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Introduction

The field of urban studies is as restless as the cities it would seek to describe 
and represent. While it might be argued that it has ever been thus, the 2010s 
would appear to have witnessed a particularly vibrant set of debates, sparked 
by questions around how best to theorise the urban condition when it is 
simultaneously the planetary condition. What does it mean to write about the 
urban as opposed to the non-urban? Does the notion of ‘the city’ still have 
meaning in an era when the whole planet is urbanising? Does the vocabu-
lary currently exist to theorise the cities of the future? What methods are 
best to understand the process of global urbanisation? These questions – and 
others – have been given an added intellectual jolt, asked as they have been in 
the context of many of the largest cities of the future lying outside of the tra-
ditional theoretical homeland of North America and Western Europe. Urban 
theory generated out of the likes of Chicago, London, New York and Paris, 
which has disciplined cities elsewhere, worlding them as ‘backward’, ‘deviant’ 
or ‘failing’, has begun to be questioned. 

While cities of the global South have often been represented through 
empirical description, through ethnography, through idiosyncratic knowl-
edge, accounts of cities of the global North, also provincial of course, travel 
as Theory. Note the deliberate capitalisation of Theory, as that which mas-
querades as a universal, as that which claims global purchase, as that which 
can be capitalised. While Theory is assumed to have universal applicability, 
ethnography is seen to be homebound, unique, lacking the reach of generali-
sation. This is not just about differences between the global North and global 
South, although these are important. What is at stake is what kind of urban 
theory for what kind of future. What sorts of theories are to be generated out 
of the rapidly urbanising cities of the global South? What might a Southern 
turn in urban theory means for theorising cities of the global North, such as 
Manchester, for example? Might this mean not a renewal of Theory with a 
capital T but rather the emergence of a theory that is less quick to claim 
 generalisation, to represent itself as universal? 

In this intellectual context, in which the field of urban studies seems to be 
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undergoing a period of intellectual rejuvenation and renewal, an edited book 
based upon a series of ethnographies seems particularly timely. 

Summer in the city

It is the summer of 2016 and, once again, the city of Manchester is enjoying its 
political moment in the sun, if not much actual sun. It was not long ago – the 
1990s and early 2000s – that the city was being widely lauded for the way it 
had apparently effected a transition to a post-industrial economy consisting of 
cultural industries, financial services and high-tech start-ups. When compared 
to other UK cities, it was argued to have been the most successful at playing the 
regeneration game. A gentrifying centre, a redeveloping area to the East around 
the notion of Sport City and an expanding tram network were just some of the 
reasons why Manchester had earned the reputation of being an entrepreneurial 
‘can do’ kind of city. Yet the picture was always more mixed that the plaudits 
suggested. Lines continued to point the wrong way for those in the city con-
cerned with addressing inequality, poverty and social exclusion. Residents for 
whom getting by was a struggle increased in number. Subjects whose entrepre-
neurialism in making a living, pulling together life’s loose threads, jarred with 
the entrepreneurial rhetoric espoused by different branches of the State. The 
apparent renaissance experienced in Manchester was anything but all inclusive. 

Ultimately the combination of the global economic recession of 2007 and 
2008 and the UK coalition government’s programme of austerity revealed the 
fragility of this transition. And Manchester was not alone. The often unspoken 
spatial assumption of Manchester’s success was that what was good for the 
city was good for the wider city region of Greater Manchester. Growth would 
spread outwards. The likes of Oldham and Rochdale, Stockport and Trafford 
would perform flanking roles, supporting the growth underway in the centre 
of Manchester. It was classic agglomeration economics 101, with a clear spatial 
division of labour, between Manchester and the other nine boroughs. And it 
worked … for a while. 

Between 2010 and 2016 the budgets of the ten Greater Manchester local 
authorities were cut by £1.7 billion. In addition to each Council cutting thou-
sands of jobs, meaning for residents the closure of libraries, public toilets 
and swimming pools, provision in such front-line areas as adult and children 
services was reduced. For those who had at best received relatively little by 
way of benefit from the Manchester-centred growth model, austerity made 
an already unpleasant situation worse. Getting by, making do, and  generally 
holding together paid and unpaid work was rendered harder by national 
changes in housing and welfare systems, while at the same time closer to 
home, local authorities made cuts in the kinds of services that supported 
lower-income families. 
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In this austere context the various devolution ‘deals’ involving Greater 
Manchester were something of a political lifeline for the ten Councils. While 
they involved no new money for the city-region, the increased powers and 
responsibilities have been presented locally as a means of the city region 
exercising greater control over its future. With echoes of Manchester City 
Council’s earlier entrepreneurial turn, talk has turned to what can be done 
rather than what cannot, albeit across ten local authorities rather than one. 
Policymakers and politicians have, to paraphrase one of Manchester City 
Council’s former strap-lines, jumped at the chance to ‘make things happen’. 
There have been regular conferences and workshops on the subject of what 
has been termed ‘Devo Manc’. To what end is not yet clear, however. There is 
no blueprint for devolution on this scale, at least not in the UK. Much of what 
happens is likely to be made up there and then, as the new Greater Manchester 
Combined Authority feels its way, gently and slowly, into an uncertain post-
devolution future. 

Those leading the Combined Authority have cast Manchester (often as 
shorthand for the wider city-region) at the leading edge of a revolution. 
Once again the city has been represented as a city of firsts. Control over 
some public sector budgets and the design, delivery and evaluation of some 
services was traded with central government for the election of a Mayor for 
Greater Manchester in May 2017. Other UK cities and towns have referenced 
the changes underway in Greater Manchester to make the case for their own 
particular combination of economic, financial and political devolution. The 
city-region’s first mover advantage has not lasted long it seems. With parallels 
to the devolved landscapes of Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales, cities, 
counties, towns and villages in England have combined in some cases with 
historical precedent, in other cases without, to form new governance struc-
tures. Not for the first time, talk of revolution, like the drizzle, is in the air of 
Greater Manchester.

Quite what this recent history has meant for those who call Greater 
Manchester their home is often not clear. In many cases accounts of the city’s 
recent restructuring has tended to focus on those in elected or unelected posi-
tions of power: so, those whose day job it is to design and deliver policy in 
one shape or another, whether economic development or education, health 
or transport. From a focus on city hall and government, attention has turned 
to those other actors who are involved in shaping the future of cities such as 
Manchester. These include architects, activists, analysts, consultants, engi-
neers, environmentalists, financiers and planners. Uncovering this increasing 
complex and opaque decision-making machinery has led many scholars of 
urban studies to interview those involved. This examines how particular poli-
cies were reached, whether they involved the attracting of inward investment 
or the physical regeneration of a new area. It requires interviewees to explain 
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an already made decision as a means to uncovering the politics behind the 
realisation of a particular future for Manchester. 

Theorising from the particular

It is here that Realising the city makes a telling contribution. It takes an alter-
native approach, stepping away from the emphasis on elites and away from 
interviews. It makes no grand claims to universalisation. Instead, it provides 
a different set of insights into how contemporary Manchester continues to be 
made and remade. In doing this, it seeks to advance an approach that draws 
attention to the ways in which residents in Manchester have been involved in 
the restructuring of the city. Not as dupes or pawns, but rather as agents in the 
making and remaking of identity and place. In this it speaks to an approach 
that sees people as infrastructure. It junks the binary that constructs those 
who make policy as all powerful, and those on whom policy is targeted as 
all powerless. Instead this book provides ethnographies on different aspects 
to city-making. These emphasise the everyday and often mundane work of 
all of those involved in the realisation of contemporary Manchester. Using 
a range of geographical locations, including those less studied to the east 
and north of the city, and viewing these relationships through a number of 
lenses – for example, culture, self-policing, sexuality – this book gets beyond 
those accounts of urban change that run the risk of being fleeting and passing. 
Through long periods in the field, and the use of detailed and rich ethno-
graphic methods, the book provides a series of insights into the many ways in 
which those who live and work in and across Manchester co-exist. It reveals 
the tensions in areas which have suffered systemic economic and social dis-
location. This book also makes clear that these same communities are also far 
from dysfunctional and failing in the way that they tend to be represented in 
local and national policy. 

The discrete but related insights into the workings of the city are outlined 
in each chapter, as the fine-grained and rich material draws us, the readers, 
in. Whether it is lounging out at the airport or making your way around 
estates in East and North Manchester, in joining up accounts in this way an 
appreciation of the complexity and diversity of urban transformation is gen-
erated. While specifically about Manchester’s recent history, the book does 
offer a means of studying cities per se. It does so with an acknowledgement of 
those urban ethnographies which have come before it but also with a view to 
making the case for future urban studies to pay attention to the various acts 
and works that go into making up contemporary cities the world over. 
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