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The first time I was made to notice my difference as an artist was back in 2008/2009, 
after performing at the Manchester Town Hall with other members of Young Identity (a 
collective of young poets, who at the time, were predominately Black and Asian). We were 
asked by a delegate at the event, “Did you write it yourself?” 

The question was asked with such enthusiasm; as though her surprise at our poetry being 
original was meant to uplift us. It had the opposite effect. I remember that I felt anger, 
upset and humiliation in equal parts and how days later, (years even as I write this) I was 
still seething at every implication that lay beneath the question. Did our being Black 
nullify our capability to produce creative, well-articulated poetry? Or was it that our youth 
(we were between 16 and 19 at the time) made it impossible for us to make sense of the 
world we live in? Was it a combination of being Black and young that made our 
performance raise suspicion? Would this have been a question put to a group of young 
White young people after a striking performance? These are questions that I still wrestle 
with today. 

My difference, being a Black, young(ish) artist and arts producer has caused me to 
experience similarly hurtful experiences. Just last year, when I released a video of a poem 
A Letter for Tamir Rice, which I’d written in response to the Black Lives Matter 
movement, I was confronted on social media by another poet who insisted that, “Racism 
doesn’t exist…the Black Lives Matter campaign is divisive because all lives matter…I 
don’t see colour and so you’re racist for saying that racism exists…” 

This came from a poet who had previously enthusiastically complimented me on another 
poem that I’d written about an unfortunate experience at the barbers – a poem that I’ve 
since promised myself to retire! This particular piece, whilst ‘charming’, isn’t particularly 
challenging. I’m doubtful as to whether it houses a single simile or metaphor. But 
somehow it made an impact on this fellow poet, whilst my other poem, which I consider 
to be of greater artistic merit, wasn’t well received. It’s this paradox that strengthens my 
belief that difference is absolutely essential to the artistic process and the arts in general.  

Five-star arts reviews are often laden with words such as brave, bold, beautiful, 
innovative, imaginative, refreshing and new. All of these words are closely related to 
originality and I strongly believe that the most powerful pieces of art that I consume 
resonate with me because their producers take risks and speak from a place of difference.  

This difference often stems not primarily from their understanding of their particular art 
form – Shakespeare was revolutionary because he understood the rules and forms of most 
forms of literature at the time and broke them to great effect – but from their ethnic 
background, religious practices, political beliefs, sexual orientation, gender etc. These 
characteristics often empower artists with a viewpoint, an emotion, and an observation 
that is unique in that they are able to present stories that we are not used to engaging 
with on our stages, pages, screens or headphones. Even if the story that is presented isn’t 
in itself original, the way in which the story is told can be, simply because of difference. A 
great example of this is seen in the increasing popularity of Hip-Hop Theatre.  

If it’s true that difference leads to innovation, then cultural policy should support 
underrepresented groups to develop their work and strengthen audiences that engage with 
this work.  



Henry Ford famously said on developing the market for the motor car, “If I had asked 
people what they wanted, they would have said faster horses”. The case for the arts is 
often made in terms of audience numbers and average ticket yield but this argument does 
not reflect the fact that before there was an audience for a particular thing, somebody 
first needed to create it. Encouraging artists from a plethora of cultural backgrounds to 
create new work can enable innovation and in doing so, new potential audiences can 
emerge and be entertained, inspired and educated by work that is different 

I’ve heard it said recently and too often, that the reason that the arts aren’t as diverse as 
they should be is a question of quality and not one that is inherently tied in with 
systematic bias or structural inequality. But there are many minority ethnic artists whose 
work I have grown up consuming; artists who have been creating for more than thirty 
years in some cases. Cream always rises to the top. Putting aside the whole ‘strokes for 
different folks’ rationale (i.e. there’s no such thing as bad or good art, we all like 
different things etc.), these artists would not have continued to forge careers and build 
legacies if their work wasn’t consistently excellent.  

It’s quite disappointing to think that some of these artists have since decided to leave the 
arts, noting their frustration at a lack of opportunities for progression. It’s even more 
disappointing when I consider that I would probably not be in the arts myself had it not 
been for the inspiration and support of these forerunners in the industry.  

I’d probably be justified if I allowed the negative experiences I’ve had in terms of 
difference to affect my view of the arts. However, I feel that as an artist, let alone a Black 
artist, I have a responsibility to “Tell the truth and make it beautiful”, as encouraged by 
the late Amiri Baraka. 

This is the riskiest thing any artist can do. But, essentially, it’s their job.  
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