
	

	

Is to fix always to return? 
Steve Hanson, written 2013-14 

Introduction 

To 'repair' means to rehabilitate something that is no longer working. But here I want to 
explore the word 'repair' in terms of both 'fix' and 'repair to', as in 'retreat'. This chapter will 
specifically question the idea of a return to 'old ways', in order to reclaim and mend 
something perceived to have been lost or broken. It will view these urges as not just 
nostalgic, but also forward-looking, in a Janus-faced, dialectical, rather than simplistic 
cultural movement.  

In order to make its key points, this chapter will draw on recent fieldwork to explore some 
green growing groups working on the border of Yorkshire and Lancashire, in the context of 
an era of 'austerity'. At the same time, it will seriously question relatively recent theoretical 
assertions from, for instance, Alastair Bonnett, who argues for a progressive politics of 
nostalgia, by introducing some ethnographic examples in which discourses of purity and 
toxicity can be seen sweating through some 'cultures of repair'. [1] I want to illuminate these 
ideas, coming from theorists and policy gurus alike, and then link them to actual attempts to 
'go back and mend', which are rooted in the localist discourses of my fieldwork. I will then 
widen my argument to include other supposedly 'radical' groups, and the idea of a general 
recourse to 'home', in order to raise some warnings about inhabiting 'repair' as 'repairing-to', 
as it is an always already retrograde practice. Finally, I want to open some wider questions 
around alternatives to nostalgic forms of 'fixing'. To begin my argument though, I will 
examine some of Charles Leadbeater’s assertions.  

Back to the Future 

Leadbeater, in his 2010 Young Foundation report, 'Digging For The Future: An English 
Radical Manifesto', returned to the Diggers and Gerrard Winstanley in order to imagine a 
more locally-centralised future. His diagnosis of the present at that time claimed that: 

Excessive individualism and uncomprehending diversity seem to be eating away at the bonds 
of belonging and community, just as industrial production and mass consumerism eat away at 
the environmental base for our society. [2] 

This is implicitly anti-urban; industrialism has traditionally been associated with cities, as has 
mass consumerism, and we never get a fuller explanation of what 'uncomprehending 
diversity' means. Leadbeater's diagnosis is explicitly pro-rural and implicitly against 
multiculturalism. This drifts Leadbeater’s argument into dangerous territory, his assertions 
are nostalgic, he seems to believe that a return to an ability to make defensive gestures in the 
local, and from there to militate against uprooting global forces, is not just possible, but also 
desirable.  



	

	

In one sense, Leadbeater is conservative and reformist. He invokes the Diggers trying to 
unchain themselves from kingly power, but refuses to discuss more recent radical political 
movements, various Marxisms for instance. In a slightly different sense though, Leadbeater’s 
argument is over-the-top and idealistic, as it vastly underestimates the continuing power of 
land ownership. Producing food for oneself, or the community, is still dependent on paid 
labour (employer's wages) and time off from it (leisure) - unless one is independently 
wealthy. 

These narratives extend further, of course. The Conservative party, in the run-up to the 2010 
general election, placed great faith in a future with an increased emphasis on community 
work and volunteering. The 'Big Society' was little more than a rhetorical blanket, and one 
which was embroidered by researchers in the Young Foundation, who published Leadbeater’s 
manifesto. What was once a challenging institution is now essentially a policy unit. 

Leisure is, so far, still the divide, the wall that brackets off those who will be able to 
participate in this idealistic vision of the future articulated through the past, and those who 
won't. Leadbeater’s final chapter is called 'Look Back To Move Forward', and the whole 
thing seems to hinge on a very thin, retrogressive idea of community worthiness. But what is 
interesting about Leadbeater’s argument - and Tory rhetoric - for my purposes here, is that it 
incubates a perceived need to 'repair'. That this perceived need is tied to a mythified ruralism 
means that 'repairing to', retreating, equates to a return to the rural idyll, the space of 'home', a 
simpler time.  

However, Leadbeater is not just a simplistic 'back to nature' advocate, he is also known as a 
champion of new technology. [3] His narratives are often hitched to a kind of 'classless' or 'a-
hierarchical' rhetoric, which is just as revealing. At the Hay Festival in 2007, he outlined a 
theory of networking that is open and mobile, horizontal rather than vertical, as though it 
were a kind of universal panacea to the class knot. There is no universal panacea, and open, 
mobile, horizontal networking isn't ever value-free, as long as capital still flows into property. 
Far from it, the elites are the ones who roam in search of new connections; their remit is 
global, while those excluded from their economic and symbolic class remain in a declining or 
abject local geography. Therefore, I think that we must seriously question 'horizontality' as a 
way of thinking about new media and the world. Leadbeater’s presentation of new 
technology as flattening the class hierarchy actually obscures the new class structures that are 
emerging through them, ones which Leadbetter is inside of.  

So, how is all of this relevant to cultures of 'repair' and 'repairing-to'? Here, I want to restate 
Zygmunt Bauman's notion that our globalised 'eternal present' is unevenly developed, and 
that there is globalisation for some, but localisation for others. [4] Identity, created at the 
centrifugal centre of speed, the point when the movement appears to stop and the beautiful 
images arrive unbidden, is meaningless if you are poor. The poor do not have speed, they, as 
Bauman points out, live in a dead time without end. In Dante's Divine Comedy, the wedding 
cake structure of his world's social hierarchy was symbolically inverted. But in order to do 
the same thing now, we would have to figure something a little more horizontal than vertical. 



	

	

Perhaps Dante, in 2012, would write a biting satire around the concepts of 'network' and 'un-
network'. 

What I am moving towards is the idea that underneath 'austerity' and its corresponding 
cultures of repair, there is an un-communicated paradigm, which shows who gets to 'repair-
to', to retreat, and who simply gets to make do and mend. It is the reality that the lie of 
'austerity' sits on top of, the reality that lie conceals. But occasionally we get flashes of reality 
under the rhetoric. It is interesting to note that elsewhere Leadbeater gave the spike of fear 
induced by the 2008 financial crash as influencing the new direction of his work: 

I am old enough to have lived through several anxiety-inducing downturns but I cannot recall 
ever before feeling scared, planning to grow vegetables in our garden or escape with my 
family to Greece to run a B&B. Personally I would settle with relief for a capitalism that was 
safer, more stable and accountable, less destructive. [5] 

Both 'repairing' (going back to old ways) and 'repairing-to' (escaping to Greece'!) seemed to 
blur in this statement. Leadbeater’s fear for himself and his dearest tellingly slips out from 
under his professed fear for others. His concern is fundamentally of 'repairing-to', with 
family, to lock out the fearful other, something already happening in gated communities 
around the world. Leadbeater appeared to prefigure, in his anxiety, the riots of 2011. If the 
privileged can aesthetically re-paint their repairing-to with the signifiers of humility and a 
rustic, fingerless-gloved poverty, then they can also elide the real situation of gated worlds 
and private security forces, with their corresponding slums, which are perhaps the logical 
endgame of 'repairing-to'. Access to technology certainly has its part to play in all of this.  

This - although delivered by an extreme example - is one of the key points I want to make 
about the rhetorics and realities of 'cultures of repair' here: that they are often striated, 
disingenuous, riven and class divided. In his 2010 book on culture and power, John Storey re-
inserted some new politics into the work of Matthew Arnold, claiming that he was 
hegemonic, as essentially a reformist, urging for the middle classes to step up to leadership 
and displace the old aristocracy, rather than the more revolutionary recommendations posited 
by Marx. [6] Leadbeater seems to be asking a web 2.0 savvy middle class to do similar 
things. Orwell, in The Road To Wigan Pier, criticised the figure of the middle class reformer, 
and here is a contemporary version. [7] Leadbeater is a kind of latter-day Matthew Arnold, 
perhaps operating oblivious to the ways in which his utopian urges are classed, emerging 
from fear, caught up in the knots of his own anxieties and a desire for power. In this he is the 
Victorian whose philanthropy extends back into his own anxieties, and those anxieties extend 
forwards again, to shape his advocacy. Leadbeater is scared, reformist and complicit, making 
demands for a 'nicer' capitalism. It is perhaps unfair to even bother criticising Leadbeater 
after Francis Wheen's merciless send-up of his Living On Thin Air book, but reading him 
across his own rhetoric can be illuminating. [8] 

Yet Leadbetter's 'English Radical Manifesto' doesn't end with its full stop, or its withering 
critics. Actual communities are already taking up similar forms of rhetoric and action. Groups 
exist which idealise co-operative food production, particularly the local aspects, yet they 
often project that image nationally and internationally, through a successful negotiation of 



	

	

media, notably television, radio and the internet. I want to introduce one of these groups into 
my argument now. [9] 

The new old diggers 

In 2011 I began fieldwork in a northern border town, where 'radical' green growing groups 
were planting food from their 'propaganda gardens' for people to pick and take for free. The 
activities of this group recently provided the opening paragraph of a national newspaper 
article that sought to convince the middle classes to buy up cheap properties in 'timewarp' 
places. The double-edged nature of this phenomenon has been well-covered elsewhere, 
incomers are needed to replace small towns with dwindling populations, yet the incomer-
outsider axis is often used to stigmatise. [10] It is a source of both renewal and conflict in 
communities; it is internally contradictory, dialectical. There is a tendency to fetishise place 
and 'authenticity', in terms of real estate among the middle classes, and as a symbolic 
defensive gesture among the working classes. The split between those who view incomers as 
threatening, or destroying tradition, and those who see them as re-vitalising, continues. Of 
course, communities and places need to renew themselves, if they don't then they are in 
trouble, but what strikes me about our current cultures of repair and 'repairing-to', when they 
are hooked up to green discourses, is how there is a hidden paradigm of inclusion and 
exclusion which can be glimpsed under the rhetorical veneer.  

As I carried out my fieldwork, I occasionally remembered my reading of Charles Leadbeater, 
but also Alastair Bonnett - who I will come to shortly - and my notes on their papers would 
be pulled out again and again, an itch I didn't quite know how to scratch at that point. [11] 

What I found during fieldwork was that old Methodism was being incubated in discourses 
around the 'saved' and the 'unsaved'. A purity and toxicity narrative then began to emerge 
from all the figures I encountered on this landscape. I witnessed some of the barer ideological 
wires being exposed, including a public meeting during which an insider declared that in a 
nearby town (also known for its 'green' cultures and 'eco' ideologies) there were 'dirty shops 
for dirty people' and 'groovy shops for groovy people'. In some places, I was disappointed to 
find that the old class lines exactly matched the new borders of the so-called radical and 
progressive green agendas, not just because it was depressing, but because it yielded little 
new insight.  

Darren Smith used the term 'Greentrification' to describe what is happening here, and I later 
accessed Julie Guthman's work on green growing groups in the US, on how the lines of race 
and racism were similarly blurring into the excessive zeal of the organic food missionaries 
there. [12] 

What marked out most of the green discourses, for my purposes here, was their testimony to a 
lack, that something had been lost and wasn't coming back, unless they brought it back, but 
also that everyone else had to return to the old ways. They were cultures of 'repair', but they 
were also cultures of 'repairing-to', as they were largely run by incomers who berated what 
once may have been called 'the indigenous' for not engaging with their vision and action. It 
was clear in some interviews with these green incomers - some of the more zealous ones 



	

	

particularly - that personal past failure and their present struggles and projects were 
unconsciously mingling, as failed academic careers were pinned onto local young people as 
cluelessly expecting that which they couldn't have, and ultimately that a return to pre-modern 
farming was the only route for them in the context of a global, ecological crisis. This crisis is 
real, but Marx and Engels described this response as the 'idiocy of the rural'. [13] 

A new set of cultural and ideological trenches and fences were being sketched into these 
conversations. That the insiders who 'know' the cultures of repair were placing themselves at 
the centre of the new emerging ideological landscape - this is their 'repairing-to' - and the 
working classes 'don't get it', 'are thick', will not engage and do not want to know. Yet the 
opposite never happened here. The middle classes were never invited into the 'getting by' 
cultures of, for instance, DVD piracy and the surreptitious sale of fizzy drinks untaxed from 
the back of a van. It may sound ludicrous when I suggest that they might be, but I think that 
this immediate sense of the ridiculous actually illuminates the presumptions around what 
constitutes a 'natural' order in small towns such as these: there is no 'natural' order, only 
constructed cultures and classes. But the point to make for the purposes of this chapter is that 
'repair' and 'repairing-to', here, were inevitably caught up with the ways in which people were 
included or excluded, symbolically, as 'progressive' or 'unprogressive'. The advocacy was 
always top-down, coming from the middle classes, who often identified a degenerate, ill-
educated other, who could not understand their vision for the town, a town which should be a 
shared space.  

Let me put it differently, to be progressive and 'of the future' here, you had to return to the 
pre-modern, to remain in late or post-modernity was retrogressive and backwards. At this 
point I realised that the progressive and unprogressive, the nostalgic and future-facing, could 
only ever be tackled dialectically, in the sense of Hegel's 'Aufheben', a complex mesh of 
opposites organically struggling with each other, which may never be neatly 'synthesised'. 
[14] But to leave this debate in some lofty zone of Hegelian abstraction would be to do it a 
political disservice. Because what was really happening under these irrational cultural 
tangles, caught up with all the hopes, resentments and attempts to gain power and resources, 
was that the working classes were being invited into a middle class aesthetic and temporal 
regime they did not devise, and furthermore could not engage with, because of their 
economic and symbolic relationship with capitalism, society and culture.  

Working class people appear to be largely outside of this symbolic and cultural exchange, 
which the middle classes are neurotically, and sometimes amusingly, currently having with 
themselves and each other, through colour supplement notions of green politics. I suspect a 
much older, colonising drive to power under all of this, that the language of community can 
be co-opted and then used to gain access to resources.  

Perhaps this is not a bad thing per se, but nostalgia is potentially dangerous. Nostalgia sits on 
much older cultural debates, exhaustively explored by writers such as Raymond Williams. 
[15] With this in mind, what I want to raise next is a more worryingly explicit attempt to 
return to an active politics of nostalgia. 



	

	

Forward to the Past 

If Charles Leadbetter merely incubates the idea of a return to a politics of nostalgia, of repair 
and 'repairing-to', Alastair Bonnett places it back into the arena very explicitly. Bonnett wrote 
a paper for Theory, Culture & Society in 2009, on identifiable strains of nostalgia within 
'radical' political groups. Among his examples are the Situationists and British 
psychogeography groups. The green groups I engaged with also consider themselves 'radical', 
and are also identifiably nostalgic in their urge to go back to the 'old ways' of small-scale 
farming. But what worries me about the general thrust of Bonnett's paper is his outright pro-
nostalgia stance. Earlier, in 2006, Bonnett described the:  

...idea of nostalgia as a removable stain upon the bright clothes of proper politics, something 
that anyone who is not a fearful conservative can and should have nothing to do with. Yet, as 
we have seen, the most outrageous revolutionary politics of the last century contained clear 
nostalgic tendencies. Nostalgia isn't a disease, nor is it a virtue. One can turn away from it, but 
it remains nevertheless. [16] 

In this, I think, it is possible to detect the strains of romantic nostalgia emerging from beneath 
the surface of Bonnett's paper. He wishes to '...show that a newly confident politics of 
nostalgia can be glimpsed within this milieu: at the counter-cultural margins of society 
radicalism is (once again) becoming tied to a popular politics of loss.'  

Personally, I associate a popular politics of loss with the English Defence League (EDL) and 
British National Party (BNP). [17] Leadbeater’s English manifesto and northern English 
green growing groups are not the situationist international, or 1990s British psychogeography 
groups. Nor are any of them the BNP or EDL. But what all the organisations both Bonnett 
and I discuss share, is their use of a radical collage loaded with signs, which then become 
fragmented and re-ordered within an entirely new regime of meaning. Crucial to this process 
of symbolic and social collaging is the simple fact that a popular politics of loss is now being 
urged for, right at the moment when popular politics is lost - a haunted, staggering, zombie 
figure.  

The BNP recently attempted to exploit fears regarding a possible undermining of 'community' 
via a leaflet with Winston Churchill on the front cover, his face merging with a union jack 
flag. The expression on Churchill's face in the portrait the BNP used seemed to express a 
mixture of gravity and pride. The BNP were mobilising Churchill as a signifier of Britain 
under attack during World War 2. Michael Keith sensed this in narratives around welfare and 
the white working classes in the east end of London, seeing the dangers, asking us not to 
confuse nostalgia with history. [18] Not only does the BNP leaflet attempt to connotationally 
re-map the 'attack' of World War 2 on to processes of immigration, but it also attempts to re-
vitalise the kinds of nostalgia which might look back to the 'blitz spirit' as a positively 
imagined form of community, in the face of its presumed lack in the present.  

Interestingly, the BNP also highlighted in their leaflet what they clearly saw as an 'irrational' 
mapping of borders by the European Union: They re-presented a map of all the counties in 
the 'Manche region' of European governance, which includes Cornwall, Devon, Dorset and 



	

	

Hants, as well as Somme, Calvados, Cotes D'Armor, etc., across the Channel. It doesn't 
matter that this new significatory whole falls apart in your hands with just a little unpicking. 
It may be epistemological hypochondria, but it 'works'. In this leaflet there was an attempt to 
fix borders that were perceived to have been broken, to retrench, to repair-to.  

Again, this may be an extreme example, but the processes of symbolic remaking I witnessed 
during my research on green growing groups were very similar to those being used in the 
leaflet I have just described. Loaded signifiers were being re-inhabited by the middle classes, 
the allotment, the puritan work ethic of the post-WW2 working classes, at the same time as 
the real working classes around them were being denigrated. At a time when Occupy were in 
the news every day, here was a different, hidden kind of occupation, which was nonetheless 
sparked by the same crisis.  

Alastair Bonnett makes his points about a popular politics of nostalgia via the situationists 
and psychogeography groups. Again, of course, the BNP and EDL should not be confused 
with these groups, but nostalgia does, I think, present us with a series of dilemmas. In the 
psychogeography groups Bonnett describes, we have another form of looking-back to re-
include previous traditions, ideologies and historical material, in order to look forward. Here 
is another set of cultural collages fakely presented as a lineage or great tradition. I have 
explored this elsewhere. [19] The examples I use here also share this contrived collage 
approach, and they are not directly linked to the writing of history in an academic sense, or to 
simplified histories taught in schools. These collages are deployed on the ground by 
supposedly 'autonomous' cultures empowering themselves with aestheticised rhetoric.  

Bonnett outlines how for him nostalgia and looking forward can somehow resolve into a 
worthwhile creative praxis. Bonnett's understanding of his subject is genuinely complex, he 
sees nostalgia as simultaneously 'refused and deployed' within the sprawling psyche of the 
subject. But nevertheless, he is interested in finding resolution within 'radical nostalgias'. I am 
much less interested in resolution, and I see much British psychogoegraphical literature as 
intentionally, radically, unresolved. The search for 'resolution' is always also the search for 
'home', the search for 'repairing-to', via simple, aestheticised technologies of repair. Bonnett 
goes on to examine the work of Iain Sinclair - an important literary fiction writer, influenced 
by occult forms of psychogeography - in relation to some of the 1990s psychogeography 
groups, and what he has to say here is telling in this respect:  

These groups shared with Sinclair a quixotic, love-hate relationship with the past. Like 
Sinclair, they emphasized historical re-readings of the everyday landscape and exhibited an 
uneasy combination of deracinating modernism and folksy localism. 

Bonnett describes how Sinclair made his own books, bread and yoghurt. We hear nothing of 
Sinclair's wife's job as a schoolteacher in Hackney, or the commune they gradually bought 
out there. [20] This 'folksy' localism, which Bonnett describes positively, still sits and moves 
around on the old base-and-superstructure of property ownership. Living frugally in a nice 
area where things are cheap is allowed by wider forces and social contexts than just the desire 
to do so. This goes for Sinclair as much as it goes for the green incomer missionaries of my 



	

	

recent fieldwork. Sinclair doesn't make his own books anymore, most of the titles on my shelf 
were printed in Guernsey, but someone will have to ask him about the bread and yoghurt. 

Attempting to make laudable the politics of nostalgia and loss in the face of a still relatively 
free market economic system, currently hoovering up vast tracts of capital in what David 
Harvey recently described as a 're-capitalisation' is, it seems to me, irrational. [21] What is 
really happening here is that some are accumulating, and that accumulation is always tied to 
the disaccumulation of others, and its attendant geographies.  

These arguments have an increasing relevance, particularly when aestheticised forms of 
localism seem to be the default defensive responses to the repeated failure of the compact of 
neoliberal government and consumer capital to provide anything like a stable social 
apparatus. This is heavily underscored by the crash of 2008, and its still on-going aftermath. 
So, we need to translate some of these debates around nostalgia and politics into the more 
recent context of 'austerity'. Charles Leadbetter's fear-induced shift towards his nationalistic 
English manifesto tellingly occurs across the divide of 2008. And of course, the return of an 
essentially Tory governance is always a return to old values of patriarchy. But theirs is a 
radical right return, a return which uproots, the left are actually conservative in their urge to 
keep things as they were, and to cling to their lineages of political worthiness. Sometimes, we 
need to invert the concepts of 'radical' and 'conservative'.  

In some ways, John Gray's writing tallies with Bonnett's, and speaks to many of the ideas I 
am outlining here. [22] Gray is a writer I am often challenged by in a positive way, despite 
clear political differences. Gray explains that humans create irrational cultural collages, not 
logical projects of radical revolution and 'progress', and in my mind I often translate his 
concerns onto a dialectical plane, which can see both progress and renewal as inevitably 
caught within human, irrational knots of culture, something which also includes a retro-gaze, 
and a drive to accept that gaze and its irrationality as inevitable. 

Gray is right to state that humans will never escape their often outright mystical relationships 
with their environments completely. We can never achieve total rationality, or fully inhabit 
the real. However, Gray is clearly obsessed with the enlightenment and its eventual 
philosophical shattering, even if that shattering is still only a crack in the praxis of the 
instrumentally rationalised west. Modernity is a dialectical struggle between rational progress 
and irrational struggle. But, and this for me is the bottom line of this chapter, we must retain a 
serious though flexible and engaged political distance from the cultures of 'fixing' which also 
wish to return to an unconsciously incubated sense of 'home'.  

When we see this in supposedly 'progressive' culture, we must illuminate it until it is 
displayed as an unnatural hybrid, rather than some sort of reinstatement of 'universal values', 
as much right wing dogma often presents it. We can see this in popular culture which posits 
an utterly mythical 'blitz spirit': From 'Keep Calm and Carry On', to a whitened 'retro' and 
'vintage' culture, which returns to and repairs 50s pin-ups and saucy burlesque in the name of 
feminism, or urges the return to a kind of new feudalism in the name of ecological progress. 
The key point to make here, working towards my concluding remarks, is that to repair is so 



	

	

very often to return to the body temperature comfort of older inequalities, and to then present 
that safely re-marketised zone as 'progressive'.  

Conclusion 

Ultimately, this chapter on 'repairing-to' has revisited the historically troubling double subject 
of 'home', with its inevitable inclusions and exclusions, and their re-emergence in 'austere 
times' (austere for who?) in order to provide both a specific description and a general warning 
about the human impulse to 'repair'.  

I could perhaps also be accused of returning to some old critiques myself, to address the 
present and ultimately the future, by returning to an essentially Marxist phobia over looking-
back. We always fix what was broken, and in some ways this is fine, in fact a culture which 
does not simultaneously renew and repair is probably in trouble. But I want to argue here that 
a philosophy which involves discarding the bad ideological parts of any cultural assemblage 
is always necessary, if frightening - tearing up the rulebook often means casualties. It may 
also be argued with some justification that the right already do this. In a way they do, but a 
new culture of 'the left' needs to emerge which can fix and proceed - rather than return - in a 
way which is hooked up to social justice, wealth redistribution and a speeded-up world of 
hybrid, transnational, transfamililial and transsexual cultures, which in fact always mingled 
with more traditional senses of rootedness, traditions which are nevertheless becoming more 
ghostly by the day. These more traditional cultures are melting into the air, and here I also 
resist naive liberal or Marxist notions that they simply evaporate in the name of some kind of 
'progress', or 'history'; a progress with an assumed, stable floor, or a history with a knowable 
trajectory - there is no floor or direction here.  

All of this ushers in some even bigger questions, which I want to end with, questions around 
how we make meaning in this environment of constant change. Jonathan Lear, in Radical 
Hope, describes Plenty Coups, the last chief of the Crow Nation, and via his story thinks 
about how it may be possible to operate in a culture faced with annihilation. [23] The human 
species - not just the Crow Nation - is now potentially faced with very serious dangers in the 
future. This inevitably gives us a sense of heightened anxiety in the present. Anxiety is a way 
of putting buffers in place against dangerous future events which have not yet happened. 
Ultimately, these events may or may not occur, or they may happen in an unexpected form. 
Anxiety is functionally useful, but can over-reach itself. At its extreme end, a present 
saturated in anxiety risks being a kind of prison. In a similar way, nostalgia is a tempting 
form of retreat from the prisons of the present and future, a return to a past which is generated 
in the mind. However, nostalgia, like anxiety, if saturating the individual subject or an entire 
culture, can immobilise it completely, often with socially negative side-effects. 

To avoid doing this is no tiny feat, no small ask, but the attempts to 'return', to repair and 
repair-to, which I have outlined here, contain clear risks. Because, under a little threat, they 
all immediately go back to the inch-wide imaginary of a return to the 'old ways', to a kind of 
rural retreat, but these urges are all unconsciously self-granted alibis for the wider divorce of 
the public and private.  



	

	

The elisions I am describing here mirror those of unreflexive nostalgia, of repairing and 
'repairing-to'. The de-historicised spaces of the industrial past are often used to legitimate an 
explicitly consumer future, be that the consumption of city flats or cappuccinos. What 
happens to the buildings when they are sandblasted is the same thing that happens to ideas of 
community when it is processed by the eroding force of nostalgic myth. In other words, the 
aestheticisation and fetishisation of the 'working-classness' serves to de-politicise it, to nullify 
it, and in a real sense to occupy it. Bonnett cites a fragment of a section from Richard 
Sennett's The Fall of the Public Man, which I think is worth reproducing in full here: 

One way to picture the past is through images of the rise and fall of a prized way of life. 
These images naturally produce a sense of regret, and regret is a dangerous sentiment. While 
it produces empathy for the past, and so a certain insight, regret induces resignation about the 
present, and so a certain acceptance of its evils. I have not assembled this picture of the rise 
and fall of public secular culture in order to produce regret; I have assembled it to create a 
perspective on beliefs, aspirations, and myths of modern life which seem humane but are in 
fact dangerous. [24] 

Bonnett attacks this statement, saying that 'Sennett's interpretation of the political function of 
'regret' bears little scrutiny. It has the brazen, generalising quality of a stereotype.' [25] I 
disagree. Nostalgia is a melancholic longing for home, therefore Sennett's concerns with the 
deracination of contemporary public culture are appropriate to critique it.  

Alastair Bonnett, I want to argue, is a theoretician of repairing-to. His romanticised view of 
Iain Sinclair as a yoghurt and bread making 'thrifty' practitioner is no more nuanced than the 
thin Tory dogma of the 'getters on', which are both linked to a fantasy idea of place, family 
and rootedness. There is political work to do here, none of which will be easy or clear-cut: 
The ideological roots which fix Bonnett and Leadbetter's assertions are so deep that they need 
pulling at constantly, and that is what I have tried to do here. We must be wary of nostalgia, 
especially in times of economic hardship.  

Romantic nostalgia is never about the past, it creates a surface to cover it. It is therefore our 
job as writers, academics, or artists, to erode this surface unceasingly. Romantic nostalgia is 
explicitly contained in cultures of 'repairing-to'. To counter these potentially dangerous moral 
tales of community and belonging, we need to turn our attention towards the immorality of 
the totally uprooting forces which continue to gather strength under late capitalism.  

'The left' is always trying to claim an unbroken lineage, yet what it needs to do is to see that 
the line is broken, seriously and irrevocably, and from there to find new ways to argue against 
the forces which break the lineages of any culture. To fix need not be to return, but we need 
new resources which allow us to proceed from a shattered present, rather than from a stable 
set of myths from the past.  
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