American Academy of Religion, San Francisco 2011.
‘I Believe in God but He doesn’t live round here….’

This paper arises from a three year ethnographic research project on a socially excluded housing estate in the city of Birmingham (UK). It emerges out of my unease at the demonising of young men on urban housing estates in public discourse, a retreat from this frontline by faith groups, the objectification of unemployed young adults by researchers and the neglect of urban estates by urban theology. The testimonies of three young men from Bromford invite us to think afresh about borders and boundaries and about the role of faith in the city.  
 ‘I believe in God but He doesn’t live round here.’ (19 year old Bromford estate)

‘Bromford’s shit and God’s a bastard.’ (18 year old Bromford estate)

‘If you don’t get killed you get locked away but there’s always a different path to take.’ 
 (Tek9 – 18 year old grime musician ‘So What’s Going on These Days?’)

STEP 1 - What’s Bromford Like?
The lights of the nearby high status shopping centre are visible after dark from Bromford but its promise is inaccessible. The estate is much less diverse than most other communities in Birmingham (85% white, 9% dual heritage) and is fenced off from other neighbourhoods by a railway, a river, an overgrown patch of ground known as ‘the wasteland’ and the M6 motorway. In September 2011 almost 40% of 16-24 year olds were unemployed and more people die young in Bromford than the Birmingham average, mostly from illnesses related to substance abuse and poverty (Baker, Singh and Begaj, 2008). According to the ‘English Indices of Deprivation 2010’ the estate is one of the 5% most multiply deprived neighbourhoods in England. Castells (1996, 164) speaks of ‘fourth world’ regions that are systemically excluded from the network of globalised capitalism. Such communities are largely found in the global ‘South’ but they are also present at the heart of the ‘first world’, a ‘fourth world’ at the gates of power, but cut off from it. Bromford is such a community.
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English Indices of Deprivation 2010 – Bromford
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STEP 2 – Space and Boundaries 
The political philosopher Lefebvre (1991) suggests that space is a social construction forged out of the relationship between ‘conceived space’, ‘perceived space’ and ‘representational space’ within which it is possible to subvert hegemonic conceived and perceived spatial practice. In a similar manner the sociologist Massey (1993, 155-156) contends that, ‘Space is not a ‘flat’ surface…because the social relations which create it are dynamic.’ Bromford may be a forgotten space in an age of gentrification and urban regeneration, but it is also a dynamic community where fixed narratives become blurred. It exemplifies what Bhabha (1994) has called the ‘third space’…a ‘no man’s land’ lying between the ‘either-or’ world of urban planners, politicians and formalised religion: a space within which carefully erected boundaries become blurred. Knott (2005) suggests that religious practice has the capacity to counter hegemonic spatial practice and forge new social spaces through its combination of the ‘…real and imagined, physical and social.’ Perhaps therefore, as Sandercock (1998, 212) argues, ‘the street’ can become the site of a ‘third space’ cultural insurgency transforming ‘conceived’ public space into the cradle within which subversive a ‘N.E.E.T spirituality’ can be nurtured. Werbner (1997, 1) and Gilroy (2004, 144ff) suggest that such disruption erodes the boundaries which divide the people of the city into convenient homogeneous blocks. Through an appropriation of the space under the motorway flyover, the children’s playground, the parade of shops and the stairwells in the tower blocks, their own graffiti art and rap music young men in Bromford articulate a ‘third space’ identity: a subversive space characterised by fluidity and dialogue.
STEP 3 - N.E.E.T or Not?

The existential journeying of young unemployed men in Bromford is also hemmed in by poverty and preconception. They are just some of the 1,000,000 UK N.E.E.Ts of popular and political discourse – not in employment, education or training. The term N.E.E.T pinpoints one severe example of social exclusion amongst young adults. The 2010 Audit Commission noted that young men who are ‘N.E.E.T’ are four times more likely to remain out of work for long periods of time, five times more likely to have a criminal record and three times more likely to have depression than their counterparts. Reductionist N.E.E.T discourse, however, robs young men in Bromford of their agency, more an ontological judgement than a description of their current experience. Consequently it becomes easy to lose sight of the discourses of meaning articulated by these young, largely ignored, men and the ways in which their narrative of exclusion interacts with debates about the nature of ‘belief’ in ‘post-Christian’ Britain. Young men in Bromford might be N.E.E.T but this objectifying descriptor minimises their sense of complex disconnection. During April 2011 the nihilism borne of existential exclusion became apparent on the estate as the new adventure play area was burnt down. In the face of such psycho-social alienation Castells (1997, 360) points to the importance of existential emancipation, ‘Whoever wins the battle for people’s minds will rule, because mighty rigid apparatuses will not be a match…for minds mobilised.’  
STEP 4 – ‘Believing’ in Bromford
The word ‘belief’ is weighed down by the baggage of formalised religion, sociological theory and anthropological observation. Is the word ‘fit for purpose’ when considering the discourses of meaning articulated by socially excluded young men on contemporary urban housing estates? The young men with whose words this paper began would not claim to be articulating ‘fourth world’ spiritualities anymore than they would use the terminology of Davie (1994) (‘believing without belonging’), Day (2009) (‘believing in belonging’) or Robbins (2007) (‘believing in/’believing that’). I have not witnessed a new ‘religious’ form emerging on the Bromford. What I have encountered is an organic and fragmentary spirituality of anger, love, fear and hope. The isolation of the estate does foster what Gilroy (2000, 84) calls ‘camp mentality’. However young men in Bromford are shaped more by the fluidity of an urban ‘third space’ (Bhabha, 1994 and Baker, 2009) and by boundary-hopping hip-hop than they are by ethnic or religious essentialism. Is it possible then to speak of a nascent ‘NEET spirituality’? To answer this question I return to the sound-bites with which we began.
‘I believe in God but He doesn’t live round here.’
The 19 year old who suggested this to me was brought up within a Roman Catholic family. One evening he recited the Lord’s Prayer and part of the Nicene Creed to me: ‘But it’s got nothing to with Bromford. It’s for other people. Not me.’ In the face of long-term unemployment he retains a subconscious ‘Of course there’s a God.’ His use of the formalised religious category of ‘belief’ signifies the vestiges of a formulaic allegiance to the religion he ‘learned’ as a child. However, Bromford is a ‘forgotten place’. Formalised religious discourse does not connect with his life or that of his friends. His discourse of meaning illuminates the hegemonic hold of the propositional belief taught by the religious institutions which are absent from the Bromford. Is it possible, however, that his critique of the God of formal religion may pave the way for a clearer articulation of a counter-hegemonic discourse of meaning that affirms his experience of social exclusion as the basis for a spirituality of empowerment? 
‘Bromford’s shit and God’s a Bastard’

For this 18 year old there is no future. He told me that he recently scrawled ‘English Defence League’ graffiti on a boarded up pub on the estate. His words graphically signify deep-seated alienation: God exists but doesn’t care about his pain. From the perspective of ideological criticism this fragmentary discourse when allied with the daubing of EDL graffiti on the estate can be seen as the attempt of one powerless NEET to scapegoat the tiny Muslim community on the estate. The act might be described as vandalism or Islamophobia but it could also be viewed as a raging ‘fourth world’ theodicy: ‘You’re to blame!’ The sound-bite could be viewed as a nascent religious discourse but the nature of ‘belief’ here is not personal or propositional but an expression of social identity. For this young man his experience of deep-seated social exclusion feeds a rage-soaked existential discourse, the raw material from which he builds a contextualised theodicy of exclusion. 

‘If you don’t get killed you get locked away but there’s always a different path to take.’

Tek9 was 16 when his brother was sent to prison. He felt lost and angry but his talent for lyrics gave him a way of expressing his feelings and the life of the Bromford. In the track ‘What’s Going On These Days?’ Tek9 raps about violence, hopelessness, fear, drugs and gang culture. An array of signifiers is deployed to signify a four pronged discourse of contextualised meaning. First in relation to socio-economic exclusion: ‘I’m from Bromford. They call it the slum.’ Second with reference to teenage life on the street: ‘Every day is a struggle for a teenager trying to raise a kid’ and ‘…age of eleven they call you a thug, age of twelve you walk in the slum, at thirteen you’re dead and gone.’ Third in relation to resistance to a repeating cycle of alienation: ‘You’re destroying the city…It’s about time you change what you’re doing. If you got talent then use it. Don’t sell drugs sell music. You only have one life so don’t lose it.’ Finally possible existential emancipation is signified: ‘So what’s going on these days if you don’t get killed you get locked away but there’s always a different path to take.’ Tek9 can be viewed as an emergent organic intellectual. However I would go a step further and suggest that his discourse bears some of the characteristics which West (1999) and Said (1994) relate to political intellectuals. He articulates ‘…a truth that allows suffering to speak’ (West, 1999, 551). Duncombe (2002, 8), like Gilroy (1987) and Hall (2001), notes the potential for ‘cultural resistance’ within popular culture. The act of creation can enable marginalised communities to forge a free existential space unbound by borders from which a new liberative discourse can emerge as Tek9’s music shows. A hermeneutics of suspicion is adopted towards NEET social exclusion, enabling him to express an insurgent organic discourse of existential resistance and ‘performative’ hope, echoing elements of the liberative spiritualities articulated by Beckford (2000), Sobrino (1988), Galilea (1989) and Soelle (1993).

STEP 5 – N.E.E.T Spiritualities
The young men alongside whom I have worked still wrestle with the hold of formalised religion but their discourse of meaning refuses to ‘defer to a higher authority’ as Heelas and Woodhead (2005) put it. This is a raw spirituality. It can be a theodicy of exclusion. However, it can also be a spirituality that moves beyond scapegoating to the ‘depth’ which Tillich names ‘God’. Tek9 resists the dismissal of his NEET experience as empty and hints at a spirituality of immanence that engages with street level violence, poverty, the stereotyping of urban youth, minimum wage labour and social isolation. This is a third space spirituality which cannot be confined by the boundaries that cut Bromford off from mainstream life in Birmingham or shoe-horned into existing formulae. The picture is messy but the NEET spirituality I am discovering revolves around ‘believing’ in your mates (solidarity), ‘believing’ that a future is possible (hope), ‘believing’ although you’re forgotten (resistance) and ‘believing’ across boundaries (anti-racist). I’m still discerning the shape of a liberative N.E.E.T spirituality but the first glimpses of the picture are beginning to emerge….
· It is un-dogmatic

· It sacralises the individual but is communal in character

· It is messy and contradictory, fluid and unfinished

· It is organic and street literate

· It arises from suffering but is not limited by it

· It draws heavily on and is expressed through popular culture

· It is more performed than proposed

· It is characterised by place based boundary hopping

· It is characterised by hope and resistance

· It is NOT religion

Conclusion
The nascent ‘N.E.E.T spirituality’ that I have begun to identify is largely expressed through rap music and graffiti art – the hymns and the icons of a new discourse of meaning. With this in mind I have been working for the last 5-6 months with a Birmingham based Muslim graffiti artist planning a ‘graffiti and rap’ festival with which to close the project next Spring. This festival will be aimed at providing Bromford ‘N.E.E.Ts’ with a way of articulating their own spirituality and at creating original research data through the painting of two large murals designed by the men I have got to know at the foot of two of multi-storey tower blocks that dominate the estate and the recording of rap music written by young unemployed men from Bromford. I am just at the beginning of an exciting journey which has the potential to resource new patterns of urban mission, understandings of spirituality, social policy and youth work. The N.E.E.Ts of Bromford are raising their voice and the story they tell will not be confined by the barriers that other, more powerful, people erect. Watch this space! The last word, quite rightly goes to one Bromford ‘N.E.E.T’ – ‘So what’s goin’ on these days?’
Play ‘So What’s Goin’ On These Days?’ (Tek9)

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ACN7mlYrlZ0 
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