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Chapter 21

New ethnicities

Stuart Hall

I have centred my remarks on an attempt to identify and characterize a
significant shift that has been going on (and is still going on) in black
cultural politics. This shift is not definitive, in the sense that there are two
clearly discernible phases — one in the past which is now over and the new
one which is beginning — which we can neatly counterpose to one another.
Rather, they are two phases of the same movement, which constantly
overlap and interweave. Both are framed by the same historical conjucture
and both are rooted in the politics of anti-racism and the post-war black
experience in Britain, Nevertheless I think we can identify two different
‘moments’ and that the difference between them is significant.

1t is difficult to characterize these precisely, but I would say that the first
moment was grounded in a particular political and cultural analysis.
Politically, this is the moment when the term ‘black’ was coined as a
way of referencing the common experience of racism and marginalization
in Britain and came to provide the organizing category of a new politics of
resistance, among groups and communities with, in fact, very different
histories, traditions and ethnic identities. In this moment, politically speak-
ing. “The black experience’, as a singular and unifying framework based on
the building up of identity across ethnic and cultural difference between the

- different communities, became ‘hegemonic’ over other ethnic/racial iden-
tities — though the latter did not, of course, disappear. Culturally, this
analysis formulated itself in terms of a critique of the way blacks were
positioned as the unspoken and invisible “other’ of predominantly white
aesthetic and cultural discourses. ‘

This analysis was predicated on the marginalization of the black experi-
ence in British culture; not fortuitously occurring at the margins, but
placed, positioned at the margins, as the consequence of a set of guite
specific political and cultural practices which regulated, governed and

Reprinted from JCA Documents 7: Black Film, British Cinema, edited by Kobena Mercer,
1989,
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‘normalized’ the representational and discursive spaces of English society.
These formed the conditions of existence of a cultural politics designed to

challenge, resist and, where possible, to transform the dominant regimes of

representation ~ first in music and style, later in literary, visual and

cinematic forms. In these spaces blacks have typically been the objects,
but rarely the subjects,. of the practices of representation. The struggle to -

come into representation was predicated on a critique of the degree of
fetishization, objectification and negative figuration which are so much a
feature of the representation of the black subject. There was a concern not
simply with the absence or marginality of the black experience but with its
simplification and its stereotypical character.

The cultural politics and strategies which developed around this critique
had many facets, but its two principal objects were: first the question of

access to the rights to representation by black artists and black cultural

workers themselves. Second, the contestation of the marginality, the
stereotypical quality and the fetishized nature of images of blacks, by the
counter-position of a ‘positive’ black imagery. These strategies were

principally addressed to changing what I would call the ‘relations of -

representation’.

I have a distinct sense that in the recent period we are entering a new
phase. But we need to be absolutely clear what we mean by a ‘new’ phase
because, as soon as you talk of a new phase, people instantly imagine that
what is entailed is the substitution of one kind of politics for another. I am
quite distinctly not talking about a shift in those terms. Politics does not
necessarily proceed by way of a set of oppositions and reversals of this
kind, though some groups and individuals are anmxious to ‘stage’ the
question in this way. The original critique of the predominant relations
of race and representation and the politics which developed around it have
not and cannot possibly disappear while the conditions which gave rise to it
— cultural racism in its Dewesbury form ~ not only persists but positively
flourishes under Thatcherism.® There is no sense in which a new phase in
black cultural politics could replace the earlier one. Nevertheless it is true
that as the struggle moves forward and assumes new forms, it does to some
degree displace, reorganize and reposition the different cultural sirategies
in relation to one another. If this can be conceived in terms of the ‘burden
of representation’, I would put the point in this form: that black artists and
cultural workers now have to struggle, not on one, but on fwo fronts. The
problem is, how to characterize this shift — if indeed, we agree that such a
shift has taken or is taking place — and if the language of binary oppositions
and substitutions will no longer suffice. The characterization that I would
offer is tentative, proposed in the context of this essay mainly to try and
clarify some of the issues involved, rather than to pre-empt them.

‘The shift is best thought of in terms of a change from a struggle over the
relations of representation to a politics of representation itself. It would be
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useful to separate out such a ‘politics of representation’ into its different
elements. We all now use the word representation, but, as we know, it is an
extremely slippery customer. It can be used, on the one hand, simply as
another way of talking about how one images a reality that exists ‘putside’
the means by which things are represented: a conception grounded in a
mimetic theory of representation. On the other hand the term can also stand
for a very radical displacement of that unproblematic notion of the concept
of representation. My own view is that events, relations, structures do have
conditions of existence and real effects, outside the sphere of the discur-
sive; but that it is only within the discursive, and subject to its specific
conditions, limits and modalities, do they have or can they be constructed
within meaning. Thus, while not wanting to expand the territorial claims of
the discursive infinitely, how things are represented and the ‘machineries’
and regimes of representation in a culture do play a constitutive, and not
merely a reflexive, after-the-event, role. This gives questions of cuiture and
ideology, and the scenarios of representation — subjectivity, identity,
politics — a formative, not merely an expressive, place in the constitution
of social and political life. I think it is the move towards this second sense
of representation which is taking place and which is transforming the
politics of representation in black culture.

This is a complex issue. First, it is the effect of a theoretical encounter
between black cultural politics and the discourses of a Eurocentric, largely
white, critical cultural theory which in recent years, has focused so much
analysis of the politics of representation. This is always an extremely
difficult, if not dangerous, encounter. (I think particularly of black people
encountering the discourses of post-structuralism, postmodernism, psycho-
analysis and feminism.) Second, it marks what I can only call ‘the end of
innocence’, or the end of the innocent notion of the essential black subject.
Here again, the end of the essential black subject is something which
people are increasingly debating, but they may not have fully reckoned
with its political consequences. What is at issue here is the recognition of
the extraordinary diversity of subjective positions, social experiences and
cultural identities which compose the category ‘black’; that is, the recogni-
tion that ‘black’ is esentially a politically and culturally constructed
category, which cannot be grounded in a set of fixed trans-cultural or
transcendental racial categories and which therefore has no guarantees in
nature. What this brings into play is the recognition of the immense
diversity and differentiation of the historical and cultural experience of
black subjects. This inevitably entails a weakening or fading of the notion
that ‘race’ or some composite notion of race around the term black will
either guarantee the effectivity of any cultural practice or determine in any
final sense its aesthetic value.

We should put this as plaialy as possible. Films are not necessarily good
because black people make them. They are not necessarily ‘right-on’ by
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virtue of the fact that they deal with the black experience. Once you enter
the politics of the end of the essential black subject you are plunged
headlong into the maelstrom of a continuously contingent, unguaranteed,
political argument and debate: a critical politics, a politics of criticism.
You can no longer conduct black politics through the strategy of a simple
set of reversals, putting in the place of the bad old essential white subject,
the new essentially good black subject. Now, that formulation may seem to
threaten the collapse of an entire political world. Altematively, it may be
greeted with extraordinary relief at the passing away of what at one time
seemed to be a necessary fiction. Namely, either that all black people are
good or indeed that all black people are the same. After all, it is one of the
predicates of racism that ‘you can’t tell the difference because they ali look
the same’. This does not make it any easier to conceive of how a politics
can be constructed which works with and through difference, which is able
to build those forms of solidarity and identification which make common
struggle and resistance possible but without suppressing the real hefero-
geneity of interests and identities, and which can effectively draw the
political boundary lines without which political contestation is impossi-
ble, without fixing those boundaries for eternity. It entails the movement in
black wommom“ from what Gramsci called the ‘war of manoeuvre’ to the
‘war of position’ — the struggle around positionalities. But the difficulty of
conceptualizing such a politics (and the temptation to slip into a sort of
endlessly sliding discursive liberal-pluralism) does not absolve us of the
task of developing such a politics.

The end of the essential black subject also entails a recognition that the
central issues of race always appear historically in articulation, in a
formation, with other categories and divisions and are constantly crossed
and recrossed by the categories of class, of gender and ethnicity. (I make a
distinction here between race and ethnicity to which I shall return.) To me,
films like Territories, Passion of Remembrance, My Beautiful Laundrette
and Sammy and Rosie Get Laid, for example, make it perfectly clear that
this shift has been engaged; and that the question of the black subject

cannot be represented without reference to the dimensions of class, gender,

sexuality and ethnicity.

DIFFERENCE AND CONTESTATION

A further consequence of this politics of representation is the slow recog-
nition of the deep ambivalence of identification and desire. We think about
identification usually as a simple process, structured around fixed ‘selves’
which we either are or are not. The play of identity and difference which
constructs racism is powered not only by the positioning of blacks as the

inferior species but also, and at the same time, by an inexpressible envy and

desire; and this is something the recognition of which fundamentally
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displaces many of our hitherto stable political categories, since it implies a
process of identification and otherness which is more complex than we had
hitherto imagined,

.wmommﬁu of course, operates by constructing impassable symbolic bound-
aries between racially constituted categories, and its typically binary
system of representation constantly marks and attempts to fix and natur-
alize the difference between belongingness and otherness. Along this
frontier there arises what Gayatri Spivak calls the ‘epistemic violence’ of
the discourses of the Other — of imperialism, the colonized, Orientalism,
the exotic, the primitive, the anthropological and the folk-lore.” Conse-
quently the discourse of anti-racism had often beerni founded on a strategy
o%, reversal and inversion, turning the ‘Manichean aesthetic’ of colonial
discourse upside-down. However, as Fanon constantly reminded us, the
epistemic violence is both outside and inside, and operates by a process of
splitting on both sides of the division — in here as well as out here. That is
why it is a question, not only of “black-skin’ but of ‘Black-Skin, White
Masks’ — the internalization of the self-as-other. Just as masculinity always
constructs feminity as double - simultaneously Madoana and Whore - so
racism contructs the black subject: noble savage and violent avenger, And
in the doubling, fear and desire double for one another and play across the
structures of otherness, complicating its politics.

Recently I have read several articles about the photographic text of
Robert Mapplethorpe — especially his inscription of the nude, black male
— all written by black critics or cultural practitioners.® These essays
properly begin by identifying in Mapplethorpe’s work the tropes of fetishi-
zation, the fragmentation of the black image and its objectification, as the
forms of their appropriation within the white, gay gaze. But, as I read, 1
know that something else is going on as well in both the production and the
reading of those texts. The continuous circling around Mapplethorpe’s
work is not exhausted by being able to place him as the white fetishistic,
gay photographer; and this is because it is also marked by the surreptitious
return of desire ~ that deep ambivalence of identification which makes the
categories in which we have previously thought and argued about black
cultural politics and the black cultural text extremely problematic. This
brings to the surface the unwelcome fact that a great deal of black politics,
constructed, addressed and developed directly in relation to questions of
race and ethnicity, has been predicated on the assumption that the cat-
egories of gender and sexuality would stay the same and remain fixed and
secured. What the new politics of representation does is to put that into
question, crossing the questions of racism irrevocably with questions of
sexuality. That is what is so disturbing, finally, to many of our settled
political habits about Passion of Remembrance. This double fracturing
entails a different kind of politics because, as we know, black radical
politics has frequently been stabilized around particular conceptions of
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black masculinity, which are only now being put into question by black
women and black gay men. At certain points, black politics has also co.aw
underpinned by a deep absence or more typically an evasive silence with
reference to class.

Another element inscribed in the new politics of representation has to do
with the question of ethnicity. I am familiar with all the dangers of
‘ethnicity’ as a concept and have written myself about the mm.nm that
ethnicity, in the form of a culturally constructed sense of mwm:mgmmm
and a particularly closed, exclusive and regressive form of m_umw.nmw
national identity, is one of the core characteristics of British racism
today.” I am also well aware that the politics of anti-racism has often
constructed itself in terms of a contestation of ‘multi-ethnicity’ or
‘multi-culturalism’. On the other hand, as the politics of representation
around the black subject shifts, I think we will begin to sec a renewed
contestation over the meaning of the term ‘ethnicity” itself.

If the black subject and black experience are not stabilized by Nature or
by some other essential guarantee, then it must be the case that they are
constructed historically, culturally, politically ~ and the concept which
refers to this is ‘ethnicity’. The term ethnicity acknowiedges the place of
history, language and culture in the comstruction of mﬁ&mmﬂﬁ@ mma
identity, as well as the fact that all discourse is placed, positioned, situ-
ated, and all knowledge is contextual. Representation is possible only
because enunciation is always produced within codes which have a his-
tory, a position within the discursive formations of a particular space .&.&
time. The displacement of the ‘centred’ discourses of the West gﬁm:m
putting in question its universalist character and its transcendental claims

to speak for everyone, while being itself everywhere and nowhere. The fact

that this grounding of ethnicity in difference was deployed, in the &mooa.amo
of racism, as a means of disavowing the realities of racism and repression
does not mean that we can permit the term to be permanently colonized.
That appropriation will have to be contested, the term &m-mnwnﬁﬁa@ from
its position in the discourse of ‘multi-culturalism’ and ﬁmmmnommm, just as
we previously had to recuperate the term ‘black” from its place in a system

of negative equivalences. The new politics of representation therefore also
sets in motion an ideological contestation around the term, ‘ethnicity’. But

in order to pursue that movement further, we will have to re-theorize the
concept of difference.

It seems to me that, in the various practices and discourses of black

cultural production, we are beginning to see constructions of just such a
new conception of ethnicity: a new cultural politics which engages rather
than supresses difference and which depends, in part, on the ocwmﬁmw
construction of new ethnic ideniities. Difference, like represeatation, is
also a slippery, and therefore, contested concept. There is the “difference’
which makes a radical and unbridgable separation: and there is a
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‘difference’ which is positional, conditional and conjunctural, closer to
Derrida’s notion of differance, though if we are concerned to maintain a
politics it cannot be defined exclusively in terms of an infinite sliding of the
signifier. We still have a great deal of work to do to decouple ethnicity, as it
functions in the dominant discourse, from its equivalence with nationalism,
imperialism, racism and the state, which are the points of attachment
around which a distinctive British or, more accurately, English ethnicity
have been constructed. Nevertheless, I think such a project is not only
possible but necessary. Indeed, this decoupling of ethnicity from the
violence of the state is implicit in some of the new forms of cultural
practice that are going on in films like Passion and Handsworth Songs.
We are beginning to think about how to represent a non-coercive and a
more diverse conception of ethnicity, to set against the embattled, hege-
monic conception of ‘Englishness’ which, under Thatcherism, stabilizes so
much of the dominant political and cultural discourses, and which, because
it is hegemonic, does not represent itself as an ethnicity at all,

This marks a real shift in the point of contestation, since it is no longer only
between anti-racism and multi-culturalism but inside the notion of ethnicity
itself. What is involved is the splitting of the notion of ethnicity between, on
the one hand the dominant notion which connects it to nation and ‘race’ and
on the other hand what I think is the beginning of a positive conception of the
ethricity of the margins, of the periphery. That is to say, a recognition that we
all speak from a particular place, out of a particular history, out of a particular
experience, a particular culture, without being contained by that position as
‘ethnic artists’ or film-makers. We are all, in that sense, ethnically located and
our ethnic identities are crucial to our subjective sense of who we are. But this
is also a recognition that this a not an ethnicity which is doomed to survive, as
Englishness was, only by marginalizing, dispossessing, displacing and for-
getting other ethnicities. This precisely is the politics of ethnicity predicated
on difference and diversity.

The final point which 1 think is entailed in this new politics of repre-
sentation has to do with an awareness of the black experience as a diaspora
experience, and the consequences which this carries for the process of
unsettling, recombination, hybridization and ‘cut-and-mix’ — in short, the
process of cultural diaspora-ization (to coin an ugly term) which it implies.
In the case of the young black British films and film-makers under discus-
sion, the diaspora experience is certainly profoundly fed and nourished by,
for example, the emergence of Third World cinema; by the African
experience; the connection with Afro-Caribbean expérience; and the
deep inheritance of complex systems of representation and aesthetic tradi-
tions from Asian and African culture. But, in spite of these rich cultural
‘roots’, the new cultural politics is operating on new and quite distinct
ground — specifically, contestation over what it means to be “British’. The
relation of this cultural politics to the past; to its different ‘roots’ is
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profound, but complex. It cannot be simple or unmediated. It is (as a film
like Dreaming Rivers reminds us) complexly mediated and transformed by
memory, fantasy and desire. Or, as even an oﬁﬁrﬁaw political film like
Handsworth Songs clearly suggests, the relation is inter-textual — mediated,
through a variety of other ‘texts’. There can, therefore, be no simple -
‘return’ or ‘recovery’ of the ancestral past which is not re-experienced
through the categories of the present: no base for creative enunciation in a
simple reproduction of traditional forms which are not transformed by the )
technologies and the identities of the present. This is something that was
signalled as early as a film like Blacks Britannica and as nooomaw as Paul -
Gilroy’s important book, There Ain’t No Black in the Union Jack.” Fifteen
years ago we didn’t care, or at least I didn’t care, whether there was any .
black in the Union Jack. Now not only do we care, we must.

This last point suggests that we are also approaching what I would call
the end of a certain critical innocence in black cultural politics. And here, it
might be appropriate to refer, glancingly, to the debate between Salman.
Rushdie and myself in the Guardian some months ago. The debate was not
about whether Handsworth Songs or The Passion of Remembrance were
great films or not, because, in the light of what I have said, once you enter
this particular problematic, the question of what good films are, which parts
of them are good and why, is open to the politics of criticism. Once you
abandon essential categories, there is no place to go apart from the politics.
of criticism and to enter the wo:som of criticism in black culture is to mmos
up, to leave the age of critical innocence. .

It was not Salman Rushdie’s particular judgement that 1 was ncaamgm,
s0 much as the mode in which he addressed them. He secemed to me to bg -
addressing the films as if from the stable, well-established critical criteria
of a Guardian reviewer. I was trying perhaps unsuccessfully, to say that I
thought this an inadequate basis for a political criticism and one which .
overlooked precisely the signs of innovation, and the constraints, undet
which these film-makers were operating. It is difficult to define what an
alternative mode of address would be. I certainly didn’t want Salman
Rushdie to say he thought the films were good because they were black,
But I also didn’t want him to say that he thought they weren’t good because
‘we creative artists all know what good films are’, since I no longer believe
we can resolve the questions of aesthetic value by the use of these
transcendental, canonical cultural categories. I think there is another posi- -
tion, one which locates itself inside a continuous struggle and politics -
around black representation, but which then is able to open up a contin-
uous critical discourse about themes, about the forms of representation, the
subjects of representation, above all, the regimes of representation. .
thought it was important, at that point, to intervene to try and get that
mode of critical address right, in relation to the new black film-making. It
is extremely tricky, as I know, because as it happens, in intervening, I got
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the mode of address wrong too! I failed to communicate the fact that, in
relation to his Guardian article 1 thought Salman was hopelessly wrong
about Handsworth Songs, which does not in any way diminish my judge-
ment about the stature of Midnight’s Children. I regret that I couldn’t get it
right, exactly, because the politics of criticism has to be able to get both
things right.

Such a politics of criticism has to be able to say (just to give one
example) why My Beautiful Laundrette is one of the most riveting and
important films produced by a black writer in recent years and precisely for
the reason fthat made it so controversial: its refusal to represent the black
experience in Britain as monolithic, self-contained, sexually stabilized and
always ‘right-on’ — in a word, always and only ‘positive’, or what Hanif
Kureishi has called, ‘cheering fictions™:

the writer as public relations officer, as hired liar. If there is to be a
serious attempt to understand Britain today, with its mix of races and
colours, its hysteria and despair, then, writing about it has to be com-
plex. It can’t apologize or idealize. It can’t moaﬁoﬂaﬁn and it can’t
represent only one group as having a monopoly on virtue.®

Laundrette is important particularly in terms of its control, of knowing
what it is doing, as the text crosses those frontiers between gender, race,
ethnicity, sexuality and class. Sammy and Rosie is also a bold and adven-
turous film, though in some ways less coherent, not so sure of where it is
going, overdriven by an almost uncontrollable, cool anger. One needs to be
able to offer that as a critical judgement and to argue it through, to have
one’s mind changed, without undermining one’s essential commifment to
the project of the politics of black representation.
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