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A concise manifesto for the MPA

The Materialist Psychogeographic Affiliation is an

open call to engage with the problematics of public life

in the twenty-first century.

1. Psychogeography must be a platform for social

critique

2. Psychogeography must inspire a new creative

production.

The extent to which psychogeography strays from these

two points is the extent to which it loses its relevance.

Although brief, these two points provide the ground from

which psychogeography can expand.

Materialism is the composition of things.  It is the

investigation of our concrete milieu.  Materialism is the

middle ground, neither political dogma or occultism.  As

Felix Guattari writes, ‘Marx’s writings still have their

value, Marxist discourse has lost its value’1.  

Our psychogeography of redevelopment recognises that

the urban environment continually changes.  It examines

how cities have re-composed themselves in the past and

will continue to do so into the future.  The present is ripe

for critique.  To paraphrase Ewan MacColl: ‘In the

morning we rebuilt the city, in the afternoon walked

through its streets’.  We will also walk the countryside.

- Mark Rainey

1 Guattari, ‘The Three Ecologies’, trans. by Ian Pindar and Paul Sutton (London, Athlone: 2000) p.43 



My article, ‘Mind the Gap: Psychogeography as an

Expanded Tradition’1 addresses its subject as a de-

radicalised, traditional activity, which has retrospectively

included many other historical phenomena. It also

criticises the 1990s-onwards tendency for some

psychogeographic groups to dabble with the occult,

conspiracy theories and other ‘irrational’ phenomena. 

Since writing this, discussions with key Manchester

psychogeographers have tried to tackle

psychogeography’s current status further. Some have

suggested to me that the ‘occult’ was present in the

Situationist Project all along, something I am yet to find

evidence for. Others have suggested the importation of

psychogeography into science, in order to counter

science’s usage by neo-liberalist political agency. Not

only am I concerned about the desire to hide an already

politicised practise within science in order to counter an

‘opposing’ political trend within it, but I am dubious of

psychogeography’s use as a scientific approach per se.

My ‘Notes on the Situationist Theses on Traffic’ later in

this newsletter attempt to address these points further, as

does my aforementioned Street Signs article.

This said, all the groups and individuals we have been

talking to have been invited to contribute to the debate.

The invitiation is renewed. 

I feel that the post-1968 protest watershed partly led to

‘third way’ politics, rather than remaining apart from

them. A de-authorised, negotiated, co-operative - and I

hesitate to use this term in the face of its assumptive over-

use and misuse - ‘rhizomic’ negotiation of ‘play’ and

‘drift’, translates perfectly well into corporate

environments with creative romper rooms, rule-creating-

and-breaking workers and supposedly ‘de-hierarchised’

working environments. Yet these spaces, influenced by

the watershed of Situationism, are only the front spaces

of neoliberalism, their back spaces are an always-

increasing rationalisation and refinement of management

acumen in all areas of life, ‘progressing’, from the

enlightenment. This said, the radical interruptions of the

late 1960s were one part of a dialectic providing our

current discourses around liberty and individualism.

The Situationist project is thoroughly assimilated by the

mainstream already and we intend to re-approach it

presuming this traditional status. The act of

détournement, if not dérive, is political, subjective in

nature, an aspect we wish to wear on our sleeves. 

Our own attempt to push our materialist bias should

never be seen as scientific, or neutral.

- Steve Hanson

1 See The Centre for Urban and Community Research website for the back issues of Street Signs. The article in question appears
in the Autumn 2007 edition.



The following text was originally written as a

Wikipedia entry for Caffé Nero.  It was soon

removed for being ‘Original Research’ and

‘Deliberate Nonesense’. 

Caffe Nero as a Site of
Psychogeographic Praxis 

On July 27th 2007, a date marking the 50th anniversary

of the foundation of the Situationist International, a

group of psychogeographers gathered as part of the

Identikit Manchester Project. The project involved

visiting every Caffé Nero in Manchester City Centre. A

total of 9 were visited. The group included affiliates of

the Materialist Psychogeographic Affiliation, the Bored

in the City Collective, Urbis and Manchester

Metropolitan University. The project was simple, but the

subject was immense. Participants had no instructions

other than each visit to a Caffé Nero would last

approximately 10 minutes.  This effectively gave

participants the freedom to examine the café from

whatever angle they wanted.

For instance, one participant examined the layout of

each cafe. Is each Caffé Nero designed the same as the

other? How different is each space? Do the designs only

change in order to adapt to a specific site or do they

change deliberately to give some semblance of

difference to the coffee chain?

Another particpant examined the role of bodies: What

people use Caffé Nero? Who has the cultural capital to

use the space correctly? How are people portrayed in

publicity material?

Another participant examined Caffé Nero as a site of

‘hidden work’. The coffee making is the ‘performed’

work, but what about the cleaning, stocking, washing up

and other unsightly work? This involved the participant

examining ‘Staff-Only’ areas.

On one hand the project was the examination of local

issues - Manchester has transformed itself from a city of

industrial decline to a model of neoliberal urbanism.

This process has resulted in the proliferation of chain

bars and cafes, repeated commercial spaces throughout

a spacially small centre.  Yet it is also a global issue.

Café culture is prevalent in the western world. While

historically a culture of bohemianism, café culture is

now framed by capitalist ideology. We have now seen

the irresistable rise of the chain café. A Starbucks

seemingly appears on every street corner. The modern

café provides a lense through which to examine

everyday contemporary life.

Why Caffé Nero? The answer was quite simple.

Starbucks is just too obvious. Psychogeographers are

anything but obvious. Caffé Nero is also a dominant

national brand, rather than a global brand. This made it

Identikit
Manchester by Mark Rainey



quite interesting as it creates its own myth, tracing its

origins to Italy, when in fact it has always remained a

British company.  This only exemplifies the importance

of myth-making in branding.

It is worth mentioning, for those who did not attend the

Identikit Manchester Project, some of the findings: 

• Participants had expected to see differences appear

between each Caffé Nero as the walk progressed.

However, by the end, although differences did occur,

the overriding feeling was one of being bludgeoned

by the whirr of espresso machines, leather furniture,

blue walls and light jazz background music.

Sameness won out and caffeine was exchanged for

Nurofen.

• One participant noticed that the images, banners and

posters displayed in the café potrayed face-to-face

community.  Whether older Italian men playing cards,

thirtysomething Italian women gossiping or a younger

man getting his haircut, these images seemed at odds

with the actual social relations being formed in Caffé

Nero.  Caffé Nero is a place where it is accepted and

almost expected that you are alone.  People read the

paper, use their laptop, text on the phone, etc. . . It is

the site of a virtual community.  To say this is any less

legitimate than face-to-face communication would be

to fall into the propaganda provided by the café itself.

• One pariticipant discovered that toilet access,

specifically in Caffé Neroes located in older

buildings, also provides access to the backrooms of

the buildings.  On Oxford Rd., one participant found

his way into an unlocked cellar with full access to the

building’s electric panel.  On Cross Street the

participant discovered a Caffé Nero training centre

located two floors above the café.  His friend kindly

slipped his job application under the training room

door.  A propane tank was also found in the same

staircore.  Interestingly, a door leading to the

neighbouring Subway was also found.  Subway is

another chain store who have blanketed Manchester.

These two chains were linked, not at the front, but at

the back.  Back stage and front stage became

important themes of the project.   

• Rarely did participants see a family.  Teenagers, the

elderly and families do not view Caffé Nero as their

space.

• Caffé Nero is undergoing a ‘McDonaldsification’ in

the sense that it has reached saturation point.  This

coincides with a general decline in standards

throughout the chain.  Tables are not cleaned, toilets

are often filthy and debris is scattered about.  Care

and attention to detail are left behind in the clamour

for expansion.  Starbucks reached this point long ago.

• It took a whle for participants to get used to not

buying anything.  Simply sitting in the space left an

uncomfortable feeling as purchasing coffee is part of

the Caffé Nero routine.  To alleviate this, participants

often grabbed a free cup of water or sat at a table with

the detritus left by a previous customer.  On occasion,

when pressured by staff, a participant would ‘take an

espresso for the team’. 

• For many, the Caffé Nero experience is part of a daily

routine.  Yet it is also a precarious routine, disrupted

by other customers who may not have the cultural

capital to quickly order a regular lattè.  

• Participants noted that café culture is not new to

British life.  However, in its is current incarnation,

fuelled by chain establishments, it is bound to

gentrification and ‘regeneration’.

• Caffeine is the fuel of the city by day, alcohol is the

fuel of the city by night. 
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Identikit Manchester Project and the
Transformation of Caffe Nero 

The Identikit Manchester Project transformed the role of

Caffé Nero. Formerly a chain cafe, Caffé Nero is now a

site of social examination. The Identikit Manchester

Project initiated a change in function. Once solely a

profit-making, space dominating enterprise, Caffé Nero

is now a site of social critique where contemporary life

is laid bare for willing researchers.  This is a change

that the CEO of Caffé Nero, Dr. Gerry Ford, could

never have forseen. 



Excluzones
Strip out the areas where entry presumes a consumer

exchange. Those where cash is needed for full

participation. Highlight areas of prohibition, amplify

the curation of the past. Beyond this, operate

reflexively, point out the layers, historical,

sociological...

See what’s left.






