is reinvested back into the production and maintenance of local housing stock, which provides a wide range of dwellings — different shapes, different sizes — to cater to the community’s diverse requirements. Because that housing is owned by the community, it isn’t distributed by virtue of wealth. Instead, it’s distributed by social need, which gives everyone an equal chance of finding a home that’s conveniently located. Those who are not happy with their allocation will be put on a waiting list until a more preferable location becomes available.5

Another reason for my short commute is that people aren’t fighting each other to secure housing closest to economic hubs in the metropolitan centres. That’s because the suburbs are no longer reliant on these centres for their economic character. This is, in part, due to the fact that private banks no longer control access to capital. Instead, community-owned banks — made up of local elected representatives — invest in local services. And in contrast to private banks, whose aim is to generate as much profit as possible, community-owned banks maximise social benefits, which means they consider the negative and positive social externalities of their investments.

Thriving in a cycle of local, democratic and collective ownership, suburbs are no longer mere economic spillages from, or passive feeders to, the metropolitan centre. With a range of services and institutions from cafés to local shopping centres, small farms to green manufacturing, and open universities to night schools, the suburbs represent a self-sustaining economy of their own. The suburbs are not merely a place to escape (from) or retire (to). They are a place to be. This is not to say that suburbs are cut off from cities. Existing as part of an interconnected regional network, suburbs enjoy a far more symmetrical relationship with the metropole. The result is that suburbanites no longer see “the urban” as a signifier for the bondage of modern life from which it is their ambition to free themselves. Rather, they see the suburban and the urban in equal partnership meeting the demands of modern life itself.

Later, having finished what I needed to get done, I get back on the bus. Time to visit the local pub. We can drink at a real “public house”, owned and managed by representatives of the local social activities board. Thanks to the input of those who previously felt excluded by the pub’s design, an inclusive interior model — more (and more comfortable) seating, gender-neutral bathrooms, and a greater range of entertainment and games — welcomes a more diverse range customers to enjoy a less intimidating atmosphere. I’m a bit tipsy, but fortunately I can get an automated twenty-four-seven tram to take me most of the way home.

Friday 4 March 2050

My child — let’s call them Rosa — wakes me up at the crack of dawn asking if they can watch TV. Yesterday, my partner — let’s call them Luxe — was looking after them. Today, it’s my turn. Our flexible working arrangements allow us to decide for ourselves how best to allocate our shared childcare responsibilities. Reproductive labour — including childcare and eldercare — is recognised as work, which means we receive adequate compensation for fulfilling our collective duties of care. Fortunately, the amount of labour that’s required in the reproductive sphere has been dramatically reduced through the intense deployment of automated technologies, which cover everything from cleaning to complex surgery.6

It’s a school day, so I pack Rosa’s lunch and make sure they’re ready to go. Education — schools, colleges, universities and other training schemes — is universally provided. Our schools sit right at the heart of our suburban community, which means they’re not qualification factories so much as collective workshops. Staff, students and members of the community are involved in the formulation of the school’s aims and in the design of its curriculum. After I drop my child off at school the next day, I think about how I can enjoy my free time before I pick them back up in the afternoon.

I decide to spend the day at the nearest National Park. Our local council recently passed a restoration plan — a scheme to restore natural habitats like woodlands, grasslands and saltmarshes — in order to protect endangered species and increase biodiversity. Thanks to the programme, most residents live within half an hour of a publicly owned National Park. While I’m there, I find myself talking to one of the thousands of new employees working in forestry management. We talk about politics and how we’ll both be voting in the upcoming local elections, which are happening tomorrow. Everybody over the age of sixteen — regardless of citizenship — has the right to vote in all elections, from the local energy boards right up to the parliamentary representative.

After lunch at the cooperative café, I still have a few hours before Rosa finishes school, so I stop off to visit my elderly mother. Like everyone over the age of sixty, she enjoys free social care. She tells me about a new publicly owned food delivery app she’s been using, which delivers food, hygiene and pharmaceutical products to her door.

I’ve got to run two more errands. After saying goodbye to Mum, I stop off at the doctor’s surgery for an appointment. The medication I receive is produced by a publicly owned pharmaceutical manufacturer. Drug firms can’t use patents to restrict access to their intellectual property to enhance profit. Rather, drug firms exist as part of a much broader knowledge commons, in which scientific and technical information is universally available. Knowledge is shared for the sake of human cooperation, not profitable competition. The second thing I must do is pick up a book for Rosa from the local library — another example of the knowledge commons. The library roof is covered in solar panels, helping to generate power for the community.

I pick up Rosa and we drive home. Luxe is already home, they only went into their workplace to pick something up and spent the rest of the day working at home. We cook a sweet potato and chickpea curry with some of the ingredients delivered by the National Food Service. Later that evening, I hear shouting from across the road. It’s three men in their early twenties. They’re having a heated argument, and I’m worried for their safety. I don’t call the police. Instead, I call the community’s conflict resolution team. Subject to democratic control and trained in empathy and care, a group of dedicated social workers provides free medical assistance, conflict de-escalation and mental health support in a broad range of conflicts, problems and emergencies. They arrive and calmly defuse the situation. At least two of the men are still angry about something, but nobody is hurt. Nobody is arrested. Suburban peace is restored, and I can go to bed.

Saturday 5 March 2050

It’s election day in Brentwood & Ongar. Well, it’s one of many election days in the suburbs. In a society where working hours are more equally distributed, residents have far more time for political involvement. From the workplace to the local council, a democratised suburb is in the hands of suburbanites themselves. This year, many of the polls are taking place on the same day. One position that’s up for election is that of national parliamentary representative.

The Socialist three-term incumbent has stood on a platform that, among other things, pledges to reprioritise our renewable investments, shifting resources from hydroelectricity toward wind, owing to concerns over the former’s environmental impact on river habitats.

The Liberal candidate has argued that our system of publicly owned water should be replaced by (regulated) markets in order to increase competition in the industry. They also think we’ve moved too quickly in generating a National Food Service, expressing fears about the stability of our socialised mode of production.

The Conservative candidate is cross about how much money the Socialists have diverted from law enforcement to public education. They vow to bring back the days of tough law-and-order. Crime may be down, but they really miss their sweet kicks of retribution.

The results are in. The Socialist candidate wins by 29,065 votes. Five more years of economic democracy, where the urban and the rural coexist under a localised, democratic and sustainable model of ownership. Five more years of collective care, where reproductive labour is recognised and redistributed. Five more years of holistic public safety, where communities are secure in the knowledge that everybody gives what they can and takes what they need. Five more years of collective creativity, where suburbanites experience joy in accomplishing, building and sustaining human freedom together. Five more years, at least, of suburban socialism.
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