
The Iro nies of His tory: 
An In ter view with Stuart Hall

Annie Paul

In June 2004 the Centre for Car ib bean Thought at the Uni ver sity of the West Indies held 
a con fer ence called “Cul ture, Poli tics, Race & Di as pora: The Thought of Stuart Hall”.
This in ter view was con ducted (29/6/04) in the af ter math of that con fer ence at Silver
Sands in Dun cans, Tre lawny, where Hall va ca tioned with his family. For those un fa mil -
iar with the name of Stuart Hall he has been one of the most in flu en tial think ers in the
latter quar ter of the twen ti eth cen tury. Ac cord ing to Pro fes sor Grant Farred of Duke
Uni ver sity:

Such was Hall’s impact on the US, Brit ish, Euro pean and Aus tra lian
acad emy via cul tural stud ies, mainly through a range of essays he
pub lished during the 1980s, that by the 1990s he became one of the
pre emi nent in tel lec tu als in the world. In truth, be cause of the
in ter na tional rise of cul tural stud ies, Hall came to be re garded as an
aca demic star, an in tel lec tual ce leb rity, and a philo sophi cal guru: he
became the in car na tion of cul tural stud ies, first in Brit ain and then in the
United States, widely anointed as the spokes man for the poli tics – and the
en demic poli ti ci za tion – of the popu lar, the theo rist in the fore front of
poli ti ciz ing (all) iden tity.

Stuart Hall was born in Ja maica in 1932 and left King ston for Oxford in 1951 as a
Rhodes Scholar.

The In ter view
AP: Stuart, I re mem ber some one joking that they read in the papers that Her Maj esty’s

gov ern ment had made a bulk book ing on the flight you ar rived on, to send back
some de port ees… Yes, so you lit er ally arrive back for this con fer ence in your
honour on board an Air Ja maica flight full of de port ees from the UK.

SH: Yes, you know Annie, it was very strange be cause when I went to Eng land in 1951 I
thought I was es cap ing Ja maica and then within two years all of Ja maica (laughs) ar -
rived in London (more laugh ter) so that no escape was pos si ble and then now I
come back and bring 72 de ported mem bers of the Ja mai can fra ter nity back with me. 
And you know the plane was de layed for two hours but they never an nounced the
delay which is funny ‘cause it was plainly de layed. It was only when Cath er ine (Pro -
fes sor Cath er ine Hall, his to rian and wife of Stuart Hall) started talk ing to some body 
who turned out to be some one who ad vises the Ja mai can govt on mi gra tion – a
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Ja mai can woman – and she said well, I can tell you why its de layed, we’re wait ing for
the pris on ers and then when she looked out on the runway she saw the police buses
ar riv ing. So they never even came through the exit lounge or any thing like that… it
was straight onto the tarmac, loaded onto the plane and they were cur tained off at
the back of the plane so you couldn’t see any body. But on the other hand there were
also se cu rity of fi cers trav el ing with them, some sit ting with them but there were
some se cu rity of fi cers in first class who as soon as we landed became very active and
so on. Then we had to wait until they were taken off and when we were col lect ing
our lug gage their lug gage came through first. And this was a very sad sight be cause
first of all they had very little lug gage, you know very poor – boxes, bas kets, things
like that – but they were also, I sup pose, half of them had big plas tic bags with HM
Prison on it. In other words they were coming from prison to prison, you know de -
ported from Her Maj esty’s prison and the prison of fi cers ob vi ously pack their be -
long ings and send them back – so it was a very sad sight. Of course I’ve since
dis cov ered that many of them have been de ported from Eng land having never lived
in Ja maica or not lived in Ja maica for many years so there’s noth ing to come back
to; many of them don’t have any con nec tions or active rela tives in Ja maica, they
don’t know Ja maica or know enough to find a job or make a living here. One of the
things I’ve been told is that a lot of them very quickly fall back into the prey of the
drug traf fick ers be cause they’ve done it once and those are the con nec tions that they 
have.

AP: Do we know any thing about these people who were de ported? Are they ac tu ally
crimi nals? Or are they just il le gal im mi grants?

SH: They are of three kinds. One, they are mules – drug mules – who’ve been de tected
pass ing through cus toms –

AP: Swal low ers?

SH: Swal low ers, right, so they’ve been put in prison there as part of a drug bust and are
now being de ported back. Sec ondly there are crimi nals, proba bly be long ing to
posses who might also be in volved in the drug trade but they’re not swal low ers.
They’re the people who are bene fit ing from the swal low ing but they move be tween
the drug trade in London and else where in Eng land and the drug con nec tions here
and in Co lom bia and so on. They are il le gal tran sit or gan iz ers and they are part of
the black posses that have been very highly pub li cized in Brit ain and they’ve been
proba bly picked up there in con nec tion with swal low ers. They’re the or gan iz ers of
swal low ers or people in volved in the drug trade or people in volved in crime, vio lent
crime, or people picked up with il le gal weap ons – they’re part of the Ja mai can crimi -
nal fra ter nity – we can talk about that.

Then there are people simply who are im mi gra tion break ers, you know they’re
work ing, paying their taxes etc but they never had any per mis sion to come in the
first place and they’ve been picked up. Every now and again the police combs the
con struc tion in dus try or the ca ter ing in dus try or the farm ing in dus try, you know
trying to pick up il le gal im mi grants. They’ve been picked up in a swoop, their
papers are not in order, they don’t have per mis sion to stay and they have a right to
deport them out. So they’re a mixed bunch.

AP: An other issue that’s been in the news here is the fact that gay groups in the UK have
or gan ized against Ja mai can so- called en ter tain ers many of whom have rep er toires
of anti- homosexual lyrics. The latest on that front is that Beenie Man just had a big
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show in London can celled and his pro mot ers lost a lot of money… it’s a very vexed
issue isn’t it, what do you think, I mean how can we start to make sense of all this?

SH: Well, I think the dif fi culty is trying to decide what stance to take be cause on the one
hand one knows that re spect able Ja mai can so ci ety whether here or living in Eng -
land is not at all en thused by urban popu lar cul ture; you know they think its slack,
too rau cous, too over sexu al ized, too not re spect able, you know etc. so they’re down
on this popu lar cul ture I mean they were down on the music to begin with you
know, roots music they didn’t like… I’m talk ing about Ja mai can im mi grants in
Brit ain now –

AP: You mean even the origi nal music, what is thought of as clas si cal reggae today, was
dis ap proved of?

SH: Yeah, oh yeah, first of all it was in patois when they were trying to hide their patois,
then it was about the lower classes, it was about Trenchtown etc. Popu lar cul ture ex -
pressed things that they wanted not to be re minded of. I mean I think this is part of
a very long story told in Ja maica and by the nice re spect able im mi grants in Brit ain
and dance hall is only the last wave. Now of course people are very am biva lent about
that. On the one hand younger Ja mai cans are very into it, mas sively into it, and it
has been a source of their – how can I put it – cul tural capi tal be cause it’s popu lar
among young people and they are the people who embody it so –

AP: You mean dance hall?

SH: Yeah dance hall and the music as so ci ated with it, like a series of black music, also
jungle and rap and all of those musics. Black music has played a cen tral role in Brit -
ish urban popu lar cul ture for many years so of course young black people get a lot of
kudos out of being black. And then you have to bring in the gen era tional factor…
you know their par ents might have been against it if they were ar riv ing in the fif ties, 
but by now you have a gen era tion whose par ents were all brought up on Bob Marley
– you know reggae – so it’s the reggae gen era tion being out raged by the dance hall
gen era tion. It’s a com pli cated gen era tional pic ture! Each gen era tion re gards the
next gen era tion as too slack and too rude, too noisy and so on but gradu ally they
them selves grow up to be adults and look back on this music with pleas ure and nos -
tal gia while their chil dren run away to some other music. You can see a cycle going
on. It’s very com pli cated what people feel about it but un doubt edly there is among
the most re spect able resi dents, whether first or second gen era tion, a feel ing that
this music doesn’t do the cause of re spect able Ja mai cans living abroad any good.
They think its all about drugs and crime be cause Ja mai cans are often as so ci ated
with the gun cul ture, you know a lot of shoot ings in parts of London are at trib uted
to Ja mai cans, some times Ja mai cans shoot ing Ja mai cans, some times war fare be -
tween one band and an other, be tween one record com pany and an other, or one area
and an other or be tween one or gan ized group and an other. But Ja mai cans have been
very promi nent in the gun cul ture and very promi nent in the drug cul ture be cause
you know its known that dope is common in Ja maica and they’re seen as being
linked to the Co lom bia trade… So all of these in volve ments of Ja mai can people of
one gen era tion or an other in the il le gal cul tures, il le gal or non- respectable cul tures,
awak ens am biva lence amongst re spect able black people both in Ja maica and else -
where.

Ok, so that’s one back ground about at ti tudes to the music and so on. Well, now
one of the things that is said is of course ho mo pho bia… but this seems a bit am biva -
lent to me be cause a lot of re spect able, Chris tian, adult Ja mai cans are pretty
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ho mo pho bic, you know they don’t have any sym pa thy at all with gay people or with
gay rights, gay lib era tion move ments etc. So they’re not in any po si tion to make a
very se ri ous case of point ing the finger. A lot of femi nists are; this is a more se ri ous
case be cause femi nists and gay people have fought for gay rights and women’s rights 
etc. They’ve been very much into this over the years and they say – Well, the trou ble 
is this catches us on the hop be cause you ask us to iden tify with black people, with
black music, with ‘their’ cul ture and we do, as an act of soli dar ity, but we can’t
excuse at ti tudes which are de grad ing to women, and ho mo pho bic, just be cause its
black. And this is an other very com pli cated and in ter est ing ques tion. Social move -
ments that arose in the 60s were at tached to a single issue and a single con stitu ency,
you know women’s rights for women, gay rights for gay people, anti- racism for
black people, but these some times con flict be cause people are gay, black women.
One person can embody more than one con tra dic tion. When the dif fer ent strands
of these iden ti ties don’t add up, they con flict with one an other, what are you sup -
posed to do? Are you sup posed to say black men are right to treat black women as
their pos ses sions even though it runs coun ter to femi nism? So what is the po si tion
of a black femi nist who’s re quired to be soli dary with post colo nial strug gles but re -
fuses to sub or di nate her self to black men just be cause they’re black. But these are –
in con tem po rary poli tics which is of course more frag mented around single issue
cam paigns you don’t have one party that em bod ies a po si tion on blacks and women
and gays and class and pov erty – you have these dif fer ent social move ments. Now
when you have poli tics more or gan ized like that it pres ents real con tra dic tory pulls
on in di vidu als and on groups.

Then behind that there’s an other com pli cated ques tion and that is about mas -
cu lin ity, about black mas cu lin ity. What is this thing that – you know – that black
men are not just black men but in order to be black men they have to be super black
men ex ag ger at ing the quali ties of mas cu lin ity – vio lence, hard ness, etc – and they
them selves having been sub or di nated by whites then repeat the sub or di na tion in
re la tion to their own women (laughs). You know in stead of learn ing the lesson of
sub or di na tion and saying we will not do unto others as was done unto us, un think -
ingly they re pro duce the form of mas cu lin ity which mimics these in fe rior re la tion -
ships that white men had to black men. Now this is not only in Ja maica; this is true
of course of hiphop which is also ho mo pho bic and there fore it’s some thing that has
hap pened in plan ta tion so ci ety in the West ern world. You know – a grown up black
man ad dressed as a boy by a South ern land owner or a Ja mai can plan ta tion owner
thinks that the only way in which he can become a man is to boss around some body
else! It is – you know – it’s a fan tas tic irony, this repe ti tion , this blind kind of re -
peat ing itself – and this is the at tach ment to vio lence which is again a kind of ex er -
cise of brutal power, you know mim ick ing the bru tal ity of the plan ta tion regime
itself, and of slav ery and of the middle pas sage . It’s like the Jews beat ing up the Pal -
es tini ans be cause the Ger mans were wicked to the Jews. In stead of the Jews saying
we will never ever treat any other people like the Ger mans treated us they’re doing
ex actly the same thing …

AP: … to the Pal es tini ans. But that’s the irony –

SH: It’s a deeply ironic prob lem, er ques tion, about black mas cu lin ity. And this evinces
itself in popu lar music. I mean now, of course one has to say in ter est ing things
about that too, which is that it’s in popu lar music, it’s in the popu lar cul ture that
these at ti tudes get worked through, you know, in clud ing worked through in their
dan ger ous forms, be cause fur ther up they’re sup pressed first of all by Chris ti an -
ity...you know there’s a very Chris tian thing which keeps a cer tain lid on such
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things al though of course in the black churches female sub or di na tion, black lead er -
ship, black mas cu lin ity is re peated there too but not in such an overt mode. So its
partly be cause Chris ti an ity keeps a lid on it and then middle class re spect abil ity and 
wealth allows it an other form of ex pres sion –

AP: When you talk about “keep ing a lid on it” are you re fer ring to ho mo sexu al ity or – ?

SH: No, I’m talk ing about all the things that gained re peti tive ex pres sion whether vio -
lence, mas cu line sexu al ity, forms of mas cu line power –all of these things which I
call plan ta tion so ci ety re peat ing itself in the psyche of the poor and op pressed peo -
ples of now post- plantation so ci ety con tinu ing to be op era tive in patho logi cal form.
But what I’m point ing out to you is that popu lar cul ture has – you might say the
good or the bad, I don’t care what it is – but it has the ca pac ity to give ex pres sion to
this in its vio lent and dan ger ous forms as well as in its at trac tive forms, its lib er at ing 
forms and so on. So you know I mean we could talk about ho mo pho bia though I’m
not really com fort able … .we could talk about ho mo pho bia in re la tion to dance hall
but we could also talk about women in re la tion to dance hall you know? Be cause
sub or di nate as the dance hall queens are to the men it is ob vi ous that –it is clear that
– a form of female or femi nine in de pend ence has found ex pres sion here, a kind of
re claim ing of sexu al ity, a re claim ing of the body, a turn ing over of re spect able re -
straints and taboos on the pleas ure of sexu al ity – -

AP: I’m glad that you brought that up be cause this is some thing Caro lyn Cooper from
UWI has often talked about but she’s vili fied for ex press ing these views – you
know?

SH: I know… she would be vili fied be cause of what we talked about before –the taboo on
all these things yes?

AP: She’s ridi culed and –

SH: Yes, but this is the taboo on the re pressed part of black ness. And the his tory of
black ness is a tor tured his tory of black ness and its re pres sion in this so ci ety and
where it finds ex pres sion often in dis torted, even re ac tion ary , vio lent, ex plo sive,
dan ger ous ways – it’s what hap pens to cul ture in any so ci ety – it will out, and it will
out in these forms. What I’m point ing out is that this ex pres sive ness has its ter ri fic
side too al though I know it’s am biva lent be cause you know the women are sub or di -
nated in the dance hall to the men, there’s no ques tion about that and they per form
dance hall in a sense to the men. You can see it in the stance and the stances; I mean
to whom is this dis play di rected? To the men, I mean to one an other, but also to the
men. But it is also a re claim ing. Let’s just make a gen eral point here be cause cul ture
is never straight for ward, it is never posi tively posi tive or wholly nega tive. It’s
always in di rect, always con tra dic tory, the posi tive and the nega tive side have to be
taken to gether. Ok so let us come to ho mo pho bia.

Given the forms which black mas cu lin ity has been obliged to take – the kind of 
imi ta tive forms of black mas cu lin ity – of course ho mo sexu al ity is an af front to eve -
ry thing about it. It’s all about con quer ing women so what do you do about women
who say well, I’m not par ticu larly at tracted to black men… its all about having
twenty five chil dren with twenty five baby moth ers as a sign, a symbol, of your vi ril -
ity. Why? Be cause the white man took your vi ril ity away, he didn’t even allow you
to rec og nize your own chil dren in slav ery, your chil dren didn’t belong to you, you
couldn’t form a family around your own chil dren. You were always a boy you were
never a father. In the eyes of the white plan ta tion owners a black man could not be a
father. So when free he has twenty five chil dren with as many women. What is he to
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do with a ho mo sex ual man who says I’m ter ri bly happy not to have a child or I
wouldn’t mind adopt ing a child later on if I have a set tled part ner, can you imag ine
three males con sti tut ing one house hold? It vio lates every idea of the family, and the
woman who looks after the family – I mean how could any se ri ous male Ja mai can be
sat is fied with being looked after by an other man, who plays the role of a woman –
plays a femi nine role? So you know ho mo pho bia is in scribed in the his tory of Ja -
maica. This is not to say we need to be tol er ant of it. I’m ab so lutely in tol er ant of it. I
would not say that be cause it exists and be cause I un der stand why – to un der stand is 
not to for give – un for tu nately we have to say that just as we have an anti- racist
move ment to stop people from dis crimi nat ing against black people you have an
anti- homophobia cam paign to stop black men abus ing gay men… be cause they
have rights too, they’re human beings etc. the ar gu ment that human rights doesn’t
stop at some fron tier. So it’s the same com pli cated move I was de scrib ing before
where you have to have knowl edge, the power, the ex pres sive ness, the vi tal ity of the
new cul ture and rec og nize that it is a dis tor tion of deep fac tors in the cul ture and the 
so ci ety which gained this dis torted ex pres sion, which have very un for tu nate nega -
tive con se quences, one of which is ho mo pho bia. Some how we have to foster the
crea tiv ity, and the ex pres sive ness and the dy na mism and wean it away from its own
nega tiv ity.

I mean its bad enough for the people who get shot and mur dered and sworn at
and beaten up be cause they’re gay but it’s worse for the people who’re doing it be -
cause it just con firms that ver sion of mas cu lin ity. i.e. this is what male ness really is
and I can dem on strate it by beat ing the shit out of them. And by re peat ing it of
course you deepen it, any trend you repeat and repeat and repeat, be comes a habit.

AP: And that may be what’s hap pen ing here?

SH: Ex actly. And not only that but it then be comes part of the cul ture. So a new boy who
wants to become a DJ or a singer, what is he going to talk about? He’s going to talk
about ‘them’, about boss ing the women, he’s going to talk about women as whores
and de grade women like his father and grand fa ther were de graded. He’s going to
talk about ‘batty man’ etc.

AP: You know the in ter est ing thing is that when it be comes part of the cul ture – take the
de fence of ho mo pho bia for in stance – you know part of the hy poc risy here is that
while eve ry one fo cuses on dance hall lyrics as being ho mo pho bic, in fact there are
many many churches on the island ex press ing these same sen ti ments, tell ing people 
that its fine to be ho mo pho bic, in fact one ought to be ho mo pho bic if one is a self-
 respecting Chris tian etc. There are people at the high est levels of so ci ety even in
aca de mia who are ex tremely ho mo pho bic –these are the people with power yet we
con stantly point our fin gers at dance hall DJs – I mean that’s a very lim ited way to
ap proach this prob lem be cause its so wide spread.

SH: No, that is a way of pro ject ing it onto the un der class, It’s in every so ci ety. Quashee
or what ever is the cur rent phrase for him has always been re spon si ble. The un civi -
lized label that the whites proj ect onto blacks, the blacks have man aged by di vid ing
be tween ‘us’ and ‘them’. Pro ject ing the nega tive bits onto them and be com ing re -
spect able the melves, as crib ing the values to them selves while the un der part is pro -
jected out some where else. That’s the basic mecha nism of racism. You’re look ing at
in ter nal racism. But going back to what we said in re la tion to mas cu lin ity , I mean,
how could we expect that black and brown pas tors of churches or that the black and
the brown middle classes had es caped these pro cesses we’re talk ing about. Why
should they have es caped them, they come from the same place, they were looked
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down on in the same way. Not half as much as if they were black and poor but it
doesn’t matter. By now they have in her ited the same nega tive po si tion so of course
they have many of these fears, and some of the re spect abil ity is re in forced by evan -
geli cal Chris ti an ity in which it’s not just dis re spect able, it’s sinful.

AP: The thing is I think that if we were se ri ous about com bat ing ho mo pho bia we should
be ad dress ing our selves to these pas tors who are dis semi nat ing this hatred for ho -
mo sexu als as well and I don’t see that being talked about.

SH: No, of course, and then the dif fi culty is that dance hall con denses eve ry thing – ho -
mo pho bia; mas cu lin ity; fear of sexu al ity; re spect abil ity; eve ry thing is in the dance -
hall and what is more it’s very popu lar. So you know the masses are once again
es cap ing from the re straints of re spect abil ity etc. Once again they’ve found their
own forms of ex pres sion and aren’t sub or di nat ing them selves to re spect able forms
of ex pres sion. Once again, of course Ja mai cans are am bigu ous about this – they
loved reggae when it became a world music, they didn’t like it when it was down in
Trenchtown. Once it became re spect able they thought it was great; no doubt dance -
hall is on its way to this re spect able state – I mean some re spect and ac cep tance will
one day come and some thing else will have to re place it from un der neath but mean -
while its there and what’s more its in your face, it’s not hidden away – those things
used to be hidden away in the ghet toes, in the deep coun try side but its not hidden
away any longer, its eve ry where, eve ry body’s talk ing about it, the music is blar ing
out, the girls can be seen going to the dances, you know where the dances are be -
cause they’re be gin ning to ad ver tise, they’re be gin ning to want to frat er nize the
edges of it in Passa Passa and so on… so of course people are going to focus on the
dance hall.

AP: You know one of the funny things about ho mo pho bia being a so- called in te gral part
of Ja mai can cul ture, be cause this is how it’s often put – we don’t tol er ate ho mo sexu -
al ity here be cause it isn’t part of our cul ture – but its almost, in a way, as if just like
the de port ees whom we started out talk ing about, this iden tity is de ported from Ja -
maica, they would like to deport it from Ja mai can cul ture, you know its not wel -
come here, you’re for eign, you’re alien. Very often the dis course around
ho mo sexu al ity is couched in such terms.

SH: Yes, there’s three strate gies there. One is to deport it to say that it doesn’t really
belong here, it be longs some where else – you know even some body as won der ful as
Frantz Fanon – he wrote the un for get ta ble sen tence that there’s no ho mo sexu al ity
in Mar tin ique. It’s in Black Skins, White Masks. I mean it’s not that he was ho mo -
pho bic, he just said Mar tin iquans don’t have it, you know black people are not sub -
ject to that etc.

AP: But an other irony lo cally, in Ja maica, is that there are many people who are quite
visi ble in so ci ety who are gay, I mean they can never say they are, but we all know
that they are. So in a funny way there’s a tol er ance of ho mo sexu al ity at very high
levels at the same time that you have all this rheto ric –

SH: But it proba bly cloaks itself with dis creet be hav iour… , you can’t flaunt it too much; 
it’s known but never spoken about , it’s pri vate but part of the open secret of middle
class – you know this is not un known else where – the upper classes in Eng land
partly be cause they all went to public school – I mean they don’t even know when
they’re doing it that it’s sex at all, they just think it’s how you behave when you’re 14 
or 15 and they all grow up and have big fami lies etc. They all have had pas sions and
crushes at their public schools, I mean you know its ab so lutely common knowl edge, 
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it’s a common, common oc cur rence. And some people in the upper classes you
know remain ho mo sex ual… and they were never outed.

On the other hand there’s always been the other sec tion who’ve hunted it
down, tried –

AP: Be cause you have that in Eng land too, right?

SH: Oh yes, re mem ber Oscar Wilde being dragged through the courts. Be tween Oscar
Wilde and the con sent ing leg is la tion of the 60s when fi nally, fi nally, Brit ain agreed
that ho mo sex ual prac tices, con sen sual ho mo sex ual prac tices in pri vate, above the
age of 21, was not il le gal.

AP: But isn’t that ironic again? Be cause our laws here are based on Eng lish law. That’s
the law that is upheld here – the law against bug gery which you’re saying was re -
pealed or al tered in the 1960s in Eng land.

SH: Yes, and there couldn’t have been a gay rights, gay lib era tion move ment in Brit ain
with out that. Of course this doesn’t mean it (ho mo pho bia) goes away. It still exists
and the people who object police each bound ary, as each bound ary is passed they
police it. So first the age limit was 21 then it was 18, so anyone having con sen sual
sex with boys of 17 1/2 would be found guilty of bug gery and proba bly child abuse as 
well. This is in the teeth of the fact that the girls are having babies at 14 and boys are
having sex at 13 in Eng land. But still you’re not sup posed to be able to know
whether you’re gay or not until you’re 18.

So don’t imag ine that be cause the laws are slightly more lib eral and be cause
there is a gay move ment and there are now gay MPs, openly gay, I mean there are
many more still in the closet, but there are many more MPs that are openly gay. The
former Min is ter of Cul ture, Arts and Sports Chris Smith had a long term part ner
and there are sev eral. There are a number of people in public life who are gay, the
head of the Na tional Thea tre, for in stance. But there was still a tre men dous row in
the An gli can Church about al low ing gay men to become bish ops –

AP: Oh yes, it made big waves here as well –

SH: It made big waves through out the An gli can Church… and the op po si tion is the
Ameri can church which has en throned as bishop cer tain gay people. The one who
was about to be en throned by the Arch bishop of Can ter bury – they made such a fuss
that he gave it up, re signed it – but here is an other in ter est ing thing, even in this
sector, the lead ing force against this move in the An gli can Church is the Af ri can
Church.

AP: And the Car ib bean branch would have aligned them selves with the Af ri can
Church…

SH: So this con tra dic tion cuts through the An gli can church where the so cially lib eral
are re quired to say, “Well, if nec es sary we will have a break with the Black Church.”
Re peat ing the point I made ear lier on... where these things cross cut one an other?

AP: Make the point again…

SH: Where be cause the lib er als who would be lib eral on race and sexu al ity now find
them selves op posed by black men who are both anti- homosexual and black. And
they’re saying oh, are you going to oppose the Black church when you’ve just given
the black church a voice in An gli can cir cles? (Laugh ing… ) So the world I’m
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afraid… con tra dic tion, con tra dic tion, con tra dic tion. Am biva lence is the name of
the game where cul ture and poli tics is con cerned.

AP: One of the in ter est ing things about the con fer ence that just took place at UWI was
that there was a whole panel on visual art. Many people may not re al ize that you
have a cen tral in volve ment with art, you’re as so ci ated with the In sti tute of In ter na -
tional Visual Art – inIVA for short – can you talk about that a bit, what is inI VA’s
man date?

SH: Well, inIVA and the other or gani za tion, namely the As so cia tion of Black Pho tog ra -
phers, which is Auto graph – I’m chair man of the board of both these or gani za tions
– they are the prod uct of a big wave in the late 70s and 80s among second gen era tion
black mi grants, namely mainly in that period, people from the Car ib bean and
people from the Asian sub con ti nent. It was the prod uct of an ex plo sion of crea tive
work in the visual arts in that gen era tion. Now this is in ter est ing be cause of course
there was a gen era tion before that, pain ters and art ists who went from the Car ib -
bean and from India and what is now Paki stan – India in those days – or from Sri
Lanka. They went to London, part of the in de pend ence move ment, almost all of
them anti- imperialists. Went as prac tic ing art ists to be part of modern art which
they saw not as white but as part of a modern at ti tude to life yeah? In modern art you 
were going to find the forms of ex pres sion of modern life and since as anti-
 colonialists they were look ing for ward to get ting rid of co lo nial feu dal ism which
had held eve ry body back and en ter ing – be com ing modern sub jects them selves as
art ists – they went to where it was hap pen ing, in Paris, in London, and for a period
they were part of the Brit ish avant- garde. So by the 60s – these are people like
Aubrey Wil liams, Frank Bowl ing –

AP: Rash eed Araeen?

SH: Rash eed Araeen and a whole series of South Asian art ists, won der ful per sons and
art ists… Now this gen era tion in the 60s – the story of Brit ish modern art moved on
with out them . Their place in the early Brit ish avant- garde got writ ten out… some
stopped paint ing. One Indian pain ter de stroyed all his paint ings, all his work –

AP: Who was it? Was it Souza?

SH: No, it wasn’t him, it was… I’ll look it up and tell you. So this man de stroyed all his
paint ings. Frank Bowl ing moved to New York. It dis si pated, that first wave dis si -
pated ok? The second wave is the second gen era tion – now these are not people
coming as adult art ists to Eng land to join the move ment. These are people born and
bred in Brit ain ex pe ri enc ing them selves as black in the way that that first gen era -
tion didn’t; in con trast with Ameri cans that first gen era tion was pre oc cu pied not by 
race but by co lo ni al ism. They were anti- colonials and they didn’t feel them selves
black; black was not a term that they would’ve used them selves. At that time nobody
in the Car ib bean would have – but the second gen era tion that I’m talk ing about are
the prod uct of in dige nous anti- racism, went to Brit ish schools, went to Brit ish art
schools, found their work not being rec og nized, no rec og ni tion of them selves, no
place for them selves in the arts etc.

AP: And these are people like Keith Piper, Cham bers…

SH: Keith Piper, Eddie Cham bers, Sonia Boyce, Donald Rodney – . And where they
found a voice was in the black arts move ment in Amer ica as so ci ated with civil
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rights. And this gen era tion pro duced a very highly poli ti cized art , Eddie Cham -
bers’ black boy on the bi cy cle with the Union Jack, Keith Piper’s work, they’re all
po liti cal pro test move ment art – you know, they look like early African- American
art – very po liti cal. But now by the end of the ‘70s and ‘80s we’re into Thatch er ism
and al though there are big black riots in ‘80, ‘81, ‘85 after that the po liti cal tempo
among black or gani za tions tapers off and so the ‘80s gen era tion is much more pre -
oc cu pied with ques tions of black iden tity and these are – they’re all the people that
are in my book, in Dif fer ent? All those art ists – Su dipto Biswas, Ro shini Kem pa doo,
Rotimi Fani- Kayode and on and on and on. Sunil Gupta – you know, there was a
huge crea tive wave – in 82 there were 90 black shows of work, pho to graphic or
visual arts work. There are more gal ler ies; many black art gal ler ies started in that
period, in com mu nity cen tres, little places in Brix ton etc. The art ists are them selves 
acting as cu ra tors, people like Eddie Cham bers or gan ized the first show. Then the
black women, Sonia Boyce, Mona Hatoum, Lubina Hamid – they or gan ized the
first black women’s show and on and on and on. An ex plo sion of crea tiv ity, all about
Who Am I? What is Black ness? What is it to be Black in Brit ain etc? And they –
con trary to the re al ist, mili tant work of the second gen era tion – use what I call the
con structed image; they stage them selves. Even pho tog ra phers. They’re not shoot -
ing docu men tary work – there is a group of docu men tary pho tog ra phers which
shoots – docu ments – the 60s, Horace Ove’s in that group. But the next gen era tion
sees the pho to graph as a work of art and the main thing is stag ing your self, using
your self, the black body, the black face, black beauty, black phy sique, black long -
ing, black desire as their sub ject matter, a kind of self- exploration through the
visual arts. And this ex plo sion of black crea tive work puts pres sure on the main -
stream arts or gani za tions – asking why isn’t this work being shown? Why doesn’t
the Pho tog ra phers’ Gal lery have any of these pho tog ra phers who are pro duc ing
work like crazy? Why is there never in the Tate Gal lery any ex hi bi tion either of the
older gen era tion , you know Frank Bowl ing has never had a London ret ro spec tive
even though he has these in credi ble can vases, I can’t de scribe how beau ti ful they
are; the map paint ings of Guyana, re con ceiv ing the cosmos from the point of view
of a base in Latin Amer ica, in these ex qui site ab stract col ours, never shown in Eng -
land. But these are the people Rash eed Araeen showed in what he called The Other
Story –

AP: Yes, that’s a famous ex hi bi tion.

SH: The famous ex hi bi tion. Then there’s a second gen era tion who can’t get into these
in sti tu tions and be cause a lot of those for art are pub licly funded, sup ported by the
Arts Coun cil es pe cially, a lot of pres sure was put on the arts in sti tu tions and be cause 
of the suc cess of anti- racist move ments etc this had sen si tized the so ci ety to the
mar gin al ity of blacks in gen eral in so ci ety and of black art ists from the art in sti tu -
tions. So gradu ally they begin to fund some of these in sti tu tions – so they fund
Auto graph in 1988. It was launched by Rotimi Fani Kayode who was one of the
pho tog ra phers, son of a West Af ri can Yoruba chief, edu cated in art school in New
York, living in London – he was also gay. Dis placed from Africa, dis placed from
con ven tional sexu al ity, making art out of the black body, you know, in credi bly edgy 
mar ginal work – he was the first chair of Auto graph and I spoke at the open ing. And
then a bit later than that, 1992 I think, no ‘94 be cause this is the tenth an ni ver sary of 
inIVA, but in 1992 they at tempted to form the Black Arts Centre in the old Round
House in London. It didn’t come off, I think some people ran away with the money.
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Ok, so these or gani za tions begin. They both func tion as agen cies, what I mean by that is
that nei ther of them wanted a full- time gal lery be cause they were the gen era tion
that did not want to be ghet to ized, they didn’t want to have to go to the black arts
gal lery to show black work. They wanted to be part of Brit ain –

AP: Part of the main stream…

SH: Yeah, part of the main stream or to chal lenge the main stream to show more work so
they didn’t want to op er ate as gal ler ies them selves. What they did was to put on
work in the main stream, put their art ists in the main stream, to pro duce ex hi bi tions
of work in the ex ist ing gal ler ies around the coun try. And to sup ple ment that by pro -
duc ing books, pro duc ing cata logues, by or gan iz ing talks, lec tures, work shops, by
re view ing the work of young art ists and en cour ag ing them; by doing small mono -
graphs which made their work more ac ces si ble; by pro duc ing the cata logues of
shows so that after the show was fin ished there was some thing re main ing behind
that stu dents could learn from. That’s what I mean –they act as multi- purpose agen -
cies rather than…

AP: … taking a tra di tional gal lery ap proach.

SH: How ever, in the last two years they de cided that they were losing out in this game
now –

AP: Be cause you didn’t make much head way?

SH: Well, we made quite a bit of head way, be cause we held lots of ex hi bi tions and they
were not all in our space, but not enough, and not fast enough. Big main stream gal -
ler ies like the Ser pen tine and the White chapel and the Tate Modern and Tate Brit -
ain, they’re not going to show edgy un known black art ists. They show Chris Ofili
be cause he’s es tab lished him self over a long period of time; simi larly with Steve
McQueen. But they’re going to show those art ists who have es tab lished them selves,
who have a market, who have ar rived. So they’re not going to pick up your new 25-
 year old and say we’ll give you a show – What’s more when these or gani za tions fi -
nally put on shows in the main stream places, eve ry body forgot that it was us who
did it. So we fought for years to put on an Aubrey Wil liams ret ro spec tive, fi nally we
per suaded the White chapel Gal lery and it’s now known as White chapel’s Aubrey
Wil liams ex hi bi tion. No one re mem bers inIVA! Who’s inIVA, they say. We did the
re search for the Aubrey Wil liams show, we lo cated the paint ings, we sold Aubrey
Wil liams to the White chapel Gal lery, we pro duced the cata logue (laughs), so we’re
losing out in this as far as visi bil ity is con cerned. So we do want a space. We want a
space where – we’re not going to stop knock ing on the doors of the main stream in -
sti tu tions – but we want a space where we can show young art ists. If they refuse we
can say ok you can see a bit of their work here. What’s more we’ve made – the two or -
gani za tions have made – enor mous global in ter na tional con tact and we want to
show young art ists from Angola, young art ists from Sene gal, major art work is pro -
duced in West Africa, mas sive work from South Africa, from Jo han nes burg. Won -
der ful work from Indian art ists you’ve never seen, Latin Ameri can art ists… so the
whole South, we have con nec tions with them, we’ve shown peo ple’s work.

AP: What about the Car ib bean?

SH: Of course the Car ib bean. So we want a window in Brit ain for work from out side of
Brit ain and we want a show case in Brit ain for work pro duced in Brit ain, which
doesn’t get seen. So that’s a proj ect which I’m in volved in now, which is Auto graph
and inIVA coming to gether, to launch the build ing. They’ve been given a Lot tery
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grant of five mil lion to build a new black and–you can’t just say Black and Asian any 
longer be cause there are so many other mi grant groups – but cul tur ally di verse visual
arts.

Now of course all this doesn’t tell you about my in volve ment with art – I don’t know any -
thing about visual art really – I’ve never been trained in the visual arts, I don’t know
art his tory etc. I’ve done a lot of work in the media and my work in the media has
always been in ter ested in the image so I wrote about news pho to graphs at a very
early stage, I wrote about the pho to graphic image, I wrote about the tele vi sion
image, I’m in ter ested in images –

AP: You’ve writ ten about rep re sen ta tion…

SH: I’ve writ ten about rep re sen ta tion gen er ally. So of course I’m in ter ested in vari ous
ques tions but I’m not a trained art his to rian of the old school. Of course, I don’t
know whether you know, but this is chang ing now and a new branch of visual arts
study has arisen called visual cul ture – and visual cul ture is cul tural stud ies in visual 
arts and this is be gin ning to re place the tra di tional his tory of art, you know, con -
nois seur ship etc, of the old art his tory type. There’s a bit of a strug gle going on be -
tween art his tory and visual cul ture. I can say then I’ve found myself, ap pro pri ately,
in the new visual cul ture. But then I’ve been in ter ested of course in mi gra tion, in -
ter ested in the fate of mi grants in Brit ain; this work is ex pres sive of the con di tion
and ex pe ri ence of mi gra tion, you know I don’t mean just docu men tary work, its of
the inner ex pe ri ence of the hearts and souls and minds of mi grant people, the mi -
grant ex pe ri ence. So of course I’ve gravi tated to wards this work and when I re tired I
was al ready chair man of the boards of these two or gani za tions, en joy ing work ing
with the younger art ists and the con stitu en cies around these or gani za tions. When I
re tired in 1997 I thought, don’t go on doing what you did before, get more in volved
in this stuff, which is what has hap pened. So since 1997 I’ve been giving more and
more time to these two or gani za tions and now to this proj ect of build ing the arts
centre –

AP: … Which has been de signed by a very in ter est ing ar chi tect –

SH: It’s been de signed by David Adjaye who is a 40- year old Ni ge rian ar chi tect , who
spent a long time in Kenya, edu cated in London, he’s an up and coming ar chi tect.
He works very closely with art ists; he de signed The Upper Room which was the
Chris Ofili ex hibit at the Vic to ria Miro Gal lery. He de signed the whole set ting in
which The Upper Room – which is Chris Ofili’s work on the Last Supper…

AP: The mon keys –

SH: The mon keys in the Last Supper. He de signed a room, beau ti fully lit, lit like a
chapel, you know in which the light re flected off the paint ings onto the walls so you
thought you were look ing at stained glass win dows? It was ex qui site.

AP: It’s 13 panels is it?

SH: 13 panels. Yes, 12 apos tles and Jesus. He’s a gold monkey(laughs). They’re all beau ti -
ful mon keys…

AP: Wasn’t there any out rage about this?

SH: I’m sure there was. I think people didn’t like it in New York when they heard about
it. Anyhow David Adjaye then de signed – re des igned – the Brit ish pa vil ion at the
Venice Bi en nale be cause Chris Ofili was chosen as the Brit ish artist for the Bi en nale 
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and he re des igned the Brit ish pa vil ion for Chris’s show in the Marcus Garvey col -
ours, in Pan Af ri can col ours. The whole pa vil ion was red, gold, black and green.

AP: That must’ve been quite a star tling sight –

SH: It was as ton ish ing, ab so lutely as ton ish ing. And as you know Chris Ofili’s paint ings
only use the Pan Af ri can col ours.

AP: Oh, I didn’t know that.

SH: Oh yes, the new series is done en tirely in pan Af ri can col ours.

AP: When did he start this series? I know Ofili’s been spend ing a lot of time in Trini dad, 
did he start it before that or –

SH: The pres ent series is in flu enced by Trini dad be cause they’re about two fig ures
which con stantly recur in the paint ings which are opera fig ures. I mean they’re a
man and a woman, they’re lovers, then there’s a devil, a devil who tempts them, he’s
not en tirely a bad figure, he’s a kind of Anancy figure, but he’s the wicked one. And
these are on a jour ney through the forest, they’re in the pan- African col ours, in clud -
ing gold, there’s gold suns and gold moons etc. Though of course the sur face of the
paint ing is en crusted in glass beads and glit ter –

AP: Oh, the car ni val effect!

SH: Wonderful effect. I think they’re just stag ger ing. They’re com pletely stag ger ing.

AP: And you said he got that couple from an ad?

SH: Well, the couple are taken from two car toon fig ures on a laun der ette ad in Trini dad.
His clothes came back from the laun dry with these two fig ures and he’s been draw -
ing them ever since. I mean this is how Chris works you know. His ear lier things,
Cap tain Shit etc, were all drawn from Af ri can Ameri can fig ures. Before that they
were all like Mi chael Jack son, they were all fig ures with Afros, girls with Afros, mil -
lions of them, re pro duced some times a thou sand of them on the same thing. So in
each stage it’s one set.

AP: Has he stopped using ele phant dung?

SH: No, using the ele phant dung – the ele phant dung is now worked into the paint ing, it
might be cov ered by glass beads right, dif fer ent col ours, or gold, it’s not going to be
a lump on the canvas, he isn’t in sist ing on it any longer. But ele phant dung was a
result of a pre vi ous voyage to Africa. Be cause Chris of course is of Af ri can par ent age
but he was born in Eng land, in Man ches ter – he had never been to Africa! So the
Arts Coun cil said you know we must send this prom is ing artist to his home land in
Africa (laugh ing) so you send him to Africa and he says well I’ll bring back some -
thing really Af ri can for you – ele phant dung! Dried ele phant shit and I’ll put it on
all my paint ings to show I’ve been to Africa. He’s a real joker.

So going back to David Adjaye, he’s also built houses, he’s built Chris Ofili’s
house and studio, he’s built about four art ists’ houses in clud ing one which is called
The Dirty House which is a really beau ti ful house. It’s like a mud hut and its
chocolate- coloured and it looks as if it has no win dows. It’s like a black square
except that at the top is a raised roof so the roof seems to float, let ting in the light,
but ac tu ally when you go inside you re al ize that there are black glass win dows.
From inside you can see out, but from out side you can’t see in. And this is David
Ad jaye’s work.
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AP: Is it in London?

SH: Yes, they’re all in London.

AP: Ok so now he’s de signed this build ing for inIVA and Auto graph –

SH: Well, I’ll just tell you… this is what the ex cite ment is about. Com bin ing in spi ra tion
from Af ri can forms, third world forms with con tem po rary ma te rial and modern ar -
chi tec tural ideas. So it’s a kind of hybrid ar chi tec ture. Ideal for us. And he’s de -
signed a build ing that is to go on the piece of land that we’ve bought in Shore ditch.

AP: You men tioned the Venice Bi en nale ear lier and I know you were in volved with the – 
was it the Brit ish Pa vil ion you were in volved with – ?

SH: Well, I wrote a piece for Chris Ofili’s cata logue. And inI VA’s di rec tor, Gilane Ta -
wad ros, was the cu ra tor of the pa vil ion for the Af ri can Art Forum. She did the
Fault lines show in this pa vil ion and I had a piece in the Fault lines cata logue so, you
know, be tween Chris Ofili one day, Fault lines ex hi bi tion the next day, one or two
other things – that was it so I didn’t see very much. I didn’t see for in stance the
German pa vil ion al though the cu ra tor had a long in ter view with me in an in ter view
of art ists and cu ra tors which she’s done. A huge com pen dium, a 100 in ter views, and
I have a long in ter view in there about the visual arts but I didn’t even see that
ex hi bi tion.

AP: I think it was the pre vi ous Venice Bi en nale that Ja maica took part in. Did you know
that Ja maica was in it a couple of years ago?

SH: No, I didn’t but I hope very much that the Car ib bean is going. I mean its mainly
Euro pean so the Af ri can Arts Forum is on the side lines, its not one of the main pa -
vil ions. It’s in a decent build ing now but it is some what on the side lines so I can see
that it would be dif fi cult for Ja maica or the Car ib bean to have a pa vil ion of its own.
But you know I think its time…

AP: Now, I wanted to come back to talk about the UWI con fer ence a bit. Gilane Ta wad -
ros, the di rec tor of inIVA, ac tu ally gave a paper and Mark Sealy, the di rec tor of
Auto graph. This must have been a won der ful ex pe ri ence for you coming back to a
con fer ence held in your honour, at UWI, and so on. You did enjoy it didn’t you?

SH: Oh yes, I en joyed it, of course I was thrilled to be asked, to be in vited, very grate ful
for the enor mous work it takes to mount these con fer ences, having seen at close
hand – I mean they started talk ing to me a year before, even before the last one had
taken place. And they had to or gan ize di aly sis for me here; they had to ar range to
bring me by busi ness class ‘cause I can’t travel easily any more, so I’m just very
grate ful for the care… I mean it’s a com pli cated ques tion. I left in 1951 at the age of
18; I’ve never lived in Ja maica since then. I ha ven’t writ ten a lot about Ja maica, I’ve
writ ten a bit about the Car ib bean but mainly in the con text of my work on the black
di as pora. I’ve writ ten a lot about the black di as pora and I’ve been pre oc cu pied with
the black di as pora through out my life there, in fact not only is my work on the black 
di as pora but all of my work in cul tural stud ies is done through the prism of the Car -
ib bean, you know… .my writ ing on di as pora, my think ing about cul ture is shaped
by what I know cul ture is in the Car ib bean. Cul tural Stud ies was pro voked for me
by trying to think about Car ib bean cul ture. What is it? What is Car ib bean cul ture? I 
mean I went to Eng land, dis cov ered I couldn’t escape and that black people from Ja -
maica and the Car ib bean were coming to live in Eng land; I said to myself, well,
what is the cul ture from which we folks are coming? Here’s some thing, it’s very
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dis tinc tive, I’m part of that, what is this cul ture? And the second ques tion: What is
it going to be in the di as pora? Is it going to stay the same, is it going to evolve, is it
going to be de stroyed by racism – ? And one of the things that I dis cov ered about
that is that we are our selves the di as pora, the Car ib bean is a di as pora. The peo ples in
the Car ib bean are all from some where else, the people who be longed here were
stamped out by the Span ish con quis ta dores within a 100 years. Eve ry body else
comes from some where else: the French, the Span ish, the Por tu guese, the Eng lish,
the Af ri cans, the Leba nese, the In di ans – you know, they’re all from some other
place so this is first a di as pora. Al though there is a black di as pora in Brit ain, that is
the di as pora of a di as pora, so I’ve been obliged to think about the cul ture of the
black di as pora in Brit ain and the di asporized cul ture that has set tled down and
grown up in the Car ib bean in di asporic terms. So it shaped my un der stand ing of
what cul ture is and how it works, yeah? The reason why I say cul ture is always a
trans la tion – there’s no pure cul ture, its always a trans la tion – is be cause Ja mai can
cul ture is a trans la tion of Euro pean and Af ri can and Indian cul tures (laugh ing).
And Ja mai can cul ture in Eng land is a trans la tion of that trans la tion com posed out
of Af ri can, Euro pean and Indian cul tures in the Car ib bean now fur ther trans lated
in re la tion to twenty first cen tury Brit ain and Europe. That is what cul ture is; it’s
not some thing which stands still, which never moves, which is in trin sic – born
inside each of us which will never change, you know, we can never be some thing
else etc. Cul ture is pro duced with each gen era tion, we re pro duce our own iden ti ties
in the future rather than simply in herit them from the past. Of course we make
them in the future, out of the past. So it’s not that I want people to forget the past –
not at all, I want them to really re mem ber it. For many years I lived in the Car ib -
bean as a co lo nial sub ject in a so ci ety which did not re mem ber Africa! So I don’t
want people to forget Africa but I don’t want them to mis take the Africa that is alive
and well in the di as pora, for the Africa that is suf fer ing the con se quences of neo -
liberal de vel op ment in Africa where they’re not wait ing for us to go back there;
they’re suf fer ing their own fate there.

AP: That’s one of the things you men tioned in your clos ing ad dress at the con fer ence.

SH: Ab so lutely! So you know, return, always return, if you think of cul ture always as a
return to roots – R-O-O-T-S – of course I love roots music but that’s not the point; I
think of cul ture as routes – R-O-U-T-E-S – the vari ous routes by which people
travel, cul ture trav els, cul ture moves, cul ture de vel ops, cul ture changes, cul tures
mi grate etc, the ROUTES rather than the ROOTS.

So – I tell you all this be cause I’ve never writ ten about the Car ib bean, I was
never part of the proj ect of writ ing the na tional Ja mai can/Car ib bean story. What’s
more, more to my regret, I wasn’t part of the po liti cal events of the last 50 years that
shaped Ja mai can in de pend ence. I know about them, I knew all the people in volved,
I went to school with half of them, you know, I’ve come back every two or three
years, I’ve fol lowed the story from the inside but I have not been part of it so when
asked if I wanted to think about being a Car ib bean in tel lec tual or coming to Car ib -
bean in tel lec tual thought, well, this is an am bigu ous thing you know. What en tered
my mind was – these people ‘ve never really been in ter ested in your work, y’know –
its from over there, it’s from some where else, you’re not part of us, you know, and a
cer tain re sent ment. Why didn’t you come back? Why aren’t you part of us? And a
cer tain – dare I – dare I call it pro vin cial ism? You know – what we’re pre oc cu pied
with is Ja mai can things, be cause we’re af firm ing that against the time when we
couldn’t –we don’t have time to think about what is hap pen ing in Eng land, you
know, we’re too oc cu pied… so while that na tional moment – the moment of
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na tional in de pend ence was su preme – gov ern ing peo ple’s lives, am bi tions, taking
up their en er gies etc, why should people be in ter ested in my work?

AP: Well, only be cause your work… people from all over the world are in ter ested in your 
work –

SH: Yeah, ok – I don’t deny that –but I’ve ex plained to you why I was san guine about the
fact – when I got an hon or ary degree fi nally – which was only four or five years ago
at the Uni ver sity of the West Indies, they said Stuart Hall has been a well- kept
secret –

AP: Over here.

SH: Over here, and I felt this is quite true. But this in vi ta tion seemed to me timely be -
cause my sus pi cion is that that na tional moment is over. I don’t mean that what
hap pens in Ja maica is not im por tant. That’s not what I’m saying. But the moment
when eve ry thing can be de fined in terms of the ter ri to ri ally bounded Ja maica is fin -
ished – globali za tion has fin ished it. The fate here is being de cided else where; it’s
being de cided in Wash ing ton, and it’s going to be de cided in Bagh dad, de cided in
the World Trade Or gani za tion etc. What’s more, mi gra tion, which is the un der side
of globali za tion, is hap pen ing eve ry where – eve ry where – people are land ing up dis -
placed by pov erty, un der de vel op ment, civil war, ethnic cleans ing, eco logi cal dev as -
ta tion, en vi ron mental dis as ter, HIV – You know mil lions of people are on the move
inside Africa itself. Mil lions of people are living in tran sit camps, not to speak of the
mil lions of Pal es tini ans, mil lions of people on the bor ders be tween India and Paki -
stan that are dis placed. The world is de fined by dis placed people, mi gra tion and
domi na tion of global capi tal. So the idea of the nation state, which is going to
winnow out this little window for its people, and the world’s going to leave it alone
to pros per in its little back yard is fin ished. This is a moment when this might be be -
gin ning to be un der stood in Ja maica and if that is so it’s a moment when I can be
rec og nized.

AP: You’re ab so lutely right. In fact do you re mem ber that at the same time that the con -
fer ence in your honour was taking place there was a mas sive con fer ence on the di as -
pora? Be cause this is the moment when the Ja mai can gov ern ment is be gin ning to
woo the di as pora, I mean they’ve re al ized for some years now that –

SH: But not only that, look at the nega tive side as it re lates to what we talked about ear -
lier on. They re al ize that the repu ta tion of Ja maica, in clud ing the tour ist in dus try,
is being forged by the Ja mai can posses in Har les den. The pic ture of Ja maica is being 
formed by what Ja mai cans abroad are doing and the repu ta tions they have. Their
music, of course Bob Marley, that does Ja maica good; Ja mai can posses and de port -
ees, that does Ja maica bad; but in any case its being forged four thou sand miles
away. So – as ton ish ing to me – this is the first con fer ence or gan ized by the Ja mai can
gov ern ment on the di as pora in all these years! Nearly 60 years after the HMS Win -
drush, which is the first boat to take Ja mai can mi grants to Eng land, landed. It
landed in 1948. I’ve de scribed to you the art of three gen era tions! Three gen era tions 
of black people living in London. We’re not just speak ing of people who went much
ear lier on. Three gen era tions of sub stan tial num bers of black and Af ri can people
living in London along side other mi grants and this is the first time the Ja mai can
gov ern ment thinks it might hear a bit from the di as pora – so I thought this is the
right moment when I heard that.
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AP: But it’s such a co in ci dence be cause here it is they’re fi nally rec og niz ing the di as pora
by having a huge con fer ence about it at the same time the Uni ver sity of the West
Indies is cele brat ing one of the great est theo rists of the di as pora who hap pens to be a 
local son! At the same time there was ab so lutely no over lap be tween the two
con fer ences.

SH: No, there was no over lap, which was in ter est ing.

AP: Ok so in your wrap-up talk you were given a window, an op por tu nity, to re spond to
the papers that had been given in the course of the con fer ence and you touched on a
number of things – there are some phrases that lin gered in my mind – which I think
I’d like you to elabo rate on. You talked about sev eral things – you men tioned lazy
schol ar ship I be lieve? And you talked about theory being a tool box – what did you
mean?

SH: Well, I men tioned lazy schol ar ship in the con text of Marx ism. But lazy schol ar ship
you could say in the con text of any ‘ism’ – na tion al ism has its lazy schol ar ship for
in stance. What I mean by that is the notion that what you want to know is given by
the in ter est you hope the knowl edge will serve. So be cause you hope the knowl edge
will help to ad vance the cause of black people and their lib era tion and their pros per -
ing in the world, you know the an swers before, be cause of course you must tell the
story now so that all black people are heroic. And all black people have been badly
done by and all white people are bad, y’know, it be comes a kind of black and white,
sim pli fied story. The phrase ‘lazy schol ar ship’ was de rived from a com ment by Jean
Paul Sartre. In The Ques tion of Method Jean Paul Sartre says the great French poet, 
Valery, was a thor ough bour geois, born into a bour geois family, re mained a bour -
geois all his life. What does the critic say? Should he say Valery is a bour geois poet?
Where’s the point of that? We knew that before we started, you don’t need to do any
re search, you ha ven’t found out any thing new! That is knowl edge as cir cu lar, that
knowl edge has brought you back to the be gin ning, that knowl edge is ide ol ogy, be -
cause what it pro duces is not knowl edge but rec og ni tion. Oh we are just what we
thought we were! Good old black people. Aha! Matter set tled. Whereas Gram sci
says the people who are the sub or di nate class, the people who are the sub al tern class
need to be clev erer than the rest and they need to have as so ci ated with them what
are called or ganic in tel lec tu als. There’s a dif fer ence be tween or ganic in tel lec tu als
and tra di tional in tel lec tu als. Tra di tional in tel lec tu als re pro duce the ex ist ing struc -
ture of knowl edge. They’re clever at doing that, but they are work ing within the
frame work. But the or ganic in tel lec tu als who ally them selves with the emerg ing
forces in his tory, the ones which are going to dis rupt the pres ent and create the
future, have to be clev erer be cause they’re trying to get hold of the ex ist ing order
and re shape it. It’s no point their con duct ing an ex er cise in lazy schol ar ship. They
have to know more than the tra di tional in tel lec tu als, they have to be clev erer, more
far sighted, more theo reti cally clued in, more cog ni tively com pli cated, more so phis ti -
cated y’ know. They just have to pro duce real knowl edge. Knowl edge is what you
didn’t know when you started out your in ves ti ga tion. This is not to deny that knowl -
edge is pro duced in a cause, I’m not ad vo cat ing knowl edge for knowl edge’s sake.
Knowl edge in a cause – but not the con tent of the knowl edge. The con tent of the
knowl edge has to be free wheel ing. That’s why Gram sci’s phrase was ‘pe ss imism of
the in tel lect, op ti mism of the will’.

AP: What did he mean by that?
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SH: Op ti mism about the future. We can manage to create a more decent, more just, more 
equal, more ra cially just so ci ety. Enter the strug gle with op ti mism but armed with
the most pes si mis tic knowl edge – things are bad, they really are bad, they’re worse
than you think and they’re going to get worse still. And there isn’t some sub ject of
his tory, the pro le tar iat, the black masses, wait ing to rise up and rescue you from the
dif fi cult busi ness of shap ing a poli tics which changes things slowly and gen er at ing
new knowl edge over time and bat tling, having re ver sals etc. That’s pes si mism of
the in tel lect. Pes si mism of the in tel lect pro duces really useful knowl edge which you 
can as so ci ate with the op ti mism of the po liti cal will to create a move ment to put
these things into effect. So that is my stance to wards knowl edge pro duc tion. So I
would say to my stu dents, don’t think that just by re pro duc ing the best that has
been thought and said by tra di tional in tel lec tu als is good enough. You don’t have to 
sub vert them, you don’t have to con test them, but you have to ques tion the un der ly -
ing as sump tions which make ex plicit what they won’t make ex plicit. So that’s the
sort of thing I meant when I used the phrase ‘lazy schol ar ship’ and I meant, in the
con text of saying it here, I did have in mind, you know, na tion al ism. Be cause na -
tion al ism also has its clo sures and writ ing a na tional his tory is not only to tell your -
selves the sto ries that flat ter you; it’s to tell your self some dif fi cult sto ries. For
in stance to go back to a pre vi ous con ver sa tion, it is to tell your self the story about
black mas cu lin ity, which is not a good story at all, it’s not a won der ful story. The
story of re peat ing what has been done to you to others, you know, of living out
through repe ti tion, through mere repe ti tion, rather than in self- consciousness and
change, of mim ick ing it fur ther down the line. This should have been tack led at the
root. Before you think about build ing a new nation, think about build ing some new
men to build the new nation y’know? And it hasn’t been done. Why not? Well, na -
tion al ism closes it up. These are now our people. We must cele brate them, what they 
do, how they treat their women, this is Ja mai can mas cu lin ity, Ja mai can vi ril ity, Ja -
mai can ho mo pho bia… but na tion al ism also – it doesn’t mean I’m not in favour of
Ja mai can na tion al ism y’know, I’m a pas sion ate na tion al ist, I want Ja maica to pros -
per and be as good as it can be for its people – but the knowl edge that or ganic in tel -
lec tu als align ing them selves with those emer gent forces, the knowl edge they have
to pro duce cannot be a self- complacent, self- congratulatory kind of knowl edge. It
can’t be just a rec og ni tion of what we al ready know.

AP: One of the rea sons I’m asking again what you said about theory being a tool box is
be cause there is a cer tain local an tipa thy to things theo reti cal and there’s a sus pi -
cion of theory as being some kind of uber lan guage which local people don’t un der -
stand or have any use for – can we talk about that a bit?

SH: Yes. The phrase ‘th eory is a tool box’ is Michel Fou cault’s. Fou cault talked about
theory as a tool box by which he meant to em pha size that the pur pose of theory is not 
to pro duce theory but to pro duce useful con cepts ok? Why do we need con cepts?
We need con cepts be cause the world pres ents itself to us in a series of ap pear ances.
Ap pear ances do not ex plain how things work. They just show you the tropi cal land -
scape but this will not tell you the tropi cal land scape is as it is be cause it is where it is 
in the ge og ra phy, be cause it is where people came and planted these trees, be cause
its where they brought the bread fruit to feed the slaves all the way from the South
Seas to leaven the salt fish they were im port ing from Canada to feed the slaves…
y’know it won’t tell you all that, its just a land scape. You have to have con cepts to
break the ap par ent seam less ness of the world of ap pear ances. As Marx said you have 
to desert the world of ap pear ances to dis cover the ex plana tory con cepts. But then
you come back and say now I can see, now I can in ter pret what I’m look ing at, using
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these con cepts, so these con cepts become your tools.
Al right let’s talk about what you talked about, namely the sus pi cion of and an -

tipa thy toward theory and I want to say two rather con tra dic tory things about that. I 
want to say on the one hand I also have a sus pi cion of theory; I’m sus pi cious of
anyone who says I want to be a theo rist, you know this is like saying I want to be a
thinker, well eve ry body’s a thinker, what do you mean you want to be a thinker, you
can’t be a theo rist – you can do theory; It’s an ac tiv ity, it’s a prac tice. What being a
theo rist means is that you want people to wor ship you for being ex ces sively clever so 
I’m not in favour of theory in that way. I’ll ex plain to you why I think we need
theory ok? And I’m talk ing really about the period of my own work, which has been
shaped by really two major forces: One is structuralist- Marxism, and though it was
Marx ism, it was not econo mis tic Marx ism. It is only the Marx ism of Al thusser and
Gram sci which is structuralist- Marxism – which is not re duc tion ist and not econo -
mis tic – and only in that moment could I have become really close to Marx ism. And
then post- structuralism, that’s the French think ers, Fou cault, De leuze, Gu at tari –

AP: But Stuart this is pre cisely what I’m talk ing about be cause those very French think -
ers that you men tion are as so ci ated with very dif fi cult lan guage –

SH: What I’m tell ing you is – it’s hard to get the bal ance right – they too have led to theo -
reti cal excess, they have been taken up in theo re ti cist ways, in ways which privi lege
them as theo rists and which privi lege their work as doing theory and which tries to
do theory in the most ob scure way. I’ve heard a very lead ing post colo nial theo rist
say, well, I don’t mind if only three people un der stand it… but that should worry
any se ri ous in tel lec tual. So there has been a kind of theo re ti cism. When I was teach -
ing at the Centre for Cul tural Stud ies I had a very very bright stu dent who was into
all the French theory and he could not write a word, he could not write a sen tence.
He wrote him self out of being able to write be cause he wrote: Really – really? But
what is re al ity? I can’t use the word ‘really’ be cause we don’t know – what is the real? 
Well Lacan says the real is this and… .y’know, he lit er ally could not utter a word. So
I know theo re ti cism, I really do, and I know theo reti cal jargon and I know people
who are not saying any thing that they couldn’t have said in per fectly or di nary ways, 
but use the jargon to ob fus cate their texts; and I know people who have the theory at 
the be gin ning so that you can’t read the first two pages at all, then they go and do a
per fectly or di nary, em piri cal study which they could have done with out the bene fit
of the tool box, I know all the ex cesses of theory. Nev er the less I’m com mit ted to
think ing theo reti cally be cause I don’t think you can un der stand the world with out it.

So now you come to some thing else. An ex ces sive re sponse to theo re ti cism
itself which is a sign of pro vin cial ism. Y’know – I don’t want to bother with these
funny ideas that come from some where else – Gram sci re minded us that common
sense is the resi due of yes ter day’s theory. People who have for got ten em piri cism is a 
theory just think em piri cally; they think the world is just as it is. They don’t re al ize
that they are the in heri tors al ready of a fully elabo rated theory. When they say so
and so is a good man, so and so is a bad man, they don’t know that they’re think ing
in the dis course of Chris ti an ity and Chris tian morals, ok? Common sense is sort of
what’s left over of the grand theo ries of the past ok? So, with out rec og niz ing that
they them selves are using con cepts, a lot of them are old Marx ists – Marx, can you
imag ine! This great Euro pean thinker seems to them like common sense (laugh ing) 
but French theory seems to them like theory! So there are plenty of con fu sions and
there is a cer tain pro vin cial ism, there is also a cer tain anti- intellectualism –

AP: Yes! A very dis tress ing anti- intellectualism –
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SH: A very dis tress ing anti- intellectualism which really –

AP: Which says that eve ry thing should be couched in “ac ces si ble” lan guage and some -
how unless masses of people can ap pre ci ate what you’re saying then you’re being
ob fus ca tory.

SH: And this is a par ticu lar danger in the hu mani ties and the social sci ences be cause
their ma te ri als are either a lit er ary work or philo sophi cal work or music or in the
social sci ences its about human life. Nobody would tell you that you don’t need con -
cepts in mathe mat ics or in phys ics. Nobody would tell you that. And speak ing of
jargon, mathe mati cal jargon, mathe mati cal sym bols – you need to un der stand them 
to follow – in the sci ences eve ry body ac cepts that you have to learn the lan guage in
order to un der stand what is being said. But in the hu mani ties and social sci ences
they some how think it’s just or di nary life, common sense will take you through it
and so this leads to a kind of pro vin cial ism, eve ry thing must be ac ces si ble. It’s also a 
kind of popu lism. Do it this way then the masses will come to us. A mis placed popu -
lism. Of course one should re spect the people and one should con duct the trans la tion 
of se ri ous in tel lec tual work into terms that or di nary people can un der stand – of
course – that is what teach ing is about, that’s what peda gogy is about. Gram sci says
peda gogy is in trin sic to the duty of the in tel lec tual, to make them selves un der stood
to the widest pos si ble audi ence but only when they them selves un der stand
some thing.

AP: It’s also the task of in formed jour nal ists, their task is to make these ideas ac ces si ble,
but its not the task of the in tel lec tual nec es sar ily… .

SH: Of course it isn’t , of course not, it’s not the job of in tel lec tu als and then they’re often 
not very good at making it widely un der stood so I do rec og nize that there is a trap of
theo re ti cism to be avoided but I think that work cannot be se ri ously done with out
the bene fit of theory and con cepts. And there fore walk ing that line be tween the
Scylla of theo re ti cism and the Cha ryb dis of over popu lism, anti- intellectualism and
so on is a dif fi cult road. But I think that’s what being an or ganic in tel lec tual as
Gram sci de scribed it is; I think that’s what is re quired.

AP: Lo cally there’s a great sus pi cion of what people refer to as post mod ern ism and post -
mod ern ist ideas, cul tural rela tiv ism etc. But again I think that very often people –
be cause they ha ven’t taken the trou ble to find out what ex actly these ideas are – they 
tend to mis la bel things. So would you call your self a post mod ern ist?

SH: I would not call myself a post mod ern ist.

AP: But then many people seem to think you are. Why is that?

SH: Yes, that’s be cause I don’t be lieve in first prin ci ples. I don’t derive eve ry thing from
foun da tional phi loso phy. I’m not a foun da tion al ist. I think there are no ori gins for
thought. There are not any first prin ci ples. You’re always in the midst of thought,
you’re al ready in thought by the time you’re think ing about thought. You can’t go
back to before thought to find truth. There’s thought and then there’s good thought
and good thought is sort of truth and next year this thought won’t be good enough
be cause the truth will have moved on you so it’s no longer true and there fore, one is
bound to be, in the modern world, a cer tain kind of rela tiv ist. You rec og nize that
ideas are rela tive to their time, rela tive to their place, that think ers are de fined by
their lo ca tion in their so cie ties, there’s a poli tics of lo ca tion etc. We are not sub jects
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out side of think ing, sub jects out side of place, sub jects out side of time etc. So in that
sense I sup pose people may think I’m a post mod ern ist, though it’s really what I
think of as post- structuralism, I think of that as post- structuralism. Now why do I
say I’m not a post mod ern ist? Well, I’m a post mod ern ist de scrip tively, that is to say,
I rec og nize that a lot of modern art and ar chi tec ture be longs to a period called post -
mod ern ism just like a lot of art and ar chi tec ture before that be longed to mod ern ism. 
I think we are beyond mod ern ism, so we are post mod ern ists in that sense, de scrip -
tively. This doesn’t mean that I sub scribe to the par ticu lar char ac ter is tics and
values as cribed to post mod ern ism. I’m not a cam paign ing post mod ern ist but I will
say that’s a post mod ern ist piece of work. Take post mod ern ist ar chi tec ture. I know
post mod ern ist ar chi tec ture. Post mod ern ist ar chi tec ture, be cause it’s rela tiv ist, bor -
rows from all the styles; it has a piece of clas si cal ar chi tec ture, and a piece of modern 
ar chi tec ture and a piece of … ren ais sance ar chi tec ture, so it’s a hope less mess. But it
is post mod ern ism, a bric- a- brac of bits and pieces, raid ing all the past – that’s a post -
mod ern ist thing to do. So I rec og nize that there are art ists who are post mod ern ist,
that there is work that you can call post mod ern ist –

AP: Like that won der ful build ing in Port An to nio –

SH: Ab so lutely! I mean that build ing is a com pletely post mod ern ist build ing. You don’t 
know how to get into it, you don’t know whether it has any in sides, or only out sides; 
you don’t know whether it’s meant to be a public build ing or a build ing where any
and eve ry body has sort of raided it and set up shop inside it. Ar chi tec tur ally we
don’t know what period it be longs to: is it co lo nial, post colo nial, you don’t know.
That hodge podge is a cer tain kind of post mod ern ism. The reason why I’m not a
post mod ern ist is be cause you know, one of the cen tral tenets of post mod ern ism is
that you can raid the past be cause his tory is at an end, y’know we’ve come to the end
of his tory –

AP: Now see a sen tence like that is con fus ing – what do you mean when you say we’re at
the end of his tory?

SH: Well, I don’t know. That’s why I’m not a post mod ern ist, post mod ern ists say that.

AP: Like Fu kuyama…

SH: yeah, like Fu kuyama. Y’know – we’ve ar rived, lib eral de moc racy is the last ide ol ogy
there will be on earth etc. It’s the finale of his tory, all of his tory has been lead ing up
to this. When Hegel talked about the moment when the real and the ra tional would
come to gether, when truth and knowl edge and the state would be one – It’s now, ok? 
And its name is the United States (laughs). Its name is US global im pe ri al ism. I
mean that is what Fu kuyama is saying. Well, how can I be a post mod ern ist in that
sense? I mean half the world hasn’t started its his tory. Ja maica only began its his -
tory 10, 50 years ago. Africa is wait ing to begin his tory. His tory hasn’t come to it in a 
proper sense yet. So what does it mean when theo rists of the left bank, yknow world
weary, or ar chi tects in New York or Las Vegas or Los An ge les, with a big yawn, a
world weary yawn an nounce that we’re at the end of his tory? I don’t be lieve we’re at
the end of his tory at all. I be lieve that we’ve gone into a new phase, I do be lieve that.
I think globali za tion is a new phase, I think it started in the 70s, you could talk
about globali za tion in a very dis tinc tive way. It’s not the first globali za tion that the
for ma tion of the Car ib bean was a prod uct of, and there’ve been about ten globali za -
tions since then ok? The globali za tion of high im pe ri al ism, the globali za tion of
mer can tile trade, y’know on and on. But we’re into a new phase of globali za tion now 
that I don’t be lieve is the end of his tory. I don’t be lieve this is the last globali za tion
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there will be, there’s a globali za tion beyond this… so I’m not a post mod ern ist in
that sense. I don’t sub scribe to the values in trin sic in post mod ern ism as an epoch
but I rec og nize there’s a kind of epoch called post mod ern ism just like there was
mod ern ism and the reason it’s called post mod ern ism is be cause the real break was
in mod ern ism; that was the real break. And post mod ern ism is mod ern ism in the
streets, that’s what I call it. It’s what the mod ern ist art ists were trying to do taken
out of the museum and made into malls yeah? (laugh ing) It’s what hap pens when
the mod ern ist im pulse be comes popu lar cul ture. When eve ry body is sit ting on a
Duchamps- designed toilet bowl. That is post mod ern ism! See – mod ern ism makes
the break, it makes the break with rep re sen ta tion. We’ve been in the epoch of rep re -
sen ta tion since the Ren nais sance. Since 3- dimensional work in the visual arts we’ve
had a form of rep re sen ta tion which tried to mirror the real but once you get to mod -
ern ism the pho to graph has imaged the real. So what’s the point of art ists going on
draw ing a tree like a tree? A pho to graph can tell you what this tree likely looks like.
So I’ll draw a tree that is like the poem of a tree, so I’ll draw an ab stract im pres sion of 
the tree. The idea is a fun da men tal break and it’s a break not only in the visual arts,
it’s a break with New to nian phys ics, it’s the break of rela tiv ity in mathe mat ics, it’s
the break of quan tum phys ics –

AP: Which many of – which we all accept!

SH: We all live in a post- Einsteinian world which is a rela tive world. It’s all about rela -
tiv ism, it’s all about y’know, you can’t step out side the uni verse, you have to men -
tion the uni verse while you’re moving around in it. Rela tive to a moving uni verse
there are no ab so lutes. That is the es sence of rela tiv ism – rela tiv ity is what it’s
called.

AP: But sci en tific rela tiv ity is ok, cul tural rela tiv ism isn’t.

SH: Ex actly. So the break which mod ern ism makes with rep re sen ta tion etc is so fun da -
men tal that I view post mod ern ism as the next turn in the cycle of mod ern ism. It’s
what hap pens in the af ter math of mod ern ism, the af ter wash of mod ern ism. It still
has a lot of mod ern ism se creted in it but it’s come out of the museum, it’s come out
of fine arts, it’s come out –

AP: But mod ern ism is… when you say mod ern ism you’re talk ing about being in di vidu -
als, about ra tion al ity etc?

SH: No, no, I’m not talk ing about that. By mod ern ism I meant spe cifi cally the visual
arts, I mean post- Picasso. Be tween Renoir – be tween the late im pres sion ists and
Picasso. I mean the move into ab strac tion in visual arts. No, mod er nity is dif fer ent
from mod ern ism and has a much longer his tory. Mod er nity dates from the en light -
en ment and that is where we begin with ra tion al ity and en light en ment, secu lar
thought, you know the break with re lig ious ideas. Sci ence – the idea of sci ence –
eve ry thing being a sci ence, the idea of in di vidu al ity –

AP: And uni ver sal ity –

SH: Yes, so all the laws are uni ver sal laws y’know, the uni ver sal broth er hood of man, the
uni ver sal rights of man, the con sti tu tion, the Lockean Con sti tu tion, the French
Revo lu tion – they’re all en light en ment think ers first shaped by Locke – he’s a won -
der ful en light en ment thinker; the second shaped by the French Revo lu tion, by
Rous seau etc. This is the en light en ment. This is the birth of modern social sci ence,
the birth of the sci en tific at ti tude, the birth of secu lar ism; with Des cartes, the birth
of the modern in di vid ual; it’s the birth of no tions of self, yes? Ren ais sance man was
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pre oc cu pied with the in di vid ual also, Shake speare was for ex am ple, but not with a
self in the way in which Des cartes thinks it. That is modern – the modern; that’s
mod er nity – living in the world of mod er nity. Mod ern ism is a spe cific aes thetic,
philo sophi cal, and cog ni tive move ment that comes late in mod er nity. Really at the
turn of the cen tury. Be tween the 1890s and 1910. And you know mod ern ism in that
sense is an at ti tude of mind which is not con fined to Europe al though we think of
them to gether. First of all Picasso and Braque were pro foundly in flu enced by –

AP: Africa.

SH: By Africa. Feel ing that the art of the Euro pean was run ning out of steam and had to
be re freshed by the crea tiv ity of the world out side of Europe. So mod ern ism al ready
has its roots in – and out side – of Europe. But in ad di tion to that the modern at ti -
tude to art is eve ry where – its in the Latin Ameri can mod ern ists – and it is why
Ronald Moodie and Aubrey Wil liams and Frank Bowl ing go to Eng land. Be cause
they were al ready mod ern ists!

AP: So they were going to the Mecca of mod ern ism…

SH: They were going to the Mecca of mod ern ism but this is be cause they were modern
art ists, they were al ready work ing in ab strac tion. Indian art ists were al ready work -
ing in ab strac tion before they got to London. They only got to go to London, as the
writ ers y’know black Ameri can writ ers like Rich ard Wright and James Bald win
went to Paris, be cause it was where things were being done…

AP: But isn’t it ironic – I’ve been over us ing this word ‘ironic’ but –

SH: No, these are the iro nies of his tory.

AP: What I find ironic in this whole dis course about art and so on here is that – or what
we were just talk ing about, that preva lence of a cer tain anti- intellectual at ti tude –
but you have people here, highly edu cated people who ap pre ci ate ab strac tion in art,
who don’t have a prob lem with it. But those same people will turn around and say
that theo reti cal ab strac tion is a prob lem.

SH: Well, frankly, I think that’s not ironic, I think that’s bad faith.

AP: What do you mean?

SH: I think they won’t own up to what they them selves un con sciously know; I think it’s
what’s called an act of dis avowal.

AP: Be cause how can you accept ab strac tion in art but not in in tel lec tual work, that’s
kind of con tra dic tory.

SH: Ab strac tion is pre cisely the move ment away from the ap pear ance of things. We see
the form which is a kind of con cept – the idea of the real thing – so for them to be
anti- theoretical, what they mean of course… this is a prod uct of mod er nity. What
they think is, well this idea about ab strac tion, it’s just common sense now. What
they mean is I don’t like the new ideas, I don’t like the ones which are coming along; 
I’m the prod uct of the ones that came along last time but I don’t want any more new
ones to come along and dis turb the ones I al ready have. So they’re talk ing about a
very par ticu lar chal lenge or set of ideas that chal lenge and lead one to ques tion the
as sump tions on which they’ve been work ing. Al though to be fair one has to say this
is a dif fi cult pro cess. If you’re a prac tic ing artist you work within a set of as sump -
tions, you work within a form and you try to refine it. To be shaken at the roots in
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your fif ties and to say, I’m sorry I’ll think again y’know… to be a late im pres sion ist
and to say well, I’ll try to draw like Picasso in my fif ties, is a hard thing to ask. One
has to ap pre ci ate how hard it is what one is asking them to do. But of course one may 
not be asking them to do that. One is asking them to ap pre ci ate that what hap pened
to them in their youth when they were first fired by the ideas of mod ern ism and ab -
strac tion is still hap pen ing in an other way to an other gen era tion and they should be 
as tol er ant of them as they would have liked –

AP: Or at least to be open- minded and not so closed.

SH: Yes, of course, that is a per fectly rea son able thing to ask.

AP: David Scott opened up the con fer ence by giving a paper called Stuart Hall’s Voice
and in your clos ing re marks you said some thing to the effect that once we had heard
that paper we could all go home. What did you mean by that?

SH: Well, the con fer ence was sub ti tled ‘The Thought of Stuart Hall’… which given
what I’ve said about theo rists is a bit ironic. But nev er the less I can’t quar rel with
that. Fine. Ok. David gave a won der ful paper. What I meant by going home was not
that we could have done with out the many other in ter est ing papers that were given
but in so far as the sub ject was the thought of Stuart Hall I thought he’d pretty much
got it right at the be gin ning.

AP: You mean he sum ma rized you?

SH: Yes, he sum ma rized me as I un der stand myself with great elo quence, great pene tra -
tion and un der stand ing. So I thought it laid to rest the ques tion of the thought of
Stuart Hall; if you want to know about the thought of Stuart Hall read David’s
paper. And so let us go on to talk about some thing else, let us talk about the thought
of Ja maica, con tem po rary Ja maica or the thought of dance hall etc. Now, I sup pose
you’re going to ask me what is it about David’s paper…

AP: Yes, of course…

SH: A number of things that he said. First of all he said he read me less be cause of my po -
si tion as a cul tural theo rist and more be cause of my in ter ven tions. I was an in ter -
ven tion ist, my writ ing is in ter ven tion ist ok? That is to say I write in order to
in ter vene in a situa tion, to shift the terms in which it’s un der stood, to in tro duce a
new angle, to con test how it has been un der stood before; it’s an em bat tled form of
writ ing. I don’t just write a piece. So that’s why I don’t write books be cause I can’t
just sit down in my study and think ‘I’m going to write a book about X’ y’know, it
doesn’t sort of in ter est me but if some body says ‘This is like this’ and I think ‘No,
no, no it’s not like that at all, it’s like this’ well, I’ve writ ten a piece in a flash ok? And 
proba bly pub lished it in some ob scure jour nal ‘cause that’s where the origi nal piece
that I’m con test ing or want ing to argue with or shift the po si tion of, ap peared. So
it’s a kind of in tel lec tual in ter ven tion ism. This is a kind of poli tics in theory, be -
cause it’s in ter ested in strug gling thought – strug gling in thought. Not in ter ested in 
the pro duc tion of pure truth, ab so lute truth, uni ver sal truth. It’s in ter ested in the
pro duc tion of better ideas than the ones we used to have. So it’s a kind of strug gle in
thought, a strug gle with thought and a strug gle inside thought, strug gle inside
think ing to change the terms of ref er ence with which we’re think ing. There’s also a
poli tics of thought in the sense that it wants to make the ideas useful for some pur -
pose; it wants to help people think more clearly about their situa tion or to help to
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ad vance na tion al ism in a more pro gres sive di rec tion or to help the world become a
more equal and just place. Or be less racist, less ho mo pho bic etc. It’s tied to a long-
 term po liti cal proj ect, not as I’ve said before, that the proj ect de fines the con tent of
the think ing but the think ing is not hap pen ing in some ab so lute outer space. It’s lo -
cated in a space and time and re spond ing to a set of con jec tures, a set of con di tions.

The second thing that is said is that there fore I’m not a phi loso pher. And what
is meant by that is that I’m not in search of ab so lute truth and I don’t derive things
from first prin ci ples so if I’m a theo rist I don’t begin with the first prin ci ples and
deduce eve ry thing from it in a Pla tonic way yeah? Y’know – the ideal of jus tice and
then these are the actual sys tems of jus tice de rived from the ideal of jus tice. I really
don’t go back to the ideal of jus tice at all. What I would say is the ideal of jus tice
exists in all the sys tems of jus tice there ever have been. You add them all up, you get
the ideal of jus tice. It’s only jus tice in so far as it’s a system of judg ing people and
trying to be just to wards them. And the ideas which guide that system are the ideas
of jus tice for that moment. Next week we might have the French Revo lu tion and the 
ideas of jus tice will be dif fer ent. They’ll chop off every counter- revolutionary’s
head. That’s an other system of jus tice, you’ve to choose be tween them. But you
don’t go back and say ‘That is not jus tice but this is jus tice’ be cause there’s some
ideal ab stract Pla tonic uni ver sal con cep tion of jus tice which eve ry body should
share from the be gin ning of time to the end of time, from one so ci ety to every other
so ci ety ok? So I don’t derive things from first prin ci ples. I don’t think he means I’m
not philo sophi cal be cause y’know I’m in ter ested in gen eral ideas, I am in ter ested in
theory as you know. Now behind this I think, as far as David is con cerned, is an -
other kind of ar gu ment going on. First of all it’s an ar gu ment de rived from Fou cault 
who en gaged in an ar gu ment always with phi loso phers, but never called him self a
phi loso pher. There’s no Fou cauldian phi loso phy. There’s Fou cauldian method,
there’s Fou cauldian his tory, Fou cauldian ac counts of in sti tu tions, there are Fou -
cauldian theo ries about prac tice but there’s no Fou cauldian phi loso phy. There’s an
en gage ment with Ni etszche, there’s an en gage ment with Des cartes, there’s an en -
gage ment with Rous seau, there’s an en gage ment with Sartre, there’s an en gage ment 
with the ex is ten tial ists.

There’s a second con tes ta tion in volv ing David’s – I’m talk ing about David
now y’know, I’m not talk ing about me. I’m talk ing about why David him self is an in -
ter ven tion ist or why he re sponds to the in ter ven tion ism in my work. He’s not so
much an in ter ven tion ist, but he is not a phi loso pher like he says I’m not a phi loso -
pher. And that is one of the things we share. Now there’s an other way in which he is
not a phi loso pher and nei ther am I but he really is the key lead ing figure here and
why this was what he was talk ing about. He does not sub scribe to the new at tempt to 
found an Af ri can phi loso phy. Paget Henry, Lewis Gordon, that school of thought –
y’know – there must be dis tinc tively Af ri can ways of think ing and that must add up
to a gen eral phi loso phy with the same kinds of uni ver sal ity as West ern phi loso phy.
And I think that David is not in favour of that proj ect; it’s not that Paget Hen ry’s
book is not a se ri ous book or that he isn’t a se ri ous scholar. No, he’s a very se ri ous – I 
like him very much, he’s a very nice person, he’s a very se ri ous thinker. But the proj -
ect of found ing an Af ri can phi loso phy and of Ja mai can thought as an out post of Af -
ri can phi loso phy is – I’m criti cal of that be cause it’s a kind of es sen tial ism and
David is criti cal of that be cause it goes back to first prin ci ples. It tries to erect Af ri -
can first prin ci ples and he’s not in favour of erect ing any first prin ci ples. We both –
me more than David – are sort of Der rid ean, we’re in the era of de con struc tion ok?
Now, I’m a Der rid ean in this sense that Der rida says I’m trained in West ern Euro -
pean phi loso phy ok? I cannot reason philo sophi cally with out the bene fit of
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West ern philo sophi cal ideas and con cepts, how ever, I can no longer think with
them be cause the cir cum stances in which they arose have changed. So all I can do is
to de con struct it. So I think with the con cepts but I know they can’t take me very far
and I know I can’t assume what they assume so I think with the con cept under era -
sure. This is the con cept with the mark through it – so I’m not yet found ing a new
phi loso phy, I’m still in the ground of the old phi loso phy but I’m think ing the ‘a -
fter’, the ‘post-’

AP: I think Ap padu rai or some one talks about ideas whose shelf life is over, whose
expiry date has passed.

SH: Yes, ex actly! Y’know the im por tant thing is you’re still think ing with the old ideas
but no longer as they were used. They were val or ized posi tively in the past; you are
using them in their de con structed state. So when people in the past said ‘ide ntity’
they meant the inner core of the being which is un changed through life. I also talk
about iden tity but I mean the op po site of that – I mean that self which is being pro -
duced from time to time. I’m think ing iden tity under era sure. I’m think ing iden tity 
in its de con structed form. So I cannot be a phi loso pher of a first prin ci ple be cause
that would be to found a new Hal lian phi loso phy and go about making con verts to
Hal lian phi loso phy but I don’t have a phi loso phy like that. I have a method – you
can be as so ci ated with the method by prac tic ing the method your self. But you can’t
become a con vert to my phi loso phy be cause I don’t have one like that. In ci den tally
this is why almost all the move ments of any value now are called ‘post’ – be cause
they’re post- the moment when the ideas were in their posi tive form. Mod ern ism is
its posi tive form, what is left over of that – post mod ern ism. Co lo ni al ism is its posi -
tive form, what is left over from that – post colo ni al ism. Struc tur al ism in its Al -
thusse rian form – de con structed – what is left over from that – post- structuralism.
Femi nism in its first pris tine form, then people began to say well, are you a black
woman or a white woman, you can’t be femi nist in that uni ver sal ist way, you can’t
talk about uni ver sal wom an hood any longer ‘cause the cate gory of women is itself
di vided be tween upper class women and lower class women, black women and
white women, so your femi nism is de con structed – post- feminism. I’m not a Marx -
ist in that old clas si cal Marx ist sense but I use Marx ist ideas in their erased form;
I’m a post- Marxist. We live in a post- period. This is why I can de scribe post mod ern -
ism and un der stand what I mean by that though I don’t par ticu larly sub scribe to
those values ok? So in that sense I’m not a phi loso pher and David makes this very
lu cidly clear.

Ok that’s the second thing. He says a third thing. In ci den tally David him self is
think ing, is de vel op ing this idea of think ing within a prob lem atic – in a very won -
der ful way so his new book on trag edy which is about CLR James is about why the
ques tions that guided James to write the Black Ja cobins cannot be the ques tions
that we pose now. We can un der stand James’s achieve ment by un der stand ing the
prob lem atic in which he was work ing but we are work ing in a dif fer ent prob lem atic. 
That’s kind of the re la tivi za tion of phi loso phy. Ok now the third thing that David
said is about ethics. He said that I’m con cerned with ethics, ques tions of ethics.
This is also in Fou cault in ci den tally, Fou cault talks about ethics a great deal. So
does Bau mann, so do a number of con tem po rary phi loso phers. But the ques tion
about ethics is this – If you don’t derive eve ry thing from first prin ci ples – God or
ma te ri al ism or the de mi urge or nature, some thing like that – what guides your life?
What guides how you in ter vene in situa tions? What shapes your values? In a rela -
tiv ist world you have to make up your ethics eve rytime you take a de ci sion, be cause
there’s no first prin ci ples you can invoke. You can’t say, Why do I think – oh God
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told me that – it’s writ ten in the book. Ok, fine, but I don’t have a book, I don’t have
a God, I don’t have a first prin ci ple so I have to decide what am I going to do about
the ho mo pho bia in dance hall which is a very dy namic form of con tem po rary urban
cul ture that re peats an an cient form of mas cu lin ity and black na tion al ism? What
am I going to think about that ? I have to de velop an ethi cal form of con duct, con -
duct has to be shaped by ethi cal con sid era tions to wards this com plex, con tra dic tory 
phe nome non; I’ve got fi nally to say I take up a po si tion here, I see all the way
around it, I think it’s going to get me into trou ble, it’s going to get me into trou ble
with all the wrong people and even some of the right ones, but I have to state my po -
si tion – that is to live the ethi cal life

AP: Is that what you meant by speak ing the truth to power?

SH: That’s a slightly dif fer ent thing. I’ll come to that if you want me to… But this is to
live the ethi cal life; a life in which mo ral ity is not aban doned but mo ral ity isn’t de -
rived from some prior uni ver sal system or phi loso phy, re lig ion or first prin ci ples.
Speak ing truth to power is some thing dif fer ent, speak ing truth to power is about
being an in tel lec tual and its really a phrase which has been used many times but
which Edward Said has made most his own in recent times. And what he means is
that the true in tel lec tual is always at odds with the reign ing, pre vail ing system of
power. He is what Gram sci called an or ganic in tel lec tual; he aligned him self with
the emerg ing forces, with the re sis tance, with the forces that are not yet en cap su -
lated in the given struc ture of power.

AP: Not part of the status quo…

SH: Not part of the status quo or the given system and so for that reason it is his or her
duty to speak what truth he has been able to dis cover by the ap pli ca tion of his con -
cep tual, theo reti cal tool box, his analy sis of the con junc ture – to speak that truth to
power at the risk of being locked up, as in tel lec tu als who speak truth to power have
been locked up, as Gram sci was locked up, as Co per ni cus was locked up, as Gali leo
was locked up for tell ing the Church that the earth is not flat, it is round and it is one 
of many other round plan ets in the uni verse many of which are bigger than earth!
And they locked him up, of course they locked him up, God cre ated it flat and if you
walk to the edge you’ll fall off – you know, into his arms! And on and on and on and
on, in clud ing what you might think of as pro gres sive re gimes. Much as I was in
favour of the Cuban revo lu tion es pe cially in its early days, not so much in its Len in -
ist days, but in its early days when they emerged in the Sierra Maes tre when they
wer en’t com mu nist at all, in its pre- communist days – the Castro regime has been
awful to dis si dent in tel lec tu als. Of course it’s driven out people who never be lieved
in it but it’s driven out people who be lieved in it as well. People who were saying
things like “You shouldn’t lock up the ho mo sexu als, you shouldn’t lock up the
pros ti tutes, Fidel! You of all people should know – you were in prison your self for
speak ing truth to power. Bat tista put you in jail, put you in the Mon cada prison so
how come you don’t know that to speak truth to power is a dan ger ous thing and
you’ve got to tol er ate it even if you don’t like it be cause oth er wise you’re un con -
sciously re peat ing the pat tern of doing to some body else what was done to you!”

So even in good re gimes, in tel lec tu als have to speak truth to power. Edward
Said you know has been pas sion ately in favour of the Pal es tin ian cause but he is not
afraid of saying Arafat is a lousy leader, he’s very cor rupt, ex tremely cor rupt. He has
not en cour aged the de moc ra ti za tion of the Pal es tin ian cause. He’s played a sort of
double role etc, he’s not a good thing. Of course he’s in favour of Arafat win ning, he
is in favour of the Pal es tini ans win ning but he became a member of Ara fat’s
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move ment and left! He said – I cannot stand the cor rup tion in there – so he was will -
ing to speak truth to power in clud ing the power of his own side.

AP: Did you know Edward Said?

SH: Yes, I knew Edward well and I got to know him very very well just before his death –
in the years before his death. He was a very won der ful man, very in spir ing, he in -
spired my life really in many im por tant re spects in the period of post colo nial think -
ing. I miss him very much. His death is a great loss, a pro found loss I think, and one
of the most won der ful things that Edward did at the end was to write his book on
Freud and the Jewish people. He asks – In what way was Freud Jewish? And he re -
reads Moses and Mono the ism, which is a Freud text, in order to remind people that
mono the ism did not begin in the tribes of Pal es tine. It was a shared cause with
Egypt. Moses, of course, comes out of Egypt – though he is a great Jewish leader who 
leads the Jews out of cap tiv ity – but he is formed, born, as an Egyp tian. He’s a par -
able of how in the ul ti mate cause the Is raelis and Pal es tini ans are one people, one
Se mitic people, all de rived from the same effing book if you’ll excuse my lan guage,
the same Bible that the Jews read the first part of, which is the his tory of their
people; the Chris tians read that part plus the other part while the Jews are wait ing
for the other part to happen. They’re wait ing for their Mes siah etc. y’know, these are 
part and parcel of the idea that Jews and Pal es tini ans cannot live in the same coun -
try; but they’ve lived to gether since the Bible was writ ten! It’s just a mon stros ity. So 
Said is pas sion ately against Sharon and his Zi on ism and the Is raeli treat ment of the
Pal es tin ian people but he’s not against Jews, he’s not an anti- Semite! So in that way
he speaks a kind of truth to the Muslim broth er hood; so to speak truth to power is to 
always main tain a cer tain dis tance be tween your self and the powers that be, in clud -
ing pro gres sive powers, pro gres sive gov ern ments and people who are doing the best 
for the people and are going to do the best for you – they’re going to lock up some -
body and some body is going to have to say: Don’t lock them up, tol er ate them, more
tol er ance please, more jus tice here, more equal ity here… and that is the func tion of
the in tel lec tual. The privi lege of being slightly re moved from the eve ry day thrust of 
making a living in the mar ket place, the great ad van tage and privi lege that in tel lec -
tu als have, of writ ing, think ing, teach ing at one step re moved from the im me di ate
sources and play of power, is their free dom to speak truth back to power. Not to live
in the ivory tower but to speak truth back to power.
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