
Q  What Difference does Difference Make?   

A  How can we do without it? 
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When I was a child in Birmingham, I was puzzled and bothered by a drawing 

in my Children’s Encyclopedia. It showed the outside of a prison in India. 

White women’s hands were visible, thrust imploringly through the bars, while 

outside three turbaned men were mockingly pouring water out onto the hot 

baked earth. ‘The Black Hole of Calcutta 1756,” explained the caption. 

The Indian community in Birmingham was tiny in the 1940s, and we probably 

knew every single one of them. How could the merciless figures in the 

drawing, I thought, have anything to do with the kindly Indians (almost all 

doctors) I knew so well?  

“In India, British rule was of infinite advantage to the people,” went on my 

encyclopedia. ”Their welfare was made always the first consideration. Every 

responsibility in government that could be safely entrusted to native ability 

was willingly handed to them…” 

We are more nuanced about Empire now. The later even more famous 

uprising would not be brushed aside as ’the Mutiny of 1857, the most 

sensational in the history of India since Europeans appeared in the country, 

was not the act of the people… [They] on the whole loyally acknowledged the 

value of British cooperative rule.”  A single view of history is no longer 

possible; and it is diversity/difference that has made it so. So many stories 

from the other side exist ‘in house’, making it clear that there is a compelling  

other reading. Statistics cut ice and elicit outrage. Statistics provided fuel for 

abolitionists in the 1800s. But statistics can go only so far. Powerful creative 

work in every form - Toni Morrison, Steve McQueen and many more - goes 

deeper. It is this that conveys what subjugation actually feels like and 

generate change.  
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A diverse BAME presence within Britain means that the matter of heritage 

must always be under review.  It’s 17 years since I set up the conference 

‘Whose Heritage?’ to look at the way the notion has changed through the 

perspective of a multicultural society, but the questions still resonate. How do 

we construct and understand a common myth? How do we align experiences 

of ‘British heritage’? Due largely to an extraordinary keynote from Stuart Hall, 

the 1999 conference went further than simply stating a counter interpretation. 

His contribution reconfigured the concept of heritage, deepening the debate 

and expanding its parameters. Intellectually stimulating and deeply thrilling, it 

had an audience that comprised black artists, museologists, arts 

administrators and academics rising to its feet and cheering as if it had just 

witnessed a bravura performance.  

“Whiteness is only a problem when it is invisible, when it is the naturalised 

norm,” said Hall. “against which all other colours are marked…But the 

whiteness that recognises its own internal differences is a whiteness that once 

can negotiate with. Whiteness as specific and historical and changing and 

diverse and in trouble and not knowing exactly where it is – that whiteness we 

can talk to.”” 

The vision that Hall laid out was a more complex one of a constantly shifting 

society, stimulated by the fact of internal diversity. It challenges, it shakes 

certainties, it lets in air.  It demands new thinking if a society is not to be 

become rigid and polarised, stuck fearfully in its past. 

Black and ethnic minority arts know this better than anyone because they 

have been vehicles for renegotiation. Looking back to the days when I 

travelled the country looking for materIal that became ‘The Art Britain Ignores’, 

a line of development is clear, moving from quantities of traditional classical 

and folk arts to today’s range of cultural work.  Shobana Jeyasinghe arrived 

as a classically trained Bharat Natyam dancer. Over many years, she has 

trained her sights on contemporary Britain and its own art forms – different 

forms of dance and above all contemporary music.  Peter Badejo has made 

the journey from his African dance roots to a different style that goes far 

beyond the pallid idea of ‘fusion’.  
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But the process is actually even more interesting than the product. Cultural 

theorist Homi Bhabha has focused on what he calls the ‘in-between’ state, 

and shrewdly recognised that something more than mixing is involved. He has 

pointed out the intense creative charge of being located in no man’s land: a 

place where certainties no long held total sway, and survival means refiguring 

and rephrasing everything.   Aims, forms, language - identity itself.  

The arts can shake the entire set-up. They work against anonymity and 

stereotypes. The whole person -  not just  ‘the immigrant’, ‘the refugee’ – 

enters the arena. They reveal things that unite us all – dreams, fears, 

triumphs.  They encourage people to step into others’ shoes and for a 

moment experience a flash of empathy. 

Nothing is so killing as invisibility – whether in the Oscars or as a refugee 

housed behind a red door. Writing oneself onto the public wall is an act of 

participation, leading essentially to a sense of citizenship. Listen to analyst 

Stephen Frosh writing in ‘Culture and Citizenship’ – “To be a citizen one not 

only has to formally belong somewhere, one has also to feel that this 

belonging is real.”  Belonging comes from having a voice, from that voice 

being heard. 

Cameron doesn’t need to set up schemes to teach Muslim women Engllsh: he 

needs to recognise the value of diversity and its proven contribution to a 

whole society.
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