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INTRODUCTION

‘All cultures are hybrid [...]. To speak of cultural ‘mixing’ makes sense only from inside a
social world” (Werbner in Tate, 2005: 65). This introductory quotation succinctly
expresses the main points | wish to explore in this dissertation. Broadly speaking, | propose
to base my analysis of 1980’s British Raj films on Stuart Hall’s theories on identity
formation (1997: 5-7) to prove is that identities are, for the most part, culturally and
artificially constructed. Although it can be affirmed that ‘all cultures are hybrid’, from a
social and political point of view, identities are built up within the social net of complex
power relations. Consequently, no matter how conscious we are of the artificiality of
cultural constructs, social relations create hierarchies of power and marginalisation in
certain communities and within certain contexts. It is on these political grounds that the
concept of “hybridity’ matters, as it can be used as a tool to undermine such oppressive
power relations.

In the post-colonial world of the 1980s,* hybridity was a concept which cannot be
overlooked. As a result of the influx of immigrants from the former British colonies after
the Second World War, the United Kingdom, during the later half of the twentieth century,
became a multicultural society. It was the presence of foreign cultures and the rise of New
Right policies during the 1980s that provoked a reaffirmation of the discourses on national

identity based on an imaginary homogeneous ‘white’ past.

! In the book The Empire Writes Back, Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin give several definitions
to the term ‘post-colonial’: “The semantic basis of the term “post-colonial” might seem to suggest a concern
only with the national culture after the departure of the imperial power. It has occasionally been employed in
some earlier work in the area to distinguish between the periods before and after independence [...]. We use the
term “post-colonial”, however, to cover all the culture affected by the imperial process from the moment of
colonization to the present day [...]. [It] is concerned with the world as it exists during and after the period of
European domination and effects of this on contemporary literatures’ (Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin, 1989:1-2).
I share with Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin their last definition of post-coloniality. However, throughout this
dissertation | shall be using the term in a broader sense, that is, in cultural rather than specifically literary terms.
I will therefore include the coloniser countries and their cultural productions as belonging to the “post-colonial
world’.
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During the Thatcher decade, the imperial past was seen as a point of reference in
the search for a sense of “Britishness’ (Wollen, 1991: 179). As a consequence, the 1980s
were characterised by a general harking back to the past (Bigsby, 1993:31-33), in
literature, with historiographic metafictions such as Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children
(1981), Peter Ackroyd’s Hawksmoor (1985), or John Fowles” A Maggot, (1986); in
architecture with the cottagey and neo-Georgian styles (Samuel, 1999: 65); in the “heritage
industry’ with museums and national heritage centres (246); as well as in cinema with
‘Nostalgic Screen Fictions’ (Wollen, 1991: 179) such as Chariots of Fire (Hudson, 1981),
A Room with a View (lvory, 1985), Maurice (Ivory, 1987) or Howard’s End (lvory, 1991)
among others.

Amongst the many cinematic adaptations of the past that appeared along the 1980s,
several, in my opinion, deserve special attention because the particular vision of history
they proffer highlights social tensions, especially those concerning ethnic relations, both in
the time the stories were set and at the moment the films were released. Screen fictions of
the type, set in the British imperial past in India, labelled ‘Raj productions’ (Hill, 1999: 99)
include such films as Gandhi (Attenborough, 1982), Heat and Dust (lvory, 1983), A
Passage to India (Lean, 1984), and The Deceivers (Meyer, 1988), the made-for TV film
Kim (Davies, 1984) and the TV serials The Far Pavilions (Duffell, Channel Four, 1984)
and The Jewel in the Crown (Morahan and O’Brien, ITV, 1982).

Moreover, the 1980s witnessed an increase of interest in these films not only in
Britain but also across the Atlantic. In the United States, movies such as Gandhi or A
Passage to India were nominated for a number of Academy Awards, the former being

awarded eight Oscars and the later two.? Box-office success in the USA proved to be a

2 Gandhi got the 1983 Oscar for best picture, actor in a leading role (Ben Kingsley), directing (Richard
Attenborough), screenplay written directly for the screen (John Briley), cinematography (Billy Williams and
Ronnie Taylor), art direction (Stuart Craig and Bob Laing for art decoration and Michael Seirton for set
decoration), film editing (John Bloom) and Costume design (John Mollo and Bhanu Athaiya). A Passage to
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boosting influence for the British film industry. Mrs Thatcher’s policy of privatisation and
free-market economy was fast damaging the arts in general and the film industry in
particular. The lack of public subsidies forced cinema directors and producers to rely
mostly on funds from television or private companies. In order to profit from the US
market, many of the films produced strived to present images of Britain’s glorious past that
American audiences would find attractive. As Kellner states, media culture in most
capitalist countries is, above all, a ‘commercial form of culture’ (1995: 16), devised to
appeal to mass audiences.

This thesis aims to analyse the historically contingent emergence and success of the
British Raj productions in the 1980s and the conflicting meanings that can be derived from
these cultural texts when studied against the socio-cultural and political background of the
time. More concretely, my purpose is to focus on the ambivalent meanings that can be
elicited from these screen fictions that invite spectators to embark on an escapist and
nostalgic journey back in time to an epoch apparently free from the social and multicultural
tensions of the moment, while, at the same time, are highly critical of the injustices
committed during the imperial past. This study’s target is therefore to unearth and
demonstrate how those criticisms of the past in matters concerning ethnicity, gender and
class are equally relevant to the society in which these films were produced.

Presenting, as they do, similar ideological struggles in their portrayal of the past, |
have decided to include in the corpus not only feature films but also Raj TV serials
broadcast in the decade under study. Even so, | shall be concentrating more fully on the
screen productions which enjoyed great popularity at the time, in terms of audience and/or

award: Gandhi (Attenborough, 1982), Heat and Dust (Ivory, 1983), A Passage to India

India was awarded the 1985 Oscar for best actress in a supporting role (Peggy Ashcroft) and original score
(Maurice Jarre).
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(Lean, 1984) and the TV serials The Far Pavilions (Duffel, Channel Four, 1984) and The
Jewel in the Crown (Morahan and O’Brien, ITV, 1984).3

The methodological approach in this study will be cultural, with special attention to
the ideological implications of the texts in relation to their context. As stated before, these
films not only reflect the mainstream ideology, they also dramatise the tensions and
problems, present in the social background at the time they were produced. For this reason,
I would like to briefly mention the relevance of the role of cultural studies when applied to
this kind of cinematic production.

Basing his overview of the contemporary field of cultural studies on Raymond
Williams’s concept of ‘culture’ as texts and practices of everyday life (1977: 16-20), John
Storey admits that in the realm of cultural studies, ‘culture’ is defined ‘politically rather
than aesthetically’ (2002: 2). Storey explains that British cultural studies are grounded on
two Marxist assumptions. The first is the conception that a proper analysis of a cultural text
or practice should be inserted in its “social and historical conditions of production and

consumption’. Consequently,

history and culture are not separate entities [...]. History and text/practice are inscribed in each other

and are embedded together as part of the same process. Cultural studies insists that culture’s

importance derives from the fact that it helps constitute the structure and the shape of history (2002:

3).

The second premise taken from Marxism is the fact that capitalist societies present
internal and unequal divisions in terms of ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and class lines.
According to this hypothesis, culture becomes the site where all these divisions struggle to

be represented and contested. In Storey’s words: “culture is a terrain on which there takes

place a continual struggle over meaning, in which subordinate groups attempt to resist the

% For the reasons mentioned above, | will not analyse in depth — although I will made reference to — other less
successful films made at the time such as The Deceivers (Meyer, 1988) and Kim (Davies, 1984). Because my
study narrows down to Raj Films, that is, productions set in the imperial past in India, nor shall I be including in
my analysis, White Mischief (Radford, 1988), a film set in colonial Africa.
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imposition of meanings which bear the interests of dominant groups. It is what makes
culture ideological’ (4).

Storey then draws on the concept of ideology as taken from Gramsci’s notion of
hegemony as a form of consensus between dominating and dominated social groups. The
question is thus to interpret and elicit the competing meanings that are articulated in a
cultural text or practice (4). In ‘Encoding and Decoding’, Stuart Hall explains the process
of communication in terms of the articulation of meanings in the code and the context

within which the message is transmitted:

The apparatuses, relations and practices of production thus issue, at a certain moment (the moment
of ‘production/circulation’) in the form of symbolic vehicles constituted within the rules of
‘language’. It is in this discursive form that the circulation of the ‘product’ takes place. The process
thus requires, at the production end, its material instruments, - its ‘means’ — as well as its own sets of
social (production) relations — the organization and combination of practices within media
apparatuses. But it is in the discursive form that the circulation of the product takes place, as well as
its distribution to different audiences. Once accomplished, the discourse must be translated —
transformed again — into social practices if the circuit is to be completed and effective, If no
‘meaning’ is taken, there can be no ‘consumption’ [...]. We must recognize that the discursive form
of the message has a privileged position in the communicative exchange (from the point of view of
circulation), and that the moments of ‘encoding’ and ‘decoding’, though only ‘relatively
autonomous’, in relation to the communicative process as a whole, are determinate moments (1986:
128-9; italics in original).

Hall therefore highlights the importance of the context in the articulation of
meanings in the process of communication of cultural practices. Moreover, he argues that
representation of discursive ‘knowledge’ is never transparent but grounded in consensual
codes. These codes can be so widely distributed in a culture or society — and learned at so
early an age — that they seem to be ‘naturally’ given and thus lose their consideration as
‘artificial’ cultural products. In this case, ‘codes have been profoundly naturalized’ in a
process that conceals the ideological effects that the meanings these cultural practices may
convey (1986: 132; italics in original).

An important issue Hall adds is that for all this process of ‘naturalisation’ of the

codes, meanings are by no means fixed. On the contrary, they are subject to contextual

fluidity, because, at the connotative level of the sign, ‘situational ideologies alter and
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transform signification” (133). This leads to Hall’s insistence on the multiplicity of
meanings a sign can confer, a theory he develops out of Volosinov’s notion of
‘accentuation’. A sign is open to accentuations, that is, the acquisition of different
meanings in determinate situational contexts, which provokes a struggle over meanings in
language and representation. Hall retakes Volosinov’s theory and coins the concept of
polysemy in the context of textual representation of cultural practices. According to him,
polysemy refers to the different meanings — or ‘accents’ — a text may convey, yet it does
not mean that it entails random plurality. It is at this point that Hall introduces the concepts
of dominant, negotiated and oppositional meanings. The dominant or preferred meanings
are those that ‘the institutional/political/ideological order imprinted in them and have
themselves become institutionalized” (134). The negotiated position ‘acknowledges the
legitimacy of hegemonic positions to make the grand significations (abstract), while at a
more restricted, situational (situated) level, it makes its own ground rules — it operates with
exceptions to the rule’ (137). Finally, the oppositional code ‘detotalized the message in the
preferred code to retotalize the message within some alternative framework of reference’
(138).

This polysemy that is present in every cultural text and practice derives from
Raymond Williams’ analysis of dominant, residual and emergent features to be found in a
cultural organisation. The dominant or ‘effective’ system could be defined as the
hegemonic dominance of certain meanings and values that suit the interests of the groups
in power at any given historical moment. This concept would correspond to Hall’s
‘dominant’ or ‘preferred readings’ in the textual representations of the culture under study.
Residual practices are, according to Williams, those ideas, attitudes and ideologies formed
in the past but “still active in the cultural process, not only and often not as an element of

the past, but as an effective element of the present (1988: 122). In contrast, ‘emergent’
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cultural elements correspond to the ‘new meanings and values, the new practices, new
relationships and kinds of relationships [that] are continually being created” (123). It is
difficult, Williams acknowledges, to differentiate between novel elements driven out of an
evolution of the dominant culture, and those emergent practices as alternative or
oppositional to hegemonic standards. In any case, culture is a site of incessant struggle
over cultural practices, meanings and representational strategies, together with their
representations in cultural products. In the analysis of both the British socio-cultural
context and the selected corpus of films, | shall attempt to draw out those polysemic
meanings that once prevailed and those dramatised in the contemporary filmic
representations of the imperial past, in terms of gender, class, ethnicity and national
identity.

Given that, from a cultural studies perspective, culture is invariably understood in
the broad sense of ‘the practice of everyday life’, such a viewpoint automatically
encompasses the notions of *high’ and “popular’. This perspective does away with the
Arnoldian division between *Culture’, with capital letters, referring to ‘the best that has
been thought and said’ and ‘anarchy’, or ‘lack of culture’ which was associated with
popular culture or with social practices of the working classes (Storey, 1994: 49). This
division still prevails when cultural practices that are envisaged as mass-consuming
products, and thus closely related to ‘popular culture’, are disregarded from academic
analysis in favour of what is considered to be as ‘good’ or ‘high’ art. On this view, the
screen productions | propose to study in this dissertation belong to the realm of popular
culture or, more concretely, to what Douglas Kellner labels as ‘media culture’. Kellner
emphasises the importance of including a cultural approach to media studies in the
academy since, as he argues, a cultural studies slant enables the exploration of issues of

identity construction in society. In his own words:
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Media culture provides the materials out of which many people construct their sense of class, ethnicity
and race, of nationality, of sexuality and of ‘us’ and ‘them’. Media culture helps shape the prevalent
view of the world and deepest values: it defines what it is considered good or bad, positive or negative,
moral or evil. Media stories and images provide the symbols, myths and resources which help
constitute a common culture for the majority of individuals in many parts of the world today. Media
culture provides the materials to create identities whereby individuals insert themselves into
contemporary techno-capitalist societies and which is producing a new form of global culture (1998:
1).

By linking the study of media culture with Hall’s notion of polysemy, Kellner concludes that

such a study seeks to explore:

the ways that contemporary media culture provides forms of ideological domination that help to
reproduce the current relations of power, while also providing resources for the construction of
identities and for empowerment, resistance and struggle. | argue that media culture is a contested
terrain across which key social groups and competing political ideologies struggle for dominance and
that individuals live these struggles through the images, discourses, myths and spectacle of media
culture (2).

In order to elicit the struggle over representation and the competing meanings that

media texts provide, Kellner advocates a cultural method that is critical, multicultural and

multiperspectival (4), which involves ‘border crossings across disciplines from text to

context, and thus from texts to culture and society’ (28). This approach enables a wider

perspective on cultural media texts so that preferred, negotiated and oppositional meanings,

to use Hall’s terms, can be elicited.

Kellner also points to the fact that culture is being turned into a commodity in most

capitalist societies, a development that has important consequences for the study of the

media:

First of all, production for profit means that the executives for the culture industries attempt to
produce artifacts that will be popular, that will see or, in the case of radio and television, that will
attract mass audiences. In many cases, this means production of lowest common denominator
artifacts that will no offend mass audiences and that will attract a maximum of customers. But
precisely the need to sell their artifacts means that the products of the culture industries must
resonate to social experience, must attract large audiences, and must thus offer attractive products,
which may shock, break with conventions, contain social critique, or articulate current ideas that
may be the product of progressive social movements.

Thus, while media culture largely advances the interest s of the class that owns and controls large
media conglomerates, its products are also involved in social conflict between competing groups and
articulate conflicting positions, sometimes advancing forces of resistance and progress.
Consequently, media culture cannot be simply dismissed as a banal instrument of the dominant
ideology but must be differentially interpreted and contextualized within the matrix of the competing
social discourses and forces which constitute it (17).
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This is precisely what | intend to demonstrate in this dissertation, through the study of
Raj filmic productions in the Thatcherite context of the 1980s. Even though most of the films
to be analysed belong to the mainstream branch of cinema and bearing in mind that the
producers’ ultimate goal was to make profit out of the fashionable heritage industry and the
return to the splendorous British imperial past, my aim is to elicit other competing meanings
out of the dominant discourses of the 1980s. In other words, my intention is to explore to
what extent the struggle for representation in those screen fictions reflects the competing
dominant, residual and emergent discourses in a multicultural British society of the 1980s.

In Reinventing Film Studies, Christine Gledhill also locates contemporary film
studies in an interdisciplinary realm in order to deepen the analysis that can be made of
cinematic productions: ‘Film studies reinvents itself by intersecting with neighbouring
disciplines — media studies, cultural studies, visual culture — in an engagement with film as
popular and mass culture’ (2000: 1). In Gledhill’s book, Bill Nichols underlines the
importance of visual culture within the space of media and cultural studies. He bases his
theory on Saussure’s definition of ‘signs’ as resulting form an arbitrary association
between signified and signifier. According to Saussure, any sign-system of communication
is contextually contingent, in other words, signs are parts of apparently stable but

ultimately moving sing-systems (Pope, 1998: 126). On these grounds, Nichols states that:

The concept of visual culture signals the importance of both culture and the visual to contemporary
theory. The importance of visual culture corresponds to the importance of multiculturalism, or
identity politics, where the struggle to bring diverse, potentially incompatible, identities into being
entails an effort to give visual representation to what had been previously homogeneized, displaced
or repressed (2000: 38).

Nichols then draws on the issue of visual representation as crucial in the intersection of

cultural and film studies fields. In his own words:

Representation is a term that bears much of the burden of mediating the relationship between
symbolic forms of communication and the social or historical context in which they occur or to
which they refer [...].Representation makes possible fetishism, as we invest in the representation
what we would have invested in that for which it stands, and misrepresentation, as the recourse to
signs allows deceptions and confusions to occur. Both misrepresentation and misunderstanding
inevitably arise when what a representation stands for is itself a social construct, open to
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permutation. Signifiers, the material signs we attend to, do not invariably correspond either to fixed

signifieds, the meanings we associate with them, or to precise referents, the things they refer to

outside their own code or language. The emphasis on one possible signified may be at the expense

of other, suppressed signifieds (43-44).

Nichols concludes that the signifying system in cinema engages with the ‘endless
chains of discourse that constitute a culture’ (44) and points to the fact that this type of film

study, carried out within the contextual realm of culture, is not only formal but political:

The ‘remains’ of the referent, no matter how tattered or mediated, function to affirm distinctive
qualities to the historical world, to anchor signification to beliefs and to orientate subjectivity toward
possible action. A multiplicity of referential ‘remains’ are quite commensurate with different,
multicultural ways of seeing: theorizing how such frameworks correspond with one another and with
what degree of compatibility, though, calls for a stress on comparative methods that have been slow
to arise in relation to an identity politics that emphasizes the autonomy and often the insularity of
one group from another (44).

According to Simon During, the field of cultural studies was born as ‘an engaged
form of analysis’ which ‘worked in the interests of those who have fewest resources’

(1994: 1-2). In the same way, he also considers that:

Most individuals aspire and struggle the great part of their lives and it is easy to forget this if one is
just interpreting texts rather than thinking about reading as a life-practice. Cultural studies insists
that one cannot just ignore — or accept — division and struggle (During, 1994: 2).

Similarly, Chantal Cornut-Gentille and Felicity Hand state that:

Postmodern cultural analysis is more aware than ever of the irreductible diversity of voices and
interests, while, at the same time, it also recognizes the increasingly globalized forms which seek to
harness, exploit and even curtail — this diversity (1995: 14).

Cultural studies have thus become ‘the voice of the other, the marginal in the
academy’ (During, 1994: 17). This contains within it a double meaning, in that, on the one
hand, these marginal voices come from the cultural productions made by people considered
to belong to the ‘other’” group. On the other hand, this marginality may appear in the form of
dissenting voices within the mainstream discourse because of the polysemic meanings
inherent in all cultural practices. Hence, despite the visual splendour of the past exhibited in

the Raj Revival films, the spectator is nevertheless able to perceive the dissenting voices of
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marginalized characters. As commented before, in these films, the marginal groups are
embodied mainly by female and non-white characters.*

Gender and ethnic relations are therefore crucial for the understanding of our
society and its cultural productions. The Raj films, when analysed through the perspective
of gender and race, not only appear as nostalgic white patriarchal productions, but also as a
‘black’® and female revisionism of the, until then, dominant historical perspective. In this
sense, it is worth taking into account Bhabha’s conception of the prefix ‘post’ when

applied to different social discourses in today’s society:

If the jargon of our times —postmodernity, postcoloniality, postfeminism — has any meaning at all, it
does not lie in the popular use of the ‘post’ to indicate sequentiality — after-feminism; or polarity —
anti-modernism. These terms that insistently gesture to the beyond, only embody its restless and
revisionary energy if they transform the present into an expanded and ex-centric site of experience
and empowerment (1994: 4).

Cultural studies, is therefore an important tool in the analysis of cultural
productions — particularly media culture artefacts — in the post-colonial world, which is
constantly challenged by the paradoxical mixture of ideas regarding globalisation,
hybridisation and the preservation of national identities. In the study of the political and
social implications of media productions, films appear as relevant objects of analysis
because they both reflect and construct the dominant and dissenting voices that form part
of society. My methodological approach will therefore be interdisciplinary. Hence, all the
contextual background will be built out of the theories of post-colonial studies critics such
as Homi Bhabha, Edward Said, Gayatri Spivak and Stuart Hall, as well as the work of
political theorists such as Hugo Young, lan Gilmour, Samuel Brittan and Ivor Crewe
among others. For issues of history, historiography and the heritage phenomenon, | shall

rely mainly on Frank Ankersmit, Hayden White, Edward Carr, Raphael Samuel and John

* According to Stuart Hall, feminism and the questions of race became two real ruptures in the work of the
Centre for Contemporary Cultural studies because both opened the question of the personal as political and the
understanding of power relationships, together with the rewriting of history from different perspectives (1992:
282-283).

> | write ‘black’ between inverted commas because | used it as a culturally constructed category meaning ‘non-
white’.
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Corner and Sylvia Harvey. As regards film studies, I will follow the analysis proposed by
Rick Altman, Celestino Deleyto and Steve Neale, as well as Richard Dyer’s and Salman
Rushdie’s own interpretations of the films under study.

In the first chapter of this dissertation my aim is to present an overview of the
concept of identity from a psychological, social and political perspective, each approach
then serving as theoretical background for the study of ethnicity, gender and class in the
contemporary context of globalisation. The first section will explore the issue of
globalisation and the emergence of contemporary ‘hybrid societies’. The notion of
‘hybridity” itself will be shown to be an artificial construct cultural construction that, just
like identity, is based on empty categories. However, such categories are necessary for the
individual to cohabit in a world based on social structures (Derrida, 1979: 212). Broadly
speaking, | will try and contextualise in this chapter the paradoxical nature of post-colonial
globalised societies which present a high degree of cultural contact and hence the
possibility of the emergence of new hybrid relationships that undermine former power
structures in what Homi Bhabha labels ‘third space’. Nonetheless, I will also explore the
other side of the argument which can be briefly summarised as economic globalisation
provoking inequalities and cultural contact through immigration that in turn fuel ethno-
nationalist passions. Multiculturalism, in the heat of these ethno-nationalist passions, is
regarded by some groups as causing the dissolution of well-founded traditional identities
rather than as an opportunity for new enriching inter-cultural exchanges.

The second section of the chapter deals with the actual formation of cultural
identities, from a psychological and social point of view. I will focus on aspects of identity
related to issues of ethnicity. After a brief outline of the historical formations of ‘race and
racism’ the concepts will then be related to the issue of miscegenation and the

intermingling of gender and ethnicity. Class and nationality will also be discussed as
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important notions in the cultural portrayal of interethnic relationships, both in the colonial
and post-colonial periods. After the general view of the concepts associated with identity
and hybridity, a special sub-section will then be devoted to the question of ‘Britishness’
and how the British Isles can be considered as having been multicultural from their very
conception, thus putting to the test any essentialist definition of Britishness. Finally,
drawing on the notions of national identity construction, in the third part of the chapter I
will analyse British immigration policies in a post-colonial context and demonstrate the
extent to which these policies reflect contemporary anxieties on identity construction.

Both the historical and social overviews, as well as the theorisation of notions of
identity and hybridity, will provide the background for my contextual analysis of the 1980s
in the following chapter, and likewise for the subsequent analysis of the polysemic
meanings in the filmic productions to be studied as examples of the competing residual,
dominant and emergent discourses at stake in these visual cultural texts. The second
chapter, then, focuses more particularly on the period that has come to be called the
‘Thatcher era’. After a brief analysis of the main Thatcherite policies and the economic and
social changes brought about by the Conservatives to the country, | then concentrate on
issues of immigration policies and the economic, social and cultural implications of the
breaking up of the Empire.

As a means of revitalising the damaged economy of the nation, Mrs Thatcher
advocated the implementation of neo-liberalist measures based mainly on a free-market
economy. Bent on bringing about the recovery of Britain’s position of ‘greatness’ in the
international sphere, the Prime Minister created a populist discourse by re-fashioning those
past values so in vogue when the nation was the mother-country of a powerful empire. This
invitation to return to the good old “Victorian values’ had significant implications at the

level of multicultural hospitality — or “conviviality’, to use Paul Gilroy’s expression (2004:
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xi) — in the country, as it spurred certain sectors of the population to manifest new racist
views before the increasing presence of immigrants who had arrived from the former
colonies. New racism substituted the old biological assumptions that established a
hierarchy of human races based on skin colour, by a more subtle form of discrimination
which attributed racial tensions to incompatible cultural difference amongst people from
different parts of the world. Mrs Thatcher herself spoke of native British people’s natural
fears of being swamped by waves of foreigners invading the country — a vision of Britain
founded on Enoch Powell’s apocalyptic speeches on the immigration issue in the 1960s. In
order to “facilitate good race relationships’ among the different ethnic and cultural groups
living in Britain, the Conservative government enforced stricter immigration controls and
launched a campaign of law and order by backing the actions of the police force against
criminality. The new powers given to the police, which in theory were to benefit the public
at large, were felt by some to be specifically targeted against the poorer ethnic
communities. In these communities, which suffered the brunt of poverty and high levels of
unemployment, it could be said that criminal activity was rife precisely because of the
aggressive implementation of neo-capitalist measures. Tensions amongst the immigrant
communities began to rise, which, in the early part of the decade, gave way to waves of
race riots.

The Thatcher decade also saw the rise of problems in the ambit of arts and culture,
as artists — and intellectuals — believed their interests were being damaged by a free-market
economy that was increasingly exposing artistic freedom to commaodification. In the last
section of the chapter, | intend to explore the implications on the arts of both Thatcherite
economic measures and Mrs Thatcher’s ideological and moral crusade, and most
particularly the effect of conservative policies on the film industry. Apart from its

historically weal position vis-a-vis Hollywood, British cinema became even more
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vulnerable to the decline of audiences with the increase of the domestic presence of
television and VHS. In spite of its difficult situation the British film industry enjoyed a
‘renaissance’ in the 1980s which transcended national frontiers. Filmmakers, prompted by
the climate of the times and often driven to criticise the government, developed a
successful branch of social-realist films, not unfrequently with the help of Channel Four.
At the same time however, the international success of Chariots of Fire opened up a new
niche in the film industry of heritage productions that boomed throughout the decade. The
return to the past dramatised in these cinematic productions seemed to epitomise the
essence of Thatcherite values, as they seemingly converted the nation’s cultural heritage
into a commodity, while at the same time, they promoted a perception of British identity
based purely on an imagined homogenised white, upper-middle class of the past. Related
to the issue of the instability of contemporary cultural identities, John Hill points to the
relevance of nostalgia, as a tool that provides the ‘security of place and tradition’ in an
increasingly deterritorialised globalised world” (1999: 75). And yet, by drawing on Stuart
Hall’s theorisation of polysemic meanings | shall be demonstrating that, apart from that
‘preferred’ interpretation of the films, other ‘negotiated’ and even ‘oppositional’ meanings
can be elicited from these apparently nostalgic productions.

The third chapter will be entirely devoted to the analysis of the different meanings
that may be extracted from the cinematographic productions of the Thatcher decade.
Hence, after commenting on the appearance of the heritage industry and relating this boom
to its reflection in the filmic productions of the same term, | shall focus more particularly
on its main component, namely: history. Because the conception of ‘history’ is crucial to
the understanding of the heritage business, the next section will be dedicated to delineating
the different approaches of historiography through time. Given that the representation of

the historical past is likewise fundamental in the construction of identities, the analysis of
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who speaks about past events and how these events are selected and interpreted will be the
main target of analysis in the study of the Raj filmic productions, which re-enact the
imperial past ‘through the eyes of the present’ (Carr, 1983: 24).

In the last part of the third chapter | intend to narrow the focus of analysis and
concentrate on history as represented in the British films set in the past. | shall therefore
begin by contextualising British cinema and by offering an overview on the issues of film
genre, so that both heritage and Raj films may be set within the general background of
British national cinema. Interestingly enough, the notions of genre derived from the
theories of Derrida and Foucault (among others), point to the paradoxical impossibility of
creating fixed categorisations and the unavoidable human compulsion to order the world in
terms of generic categories in all realms of social experience. This hypothesis allows me to
connect the unstable and hybrid nature of any categorisation, alluded to in the first chapter
when deconstructing the notions of ethnicity and identity with the fluctuating nature of
cinema genres. To this end, | base this comparison on Rick Altman’s thesis on the fluidity
of cinema genres and the ever-changing character of nation as a constructed or imagined
community, to use Benedict Anderson’s definition (1991). What interests me especially is
Altman’s attention to the struggle between marginal and central categories, which brings
about a never-ending dialectical process that facilitates the evolution of both cinema and
society (1999: 204-5). The ultimate aim of this section is therefore to demonstrate that, as a
cultural practice, cinema does not merely reflect social realities, nor does it construct its
ideological discourses but, as part of a wider cultural system of representations, it refracts
society (Deleyto, 2003: 32-3).

Taking into account the associatios established between cinema and nation,
cinematic genres and social contexts, | start the last chapter by exploring the evolution of

the *masculine’ ‘adventure’ empire films of the 1930s and 1940s towards the more
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‘female-centred’ Raj productions of the 1980s. Basing my arguments on the struggle
between marginal and central elements and ideological discourses at stake in cinema
genres and society proposed by Altman, my aim is to show how those marginal and
negatively stereotyped characters that abound in early empire films gradually move centre-
stage — their troubled relationships becoming key components of the 1980s narratives. In
this respect, attention will focus on those rebellious heroines who try to establish new
relationships with Indian men, thus breaking dominant imperial patriarchal structures of
the time. Likewise, hitherto invisible or misrepresented ‘non-white’ colonised characters
acquire more relevance in the narratives. Portrayed as potential partners of the British
heroines, some Indian characters are given prominent roles in these films. They are
therefore endowed with a higher degree of psychological complexity than in previous
stereotypical representations or their characterisations offer an ironical distancing from the
way Orientals were depicted in earlier empire productions.

On the other hand, critics such as Salman Rushdie and Tana Wollen have
questioned such new empire fictions that portrayed a nostalgic vision of the past with a
splendorous and glamorous visual depiction of India as reinforcing Eurocentric
perspectives on the Eastern ‘other’ and thus perpetuating what Edward Said called
‘orientalist’ discourses. According to these critics, the films’ visual pleasure would
counteract any kind of criticism embodied by those marginal characters who had reached
central narratives. My aim here is therefore to explore how these cinematic screen fictions
deal with border-crossing, while simultaneously promoting Britain’s past ‘Greatness’ as
the main commercial asset.

Although gathered under the same label of Raj fictions, due to their shared topic,
setting and time, the screen productions | have chosen for analysis also present

conspicuous differences, which is the reason | have decided to analyse them separately by



18 Filmic Representations of the British Raj

concentrating on the outstanding features they each present. | start with Attenborough’s
Gandhi as it was the first Raj film to become an international blockbuster and critically
acclaimed film. Since it is the only screen production not to be adapted from a fictional
novel, but an attempt to represent ‘real’ history, | concentrate on issues of the subjective
re-enactment of the past and on how manipulative the selection and interpretation of events
can result, especially when presented in a quasi-documentary style format that leads
spectators to view or perceive the screen as a transparent window on to the past.

Next comes a brief introduction on the question of literary adaptations, previous to
a close analysis of Ivory’s Heat and Dust and Lean’s A Passage to India. Both are films
that tackle the question of boundary-crossing in terms of gender and ethnicity. Both
likewise ultimately proffer the possibility of a “third space’ in which former dichotomies
preventing intercultural friendship and understanding could be erased.

After commenting briefly on the particularities of the television medium as opposed
to big screen productions, | end the chapter with the analysis of the two TV Raj serials, The
Far Pavilions and The Jewel in the Crown, produced and broadcast during the 1980s.
Without leaving aside the evident difference in their format, my examination of the serials
is directed at revealing how, for all the “biscuit-tin” iconography and realistic styles, they
are nevertheless vehicles for, or carriers of, conflicting meanings and ideological
discourses when set against the social and political background of the time.

To sum up, my chief objective in this dissertation is to explore the competing
meanings that texts re-visioning the past may offer to contemporary audiences desperately
seeking stability in a globalised world that is fast fomenting instability as the main feature
characterising increasingly ‘hybrid” societies. In the 1980s, memories of the imperial past
haunted identities in multi-ethnic, multicultural Britain, fuelling conflicting ideas and

discourses amongst groups and communities that had lived the transformation of a rigid
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colonial set-up into an ever-more fluid globalised *assemblage’. Against this background,
it would seem that the common denominator in these films is their, in general, positive
upholding of hybridity, as an emergent possibility which could serve to counteract these
discourses that revisit the past solely to maintain or re-create relationships of power that
still marginalise certain individuals in certain social contexts. In this respect, my interest in
approaching film studies from a cultural perspective is to adhere to the definition of
cultural studies as an ‘engaged and committed” form of analysis (Nelson, 1998: 274). From
this perspective, filmic representations are approached as refractions of social realities and
hence, their analyses aim to provide a better understanding of the complex associations
between centre and margins at work in the interconnected labyrinth of class, gender, race,

culture, ethnicity and national identities.
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1. COMING TO TERMS WITH IDENTITY AND
‘BRITISHNESS’: THE INCESSANT CONSTRUCTION AND
EROSION OF IDENTITY BOUNDARIES

‘Identity” is a complex concept that may refer to psychological, social, cultural, historical
issues often interrelated with questions of gender, class, race, ethnicity or nation. That is
why coming to terms with one’s identity — either individual or collective — is not an easy
task. Nonetheless, the matter of *identity” is crucial for the study and understanding of the
intricate set of relationships that connect or isolate, empower or marginalise the individual
and the world’s social structures. Bearing this in mind, what | propose to do in the present
chapter is to delineate those forces that contribute to the (re)shaping of cultural identities,
by focusing on colonial Britain and then on the more contemporary post-colonial context, a
necessary preamble for the subsequent study of the films to be analysed in this dissertation.

The chapter will begin with a discussion of those aspects that contribute to the
creation of contemporary ‘hybrid societies’, followed by an analysis of the notion of
‘hybridity” itself. After this brief contextualisation | shall then focus on the actual
formation of cultural identities, from a psychological and social point of view. This
section will centre on two aspects of ‘identity’, firstly on the construction of ‘race and
racism’ at a psychological and historical level and secondly, on the close relationship
between race and gender — also interrelated with class issues. In this respect, special
attention will have to be paid to the predicament of miscegenation. The analysis will then
be narrowed to the particular question of ‘British identity’. Finally, the last part of the
chapter will be devoted to the analysis of British immigration policies in a post-colonial
context and how these policies reflect contemporary anxieties concerning identity

construction.
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1.1.Globalisation, Migration and Hybrid Societies

Hybridity and conflict are two terms that are usually closely connected in most
contemporary societies. Technological and scientific developments, together with
important economic and political changes have been fundamental in reshaping the
notions of identity between and within different cultures. As a consequence, long-
standing identity boundaries — i.e. class, gender and race — are becoming less and less
fixed, allowing hybridity to occupy a prominent space in societies all around the world.
At the same time, tensions among those social communities may especially appear when
they feel their identity threatened by the new state of affairs, appear. In Stephen Castle’s
words, all the changes propelled by globalisation processes are ambivalent: ‘they offer
new horizons and possibilities of emancipation, but they can also lead to social and
psychological insecurity, and threaten feelings of identity and community’ (2000: 180).

As a means of understanding the revolutionary changes that are currently
affecting our world | propose to outline the main aspects of the phenomenon generally
considered to be responsible for these new developments, namely, globalisation. After
delineating the different factors that determine the globalised aspect of contemporary
societies, and connecting this phenomenon to that of mass migration, | will explore the
impact of these issues on British society, since both globalisation and migration have
become such crucial aspects of society that no cultural analysis of any country can
ignore them.

Trying to define the concept of globalisation is not an easy task, especially as it
does not describe a static social feature. On the contrary, globalisation refers to an
unfinished set of social processes which affect the whole world, albeit by no means in an
even way. Moreover, globalisation is characterised by its multidimensionality. In other

words, it is related to the economic, political, cultural, technological, ideological and
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ecological spheres of social life (Steger, 2003: 14). Consequently, several definitions of
the concept can be found depending on the emphasis given to the different dimensions
comprehended in this phenomenon.® In an attempt to summarize the different aspects of

globalisation in a comprehensive way, Manfred Steger describes it as:

A multidimensional set of social processes that create, multiply, stretch and intensify worldwide
social interdependencies and exchanges while at the same time fostering in people a growing
awareness of deepening connections between the local and the distant (2003: 13).

‘Pro-globalisers’ emphasize the irreversibility of the process and argue that the
economic, political and cultural convergence will be beneficial for all. Legrain, for
instance, admits that globalisation ‘has the potential to do immense good’ (2002: 11). He
refers to the leap in living standards in the North/Western countries since the Second
World War and mentions the possibilities of development for poorer nations boosted by
international bodies such as the UN, the World Bank and the World Trade Organisation
(WTO). In political terms he considers that the creation of projects such as the European
Union contributes to the economic and political stability of the member-states since EU
governments now ‘strive to work together rather than against each other. They enhance
their power by sharing it, rather than squander it through destructive rivalry’ (2002: 12).
Being no believer in the homogeneisation of the world through American cultural
products, Philippe Legrain also points to the cultural enrichment offered by
globalisation. He claims that migratory movements, together with technological
developments in communication, facilitate cross-border movements as well as the
mutual exchange of cultural goods and information in a world scale.

In contrast, ‘anti-globalisers’, blame the phenomenon of globalisation for the
dramatic growth of poverty and inequality between and within countries and complain

that this sweeping force only benefits the upper groups in society. Along this line of

® See Steger, 2003: 10; Macarov 2003: 102-119; www.globalisationguide.org/01.html
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thought, David Macarov considers that international organisations such as WTO, the
International Monetary Fund (IMF), the North American Free Trade Agreement or the
World Bank, aim to liberalise the economy through free trade and privatisation with the
unique ultimate goal of ‘profits — profits at all costs and regardless of consequences’
(2003: 104). As a result, he argues, governments are becoming less powerful — real,
effective power now lying at the hands of transnational corporations (TNC).” These
corporations usually take advantage of the political instability of less developed
countries to gain profit out of cheap labour conditions and inexpensive raw materials.®
Accordingly, the gap between rich and poverty-striken countries is rising dramatically as
is the difference between the wealthiest segments of society and the poorer ones in First
World, Western countries due to the depreciation of salaries and wages in Europe and
the USA (Macarov, 2003: 109).

Finally, at a cultural level, opponents of globalisation refer to the
‘McDonaldization’ of the world (Ritzer and Barber in Steger, 2003: 71-2). By means of
this term, they are alluding to the homogenisation of popular culture all around the world
as a result of the exportation of ‘the American principles of fast-food restaurant’, that is,
‘a soulless consumer capitalism that is rapidly transforming the world’s diverse
populations into a blandly uniform market’ (Steger, 2003: 73). Barber argues that this
cultural imperialism is provoking cultural and political resistance at the core of some
communities, and that, in some cases, it may even be an indirect cause of the rise of
religious fundamentalism and ethnonationalism (in Steger, 2003: 73). In the light of

these differing theories it could therefore be argued that the world-wide economic thrust

’ Macarov states that Multinational corporations ‘now account for between a quarter and a third of the
world’s output, 70% of world trade and 80% of direct international investment’ (2003: 103).

8 Macarov explains that in developing countries national governments do not have the power to regulate or
control these global corporations and this situation leads to corruption and bribery among the ruling elites.
This lack of normative is reflected in child labour, the ignorance of minimum wage laws and exploitation of
the worker as well as in the negative impact on the environment (2003: 110).
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that is leading to the disappearance of frontiers through easier and more profitable
relationships of trade, is simultaneously stimulating a reinforcement of religious and
nationalist ideologies in those regions and communities that are most fearful of losing
their traditional identities.

Migratory movements from less developed to richer countries are also
instrumental in reinforcing the cross-cultural impact on a world scale. Felicity Hand
states that ‘the history of humankind has been the history of migrations, enforced and
voluntary. If we trace histories back far enough, we are all products of the human
diaspora’ (1999: 97). Nonetheless, migratory movements seem to have acquired special
relevance in the last decades precisely because of the tension between the construction
and destruction of frontiers and boundaries in a global age.

According to Ruth Brown, historically speaking, in pre-capitalist societies
migratory movements were quite small, involving mainly traders and merchants. She
states that the growing phenomenon of ‘immigration went hand in hand with the
development of the capitalist system and the capitalist state” (Brown, 1995: 1). The slave
trade was apparently the first form of forced migration in history. And yet, as Brown
explains, after the abolition of the slave trade, migratory movements did not stop, since
workers travelled to escape poverty and unemployment in certain areas while
simultaneously meeting the demand for wage labour in urban centres of capitalist
expansion (1995: 2).

In the last decades, the growth of capitalism in the form of globalisation has
intensified the migratory movements around the world. According to Morley and
Robins, geographies are constantly being changed and re-shaped as a result of the
international restructuring of capitalist economies (2001: 24). Morley and Robins argue

that:

25
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Historical capitalism has, of course, always strained to become a world system. The perpetual
quest to maximize accumulation has always compelled geographical expansion in search of new
markets, raw materials, sources of cheap labour, and so on. The histories of trade and migration,
of missionary and military conquest, of imperialism and neo-imperialism, mark the various
strategies and stages that have, by the late twentieth century, made capitalism a truly global force
(2001: 25).

This explains why globalisation is such an uneven process, a phenomenon that is
bringing even greater amounts of wealth and high levels of benefits to already privileged
classes in the North, while other sectors in the Western world and — more acutely — in
other parts of the world suffer from increasing poverty and exploitation. In Krishan

Kumar’s words:

Globalisation creates or intensifies inequalities at every level of the world system. It is not an
even process. Driven as it is by the logic of capital accumulation, it has the well-known effect of
concentrating benefits in some parts of the world, largely the already ‘developed’ regions, at the
expense of other parts (1993: 83).

More and more, therefore, capitalist drives are ‘operating on an emergent global
level which over time are compressing the distances between peoples and places within
different societies, and which increase the sense that we live in a single world” (Warde,
2002: 13). Marshall McLuhan puts it more succinctly. He refers to this ‘bringing
together’” of distant cultures as ‘the global village’ (http://news.bbc.co; 17/2/04).

Morley and Robins explain the contemporary relationships of power among
countries by looking back at the colonial experience: ‘globalisation, as it dissolves the
barriers of distance, makes the encounter of colonial centre and colonized periphery
immediate and intense’ (2001: 25). Although, on some levels, this encounter results in
interesting and enriching intercultural exchanges the truth is that this same phenomenon
is also provoking confrontation and hatred as a result of the cultural dominance of some
communities over others, but more especially because of increasing economic

inequalities within these new multicultural societies.”

® Unfortunate examples of this economic and cultural implications of globalisation are Al Quaeda’s
terrorist attacks in New York in 2001 and the War on Iraq in 2003 at the beginning of the twenty-first
century (Chomsky, 2000: 11-13) — followed by the attacks in Madrid in 2004 and London in 2005. As
Paul Gilroy explains, ‘those events [9/11 and War on lIraq] have been widely interpreted as part of a
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Hence, two forces seem to be simultaneously at work in the shaping of cultural
identities in the contemporary globalised world. On the one hand, there is a tendency
towards the ‘conviviality’ of different cultures in cities all around the world.®® The
mixing of different races and peoples encourages an enriching multiculturalism in the
formation of new, always contingent, societies. On the other hand however, native
populations” misgivings or fear of ‘other’ foreign cultures concurrently leads to the
divisions being drawn between communities and, as a consequence, to a new
reinforcement of long-standing hierarchical conceptions of different civilizations.

In the analysis of these different forces shaping contemporary cultural identities
in the context of multiculturalism and globalisation it is necessary to pay attention to the

concept of “post-colonialism’. In Stuart Hall’s words:

We need to situate the debates about identity within all those historically specific developments
and practices which have disturbed the relatively ‘settled’ character of many populations and
cultures, above all with the processes of globalization, which | would argue are coterminous with
modernity and the processes of forced and ‘free’ migration which have become a global
phenomenon of the so-called ‘post-colonial’ world (1997: 4).

The phenomenon of migration from lesser to more developed countries is thus
forcing the Western metropole to confront ‘its postcolonial history, told by its influx of
post-war migrants and refugees, as an indigenous or native narrative internal to its
national identity’ (Bhabha, 1994: 6; italics in original). Following this argument it seems
only logical that, in order to understand the contemporary phenomenon of globalisation,

neo-imperialism and migration, attention must turn to the historical past:

The immigrant is now here because Britain, Europe, was once out there; that basic fact of global
history is not usually deniable. And yet its grudging recognition provides a stimulus for forms of
hostility rooted in the associated realization that today’s unwanted settlers carry all the
ambivalence of the empire with them. They project it into the unhappy consciousness of their
fearful and anxious hosts and neighbours. Indeed, the incomers may be unwanted and feared

conflict between contending civilizations. Indeed, the Bush administration’s ‘war on terror’ might be
thought of as having brought the slumbering civilizational giants of Christendom and Orient back to life’
(2004: 21)
19 Gilroy defines the term ‘conviviality’ as: ‘the processes of cohabitation and interaction that have made
multiculture an ordinary feature of social life in Britain’s urban areas and in postcolonial cities elsewhere’
(2004: xi).
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precisely because they are the unwitting bearers of the imperial and colonial past (Gilroy, 2004;
110).

Although Gilroy advocates that the figure of the postcolonial migrant must be
recognized within the context of the lost imperial past, he nevertheless advocates that
‘we need to conjure up a future in which black and brown Europeans stop being seen as
migrants’ (2004: 165). Even so, in many cases, the presence of immigrants is felt by the
host nations as a threat to the stability of the country — a feeling initially reflected in
attitudes of hostility and racism towards the newcomers and then towards the second
generation of immigrants who belong to a diasporic space between their parents’ country
and their own birthplace. As Kumar explains, in our contemporary globalised world, we
find both an upsurge of nationalistic feelings and an intensification of social and cultural
interconnections and exchanges (1993: 83). At its core, therefore, globalisation or the
expansion of the world market is causing a shift in the forms of human contact. Indeed,
the crisis in the processes of identity construction is itself becoming globalised.™*

Clearly, the cross-country — and cross-continental — economic and commercial
interconnections boosted by globalisation are also bringing about or generating
significant cultural and social permutations. For this reason, issues of identity beg
consideration. In the following section, therefore, identity will be presented as fomenting

both harmony and conflict or exclusion.

1.2.1dentity

The question of cultural identity is an important issue of debate in contemporary
societies all around the world, and even more so in Great Britain, given the profound

changes in the constitution of British society along the last decades. In Questions on

1 For a more detailed account of the paradoxes and contradictions of the phenomenon of globalisation related to
post-colonial migratory processes, see Castles, 2000:124-132.
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Cultural Identity, Stuart Hall highlights the social and cultural importance of such
concept. He argues that a sense of identity entails demarcations of inclusion and
exclusion: ‘identities can function as points of identification and attachment only
because of their capacity to exclude, to render “outside”, abjected’ (1997: 5, italics in
original).

A sense of identity is therefore dependent on the fluctuations of sameness and
difference. Identification with a certain group or community automatically implies the
existence of an ‘other’, someone who is different “from us’ and therefore cast outside the
— often imaginary — ambit of our community. Such a demarcation is imaginary because it
creates an illusory sense of homogeneity that erases the fragmentary, hybrid and criss-
crossing nature of identities. As Benedict Anderson famously noted, identification in
terms of i.e. ‘nation’ is imaginary since community members — those who feel this
shared sense of belonging — can never get to know all the other people who make up this
group labelled ‘nation’. Moreover, a sense of ‘national identity’ erases the inner
differences within the nation in terms of class, gender, sexuality or ethnicity, and the
varying degrees of ‘belongingness’, such as those whose identity is more strongly
attached to a particular region or locality than to the whole nation (1991: 6-7).

Another example would be the fictitious lines drawn in terms of racial or ethnic
identity. Who is included under the label of blackness or whiteness? The infamous ‘one
drop law’, for instance, identified as ‘black’ a person having inherited ‘one drop of black
blood’ in spite of an apparently Caucasian physique (Gardner, 2000: 4-8). Bearing this in
mind, it appears that the concept of identity is also closely linked to issues of power.

According to Laclau:

The constitution of a social identity is an act of power [...]. Derrida has shown how an identity’s
constitution is always based on excluding something and establishing a violent hierarchy between
the two resultant poles — man/woman, etc. What is peculiar of the second term is thus reduced to
the function of an accident as opposed to the essentiality of the first. It is the same with the black-
white relationship, in which white, of course, is equivalent to *human being’. ‘Woman’ and
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‘black’ are thus ‘marks’ (i. e. marked terms) in contrast to the unmarked terms of ‘man’ and
‘white’ (in Hall, 1997: 5).

In view of this, identities are no more than contingent artificial constructs based on
empty categories such as race, class, culture and nation, which include and exclude
people according to the interest of the dominant group (San Juan, 2002: 64).
Consequently, the faculty of exclusion in the construction of social identities is in itself
an act of power.*?

Lawrence Grossberg forwards two theories of identity construction: those of
difference and those of otherness. According to Grossberg, theories of difference are
those deriving strictly from a structuralist and post-structuralist approach; that is, identity
in this case is built up in terms of its relation with other identities; on the other hand,
theories of otherness construct ‘difference’ in terms of power structures, which are not
fixed but historically contingent. In other words, “difference, as much as identity, is an
effect of power’ (1997: 93-4). Accordingly, Grossberg agrees with Hall in his
conception of cultural identities as ‘a matter of “becoming” as well as of “being”’. This
means that individuals often try to base a sense of belonging in a certain community in
their common roots set in the past. However, at the same time, these individuals must
face the ever-changing identities in an unstable present: ‘Far from being eternally fixed
in some essentialised past, they are subject to the continuous “play” of history, culture

and power’ (1997: 52).

2 As Foucault stated, any kind of social association is imbued with relationships of power: ‘A society
without power relations can only be an abstraction. Which, be it said in passing, makes all the more
politically necessary the analysis of power relations in a given society, their historical formation, the
source of their strength or fragility, the conditions which are necessary to transform some or to abolish
others. For to say that there cannot be a society without power relations is not to say either that those
which are established are necessary or, in any case, that power constitutes a fatality at the heart of
societies, such that it cannot be undermined’ (1982, http://foucault.info/documents/foucault.
power.en.html).


http://foucault.info/documents/foucault.%20power.en.html
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Viewed in this light, the paradoxical events that are occurring under the shadow
of globalisation could be explained through an understanding of the processes at work in
the construction of social identities. As stated at the beginning of this chapter, in the
globalised world at the turn of the twenty-first century, two fundamental processes seem
to be converging: the gradual emergence of an international economic order and the
inexorable spread of multiculturalism. Paradoxically, these phenomena are also
provoking two contrasting trends affecting the construction of identities. Firstly, there is
a tendency towards the creation of new hybrid identities or rather a liminal space that
opens new possibilities for the ‘conviviality’ of different or fragmented identities
hitherto relegated to the marginalised spheres of ‘in-betweenness’.™® This niche that
breaks with the rigid either/or dichotomy of identity construction is what Homi Bhabha

calls “third space’:

The importance of hybridity is not to be able to trace two original moments from which the third
emerges, rather hybridity to me is the ‘third space’ which enables other positions to emerge. This
third space displaces the histories that constitute it, and sets up new structures of authority, new
political initiatives, which are inadequately understood through received wisdom [...]. The
process of cultural hybridity gives rise to something different, something new and
unrecognisable, a new area of negotiation of meaning and representation (Bhabha in Rutherford,
1990: 211).

Hall places the concept of hybridity in the realm of ‘diaspora identities’. He
refers to Afro-Caribbean peoples in particular who, as he explains, have constructed
their heterogeneous identities through a process of migration and dislocation that has
compelled them to a continual production and reproduction of themselves through
incessant transformation and difference (1997: 58). Such a definition of ‘diaspora
identities’ is equally applicable to the hybrid condition of many contemporary cultural
identities that may lead to apositive outcome of harmonious co-habitation.

The other trend affecting identity construction derives from the ever more intense

ethno-nationalist passions in both developed and developing countries (Kumar, 1993:

3 Lawrence Grossberg defines hybridity as ‘subaltern identities existing between two competing identities’
(1997: 91).
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82-5). In other words, while some ethnic groups are increasingly exerting their rights to
greater private and public recognition of their identities or permitting identities to criss-
cross and merge, other sectors, dismayed by the growing pluralising of society, are
vindicating the historical exclusivity of their nationhood and culture, basing their claims
on an essentialist notion of identity that leaves no room for hybridity.**

Crucial to the comprehension of how discourses on race and racism are
developed is the understanding of the psychological dimension in the construction of
identity and ‘otherness’. Lola Young relies on Lacan’s theory of the mirror stage to
explain the origins of racist attitudes.’> As she explains, the moment the child becomes
aware of the difference between her/himself and the world, s/he experiences anxiety
because of her/his loss of control over her/his needs and desires. Automatically, these
anxieties are repressed as the child splits the “self” and the world: *The “good” self was
originally in control of everything and thus free from anxiety; the “bad” self has no
control over the infant’s environment and is prone to suffering apprehension’ (1996: 31).
Simultaneously, the world, as the ‘not I’ and therefore as ‘the other’ is divided into the
absolute categories of good and evil. This division of the self and the other has important
implications when applied to notions of race and ethnicity.

In his article on race and psychology, Michael Rustin accounts for the
construction of racism as the empty category which is filled by the °‘schizoid
mechanisms’ of the mind. Melanie Klein further defines the schizoid mechanisms of the

human mind by presenting it a paranoid and irrational splitting of objects into loved

4 Grossherg labels the two current trends in identity construction as the essentialist tenor and the anti-
essentialist one, the former pointing to a common origin or structure — which tries to ‘discover the
“authentic” and “original” content of the identity’, and the latter underlying the relational and incomplete
nature of identities, thus denying ‘the existence of authentic and originary identities based on a universal
shared origin or experience’ and dependent ‘upon its difference from, its negation of, some other term’
(1997: 89).

!> For a detailed account of the construction of the individual’s identity in the ‘mirror stage’ see Lacan, ‘Le
stade du miroir comme formateur de la fonction du “Je” telle qu’elle nous est révélée dans I’experiénce
psychoanalytique’ (1966: 89-97)
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items and hated ones. As she states, these mechanisms include: ‘the suffusion of thinking
processes by intense, unrecognized emotion, confusion between self and object due to
the splitting of the self and massive projective identification, and hatred of reality and
truth’. (Klein in Rustin, 2004: 187). According to Rustin, such mechanisms imply an
irrational projection onto ‘the other’ of the hated - or socially unacceptable - attributes of
the self. In this way, ‘the effect of getting rid of bad feelings into the other is to allow the
self to perceive itself as wholly good” (2004: 189). Rustin concludes that the
unconscious mental processes of the mind in the identity formation of the individual
interact with social processes to constitute categories of inclusion and exclusion (2004:
193).

Transposing this argument from the self to the group or community, it appears
that dominant sectors in society can only assert their superiority and authority by
rejecting those who do not belong in their group, on the basis of their bad, negative,
‘hated’ qualities. As regards the racial question, the identification of a subject as black or
white has further implications. If blackness is the excluded ‘marked term’ in the
identification process, then whiteness erects itself as no particular quality or colour, but
as the invisible norm. According to Richard Dyer, ‘white is no colour because it is all
colours’. Consequently, ‘white domination is reproduced by the way that white people
“colonise the definition of normal”” (1993: 142).

Moreover, traditional Western ideology has attributed very specific connotations
to this colour dichotomy. Following the Judeo-Christian use of ‘white and black to
symbolize good and evil’, whiteness is associated with “order, rationality, rigidity’, and
blackness with ‘disorder, irrationality and looseness’ (Dyer, 1993: 145). Seen in this
light, ‘otherness’ is therefore necessary for the dominant identity to exist, and fixed

meanings and stereotypes are imposed on these ‘others’ in order to control them.
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Magnifying the argument still further, the East is by logic a Western construction
that defines itself against a distinct ‘other’. This is what Edward Said called

‘Orientalism’. In his own words:

The Orient is an integral part of the European material civilization and culture. Orientalism
expresses and represents that part culturally and even ideologically as a mode of discourse with
supporting institutions, vocabulary, scholarship, imagery, doctrines, even colonial bureaucracies
and colonial styles (1985: 2; italics in original.)

According to Said, the West has constructed a discourse regarding the Oriental
‘other’ that is politically and ideologically at the service of Western various interests. He
gives three definitions of the term Orientalism. In the first place, in an academic sense,
‘Orientalism’ refers to the institutions and scholars that are devoted to the study of the
‘Orient’; secondly, Orientalism can be understood, in a more general sense, as ‘a style of
thought based upon an ontological and epistemological distinction made between “the
Orient” and (most of the time “the Occident”)’. And thirdly, a historical and material
meaning of Orientalism can indicate ‘a Western style for dominating, restructuring and
having authority over the Orient’ (1985: 2-3).

Orientalism is therefore a multi-dimensional concept that constructs and
comprises the ‘otherness’ of Eastern territories and peoples through the Western lens.

Accordingly, as Said states:

...without examining Orientalism as a discourse, one cannot possibly understand the enormously

systematic discipline by which European culture was able to manage — and even produce — the

Orient politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically and imaginatively during

the post-Enlightenment period (1985: 3).

Over and above all these areas of dominance, there is, Said adds, a conspicuous
political dimension that works in the interests of the Western construction of the Orient.
As a consequence, the analysis of Orientalism gives more information as to the very

creator of such a discourse than about the objectified Orient itself:

. a distribution of geopolitical awareness into aesthetic, scholarly, economic, sociological,
historical, and philological texts; it is an elaboration not only of a basic geographical distinction
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(the world is made up of two unequal halves, Orient and Occident) but also a whole series of
‘interests’, which, by such means as scholarly discovery, philological reconstruction,
psychological analysis, landscape and sociological description, it not only creates but also
maintains; it is, rather than expresses, a certain will or intention to understand, in some cases to
control, manipulate, even to incorporate, what is a manifestly different (or alternative and novel)
world [...]. Orientalism is — and does not simply represent — a considerable dimension of modern
political-intellectual culture, and as such has less to do with the Orient than it does with ‘our’
world (1985: 12).

In his analysis of power relations and cultural identities in a colonial and post-
colonial context, Hall further contends, as Said did, that non-white colonial subjects
were not only constructed as ‘the other’, but were forced to experience themselves as
‘other’:'® “Every regime of representation is a regime of power formed, as Foucault
reminds us, by the fatal couplet “power/knowledge”. But this kind of knowledge is
internal, not external’ (1997: 52).*'

Closely related as they are to discourses of power, social constructions of identity
and ‘otherness’ help categorise individuals in a hierarchical order which is always
beneficial to the dominant group. With this in mind, it could therefore be argued that
‘race’ or ‘ethnicity’ are political categories. In Paul Gilroy’s words: ‘““Race” has to be
socially and politically constructed and elaborate ideological work is done to secure and
maintain the different forms of “racialization” which have characterise capitalist
development’ (1998: 38). In this respect, Gilroy argues that there is no single discourse

on race and racism but different racisms, which may vary depending on the social

formation or historical conjuncture (1998: 39).

% To make matters worse, the internalization of otherness also brings about anxiety, which in turn
becomes a burden for that already marginalised subject. This is what Frantz Fanon illustrates in his well
known explanation of the experience of the black colonial subject when confronted with the white man’s
gaze: ‘Et puis il nous fut donné d’affronter le regard blanc. Une lourdeur inaccoutumée nous oppresse
[...]- Dans le monde blanc I’homme de couleur rencontre des difficultés dans I’élaboration de son schéma
corporel. La conaissance du corps est une activité uniquement négatrice [...].

“Tiens, un négre!” C’était vrai. Je m’amusai.

“Tiens, un négre!” Le cercle peu a peu se resserrait. Je m’amusai ouvertement.

“Maman, regarde le négre, j’ai peur!” Peur! Peur! Voila qu’on se mettait a me craindre. Je voulus
m’amuser jusqu’a m’étouffer, mais cela m’était devenu impossible’ (Fanon, 1975: 89-90).
17 On Foucault’s theory on power and knowledge, see also: Rabinow, 1991: 51, 61, 258-272.
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On this view, racist events in contemporary multicultural British society are
imbued with a new perspicacity and at the same time sustained by ongoing cultural

beliefs of the past. Accordingly, Gilroy concludes that:

Though it arises from present rather than past conditions, contemporary British racism bears the
imprint of the past in many ways. The especially crude and reductive notions of culture that form
the substance of racial politics are clearly associated with an older discourse of racial and ethnic
difference which is entangled with the history of the idea of culture in the modern West (1992:
188).

In order to understand the construction of British identity in the present, it is
therefore fundamental to take into account those events and ideological discourses that

proved of crucial influence in the history of the country. As Hall states:

The past continues to speak to us. But it no longer addresses us a simple and factual ‘past’, since
our relation to it, like the child’s relation to the mother, is already ‘after the break’. It is always
constructed through memory, fantasy, narrative and myth. Cultural identities are points of
identification, the unstable points of identification or suture, which are made within the discourses
of history and culture (1997: 53).

Taking these views into account, the following section will centre on a brief
account of the origins and historical development of the various forms of racism and on

the construction of cultural identities in terms of nation and ethnicity.

1.2.1. ‘Race’ and Racism

In the following sections | will try to demonstrate that the concept of ‘race’ is an empty
category which has historically been used to preserve social privileges and maintain
oppressions. Naomi Zack’s asserts that ‘race if fictive’, especially given that “physical
variation among humans is too continuous to support anything like what society poses as

racial divisions’. Besides,

even though human groups are believed to have spent different amounts of time in a given time in
distinctive geographical areas, we are a migratory species, and there is no way to determine how
much ancestral time in a given place is enough to define racial membership in any a scientific
sense. Since there are no races in current biological understanding, there cannot be mixed races.
That is why it is not the case that we are all mixed (2004: X, xi).
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Following Zack’s reasoning, | shall be making use of the word ‘race’ when
referring to specific historical contexts. In other contemporary circumstances | will use
the term ‘ehtnicity’, which has come to replace the unfashionable and *politically
incorrect’ term ‘race’ (Weber, 1997: 17). | consider both expressions, however, equally
empty. The current belief in the fictional nature of the terms ‘race’ or ‘ethnicity’, though,
does not mean that they do not exist as a culturally constructed social categories with
pervasive and significant influence in contemporary social relations. Similarly, as
mentioned above, the term ‘hybridity’ could also be regarded as an empty term which
has nevertheless the power to undermine the artificial constructs that justify structures of
power and subordination.

The terms ‘race’ and ‘racism’ are therefore subjected to contingent historical
changes as well as to competing views within each epoch. In David Theo Goldberg’s

words:

Race, in this formulation, is ironically a hybrid concept. It assumes significance (in both senses)
in terms of prevailing social and epistemological conditions at the time, yet simultaneously
bearing with it sedimentary traces of past significations. Since 1500, then, race has been the
subject of intense political and epistemological contestation in and through which it has variously
assumed the symbolic power to colonize the prevailing terms of social interpretation, habit and
expression — to dominate, without quite silencing competing social discourses (1998: 81; italics in
original).

According to Goldberg, the concept of ‘race’ acquired its importance not only as
component of identity, subjectivity, dominance, but also as an object of study, scrutiny
and debate in the sixteenth century. This said, the origins of the racial question could be
traced as far back as the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and the advent of modernity
(Goldberg, 1998: 3; Fredrickson, 2003: 28). In the ancient Greek and Roman world, and
early in early Christian times discriminatory social practices were not based on the
grounds of skin colour. The Greeks made the distinction between civilised and barbarous
peoples according to their form of government. As Goldberg states, the main distinction

established between groups was a political one: ‘Hellenic democracy was contrasted
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with barbarian despotism and tyranny. The democratic state alone was deemed a free
one, the state where political relationships — and so the distinctly human virtues — could
flourish” (1998: 21).'® Hence, although the Greeks coined the term ‘xenophobia’ to refer
to the hatred felt against the foreign ‘other’, dark-skinned foreigners were not
systematically discriminated nor were they marginalised on the basis of their hereditary
lineage or biologically unchangeable characteristics.

For their part, the Romans extended their Empire by including citizens from
different ethnicities and nationalities. They also used war prisoners as slaves, regardless
of their skin colour. In the same way, early Christians extended their religion by looking
upon all the converts as God’s creatures, no matter whether they were Greek, Roman or
African (Fredrickson, 2003: 17). As Christianity spread across Europe, the Jewish
community became the first target of collective hatred and discrimination. They were
accused of the worst possible crime: the killing of Jesus Christ, and thus associated with
the forces of evil. Their sin was therefore hereditary. Even so, individuals could avoid
discrimination by converting to Christianity. In the same way, during the Crusades
hatred against infidel Muslims was widespread. Religious discrimination was grounded
on the Bible, which provided mythical basis to relate Muslims with a collective of
inferior lineage (Fredrickson, 2003: 28-31). The word of God also accounted for the
origins of dark skinned people by describing them as descendants of Ham, Noah’s son,
punished by the Lord with black skin after having watched his father naked while
sleeping (R. Young, 1996: 41).

According to Goldberg, it was in the late fifteenth century when the concept of
‘race’ emerged, as a consequence of the voyages of discovery and exploration of “‘new’

‘unknown’ lands which marked the beginnings of the European imperialist expansion.

18 \Women, who were considered to belong to an inferior status in society as slaves and barbarians, were the
only social group that could not escape discrimination as it was tied to their biological condition.
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The term was used to determine the relationships between the European colonisers and
the native populations they encountered (1998: 62). In other words, ‘race’ came to refer
to those peoples different in physical appearance and customs from the Europeans.

The term ‘race’ was closely linked with the notion of ‘root’, widely applied in the
classification of animals and plants, that is, a categorisation of individuals with common
origins and distinctive features. The colonial encounter thus charged the term with both
natural and social connotations. In other words, ‘race’ was used to refer either to a group
of living creatures — plants, animals or human beings — with common provenance and/or,
to a group with some features in common, which could be physical and/or cultural
(Goldberg, 1998: 63).

Lastly, in his study of the history of ‘race’, Goldberg establishes a connection
between the term ‘race’ and ‘lineage’ (1998: 63). ‘Race’, therefore, could be closely
associated with the notion of a family, and then, by extension, with societies linked by a
common political or religious ancestry. Friedickson argues that it is at the time of the
Spanish Catholic Kings that certificates of ‘purity of blood’ began to proliferate. Queen
Isabel and King Fernando conquered the Spanish Peninsula back from the Muslims and
declared that anyone Muslim or Jew should either convert to Catholicism or leave the
country. However the conversion of those Jews and Muslims who stayed in Spain was
constantly under suspicion and they were therefore marginalised. Consequently,
‘lineage’ or ‘race’ acquired more importance than religious beliefs at the time. The
proliferation of Biblical accounts of the origins of Jews and Muslims proliferated, the

former being described as Christ-killers, the latter as descendants of Ishmael.*®

9 In spite of the long-standing hostilities and conflicts among the different monotheistic faiths, Jews,
Christians and Muslims share relevant common origins. As Francis Robinson puts it: “Twenty-one of the
twenty-eight prophets mentioned in the Koran appear in the Christian Bible. Muslims are as familiar with the
stories of Jacob, Joseph and Job as any Christian. The Koran specifically recognizes the scriptures of
Abraham, the Torah of Moses, the Psalms of David, and the gospel of Jesus as books revealed by God. The
same angel, Gabriel, who came to Mary to announce her mission came to Muhammad to tell him to recite the
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In this sense, Fredrickson comments on the importance of the distinction made
between such non-Christian groups and the natives encountered in the new territories.
The former, labelled ‘infidels’, were those who descended from a lineage of non-
Christian believers and who rejected the Gospel; the latter were just ‘pagans’, that is,
those who had never been introduced to the word of God and consequently, could not be
blamed for their ignorance. Religious beliefs, though, were intermingled with different
economic, political, religious and scientific discourses and interests. Such situation gave
way to contradictory ways of behaviour as well as heated debates. In the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries, the first contacts between Spaniards and the native population of the
Canary Islands, opened up the debate on the “primitive’ inhabitants encountered. Natives
were at first regarded as ‘savages’ and therefore enslaved. Yet the Church protested,
considering them God’s creatures, that is, pagans who could be converted and thus
saved. That is why, those Canarians who survived the first incursion were integrated into
the Spanish culture through intermarriage, a practice that eventually became a distinctive
feature of the Spanish colonising enterprise in the American territories, later on
(Fredrickson, 2002: 35-9).

Intense debates were likewise kindled around the subject of the Native-
Americans, for they were apprehended as wild, non-rational, subhuman beings, only fit
for slavery — in the “natural’ hierarchy of domination of the superior civilisation over the
inferior ones. Or the native Americans were seen as pure, innocent, noble savages who

could be Christianised and assimilated into the far more ‘civilised’ Spanish culture

Koran. Muslims, Christians and Jews all look back to Abraham as the first prophet to receive revelation.
Muslims trace their lineage back to him, through Ishmael, the child of his servant wife Hagar, while
Christians and Jews do so through the son of his legal wife Sarah (1996: xix-xx). For the origins of Muslims
as descendants of Abraham — or Ibrahim — through Ishmael, see Newby, 2004: 181; Khouri, Hagemann,
Heine and Cannuyer, 1995: 13-5).
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(Goldberg, 1998: 25-6).° As colonialism advanced and other countries, such as Britain,
became more prominent in the imperialist enterprise, the meaning of ‘race’ gradually
became tinged with other discourses. During the Enlightenment, rational and scientific
convictions came to replace the importance of religious beliefs. Newton’s discoveries of
universal laws governing the cosmos urged scientists and philosophers to study Nature
and the classification of all living beings into hierarchical groups (Mason, 2000: 6). In
the early eighteenth century, Carolus Linnaeus, the founding father of taxonomy, applied
his method of classification in botany and zoology to humankind, dividing the human
species into different groups: Europeans, Americans, Indians, Asians and Africans
(Cashmore and Troyna, 1990: 34). This classification was mostly based on territorial
space, although the descriptions included physical appearance (Goldberg, 1998: 206).
The varieties of human beings listed were not initially ranked, although Linnaeus’
description of the homo europeus was more positive than that of the other groups.
Subsequently, Johann Blumenbach advanced another classification based on skin colour,
thus dividing humans into Caucasian or white, Mongolian or yellow, Malay or brown,
Ethiopian or black and American or red. For this part, the French naturalist, Georges-
Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, explained in his Histoire naturelle, générale et
particuliére (1749-1788) that it was the environment — the climate and geographical
particularities of the habitat — that accounted for the existing varieties of human beings,
reflected in their different physiology, skin colour and temperament. Even though these
scientists favoured the superior qualities of Caucasians, they were all in agreement as to
the various groups’ common origin that happened to develop in different ways according

to their original environment (Friedrickson, 2002: 56-8).

20 See Sepulveda’s and Las Casas’ contrasting views on the topic in Fredrickson, 2002: 36-7; Norton
Anthology of American Literature, 1994: 14-17).
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Increasing interest in evolutionary lineage compelled more scientists to develop
theories that accounted for human variety and classification. Pieter Camper advanced in
1770 the theory of skull measurement or craniology, further developed by Franz Joseph
Gall, whose work opened the way for the development of the scientific fields of
physiognomy and phrenology at the beginning of the nineteenth century. Generally
speaking, all these early investigations postulated that a connection existed between the
shape of the brain and facial features, as well as with the character, personality,
temperament, mental capacity and even the morality of the subjects under study. By
extension, ‘samples’ or prototypes of the species were codified and assigned a category
or variety. Needless to say, such studies were to prove instrumental in the appearance
and spread of scientific racism, especially since investigation results invariably found
that the Caucasian race was endowed with superior qualities in terms of beauty, mental
capacity and moral inclinations.

Very soon, the correlation black skin and incapacity for rational thought was
established as the unquestionable objective truth (L. Young, 1996: 41). During the
imperialist venture, it was also common belief that *progress’ entailed a steady evolution
from primitivism to ever-more advanced civilisation. In fact, already since the
Enlightenment, it was believed that ‘societies would progress forward by means of a
general, secular and unilinear process of social development’, thus Europe was viewed
as ‘far advanced and consequently, as playing a central role in this evolution because of
the high standard of civilisation already reached in these nations’ (Cornut-Gentille and
Hand, 1995: 7).

The status attained by different peoples helped establish a hierarchical division of

different social groups, Europe thus featuring as the topmost level of attainable progress.

21 See L. Young, 1996: 43; R. Young, 1996: 96, Smith, 1984: 194-201



Coming to Terms with Identity and “Britishness’ 43

This scale of classification was also applied within Western Europe, where fair skinned,
rational Northerers were considered superior to those dark-skinned passionate
Southeners. Outside Europe, a hierarchy was also maintained. Oriental peoples were
considered to enjoy a certain level of civilisation, language and culture, and were
consequently placed above Native Americans and Africans. Within the East, Arabs came
out top of the scale, as noble people but with too much imagination, followed by
Persians, who were viewed as good poets, while the Japanese decreed to be resolute but
stubborn. For their part, Indians and Chinese people were classified as grotesque and
monstrous savages due to their polytheism and ‘strange’ religious practices. Lastly,
African ‘negroes’ were deemed to be primitive, a-cultured peoples with no hint of
rationality and thus closer to animals than to rational white Westerners (Goldberg, 1998:
30-3).

Along part of the eighteenth centuries and the last quarter of the nineteenth
century, the consolidation of racist theories through science was mainly the result of
Western economic and political self-interest, developed out of both the exploitation of
slaves in the American plantations and empire building. As Robert Young puts it, ‘no
one bothered too much about the differences between races until it was to the West’s
economic advantage to profit from slavery or to defend it against Abolitionists’ (1996:
92).

Such an account points to the paradoxical existence of, on the one hand, a
pyramidal vision of peoples and, on the other, many Enlightenment philosophers’
commintment towards egalitarianism — which culminated in the ideals of equality,
liberty and fraternity during the French Revolution. Robert Young explains that it was
clear to all at the time that the revolutionary ideals on equality only applied to “fully

rational beings’, a collective from which the lower ranks of society and women in the
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Western world as well as the inhabitants of primitive, ‘other’ societies were excluded
(1996: 42). Jordan and Weedon clarify the paradox by relating it to Liberal Humanist
cultural values. They define the Liberal philosophy as ‘the belief in the inalienable rights
of the individual to realize him- or herself to the full’ and Humanism as ‘the belief in an
essential human nature and the power of reason to bring about human progress’ (1995:
23). Glenn Jordan and Chris Weedon connect these ideas with the nineteenth-century
Arnoldian notion of ‘Culture’ as the path to the individual’s self-realisation advocated by
Liberal Humanism. In other words, ‘Culture’ enables the realisation of ‘human nature to
the full by developing their intellectual and moral life’ (1995: 25). The key question here
is how profoundly ethnocentric the equation established between ‘culture’ and
‘progress’, with Western civilization and Liberal Humanist egalitarian ideas proved to
be. It is true that, on one level, the insistence on basic human rights and essential human
qualities shared by humankind have been very useful tools for the emancipation of
formerly excluded social groups. Nevertheless, the construction of a European identity,
though based on Liberal Humanist ideals, also brought about the hierarchical division of
‘other’ groups. As Jordan and Weedon state: ‘Europe’s self-image has consistently been
defined in opposition to a less civilised, non-European “Other™ (1995: 32).% In the
authors’s view, the contradiction between human rights and social divisions was solved
by means of certain discourses that justified the exploitation of ‘the other’ in the name of

Western economic and political development:

Liberal Humanist Culture assumes that whilst human nature is essentially the same everywhere,
some cultures are more developed than others. In privileging values that are bourgeois, Western,
white and male, it implies that it is cultural difference based on underdevelopment that makes
non-white societies different and European culture and intrinsically civilising force (1995: 59).

22 In Sartre’s words: ‘High-minded people, liberal or just soft-hearted, protest that they are shocked by this
consistency, but they are either mistaken or dishonest, for with us there is nothing more consistent than a
racist humanism since the European has only been able to become a man [i.e. a human] through creating
slaves and monsters’ (in Jordan and Weedon, 1995: 34).
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This ideology was backed by the rise of pseudo-scientific discourses that
confirmed the natural and social order of the world and accounted for the existence of
human diversity. David Mason explains that along the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, there was a tendency to link physical difference and different patterns of social
organization with the notion of hierarchy.?® The ‘primitive societies’ Europeans ran into
in the territories they conquered were seen as inferior when compared with the European
superiority especially in the technological and military spheres (2000: 5). Hence,
Europeans justified their domination of those supposedly inferior races or even species
(1996: 16-18). In the nineteenth century, J. C. Pritchard’s theory of racial difference
established a close relationship between race and culture: “The first people had been
black and identified the cause of subsequent whiteness as civilization itself. White skin
therefore became both a marker of civilization and a product of it’ (in Young, 1996:
35).

According to Robert Young, three historical events helped seal scientific theories
of racial difference and other popular forms of racism that all supported white
superiority: firstly, the Indian Mutiny in 1857, which brought in its train direct rule from
Britain on the Indian subcontinent after the defeat of the mutineers; secondly the debates
around slavery and abolition that developed before, and at the time of, the American
Civil War (1861-5), and finally the bloody Jamaica Insurrection at Morant Bay in 1865
that was mercilessly suppressed by Governor Eyre, and which provoked a political

debate in Britain on whether Governor Eyre should be prosecuted or not for exercising

2 The pervasive influence of such postulates even reached the twentieth century when these ‘scientific’
theories also served to back Nazism (Mason, 1995:5).

Taking into account how identity and the discourses on race are constructed, it is not difficult to
acknowledge the close relationship between culture and race. As Robert Young affirms: “Culture has always
marked cultural difference by producing the other; it has always been comparative, and racism has always
been an integral part of it: the two are inextricably clustered together, feeding off and generating each other.
Race has always been culturally constructed. Culture has been racially constructed’ (1996: 54).
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arbitrary power in repressing and executing the leaders of the revolt without a legal
process (R. Young, 1996: 92).%

Meanwhile, other political issues further confirmed a connection between race
and class. In the 1860s the Liberal Party, in its vindication of social equality, was
campaigning for the extension of the franchise to the lower classes. Ideas on
egalitarianism were soon extended to the notion of racial equality. According to Greta
Jones: “Liberals of the 1860s felt that the question of arbitrary government and political
and racial equality was indivisible. Their opinions on the black-white issue were
influenced, to a certain extent, by others more directly related to the questions within
Britain itself’ (1980: 140).

In the last decades of the nineteenth century all these events provoked heated
debates in British society while they also contributed to whipping up populist, jingoist
views of the civilising mission, economic bonus and political grandeur of the British
Empire. The growing interest in scientific inquiry and classification of the natural world,
together with profit-making and the political urge to dominate the world, further kindled
the debates on the case for and against empire building. The pseudo-scientific theories
that supported the creation of the empire and exploitation of other peoples often clashed
with religious stances and/or liberal advocators of free trade together with national and
individual liberty.

The background debate that had been raging since the turn of the ninettenth
century confronted defenders of monogenesis and polygenesis, the former postulating
the common origin of all human races, the latter convinced that the different races were
in fact different species. Those upholding the monogenic hypothesis based their ideas on

the Bible, with Adam and Eve as the founding parents of humankind. Christian groups,

%Some politicians and intellectuals such as Mill, Darwin and Huxley were in favour of Eyre’s prosecution,
while Carlyle and Ruskin, among others, were against it.
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especially Evangelicals and low-church faiths worked for the welfare of those
considered to belong to other ‘races’, since from their religious stance, there were just as
much “‘God’s creatures’, that is, descendants of Adam and Eve, as white people were.

Convinced that the pure origin of man was exclusively white and male,
monogenists tended to view other variations of human beings as deteriorations of this
ideal. Following this logic, non-white peoples were regarded as human beings that
belonged to inferior categories which, in view of monogenists, explained the physical
and psychical differences — features that departed from established canons of beauty and
entailed lesser mental faculties and deficient values. Convinced of the full humanity of
non-whites, monogenists defended abolitionist positions. However, they also advocated
that these peoples should be trained, educated and civilised into the superior Western
culture, and yet maintained in posts of servitude (R. Young, 1996: 101-2).

For their part, polygenists were whole heartedly in favour of slavery since, in
their view, ‘blacks’ belonged to a different species, and hence, were sub-human, closer
to the ‘apes’ than to ‘white human beings’.?® In other words, if dark races were not
totally human, then slavery, that is, free labour force, was perfectly licit, and so was the
usurpation of land from the natives. This was, for instance, the position defended by
James Hunt, president of the Anthropological Society in London and fervent advocate of
polygenesis (Jones, 1980: 141).

Polygenesis defendants also positioned themselves fiercely against
miscegenation. In their belief that different races meant different species, they regarded

racial mixing as un-natural as the sexual coupling between a human being and an animal.

% The roots of polygenic hypotheses go back to the seventeenth century, ‘pre-Adamist’ theories put
forward by Isaac de la Peyrere (1596-1676). He claimed that the Bible accounted for the origins of the
Jewish species with Adam, and later on, Christ’s followers were elevated over the Jews as the Chosen
People. Prior to Adam, de la Peyrére defended the existence of other people in a Hobbesian state of nature;
these people were supposed to be black and inferior, as a species in between the white descendants of
Adam and earlier beasts (Fredrickson, 2002: 52). La Peyrére had to renounce these ideas that were
considered heretic, yet this theory gave way to the polygenic views of the nineteenth century, when
‘science’ increasingly gained prominence over Biblical literal explanations of the natural world.


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1596
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1676
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Scientists who supportered this thesis, like the anthropologist Robert Knox, argued that
the unions between different races would eventually result in infertile offspring — a
living proof that whites and non-whites belonged to clearly separated species.
(Goldberg, 1998: 64; R. Young, 1996: 6 -16).

Against this background, it is hardly surprising that the notions of *hybridity’ and
‘miscegenation” were soon to become determinant nineteenth-century factors in the
theorisation of race and the construction of discourses on racism. In this respect, a
crucial figure in the consolidation of modern racism in Europe and its colonial territories
was Arthur de Gobineau. In his work: An Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races
(1853-1855) he postulated that although a variety of races could co-exist within a single
species, the intrinsic superiority of the white Indo-European or Aryan race over the rest
was beyond doubt.”” He claimed that racial mixing was inevitable, and that it was
precisely the degree of mixture among the distinctive human types that accounted for the
unequal stages of civilisation in the world.?® Racial mixing thus provoked degeneration,
as was the case, he argued, of Southern European countries that presented a higher level
of racial mixing with inferior peoples. In contrast, those closer to the Aryan race, that is,
Germanic and Scandinavian populations had progressed further and achieved higher
cultural status. These ideas led de Gobineau to assert that progress — or civilisation — was

the result of the activities of the white race:

All civilisations of the world, including those of Egypt, India and China, have been initiated by
Aryans, but for the most part by contracting a “fertile marriage’ with other races. Black people,
left on their own, by contrast, have remained inmersed in a profound inertia (in R. Young, 1996:
99).

Debates on the issue of race were that much invigorated with the advent of social
Darwinism. The publication of Darwin’s On the Origins of Species in 1859 marked a

watershed in both the natural and the social sciences. Darwin’s novel proposal was that

27 ater on this essay was to have a great influence on Hitler’s Mein Kampf .
% See Smith, 1984: 193-209


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/An_Essay_on_the_Inequality_of_the_Human_Races
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of a single general law that led to the advancement of all organic beings through simply
letting “the strongest live and the weakest die’ (Hawkins, 1997: 25). Such a law affecting
all living creatures compelled all organisms to mutate into new or different varieties or
species so as to better adapt to ever-changing environments and thus succeed in the
struggle for survival (Darwin, 1988: 111-127).

The effects of this theory were twofold. In the first place, the hitherto clear-cut
taxonomic division between species was suddenly shown to be unfixed and unstable.
Accordingly, living beings, and human races among them, were now exposed as subject
to change and evolution — the existence of varieties or sub-species being supportive of
the monogenic approach (Wade, 1999: 38; Jones, 1980: 141). Secondly, if the evolution
of different living creatures depended on their continuous struggle for existence, it was
proved that this uphill battle occurred at three levels: between individuals of the same
species, between individuals of different species and, finally, between individuals and
the environment or the physical conditions of life (Hawkins, 1997: 26; Darwin, 129-
139).

If On the Origins of Species was a landmark in the study of natural history,
Darwin’s second major work, The Descent of Man (1871) proved to be as conspicuous
and controversial an essay. In this book, Darwin came to acknowledge that he had
perhaps put too much emphasis on the notion of ‘the survival of the fittest” in his
intention to overthrow ‘the dogma of separate creations’ (Hawkins, 1997: 26).
Nonetheless, Darwin’s claim that human beings had descended from a non-human
ancestry shared with apes provoked great controversy in scientific circles. *‘Animals’ and
‘human beings’ no longer appeared as two distinct and irreconcilable categories but were
both part of a continuum. In this continuum, living creatures had quantitative rather than

qualitative differences, not only with respect to physical traits but also to language,
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reason, imagination and morality (1997: 28).%° Darwin included a whole chapter on
human races, where he made his stance against polygenesis by arguing that differences
between human groups might motivate a classification into sub-species, but not into
distinct species. He also stated that the traditional label ‘races’ could be maintained, if
used exclusively to refer to sub-species within the same group. He demonstrated his
assumption by describing the high degree of amalgamation of races present in the
American continent and Pacific isles, as the success in sexual reproduction indicated that
the similarities of the subjects under study were greater than the differences (Darwin,
1978: 1972-9).

Darwin’s contribution to the natural science instigated new perspectives in the
analyses of human social organisation. There were some premises that accounted for the
social Darwinist world view. To begin with, it was believed that biological laws
governed all organisms in nature, human beings included. Additionally, these organisms
struggled for existence, because of the pressure of populations on natural resources. In
this fight for survival, physical and mental traits were adapted in terms of sex and
inheritance, which led to the natural selection of species, that is, to the emergence of new
species or the elimination of others (Hawkins, 1997: 31).

Although the thesis forwarded by Darwin undermined polygenic theories that
justified the exploitation of those regarded as sub-humans, it did sustain and even
reinforce the hierarchical division established between superior and inferior races, in
spite of the new perspectives on evolutionary instability in the classificatory system. As
is known, Darwin described evolution as a slow, gradual process in which creatures, (i.e.
humans) have evolved from more simplistic ancestors (i.e. apes). As Greta Jones

expounds:

2% See Darwin, (1871) 1978: 19-21
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Regardless the unity of man, Darwinism implied ‘primitive’ peoples were early and inferior
historical forms. Darwin’s Descent of Man was an attempt to find a graduated series of links —
mental, social and moral — as evidence for evolution. To this exigency, a belief in human equality,
to which other areas of Darwin’s life and work testifies, was sacrificed (1980: 142).

According to Mike Hawkins, although Darwin was an opponent of slavery, he
was convinced of the superiority of the Anglo-Saxon civilisations over other primitive
peoples and was a defender of the intellectual superiority of men over women (1997:
36).%°

In her analysis of the implications of social Darwinism in the conceptions of race
and class in English thought, Greta Jones elucidates four main assumptions (1980: 142-
5): In the first place, thinkers found in Darwinism a scientific justification for social
hierarchies, generated by ‘natural’ rather than social laws. In other words, racial and
social inequality was the result of natural selection. Secondly, the “survival of the fittest’

legitimised the imperial enterprise, as Mason states:

“The survival of the fittest” was the cry that could justify both conquest and war and legitimize as
natural a social order that was the outcome of political and military struggles [...]. Early
discussions of racial difference had found a ready audience in those who wished to justify slavery
(1995: 7).

% Even though nowadays these scientific theories on racial inferiority are adamantly rejected, and the
concept of race is perceived by most people as a mere cultural construct, there are still scientific attempts to
account for racial difference and inferiority of individuals pertaining to certain racial groups. In October 2007
a controversial discussion filled up pages and pages in newspapers. The storm was caused by the Nobel-Prize
winner, James Watson, who discovered the DNA structure. In a recent conference Dr Watson argued that
Africans were less intelligent than Europeans: ‘Dr Watson was quoted as saying he was “inherently gloomy
about the prospect of Africa” because “all our social policies are based on the fact that their intelligence is the
same as ours - whereas all the testing says not really”. He was further quoted as saying that his hope was that
everyone was equal but that “people who have to deal with black employees find this is not true™
(http://news.bbc.co.uk/). His research institution cancelled his contract and he later apologised for these
remarks: ‘Without referring directly to the subject of racial differences, Dr Watson once more invokes the
idea that Darwinian natural selection has led to differences in behavioural ability between people from
different geographical regions of the world. “We do not yet adequately understand the way in which the
different environments in the world have selected over time the genes which determine our capacity to do
different things” [...]. “The overwhelming desire of society today is to assume that equal powers of reason
are a universal heritage of humanity. It may well be. But simply wanting this to be the case is not enough.
This is not science. To question this is not to give in to racism. This is not a discussion about superiority or
inferiority, it is about seeking to understand differences, about why some of us are great musicians and others
great engineers™’. (http://news.independent.co.uk/ ). Nonetheless, the fact that these debates are still present
and held by scientists in the twenty-first century demonstrates the long-standing influence of past racist
discourses (see also http://www.cnn.com/2007 ; http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/ ).
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Fredrickson places social Darwinism in the zenit of Western imperialism in late
nineteenth-century, with the ‘scramble for Africa’ and the acquisition of new
possessions in East Asia and the Pacific. Human beings had no option other than
participating in the struggle for survival. From this perspective, the success of white
Europeans proved their superiority in the evolutionary chain, rendering them responsible
for the advancement of other backward societies. Such a paternalistic mission was neatly
reflected in Kipling’s poem ‘The White Man’s Burden’, written in 1899 and
encouraging, as it did, Americans to establish a colonial rule in the Philippines to fulfil
their duty as a superior race over the natives (2002: 107).

Connected to this idea of paternalism is the third characteristic of social
Darwinism proposed by Jones which she describes as the continuous use in the
nineteenth-century of familial imagery to reinforce social hierarchy. The Victorian
family was a social set up or organisation where subordination under patriarchal rule was
legitimised. Those belonging to the less evolved stages in the chain of being were
likewise dependant on the paternal supervision of those above. The paternal guidance of
the upper classes over the lower ones, of men over women, of the colonial government
over the natives was thus justified.

Finally, the fourth feature of social Darwinism explains this connection between
social and racial inequality. The images or discourses used at the time to describe both
non-white peoples and the working class were quite similar and often interchangeable. In
his analysis of the invisibility of ‘whiteness’ as the unmarked norm against which
everything else automatically becomes “other’, Richard Dyer takes up this connection
between race and social order. He explains that whiteness represents purity and a closer
relationship with the spiritual sphere, while darker gradations are apprehended as closer

to the material and flesh or earthly dimension of the human body. This association of
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colour pigmentation, body and social order would explain how and why visual
representations of the lower classes generally portray these individuals as darker-skinned
people than upper classes members. This case would reinforce the social Darwinist scale
that ranged from primitivism — that is, stages closer to the material, bodily and
animalistic dimension of human beings — to more evolved and sophisticated individuals
and civilisations that succeeded in developing the intellectual and spiritual potential of
human beings to the full (Dyer, 1997: 39-57).

While their conviction in their moral worth and virtues of enterprise and
diligence provided the white middle classes with a comfortable sense of complacency
and self-approbation, it gave them a justification for simultaneously castigating non-
whites and lower-class members. Treated as morally depraved, lazy, irrational and child-
like beings, these groups did not possess the capacity to appreciate the advantage of a
white/upper-middle class rule and its civilising mission. They therefore often rebelled
and would not fulfil their social duties of labour unless forced to. Alternatively, from the
last quarter of the nineteenth-century onwards, discourses advocating basic rights for the
dispossessed proliferated. Here again, race and class can be said to have merged. For
instance, the Reform Bills that gradually enfranchised wider and wider sectors of the
population until the achievement of Universal Suffrage in 1928, went hand in hand with
the rise of independent movements in the colonies demanding their right to self rule,
even though independence became effective much later than the reformation towards
equality in European societies (i.e. the independence of India did not become a reality

until 1947, and only in the 1960s and 1970s did African colonies become independent).
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1.2.2. Miscegenation and Cultural Hybridity

All these scientific, ideological and social discourses affected not only the notions of
race, class, imperialism and social organisation as a whole. They were also intermingled
with the issue of gender. In the initial stages of colonialism, contact with the natives
often meant sexual contact, too, with the subsequent birth of ‘mix-breed” off-springs, as
they came to be called, that is, individuals who did not easily fit in the rigid social and
scientific categories of classification. Hybridity was therefore looked upon with awe by
those who feared to lose their privileges in a social set-up where hierarchical structures
could be seriously destabilised by ‘in-betweeners’. The threat of hybridity therefore
instigated the constant reworking of pseudo-scientific discourses on race and
imperialism.

As Elaine Pinderhughes explains, the fact of categorizing a person with white and
non-white lineage within the non-white group was a mechanism that helped maintain
identity boundaries and the hierarchical scheme, and hence effective in controlling the
threat posed by miscegenation: “As a result of this categorization, there exist within non-
white groups all levels of racial mixture, whereas the White and dominant group remains
“pure”” (1995: 76). And yet, particularly in the early stages of colonial contact, the issue
of miscegenation often reached a level of phobia, especially when the question of race
interposed itself in the terrain of patriarchal ideology.

In terms of the pseudo-scientific discourses that reasoned out the natural
organisation of the world, needless to say that the defendants of polygenesis saw inter-
racial sexual mixing or miscegenation with abhorrence as ‘anti-natural’ unions.
Conversely, advocates of monogenesis, as well as social Darwinists used the theory of

degeneration to justify their prevention of racial mixing. Hence, in one way or another,
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hybridity was a focus of constant racial and cultural attention as well as anxiety, as is
expressed in Robert Knox’s exhortation to safeguard white purity: ‘the hybrid is a
degradation of humanity and is rejected by nature’ (in R. Young: 1996: 15).

In line with these arguments, Gobineau exposed why sexual attraction and
repulsion among different races might provoke the generation and degeneration of
civilisations:

It is the white races who are inclined to be sexually attracted towards the other races which is why
they mix with them, the yellow and brown races, by contrast, have a stronger tendency to
repulsion — which is why they have tended to remain comparatively unmixed. It is thus the power
of attraction felt by whites for the yellow and brown races that produces those peoples who raise
themselves into the level of civilisation (in R. Young, 1996: 107).

It was believed that after degeneration racial mixing would lead to the disappearance of
the human species as a whole. In Gobineau’s view, individual degradation would
precipitate the degradation of nations, then that of civilisations and, ultimately,
degeneration and the end of humanity. This is the apocalyptic conclusion he reaches in

his Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races:

En s’arrétant méme aux temps qui doivent quelque peu précéder le dernier soupir de notre espéce,
en se détournant de ces ages envahis par la mort, ou le globe, devenu muet, continuera, mais sans
nous, a décrire dans I’espace ses orbes impassibles, je ne sais si I’on n’est pas en droit d’appeler
la fin du monde cette époque moins lointaine qui verra déja I’abaissement complet de notre
espéce (in Smith, 1984 : 221).

Darwin’s theory of evolution could led to the disappearance of miscegenation as
a concept since, if the boundaries between varieties and even species had been
undermined, the ‘mixture’ of different individuals no longer should be considered a
taboo. However, the outcome of social Darwinism was rather the opposite. As the notion
of racial superiority was still maintained, Gobineau’s views concerning ‘degeneration’
proved more powerful than ever. Darwin’s emphasis on natural selection by means of
genetic inheritance gave major relevance to sexual reproduction. The healthier and
stronger the parents, the fitter the offspring would be. That is why whites should only

interbreed among themselves, otherwise the degree of development reached by those
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descendants of the ‘Aryans’ would decrease if ‘polluted’ with the genetic inferiority of
those individuals belonging to “lower’ groups.®

All the debates prompted by the different theories on human classification within
the natural and social world led to a range of different positionings regarding the issue of
hybridity or miscegenation.® These theories on hybridity added another relevant
dimension which was inextricably related to the racial question: the issue of gender.
Sexual desire therefore acquired a conspicuous status in the imperial enterprise. In this
respect, it is interesting to note that imperialist discourses regarded certain interracial,
sexual couplings licit while others were condemned as repulsive. The only union
allowed in the imperial “‘contact’ was the one that brought together a white man and a
non-white woman, since the white male, *belonging to a strong, conquering race, will be
in a position of power’. This union required the ‘masochistic submission of the
subordinated, objectified woman’ (R. Young, 1996: 108). As a result of the power
question in inter-racial, sexual unions, female sexuality should be very much controlled,

that is, while submission was demanded of the non-white woman by the white

%! This theory would become the basis of ‘Eugenics’, the scientific study of genetic human improvement,
developed by Sir Francis Galton at the end of the nineteenth century and which was adopted by Nazist
‘racial cleaning’ programmes (Goldberg, 1998: 68). Galton argued that certain groups — mainly those formed
by non-white individuals or working-class people — were intellectually inferior, consequently, they were not
proper sexual partners, as the resulting offspring would degenerate into inferior stages of the human species.
Eugenicists believed that intellectual, physical and moral qualities were not socially constructed but innate
and the only way of eliminating ‘deviant’ social behaviours perpetrated by these ‘dysfunctional groups’ was
through a process of selective breeding (Lola Young, 1996: 51).

%2 In the first place we find the “straightforward polygenist species argument’, which is to say, the rejection
of inter-racial mixture and the claim that any offspring resulting from ‘undesirable’ unions between
species would be eventually infertile after one generation or two. Samuel Long, Josiah Nott and Adolf
Hitler would be defendants of this posture. Secondly, the ‘amalgamation thesis’, claimed by James Cowles
Pritchard, envisaged the emergence of a new mixed race — a race with different physical traits and moral
characteristics. Thirdly, defenders of the ‘descomposition thesis’ postulated that mixed breeds would
eventually die out or revert to one of the parent’s permanent type. Matthew Arnold, Josiah Nott and
George Gliddon defended this hypothesis thought they later combined it with the fourth proposition
together with Paul Broca, Charles Darwin, Herbert Spencer and Francis Galton. They affirmed that both
‘proximate’ and ‘distant’ varieties or sub-species co-existed, and the unions between the former would be
procreant, but those among the latter would be infertile or tend to degeneration. Finally, Joseph Arthur,
comte de Gobineau, Louis Agassiz and Oskar Vogt upheld that miscegenation and hybridity meant
‘raceless chaos’, degeneration and degradation, thus threatening the evolution and survival of the superior
pure races (see Young, 1996: 18).
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conquering male, this same overlord took great care to prevent and protect white women
from sexual intercourse with non-white males.

Lola Young explains the rhetoric that accompanied interracial sexuality in
colonial times. African women during slavery, and by extension, non-white colonised
women, were dehumanised. The degree of dehumanisation would vary according to the
hierarchical consideration of the different races and cultures under colonial rule. For
instance, African and Australian Aboriginal women were considered sub-human, while
the Oriental woman was imbued with the exotic sensuality ascribed to her in Orientalist
discourses (Robinson, 1996: xviii). Over and above these different attitudes to non-white
women, the fact is that white, middle-class women were idealised and placed in a
superior status. Class was also a conspicuous factor in this issue, as lower-class, white
women’s sexuality was somewhat pathologised and envisaged as a source of illicit
sexual pleasure for white men, a consideration that brought them closer to non-white,
female groups than to their middle-class counterparts. Accordingly, ‘[t]his transgressive
sexual activity was denied to white women who, burdened with the responsibility for
reproducing the “race” were supposed to adhere to a certain moral standard which
precluded lesbian relationships and interracial sex’ (1996: 47).

Likewise, this idealised construction of the white, middle-class woman as a
preserver of morality, together with the pathological consideration of lower-class women
promoted the idea that only women with low morals were attracted to non-white men. In

Lola Young’s words:

... that a white woman of high morals and ‘good breeding” should want to have sexual relations
with black men was deemed unthinkable and the regulation of European women’s sexual activity
in regard to black men was part of the exercise of white male control which set the limits for her
sexual freedom (1996: 47).

Hence, the control of female sexuality was — and still is — a relevant issue in the

contact between cultures under patriarchal rule, with important consequences during the

57
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age of imperialism, but with pervasive traces long after the colonial enterprise. Mainly
because of its association with reproductive roles, the female body has traditionally been
closely linked to mother earth and the land.®® Hence, in patriarchal societies, women
come to symbolise the “nation’s spiritual and material vitality [...] invoked to safeguard
the existing order against the perils of modernity’ (Mosse in San Juan, 2002: 81). As a
consequence, the female members of the community are conferred the role of
transmitting and reproducing national and ethnic categories as well as that of
maintaining the boundaries of these ethnic and national groups (San Juan, 2002: 85).
Given this crucial connection between nationalism, ethnicity, gender and
sexuality, one can begin to understand why the issue of miscegenation has never been
welcome in societies which try to preserve their identity borders against foreign
influences. The boundaries of inclusion and inclusion based on ethnic/national categories
may be destabilised by members of mixed ethnic or cultural background whose ‘in-
betweenness’ does not conform to any of those pre-established, artificial categories.
Since in patriarchal societies the continuation of the family line is determined by
the Law of the Father,** couples that bring together an ‘acceptable ethnic man’ and an
‘outsider woman’ are tolerated, as it is the woman’s cultural background that is
sacrificed and not the man’s, hence the concern in patriarchal societies in keeping
women’s choice of partners within the limits of their own community.* To a certain

extent, this explains why a hierarchy of acceptation of mixed unions is determined by

% See Ortner, 1996, Walby, 1994, and Lerner, 1986.

3 Rutherford affirms that the Law of the Father functions as the guardian against miscegenation in order to
propagate and maintain the community’s ethnic patrilineality (1997: 149).

% Gardner explains the pervasive myths that have always accompanied the inconsistent equation of racial
mixing between blacks and whites in Western culture in general and the United States in particular:
‘miscegenation, or illicit sexual intercourse, between white males and black females that results in a mixed
race progeny upgrades the black race to a higher intellectual capacity and responsiveness to Western culture,
and hence is permissible. On the other hand, black male and white female sexual activity can only result in a
progeny of lesser intellectual capability’ (2000: 13).
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which of the two members of the couple — the male or the female partner — is the
‘outsider’.%

Another possibility of inter-racial mixing is that which occurs between same-sex
partners. In imperial times, although not publicly accepted, homosexual male intercourse
was nevertheless contemplated. Gobineau goes back in time to explain the view. As he
comments, the Aryan race was originally an active male or masculine group. Given that
female Aryans were considered to be deviations from, or ‘the other’ version of the
patriarchal norm, non-white races were regarded as female or feminised. As a result, the
white male could be attracted to both sexes, with only one type of liaison resulting in the
possible birth of mix-breed offspring. Accordingly, if miscegenation was to be avoided,
homosexuality could have a higher degree of acceptance as it did not entail the possible
consequences of a heterosexual coupling (R. Young, 1996: 109).*” The obsessive
rejection of miscegenation practices in scientific and social discourses proves the degree
of rejection of hybridity in the colonial era. As Robert Young states: ‘fear of
miscegenation can be related to the notion that without such hierarchy, civilization
would, in a literal as well as technical sense, collapse’ (1996: 95).

The long-standing refusal to accept the possibility of ‘physical hybridity’ through
miscegenation had a parallel articulation in the possible emergence of ‘cultural’
hybridity or the creation of *hybrid identities’. As expounded in the first part of this
chapter, identity formation depends mainly on the existence of difference and
‘otherness’. In the colonial context, Homi Bhabha applies the same principle to argue

that the ideological construction of ‘otherness’ is based on “fixity” so that the hierarchy

% Daileader analyses how women’s bodies are historically represented as the boundaries of the nation and
how these discourses have created many cultural products in literature and cinema dealing with the concept
of ‘Othellophillia’, that is, the representation of the romantic coupling between a white woman and a black
man and the subsequent presentation of legitimate use of racist violence exerted against both members of the
interracial couple (see Daileader, 2005).

% Homosexuality here refers to male homosexuality because in the patriarchal societies of the nineteenth
century the possibility of female homosexuality was not even contemplated.
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created between dominant and subject — or colonisers and colonised people — is

constantly maintained (1994: 66). In his own words:

The construction of the colonial subject in discourse, and the exercise of colonial power through
discourse, demands an articulation of forms of difference — racial and sexual. Such an articulation
becomes crucial if it is held that the body is always simultaneously (if conflictually) inscribed in
both the economy of pleasure and desire and the economy of discourse, domination and power
[...]. The epithets racial or sexual come to be seen as modes of differentiation, realized as
multiple, cross-cutting determinations, polymorphous and perverse, always demanding a specific
and strategic calculation of their effects. Such is, I believe, the moment of colonial discourse. It is
a form of discourse crucial to the binding of a range of differences and discriminations that
inform the discursive and political practices of racial and cultural hierarchization (1994: 67).

In this sense, the ‘other’ can simultaneously be both a repository of loathing as
well as an unknown or “‘dark’ object of desire, hence the attraction and repulsion for the
‘other’. Because of this attraction, there exists the danger of close contact with the
‘other’ that trespasses the boundaries of the self physically — in the case of sexual
intercourse — or culturally — in the case of the acquisition of certain practices hitherto
foreign or unknown to the self. Phobia about ‘cultural miscegenation’ could be explained
in the same terms, that is, cultural interchange as a force or development capable of
destabilising a given social order. That is why Homi Bhabha emphasised the importance
of fixity in the construction of the colonial ‘other’. To illustrate his point he uses the
notions of *‘mimicry’ and ‘mockery’.

All along the decades of the Empire, discourses justifying the colonial enterprise
as a means of expanding Western civilisation to underdeveloped primitive peoples
proliferated. On his reading, the natives, it was believed, would eventually become
civilised and thus escalate Darwin’s evolutionary chain. By means of more or less
violent methods, Western culture was — to a greater or lesser degree, depending on the
colony — imposed on the native communities. As a result, the only option for the
colonised individual was to make use of the tactic of *‘mimicry’, that is, the imitation of
the over-rulers’ ways of being and living as a survival strategy. Although theoretically,

the ultimate philanthropic goal of empire-building was the civilisation and eventual
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independence of the colonies, in practice, complete and perfect imitation of Western
culture was seen as a feasible threat since it could undermine the privileged status of the
West over the rest of the world. In Bhabha’s words: ‘colonial mimicry is the desire for a
reformed, recognizable Other, as a subject of a difference that is almost the same, but
not quite’ (1994: 86; italics in original).

The key question for Bhabha in this issue of ‘mimicry’ is ambivalence. On the
one hand, mimicry is desirable to the extent that it enables dominant groups to exert their
power on those subjects they regard as “similar but different’. Knowledge of the ‘other’
facilitates its control. On the other hand, the mimicking of the master can conjointly
stand as a menace for the colonial rule since, in adopting imposed ways, the ruled is also
coming to know the ruler. It is the same but not quite, the ‘other’ can be dominated but
not fully controlled. Viewed in this light, mimicry is a mask the native places before
her/himself that denotes both the presence and absence of an ‘other’ identity. In this

respect, mimicry is like a camouflage or *‘mockery’:

Not a harmonization or repression of difference, but a form of resemblance, that differs from or
defends presence by displaying it in part, metonymically. Its threat [...] comes from the
prodigious and strategic production of conflictual, fantastic, discriminatory ‘identity effects’ in
the play of a power that is elusive because it hides no essence, no ‘itself” (Bhabha, 1994: 90).

The ambivalence thus oscillates between narcissistic pleasure in being imitated and
paranoia, caused by uncontrollable — and hence threatening — similarity (1994: 91).

On this reading, it can therefore be said that the age of imperialism was
characterised by the ambiguity, inconsistency and contradiction of its ideological
discourses. To cite but an example, colonial ‘contact’ was often used as a euphemism for
systematic genocide, at a time when colonisers were promulgating their belief in reason
» 38

and human rights, and considered themselves as the ultimate example of ‘civilisation’.

‘Contact’ also meant sexual contact, more often than not in the form of rape exerted by

% See Rose, 2000: 1-14.
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the white man upon native women, at a time when miscegenation was regarded with
horror. Finally, ‘contact’ also implied the cultural imposition of Western norms upon
‘less developed’ peoples, and yet “Westernised’, “‘mimic’ natives were perceived with a
mixture of pleasure and fear.

In the twentieth century, the advent of post-colonialism was accompanied by
conspicuous scientific, ideological and social changes in human relationships around the
world. Even so, inconsistencies and paradoxes are still — or even more — present in
contemporary societies. The independence of most colonies in the years following the
end of the Second World War eventually led to a new world order that had done away
with the discourses that justified colonial rule, while movements in defence of
marginalised groups gained precedence. The belief in biological superiority in terms of
gender, race and class is no longer sustained by the dominant or ‘official’ cultures of the
‘ex-colonising’ countries. Nonetheless, there has been an emergence of new or
transformed discourses that justify a new kind of hierarchical relationships favourable to
the present dominant groups in society.

Cultures are not homogeneous. According to Raymond Williams, the culture of a
given society is the sum total of various discourses that reflect complex existing
interrelationships. At any given time, there are dominant discourses, that is, discourses
that, in an Althussian or Gramscian terms, appear to be so natural and common-sensical
that they come to exert a major influence in the cultural structures of society. And yet,
however dominant these discourses may be, they can be challenged, contested or
reinforced by other ideological trends inherited from the past or emerging as new
meanings, values and practices. As mentioned earlier on, Williams labels the former

‘residual and the latter “‘emergent’ (1988: 123).
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Williams’s theory serves to explain the existence of contradictory discourses in
societies. Ex-colonial powers, for instance, may display cultural products that contain
‘residual’ discourses from the times of colonialism (‘residual’ because they have not yet
been erased from the collective unconscious). At the same time, these nations or
communities may have adopted a ‘dominant’ stand against the colonial oppression of the
past and the advocation of equality between different social, national or ethnic groups.

To conclude this section, it must be said that, in post-colonial societies like
Britain the notion of hybridity no longer carries the negative connotations of the past. On
the contrary, hybridity is now seen more positively as a multicultural enrichment. Even
so, although nobody nowadays would openly defend the prohibition of miscegenation,
residual phobic discourses on interracial mixing prevent normalisation in the portrayal of
relationships of the kind in cultural products. The co-existence of conflicting and
sometimes contradictory discourses in a given culture renders crucial an in-depth

exploration of these contextual features that make up a particular society.*

1.2.3. Historical Multiculturality of the British Isles

The theories of identity construction help establish a connection between race issues and
the construction of national identities in colonial and postcolonial times. In the case of
Britain, Lola Young compares the child’s acquisition of identity and the construction of

national identity in post-colonial times in the following terms:

Like the infant who has to learn to differentiate between itself and the rest of the world, it is as if
Britain—as an imperial power—had to discover that its source of comfort, security and warmth
did not come from itself but from elsewhere [...]. The discovery that the colonies were separate

% Similarly, Stephen Castle mentions the existence of ‘common-sense’ racist practices at a time when ‘overt
racism’ has been publicly rejected. In his opinion, these derive from a set of ‘assumptions used by people to
understand and cope with the complex social world around them’ (2000: 173). Such ‘common sense’ practices
may be viewed as residual cultural constructions that change and adapt to new circumstances and are thus
difficult to erase.
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entities with their own demands and needs become linked to frustration, loss and anger. The
squalor of the once great capital city of the empire, is associated with a crisis in national identity,
anxiety is precipitated by loss—Iloss of control, loss of empire, loss of status as a world power —
and the blame is implicitly located in the chaos and disease with which Blacks have contaminated
the landscape (in Rutherford, 1990:202).

As Anne Marie Smith states: ‘Every imperial centre faces an identity crisis after
it undergoes the trauma of decolonization’ (1994. 6). Thus, after the independence of
India in 1947, which precipitated the whole decolonisation process during the following
decades, colonialist theories on race and identity logically altered as they adapted to the
new situation and British people came to terms with their loss of world influence and
power. Accordingly, although the discourses of Imperial times belong to the past, they
still have their influence in the process of identity construction in the present. As Felicity
Hand puts it, the remnants of the Empire represent: “... what Salman Rushdie referred to
as “the phantom twitchings of an amputated limb”, that is the crumbs left over from the
Empire which are still relished as our imperial heritage’ (1999: 43).

In less metaphorical terms, Gilroy comments that since the end of the Second
World War the United Kingdom has been suffering from what he labels “postcolonial

melancholia’:

The life of the nation has been dominated by an inability even to face, never mind actually mourn,
the profound change in circumstances and moods that followed the end of the Empire and
consequent loss of imperial prestige. That inability has been intertwined with the apprehension of
successive political and economic crises, with the gradual break up of the United Kingdom, with
the arrival of substantial numbers of postcolonial citizen-migrants and with the shock and anxiety
that followed from a loss of any sense that the national collective was bound by a coherent and
distinctive culture (2004: 98).

Britain, therefore, still belongs to the Western block of the so called ‘developed
countries’. Harking back to a not very distant past, British citizens could proudly affirm
that their country had been the greatest imperial power in the world. Just after the First
World War, the British Empire covered a fifth of the world’s surface and included a

quarter of its population (Kumar, 2003: 35). However, since then, the nation has found
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itself relegated to a more humble position and consequently, can no longer be considered
a world leader.

As will be seen in more detail along the next chapter, new relationships were
established with both the United States and the European Union. These new alliances led
in turn to a readjustment of relations within the Commonwealth. Meanwhile, pressures
from ethnic communities within the United Kingdom were also building up. Britain’s
more humble position in the world and its altered inner situation are circumstances that
could very well be propitious for the fashioning of a new British identity, strong enough
to withstand the influence of traditional views, still ripe in certain sectors of the
population. For this very reason, as Hanif Kureishi states, ‘it is the British, the white
British, who have to learn that being British isn’t what it was’ (in Morley, 2001: 38).

Gwyn Williams describes the re-shaping of British society in the following way:
“The British nation and the British state are clearly entering a process of dissolution, into
Europe, or the mid-Atlantic, or a post-imperial fog. Britain has begun a long march out
of history” (in Kumar, 2003: 226) The country’s condition as a ‘declining’ power from
the end of Second World War onwards logically affected its foreign policy since it could
no longer be able to act independently from allied states (Byrd, 1988: 3).*

The perception of Britain as an imperial nation could be a residual discourse — to
use Williams® words — which includes those traditional intrinsic qualities of the old
generations of Britons who built a grand and lastingly influential imperial country. Such
a notion of British identity automatically excludes those British citizens who participated

in the Empire venture, not as rulers but as colonised subjects. That is why, despite their

“0 1t was the Suez Crisis in 1957 that showed up Britain as an eclipsing power in international affairs, when
the invasion of British and French troops of the Suez Canal, after it had been nationalised by the Egyptian
ruler, was followed by international condemnation of such an action. British and French troops were forced
to withdraw and were replaced by United Nations peace-keeping forces. The United States and other
country-members of the U.N had proved to be more influential in solving that international crisis than the
country that only a decade before was still a powerful empire (Lowe, 1992: 318; Green, 1996: 5-14)
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contemporary settlement in the isles, these ‘new British citizens” do not fit in this still

prevailing ‘white’ definition of British identity. As Gilroy comments:

Britishness [...] is seen to emerge as the sum of these cultures [English, Scottish, Welsh and
Irish]. Alien (i.e. black) cultures have been introduced into this country with disastrous effect
[...]. The increased competition for limited resources and the variety for disruptive behaviours
introduced by the immigrant population create problems for the national community (1998: 60).

Nevertheless, in spite of attempts in the 1980s towards constructing a British
identity based on traditional values of the past, it became more and more evident that
times were changing and that a re-definition of what ‘Britishness’” meant in

contemporary times was sorely needed. As David Morley and Kevin Robins explain:

The grandiose dreams of a ‘New World Order’, in which it was presumed that all the world
would follow America and the West into the ‘End of History’, characterized by the untroubled
hegemony of liberalism and market capitalism are now well and truly exposed for the
ethnocentric fantasies they always were. As western culture comes to be recognized as but one
particular form of modernity, rather than as some universal template for humankind, and as
Britain attempts to adapt to its sense of displacement from the centre of the world stage—and, at
the same time, tries to come to terms with its own ethnic and cultural complexity—a whole new
scenario begins to emerge (2001: 3).

Drawing on Ernest Gellner’s theory of state and nation, Steve Fenton specifies
that the basis of nationalist discourse is the correspondence of nation with state. He
defines ‘nation’ as the idea of ‘people with a shared destiny, a common past and future,
and a store of customs, collective memory and familiar symbols held in common’, while
the term ‘state’ refers to ‘the form of organisation of citizenship, government and
geographical boundaries’ (1999: 203). The consequence of the equation nation-state is
that all those individuals that are considered to belong to the nation should be included
within the legal frontiers of the state. If they do not happen to physically inhabit the
limits of the state, they should always be ‘welcome back home’. In contrast, those
individuals who do not belong to the nation should be encouraged to leave the state

(1999: 203-4).** Hence the mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion implemented by

1 Layton-Henry explains how immigrants are perceived by the native population: ‘while some immigrants are
seen as unwelcome outsiders — competitors for jobs, housing and welfare benefits — others are viewed as
insiders or as welcome outsiders, either because they are kith and kin or because they are viewed as more
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means of immigration restrictions evidence how important identity construction is in the
notion of the nation-state. This fact also accounts for the hostility felt towards those
actually born in a certain state but with a foreign “national’ origin, such as the younger
generations born in the UK but with parents or grand-parents of immigrant origin. The
rhetoric used in reference to them in certain exclusionary discourses is that they belong
to the state — Britain confers them legal rights thanks to the democratic character of a
civilised country — but they are excluded from the cultural attributes of the nation. Gilroy
establishes a parallelism between nationalism and racism. He gives the example of
Britain as a nation related to a specific ‘race’, not only in cultural but also in biological
terms, with its inhabitants having traditionally been labelled ‘the Island Race’ or the
‘Bulldog Breed’ (1998: 45).

Likewise, race and class are closely related. Post-imperial migrant labour, for
instance, reflected *home’ class alignment by reproducing ‘the categories of colonial
superordination and subordination” (1999: 208). However, importing the ‘colonial
structure’ into Britain caused a double anxiety. On the one hand, cheap migrant labour
brought further competition and hence frustration to the white native working-class. On
the other hand, the enormous and constant changes, caused by social mobility in
capitalist societies, block the possibility of a permanent reproduction of the colonial
hierarchy. As a consequence, those white individuals pertaining to the ‘Island Race’ see
their traditional privileged positions threatened. It is precisely the ‘dynamic and
unplanned nature of capitalism’, the “belief that all is changing — for the worse — and is
hopelessly out of control’, that is promoting nostalgia for the long lost days of the stable

national past. This harking back to better times is often associated with the perceptions

assimilable or as bringing essential capital investment and managerial skills. Welcome outsiders, for example,
would include Japanese and American executives, while welcome insiders would include people of British
descent and the Irish, who are usually regarded as insiders despite the troubles in Ulster (1992: 274).
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of a ‘pure white society’ which was not disturbed or disrupted by non-white
communities, usually blamed for social decay (Fenton, 1999: 205-6).

Fenton, on the other hand, notices how the idea of nation can also transcend
geographical boundaries in the context of imperialist expansion. Against this
background, reference is made to a shared ancestry and culture, hence Winston
Churchill’s use of phrases such as ‘English-speaking peoples’ or his references to “kith
and kin’ or “our cousins’ in Australia, New Zealand or Canada (1999: 204). This cross-
national identification carries with it a racial component, as this ‘shared ancestry’ is
visualised as white skinned, which legitimises hostility or exclusion of the non-white
Commonwealth members from the British nation-state and their perception as ‘invaders’
rather than ‘cousins’.*?

At the turn of the twenty-first century, Britain’s Labour government tried to
replace the traditional, white, imperial sense of British identity that had predominated
during the Conservative 1980s with a new image labelled ‘Cool Britannia’ (Morley and
Robins, 2001: 3). This new notion of Britishness appeared was not exclusively defined

in white terms. In the words of Gordon Brown:

In the 1980s a very narrow view of Britishness was popularised by Margaret Thatcher, a Britain
built on self-interested individualism, mistrust of foreigners and an unchanging constitution. |
believe this was based on a misreading of our past. Our history shows Britain to be outward-
looking and open. It is not true that British history is defined by mistrust of foreigners. The past
shows Britain to have been internationalist and engaged (in Kumar, 2003: 254).

Nonetheless, Gilroy argues that in the twenty-first century Britain still continues
to look back to the past to define its identity. He comments, for instance, on the

obsessive evocation of Britain’s victory against Nazi Germany which he sees as based

*2 The words of the Conservative Home Secretary (1962-4), Reginald Maudling, expressed this distinction of

affiliation between Britain and Old and New Commonwealth countries and the dilemma of imposing
immigration restrictions on ‘British subjects’ of the former empire: ‘While one talked always rightly about the
need to avoid discrimination between black and white is a simple fact of human nature that for the British
people there is a great difference between Australians and New Zealanders, for instance, who come of British
stock, and people from Africa, the Caribbean and the Indian sub-continent who were equally subjects of the
Queen and entitled to total equality before the law when established here, but who in appearance, habits,

religion and culture, were totally different from us’ (in Joppke, 1999: 101).
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on the country’s necessity to find a stable point of reference for its identity construction

in the ever-changing present times:

The memory of the country at war against foes who are simply, tidily, and uncomplicatedly evil
has recently acquired the status of an ethnic myth. It explains not only how the nation remade
itself through war and victory but can also be understood as a rejection or deferral of its present
problems. That process is driven by the need to get back to the place or moment before the
country lost its moral and cultural bearings. Neither the appeal of homogeneity nor the antipathy
toward immigrants and strangers who represent the involution of national culture can be separated
from that underlying hunger for reorientation. Turning back in this direction is also a turning
away from the perceived dangers of pluralism and from the irreversible fact of multiculture
(2004: 97).

Thus, even though the appropriation of past discourses, which was a distinctive
feature of the 1980s, was smoothed over and modulated by the Labour government, the
past nevertheless has not been completely disregarded in contemporary constructions of
cultural or national identities. It could be said that twenty and twenty-first century
Britain is visibly multicultural, however, if multiculturality is understood as the presence
of various cultures within a single territory, then the British Isles have always been
multicultural: the Celts, the Romans, the Angles, Saxons, Jutes, the Scandinavians, the
Normans, have all been historically integrated in the constructed idea of Britishness.

Certain myths foreground the ancient birth of the ‘island race’ in the common
Celtic origins. For instance, in the writings of Geoffrey of Monmouth in the twelfth
century and Malory in the fifteenth century, the legendary King Arthur was depicted as
the hero who succeeded in uniting Celtic Britons, Saxons and Jutes in a single nation.
This myth was used by Plantagenet, Tudor and Stuart monarchs as a means of
legitimising their hereditary links with early British kings (Young, 1995: 128). However,
the pre-Norman society was by no means a homogeneous one. The Roman Emperor
Claudius conquered Britain in AD 43, incorporating the territories corresponding to

England and Wales to the Roman Empire. Roman rule and culture proved influential on
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the native Britons — to a greater or lesser extent depending on the areas.*® The process of
cultural ‘conflation” was reflected in the religious cults. Roman rituals did not fully
replace the Celtic ones, but some of the gods and supernatural conceptions of the world
became mixed-up, with deities such as Mars Cocidius or Sulis Minerva.** The largest
part of the population in Roman Britain belonged to the native British tribes, yet there
are archaeological remains that prove the presence of foreign people in the isles.*
Hybridity was therefore present in the British Isles from early history, not only reflected
in the presence of foreigners but also in the merging of cultural products in both religion
and the art.

Another important evidence of the lack of homogeneity in the cultural identity of
early Britain comes through historical records of revolts against Roman rule at the time,
especially the famous uprising led by Boudicca. In Britain there were un-Romanised
parts such as the Iceni kingdom of Norfolk which, together with the Trinovantes of
Essex, violently rejected Roman rule (Salway, 1992: 38). To this day, Boadiccea or
Boudicca remains a symbol of British identity, representing the figure of the woman
warrior, who defends the interests of her Celtic people against foreign invaders (Haigh,
1992: 342). A Celtic woman, thus, comes to represent Britain. However, another woman
warrior encarnates the same kind of symbolism, Britannia, the Roman name of the island
(O’Driscoll, 1999: 10). These two emblematic figures represent the paradoxical nature of
identity construction for a nation. From the early times in history, the territory

corresponding to Britain staged both rebellions and the amalgamation of different

3 Even a century before the Roman invasion, Britons show signs of acceptance of some Roman influence,
especially in the realm of gastronomy, with the adoption of Mediterranean wine and the subsequent imports
of appropriate vessels to contain it, together with other types of pottery (Blagg, 1992: 44).

* Interestingly enough, other cults were also imported from other parts of the Roman empire. This
explains the presence of cults to Isis (Egyptian), Baudihilia (Germanic) and Jupiter Dolichenus (Syrian)
(Salway, 1992: 33-4).

** In this respect, two tombstones at South Shields, at the mouth of the Tyne, are quite significant. One
tomb held a free Moorish slave and the other is a memorial to a British born woman who married a
merchant from Palmyra, on the frontier of Syria (1992: 36).
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peoples and cultures. Another mythical account of the “island race’ that compounds the
original and intrinsic British identity is the thesis defending that the continental
Germanic tribes that arrived in Britain during the fifth and sixth centuries exterminated
the natives or pushed them back to the Celtic fringes of Wales, Scotland and Ireland.*®
The belief in a pureAnglo-Saxon lineage is of vital importance here, since up to
the mid-eighteenth century at least, ‘race was thought of in terms of lineage [...] in an
anxious attempt to evoke the impression of a powerful, even monarchical family
genealogy’ (Young, 1995: 129). This idea of lineage led to the construction of a British
identity based on, or inherited from, the white Anglo-Saxon race. However, those
Germanic tribes were not homogeneous either. According to Venerable Bede’s
description in his Ecclesiastical History of the English Nation (c.731), the invaders came
from three powerful Germanic tribes, the Saxons, the Angles and the Jutes (in Bailey,
1992: 104). During the ninth century another invasion brought a distinct people, the
Scandinavians, into the northern part of the island. Taking into account all these different
peoples that gradually populated the British territory, it can be said that the claim of a
homogeneous British identity dating back to pre-Norman Britain is nothing but a myth.
Later on, the Norman invasion brought about new changes in society, in the culture and

the language, all of which would, in time, become distinct features of a constructed

*® This myth would reinforce the dominant part that English identity plays within the often metonymic vision of
England as standing for the whole of Britain. That is why, in their claims for an intrinsic identity different from
English dominance, Scotland, Wales and Ireland have built up their national identities as originally Celtic, in
opposition to the Anglo-Saxon and Norman England. However, these claims are also imaginary constructions.
For instance, Scotland is continuously represented as culturally distinct from England. However, this Scottish
identity presented against ‘English otherness’ is by no means homogeneous either. An as imaginary nation,
Scotland is often represented with images dating from the poems of Robert Burns or the Romantic rural,
sublime and mythical landscapes described by Walter Scot. Scottish Gaelic is also presented as a genuine
language distinct from the dominance of English, and William Wallace portrayed as the hero who fought against
the English yoke, as early as the thirteenth century. However, the reality of Scotland is much more complex and
the clear-cut attempted opposition to Britain is more often than not somehow blurred: the Highlands and
Lowlands present some differences that may bring closer the Lowlanders with the inhabitants of Northern
England, than with the Highlanders. William Wallace himself descended from the Normans, and not from the
Celtic world that apparently seem to unify the Scottish land against England. Lastly, Scottish Gaelic is not even
the common language spoken by all the people. It has its origins in the Celtic Highlands, while Lowlanders have
developed a dialect from English, the Scot (McDowall, 2000: 132-6; Kelly: 2001: 70-3).
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British identity already impregnated with Celtic, Roman, Anglo-Saxon, Scandinavian as
well as Norman influences — a baggage that shows the hybrid nature of its
composition.*’

It was in the sixteenth century, during the Tudor rule, that England witnessed the

birth of the “nation state’. As Alan Smith explains:

As a result of the Reformation political and religious dissent became inextricably linked.
Catholics and Puritans under Elizabeth and the early Stuarts were usually regarded as political
threat to the State as well as a religious threat to the State Church, both of which were now
headed by the monarch [...]. The changes of the 1530s also led to the formal establishment of an
English ‘nation state’, a realm subject to no outside authority [...]. [T]he break with Rome led to
a much increased sense of national self-consciousness, an enhanced feeling that England was both
very different from and much superior to other European states (1984: 88).

The Tudor age, therefore, brought a sense of national identity based on both the
religious and political unity of England under a single monarch. The new dynasty
therefore marks a time when the country progressed out of such conflicts as the War of
the Roses that had confronted several powerful noblemen in their claim for the English
throne.*® During the Tudor age, settlement of Scottish Highlanders and trade in the
northern Irish area were encouraged, sowing the seeds of the long-standing conflict
between the different communities in that territory (see McDowall, 2004: 76-7; Smith,
1988: 323-4). It was under the reign of Henry VIII that Wales was united to England and
in 1603 the whole island came to be ruled by a Stuart king, James I, although it was not
until 1707 that the Act of Union came to formally unify England, Wales and Scotland

under a common government.

*" Bailey argues that the Norman conquest in 1066 brought about important changes to Britain but also a sense
of continuity in the social lives of the Anglo-Saxon population, as both societies did not show irreconcilable
differences (Bailey, 1992: 119).

“8 Elizabethan drama helped create the myth of the legitimacy of Tudor monarchs as anointed by God for the
imperial destiny of the nation. In Andrew Sanders’ words, the English Historical plays ‘reinvent the myths,
memories and constructions of recent history which had so preoccupied Tudor historians. They explored
divisions, depositions, usurpations and civil wars, but they also bolstered the concept of secure monarchic
government propagated by officially approved apologists of the Tudor dynasty (1996: 151). On the
representation of the birth of the nation-state in Renaissance historical plays see Dollimore and Sinfield,
1988; Drakakis, 1990; Wells, 1986.
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Most histories of the British Isles include pages or chapters on the different
events and causes that led to the drawing out or removal of frontiers between the four
nations that compound the Isles. These changing frontiers or boundaries delimit
imagined communities that may emphasise certain points in common with, and different
from, their neighbours.*

In his book The British Isles. A History of Four Nations, Hugh Kearney
advocates the adoption of a “Britannic approach’ in the study of the history of British
Isles. He points to the pervasive use made by historians of the words *British’ and
‘English’ as equivalent terms. He moreover highlights the use of ‘nation’ as a practical

but also dangerous way of undertaking the study of the past:

The concept of ‘nation’ provided modern historians with a convenient framework around which
to organise their materials but a price had to be paid. What became later national boundaries were
extended backwards into a past where they had little or no relevance, with the consequence that
earlier tribal or pre-national societies were lost to sight (1990: 3).

Accordingly, Kearney perceives the British Isles as a fluid and multi-dimensional
‘Britannic melting pot’ of interacting cultures (1990: 4). From this perspective, he draws

a useful distinction between the terms ‘culture’ and ‘nation’:

Cultures change over time, are influenced by other cultures, cross-national boundaries and often
contain sub-cultures within themselves. ‘Nation’, in contrast, is a term of rhetoric used to evoke
feelings of unity in response to a particular situation (1990: 4).

Bearing this in mind, Kearney comments on the conflict for supremacy between
‘Celts’ and ‘Anglo-Saxons’. He refuses to consider them as different ethnic groups or
‘races’, preferring to view them all as of Indo-European origin but having developed
over time certain linguistic and cultural differences. His outline of the fluctuating
changes in the ‘Britannic’ history is thus shown to be the result of conflicting and

changing cultures or sub-cultures (1990: 5-7).

* The inherent hybridity of the ‘English race’ was already reflected in Defoe’s ‘The True-Born
Englishman’ (1701).
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However, when Kearney turns to mention the *Britannic melting pot’ of the post-
colonial period, he refers to the immigrants from Commonwealth countries as ‘ethnic
groups’ (1990: 211, 216), a label that he had avoided when dealing with the Celtic and
Teutonic communities that originally populated the British Isles. His view of both Celtic
and Germanic tribes as having the same ‘Indo-European’ roots leads him to argue that
they were culturally but not “ethnically’ different.*®

The evidence of an initial linguistic relationship within the Indo-European family
of languages that unifies what time and history converted into disassociated communities
problematises divisions of human beings into distinct groups. In other words, the line
that divides human beings into racially, ethnically or culturally distinct groups appears as
completely unstable. This line could thus be considered a mere ideological division that
serves the interests of particular groups in certain circumstances. Broadening the
argument, the same could be said about the boundary that divides populations into
‘national’ identities and that equates the nation with a particular myth of “ethnic’ essence
in order to reinforce the sameness of that group and its distinctiveness from others. On
this view, the idea of “Britishness’ is as imaginary as that of ‘Scottishness’, or that of
‘Westerness” and even of ‘whiteness’. Every category created or established fulfils the
interests of those identities struggling for recognition or to maintain a dominant status

over the rest.

%0 |t was in the late eighteenth century when Sir William Jones proposed a linguistic theory whereby a
common root could be detected between European and Asian languages, due to the similarities existent
between European languages and Sanskrit, the language of ancient India, whose extensive literary
production reaches further back in time than other written work in any European language (Baugh and
Cable, 1996: 18). Although there is no instance — written record — of the ‘Indo-European language’ as
such, comparisons between European and Asiatic languages show various degrees of similarities that point
to a common root. These descendants are divided into eleven groups: Indian ,Iranian, Armenian, Hellenic,
Albanian, Italic, Balto-Slavic, Germanic, Celtic, Hittite and Tocharian. Other theories even identify
another ‘superfamily’ that would include the Indo-European with the Afro-Asiatic and Dravidian language
families (1996: 21).
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In this light, the notion of hybridity is as imaginary a construct as the categories
of division that prevent (un)desirable mixtures. However, as long as identity boundaries
exist in the collective conscious or unconscious of humanity, hybridity will also be there
to destabilise those taxonomic structures that marginalise and/or oppress certain
individuals, not only in the ‘imaginary’, but in very palpable ways.

In the case of Britain, ‘Britishness’ is a useful construction that describes a
certain unity — political, at least — that associates the inhabitants of the corresponding
territory. However, when it comes to analysing the ‘multicultural” composition of post-
colonial Britain, internal divisions amongst those designated as ‘Britons’ are frequently
disregarded and hidden under the homogenised common feature of ‘whiteness’. This
‘imaginary’ unity is thus used to confront those “visibly” distinct cultures that came to
share this territory with those who consider themselves to be ‘original’ inhabitants.

This fact explains the maintenance of the ‘“island race’ myth, based on the virtues
of its inhabitants, who have been homogenised under the whiteness of their skin. The
consequences of this equation of nation and ‘race’ had conspicuous consequences in
colonial and post-colonial times. In the colonial period, every inhabitant of the Empire
was considered to be a “British citizen’. However, clear-cut identity boundaries were
established between white, Western, civilised and civilising colonisers, and those non-
white, supposedly inferior, colonized subjects.”® Thus, in spite of a long history of
migrancy and settlement, when the massive arrival of coloured people from former

colonies after the Second World War caused such panic among sectors of the British

*! Likewise, there were clear-cut differences between the old colonies, which were populated mainly by
white settlers (i.e. Australia, Canada and New Zealand) and non-white colonies in Africa, Asia and the
Caribbean. In Kumar’s words: ‘All subjects of the Empire might be designated ‘British’, but that
paradoxically served to emphasise the distance separating the British of Great Britain, the colonisers and
carriers of ‘the white man’s burden’, from all the other British of the British Empire. The imperial
connection promoted the sense not just of difference but of superiority, even of uniqueness’ (1993:88).
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population, harsher immigration legislation was introduced, aimed at restricting the entry

of “aliens’.

1.3. Immigration Policies in Britain

Notwithstanding the continuous attempts along different historical periods to construct a
‘pure’ British identity, Britain has always been a multicultural land. For centuries,
however, this merging of different peoples in the country has been mostly invisible. Up
until 1945, non-white presence in Britain was fairly small. And yet, it was existent.

As mentioned before, the Romans were the first to bring a contingent of black
legionaries from the North of Africa whose mission was to guard Hadrian’s Wall. In the
Middle Ages, black entertainers lived in royal entourages.®’ During the sixteenth
century, the Portuguese and Spanish started purchasing slaves from African and Arab
merchants and selling them (at a profit) to plantation owners in their colonies. John
Hawkins took example and, in 1562, started an equally fruitful trade by selling three
hundred West African men to planters in Haiti (http://news.bbc.co.uk.). A few years
later, the presence of black slaves in wealthy households in England became fairly
common. Wealthy plantation owners sent their children to study in England and
sometimes they would send slaves to accompany them (http://news.bbc.co.uk.).

According to Stephen Bourne, the presence of non-white communities was a

reality since, at least, the mid-sixteenth century. As he states:

Some historians may argue that the black presence in Elizabethan England was too small and
insignificant to be worth acknowledging. However, by 1601, the black population was large
enough for Queen Elizabeth | to have made two attempts to repatriate her black citizens (2000:
52).

52 African drummers could be found in Edinburgh in 1505. Henry VII and Henry VIII apparently employed a
black trumpeter who appears in a scroll under the name of ‘John Blanke’ (http://news.bbc.co.uk).
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For her part, Felicity Hand claims that, from the seventeenth century onwards,
‘owing to Britain’s open-door policy with regard to immigration and her increasing
religious and political tolerance, various migrant groups fleeing persecution in their own
countries made their way to Britain’ (1995: 137-8). She cites, as examples, the case of
the French Huguenots or the Palatines who, since ‘they were not visibly different from
the indigenous population [...] were eventually absorbed into mainstream British life’
(1995: 138).>

In the early eighteenth century, the presence of Africans increased in Britain as a
result of the slave trade. Apparently, by 1770, approximately 14,000 black people lived
in England (http://news.bbc.co.uk.). This said, the second half of the eighteenth century
also marks the time when the abolitionist anti-slavery movement was launched. Success
came first in 1807 when Parliament banned slave-trade, and culminated in 1833, when
Parliament definitively banned the practice of slavery in the entire British Empire. With
the abolition of slavery, the number of non-white Africans arriving in Britain was small.

During the same period of time, the presence of South Asians in Britain was
reduced to servants and ayahs, employed by wealthy families who brought them over to
their households.> Indian sailors — or lascars —, employed as crew members of British
ships, had started to arrive in Britain during the same period. In the eighteenth century,
Indian emissaries, visitors, together with Indian wives of some European men and their

children started to arrive in Britain. Even so, ‘non-white’ presence at that time was so

%% Huguenots and Palatines were Protestants in France and Germany respectively. During the seventeenth
century they suffered severe persecutions throughout the wars of religion in Europe. In 1685, Louis XIV of
France pronounced the revocation of the Edict of Nantes — which had granted the Huguenots their religious and
political freedom in 1598. As a consequence, about 250,000 French Protestants fled to England, Prussia,
Holland or America. The Palatines were also severely repressed and also migrated to other European countries.
Many of them went to England under Queen Anne’ s protection and, from there, some decided to go and settle
in America (For further information on Huguenots and Palatines see Encyclopedia Britannica Online. Academic
Edition, http://www.search.eb.com)

> The first register of an Indian Christened in London goes back to December 1616, and there are other
parish registers in 1730 and 1760 (Visram, 2002; 1-2).
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rare that it caused no friction. As Ruth Brown comments, during the eighteenth and

nineteenth centuries, Britain continued with its policy of free entry to the country:

During the boom years of industrial revolution British capitalism lapped up labour with insatiable
thirst, if only to throw workers back into unemployment in times of slump. Britain’s bosses
showed little interest in the national or ethnic ‘character’ of the labour power which they sucked
into the expanding British economy (1995: 3).

During the French Wars of 1793-1815, some checks on free entry were
introduced, but these were based on political reasons, not economical or social ones. In
1826 and 1836, an Aliens Act and an Aliens Registration Act were passed. Their
purpose was to curtail any subversive activities related to the war with France and hence
they were quickly abandoned after the Napoleonic Wars. The only statute maintained
was the 1870 Extradition Act, which allowed the deportation of criminals (Hand, 1995:
139; Smith, 1994: 171).

As is known, the end of the eighteenth century and beginnings of the nineteenth
century mark a time of important economic and social changes in Britain. British society
became more industrialised and urbanised. These transformations, linked with the
development of capitalism, also led to migratory movements from rural to urban areas
within the country as a response to both the search for labour and new labour demands
(Kumar in Mason, 2000: 19). Apart from internal migrations, new patterns of external
migration also developed. The main white immigrant groups which entered into Britain
were the Irish and the Jews. According to Mason, the Irish had been the largest group of

migrants entering Britain since the eighteenth century:

A combination of poverty, famine and population growth in Ireland (themselves related directly
to the consequences of British colonisation) and labour shortages in the British economy led to
the development of a pattern of migration which still persists up to the present days (2000: 20).

Irish migration to Britain was mostly seasonal, as Irish peasants usually came
over to Britain to sell their crops to British farmers. However, as a result of the ever-

growing demand for semi- and unskilled labour in Britain, a number of these seasonal
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migrants opted for the factory jobs on offer. These permanent settlements dramatically
increased after 1845 as a consequence of the potato famine.* Irish immigrants were by
far the most numerous in Britain.® However, the governments’ policy of non-
intervention vis-a-vis this group does not mean that there was no hostility against them
in Britain. The fact is that long-standing stereotypes of the Irish as ‘lazy, drunk, Catholic
and stupid” still persist nowadays (Hand, 1995: 138). Following the pseudo-scientific
theories of racial classification, Irish people were even considered as biologically
inferior (Solomos, 1993: 42). Hostility against this group was not only manifested in the
widespread use of anti-Irish images in popular culture but also in a pervasive violence
against these immigrants (Solomos, 1993: 43).°’

Parallely, in the nineteenth century, some Indians from wealthy families were
sent to Britain to be educated at public schools and universities. Being in possession of
British qualifications was an essential requirement to apply for a post in the higher levels
of public service in British India; since the examination for the Indian Civil Service was
only held in London, many Indian families paid for the education of their children
abroad, with their own funds or thanks to the government scholarships established in
1868. Some of these students were Mohandas Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru, Mohammad
Ali Jinnah and some members of Rabindranath Tagore’s family, to name but a few well-

known examples. After finishing their studies, most of them returned back to their

> Whereas the 1841 Census indicated that there were more than 400,000 Irish living in Britain, the
numbers increased to 727,300 in 1851 and reached a peak in 1861 with 806,000 Irish immigrant
population (Hand, 1995: 138).

*® The continuous flow of Irish migration to Britain along the centuries has resulted in a significant
proportion of the population of modern Britain (10 per cent of the total population) that is able to trace
back their origins in Ireland (Mason, 2000: 21). By the Act of Union in 1800 the Irish had acquired the
status of British subjects, and hence were subjected to no restrictions on their migratory movements to
England, Scotland and Wales. With the formation of the Republic of Ireland in 1922, Irish citizens
nevertheless retained the right of free entry and settlement in Britain. Even after 1945, when Ireland left
the Commonwealth, the British Nationality Act granted Irish citizens the right to enter, settle, work and
vote in Britain (Solomos, 1993: 42).

> On the Irish question, history and representation see Foster, 2001: 2-6; McDowall, 2000: 122-136; Oakland,
2001: 60-89).
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country, although some remained to practice law or medicine in Britain (Hand, 1993: 3).
Meanwhile, Indian adventurers, anxious to obtain knowledge on and about the land of
the rulers, together with exiled princes and political activists all settled in Britain
(Visram, 2002: 2). Simultaneously, Victorian England also witnessed the beginnings of
Indian commercial activity, with companies such as Tata Industries, opening UK-based
branches. These few and well-to-do Indians ‘were often pleasantly surprised with the
hospitality of the indigenous population” (Hand, 1993: 102).

Less lucky in their relationships with the native population were the lascars
whose community numbers started to grow in Liverpool, London, Cardiff, Bristol and
other British ports in the later decades of the nineteenth century. Despite their being
British subjects, lascars were generally discriminated in an attempt to discourage their
settlement in Britain whenever the passage that they had worked on terminated in the
isles (Solomos, 1993: 49). These discriminatory practices were reflected in the
successive Acts of Parliament passed throughout the nineteenth century: the Merchant
Shipping Act of 1823 denied the status of British citizenship to Indian seamen, and the
Merchant Shipping Act of 1894 gave the Secretary of State power to repatriate those
lascars who attempted to settle in Britain. By this law, ship masters or owners could even
be fined if Asian or African seamen were found destitute or convicted of vagrancy in
Britain (Paul, 1985: 107). The passing of such laws point to the contradiction existing
between the state’s legal sanctioning of the employment of lascars as a boost to the
shipping industry and the laws which prevented these same people’s settlement in
Britain.>®

During the same period of time Britain, also witnessed the arrival of East

European Jews fleeing from religious and economic persecution. Some of them were

%8 The living conditions of lascars in Britain is explained in detail in Visram, 2004: 14-33.
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simply en route to the United States, but others came over to settle permanently (Hand,
1995: 138). Although smaller in number than the Irish community — this population
reached a total of 300,000 in 1914 — the Jewish settlement in the country provoked
hostility among the natives. Jews were generally ‘regarded with suspicion by the
indigenous population, who continued to see them as either Christ-killers or oppressive
money-lenders’ (Hand, 1995: 138). Because most of them were shopkeepers, merchants
and artisans, debates about Jewish immigration centred mostly on ‘competition for jobs,
houses and amenities’ (Solomos, 1993: 45).

At the end of the nineteenth century, British industry was increasingly
undermined by cheaper imports from abroad and the country was beset by economic
depressions and political crises. All such factors led to the rise of unemployment and
poverty. It was within this context of rapidly deteriorating living and working conditions
that immigrants alone were institutionally singled out as responsible for the problems
suffered by most native workers (Brown, 1995: 3). Against this background of economic
crisis and unemployment, the slogan ‘England for the English® was once and again
heralded not only by Conservatives but also by Trade Union leaders. In 1901, for
instance, Major Evans Gordon, a Conservative MP for an East London constituency,
formed the British Brothers League which organised a mass protest against Jewish
immigration (Solomos, 1993: 44-5). In one of his speeches in Parliament advocating
immigration controls, Gordon introduced the ‘numbers game’ into immigration policy.
The idea behind his ‘numbers game’ proposal was that the main cause of discomfort and
ill-feeling in the native population was the sheer number of immigrants rather than their

skin colour. (see Hand, 1993: 102-4).>°

% The relationship established by Gordon between the number and concentration of aliens as a
determining factor for the increase of aversion on the part of the native population ‘set the tone for the
racial propaganda which would have Enoch Powell as its most energetic spokesman during the sixties and
seventies’ (Hand, 1995: 140).
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The debates and demands for immigration controls resulted in the 1905 Aliens
Act. It affected all non-United Kingdom subjects defined as ‘aliens’. Immigration
officers were given power to refuse entry if they considered that applicants were
‘undesirable’ (Gordon, 1985: 107). The legislation affected these aliens who did not
have adequate means of subsistence. Moreover, an alien could be expelled from Britain
if s/he continued receiving poor relief a year after entering the country, or if found guilty
of vagrancy, or living in unsanitary conditions. Although the Home Secretary had the
power to deport immigrants, the law also contemplated the situation of those who
requested British citizenship on the basis of political or religious persecution (Solomos,
1993: 46). In a word, the relevance of the Aliens Act of 1905 is that it marked the end of
unrestricted free entry to the United Kingdom.

The outbreak of the First World War, and the threat caused by the presence of
foreigners and possible enemies in Britain, resulted in Parliament passing another Aliens
Restriction Act which further tightened immigration controls. By this Act, ‘aliens’ were
now required to register with the police (Gordon, 1985: 107). The end of the war did not
see a return to the traditional ‘open-door’ policy. Quite the contrary, entry controls
became even stricter by means of the Aliens Restriction Amendment Act of 1919. Ruth

Brown comments that:

The Aliens Restriction Act, combined with the Defence of Realm Act, passed some weeks later,
created for the first time a clear definition of British nationality in law and laid down strict
guidelines for local police and military authorities in their treatment of ‘aliens’. The 1919 Aliens
Act was introduced against the background of fervent nationalism and anti-German feeling
created by the First World War. It formed the basis of all immigration legislation until the
introduction of the 1971 Immigration Act, and was renewed every single year between 1919 and
1971 (1995: 4).

In the period between the two World Wars, the level of migration decreased
dramatically, not only because of the imposition of even more restrictive measures on

the entry of immigrants but also because the economic depression the country was going
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through granted no job availability (Mason, 2000: 22).%° The 1920s and 1930s witnessed
the entry of a mere 700 immigrants per year (Brown, 1995: 4). The Aliens Order of 1920
required that ‘coloured’ seamen should obtain permission from an immigration officer
prior to setting foot on land. This meant that they were deprived of their status as British
subjects and were therefore made subject to removal from Britain. Although in part
engendered by the perceived competition for jobs between the native population and
‘aliens’, the resulting legislation was also the outcome of racist concerns about inter-
breeding between black seamen and white native women (Solomos, 1993: 50).%* In the
early 1930s, evidence of views against settlement of immigrants in Britain is reflected in

A. H. Lane’s writings on the “alien menace’:

... immigrants take away housing and employment from settled Britons, draw on social services
and benefits without contributing to the national economy, carry diseases and engage in
unhygienic practices, foment social unrest and revolutionary plots, exploit British women through
prostitution, run gambling dens and, most importantly, infiltrate and seize control of key
industries, the financial system, the BBC, the film industry, the educational system [...] and the
Labour Government (Smith, 1994: 168).%

The unwelcome ‘aliens’ Colonel Lane referred to were mainly Russian
Communists, East Europeans, and German Jews. He only cited South Asians as British
enemies if they shared Gandhi’s ideas on independence for the colonies. In the late
1930s, only those Jewish refugees, fleeing from the rise of Nazism in Germany and
Austria were granted entry into the country after promising that they would eventually
settle elsewhere. Smith observes that in the 1930s there was a general feeling of anti-

Semitism in the British population. Anxieties around labour and the economy resulted in

% During the post-war slump in the shipping industry, competition for jobs led to racist violence against
lascars in Cardiff, Liverpool and Glasgow (Solomos, 1993: 49).

% As Lola Young explains, in January 1929, the Daily Herald reported that ‘Hundreds of half-caste children
with vicious tendencies were growing up in Cardiff as the result of black men mating with white women, while
numerous dockland cafes run by coloured men of a debased and degenerate type are rendez-vous for immoral
purposes’ (1996: 88). In 1927 the Cardiff Chief Constable, James Wilson, recalling social Darwinist postulates,
argued that legislation should prohibit interracial sexual intercourse, as it was believed that it “‘would lead to
social, moral and physiological decay’ (88).

82 Together with Mayor Evans Gordon, Lane’s apocalyptic views also foresee Powell’s speeches in the 1960s.
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demands for immigration controls and violent attacks against Jewish communities on the
part of the hostile host population. Some Jewish refugees were refused entry into Britain
and were deported to Canada and Australia (1994: 170-1).

The target of racist abuse thus varied depending on the time and the context, with
both the number question and the degree of power acquired by the ‘alien’ community
being key factors in the emergence of xenophobic discourses. Although anti-semitic
violence continued during the late 1940s, in the mid-twentieth century, hostility turned
to new, non-white settlers. Indirectly, World War 11 had fomented an increase of black
settlements in Britain: soldiers from the colonies enlisted in the British armed forces or
workers volunteered to help with the war effort. African-American soldiers, pertaining to
the US allied troops, also came over (Solomos, 1993: 53). The presence of these

coloured North American soldiers precipitated, according to Lola Young:

. another moral panic about miscegenation [...]. Troops from the U.S.A. were supposedly
policed by their own personnel but in areas were there was a concentration of black troops, the
local police were required to make reports to Home Intelligence, the Foreign Office’s North
American department, and the Ministry of Information about their sexual activities (1996: 88-89).

After the Second World War, the British economy was expanding, causing
increasing demand for labour.®® The government therefore launched a recruitment
campaign to attract workers from the colonies and ex-colonies as well as from Europe.
As a result, between 1945 and 1954 some 100,000 Irish people entered Britain as well as
large numbers of immigrants from other European countries (Solomos, 1993: 54). They
were known as the European Volunteer Workers (EVWSs). Some 29,400 EVWSs came

from Poland.®* EVWs were also recruited from Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and

%3 During the two world wars, women had entered the labour force to fill the posts the men had left when
they enlisted. However, after the war women were encouraged to leave wartime industries and go back to
the domestic sphere (Brown, 1995: 5).

® These Polish workers were joined by Polish soldiers and their families who had also been encouraged to
settle in the U.K. Likewise, in 1946, the Polish Second Corps and their families as well as dependants
came over to Britain. In 1949, all these people made up a total of 127,900 (Joppke, 1999: 105; Solomos,
1993: 54).
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Yugoslavia. In 1947, 8,397 prisoners of war from Ukrainia were brought to Britain for
political reasons and, once in the country, were considered as EVWs (Solomos, 1993:
55). 12,000 German and Austrian women were also recruited by means of temporary,
two-year contracts, but, in this case, most returned to their countries after that time. In
the same way, 5,000 Italians were enrolled to work in Britain.

Entrance into the country was regulated by a work permit scheme — EVWSs were
required to sign a contract whereby they accepted a job selected for them by the Ministry
of Labour and which could only be changed if the Ministry permitted it. They were
admitted initially for one year and the extension of the contract depended upon their
behaviour as ‘worthy members of the British community” (Tannahill in Solomos, 1993:

55). These workers had to follow health checks, a measure Ruth Brown criticises:

Within only a few years of closing its doors to the victims of the Holocaust, Britain thus
introduced a ‘positive’ immigration policy [...]. Unfortunately, this enthusiasm extended only to
healthy able bodied workers. Those brought to Britain under the schemes were liable to
deportation if they felt ill—one young boy, who lost an eye at work after falling off a lorry in a
farming accident, was actually deported back to Germany. Indeed, Britain’s treatment of
displaced persons and refugees after the war was so disgraced that even the United States accused
Britain of subjecting its newly arrived workers to an official policy of discrimination (1995: 5):

Britain was thus becoming (in) famous for its discriminatory treatment of non-
native workers. But, as Rob Witte points out, differences were established within the
general display and practice of intolerance for, he argues, there was a clear contrast
between the government’s enthusiastic recruitment of European workers and its concern
to prevent mass immigration of ‘coloured’ British citizens from the colonies (1996: 26).
For all the government’s preferential treatment of white Europeans, the truth is that in
the period of post-war national reconstruction, the number of EVWSs did not cover
British economy’s demand for labour. Moreover, colonial workers ‘constituted a cheap
source of labour and were willing to do the “dirty” jobs that the indigenous population

were shunning’ (Hand, 1995: 141).
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During the late 1940s and 1950s, the majority of British subjects from the
colonies and dominions retained the right to enter and settle in Britain. As a result of the
labour shortage and in response to the independence of India, the British Nationality Act
of 1948 was passed. This Act granted the right to enter, settle and work in Britain to
citizens from the New Commonwealth countries (Ansell, 1997: 142). According to
Christian Joppke, this Act meant ‘an emphatic reaffirmation of the unity of the empire’
through ‘the maintenance of non-national citizenship, defined by allegiance with the
Crown’ (1999: 106).

In May 1948, 417 Jamaicans arrived on the Empire Windrush, and in October of
the same year, 180 West Indians arrived on the Orbita, followed later by waves of
immigrants from India and Pakistan (Witte, 1996: 26). As a result, between 1948 and
1962 — the year when the Commonwealth Immigrants Act was implemented — around
450,000 people from the Commonwealth had settled in Britain (Hand, 1995: 141).
Accordingly, the 1950s and 1960s witnessed the arrival ‘en masse’ of ‘coloured’
immigrants into Britain. Although these people had initially been encouraged to come
over, as their numbers grew, so did the hostility of the local population.

Unlike earlier reactions against the presence of Jews, the antagonism felt towards
the alien population was aggravated by their ‘racial visibility’. The arrival of the Empire
Windrush thus marked a turning point in the British response to immigration and opened
up a new pattern of ‘race’ or ‘ethnic’ relations within the frontiers of the British
homeland. In Kathleen Paul’s words: *The significance of the Empire Windrush, then,
lies not in the motivation of the migrants but in the response of the British state, which
panicked when presented with what it assumed was to be a permanent “coloured”

addition to the population’ (1997: 112; my italics).®® Ansell comments on the

% Paul analyses the language used in government reports on the arrival of Commonwealth immigrants to the
United Kingdom to supply labour shortage and compares it with that used in reports on the EVW. She argues
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transformation of racist attitudes from colonial to post-colonial times: ‘The racism of the
Empire (which previously had justified colonization) was thereby replaced with anti-
immigrant racism (which justified the exclusion of the New Commonwealth migrants
from entry into the political and economic mainstream of British society)’ (1997: 143).
The pseudo-scientific theories of race that had prevailed during the colonial period were
echoed again in this new context of inter-ethnic contact. It is hardly surprising, therefore,
that a study of the Eugenics Society, published in 1958, should claim that racial mixture
— which was becoming more and more feasible given the increasing presence of
‘coloured’ immigrants in Britain — ‘runs counter to the great developing pattern of
human evolution’ (Gilroy, 1998: 81),

In spite of the fact that at that moment white immigrants from Ireland and
continental Europe by far outnumbered those coming from the colonies, both the Labour
and Conservative governments in the 1940s and 1950s considered various ways of
reducing or, at least, limiting the number of non-whites entering the country. Hostility
against non-white newcomers was the result of their patently visible physical difference
that was closely associated with cultural differences, often perceived as incompatible. At
that time, as Amy Ansell states, there was ‘a renaissance of the symbolic construction of
Britain as a “white man’s country”, and of the “coloured immigrant” as possessing
altogether a “different standard of civilisation”” (1997: 143). Recent settlers were thus
presumed to be threats to the identity of the British people, regarded as a “pure’ and
outstanding ‘island race’. Black immigrants were soon associated with social problems

and urban decay,® hence the racialised debates about how to reduce, minimise or even

that, from the very beginning, West Indians were labelled a ‘problem’: *Unlike the refugees from Europe or
aliens from Ireland, these would-be labourers were not called volunteer workers but “Jamaican Unemployed™’.
The direct reference to ‘unemployment’ automatically associates this group with an economic burden, ‘as
people in search of financial support’ (1997: 116).

% Most immigrants lived together in the poor areas of large cities. Already established communities acted as
‘magnets’ for all newcomers of the same ethnicity. Thus, the old nineteenth-century city centres in which
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abolish those legal rights that coloured immigrants possesed as ‘British citizens’
(Solomos, 1993: 56-7).

This combination of labour shortage and racist fears led to the paradoxical
situation of inviting immigrants as a workforce and, once in the country, automatically
resenting their presence. ‘Coloured’” immigrants actually came from the poorest areas of
the world. Initially, the largest groups came from the Caribbean islands. Immigrants
already settled in Britain encouraged friends and relatives from their country to join
them. Employers in Britain exploited this informal network to recruit labour, and they
even paid for advertisements in those countries. Then, in the 1950s, Sikhs from the rural
areas of the Punjab came over to Britain because the partition between India and
Pakistan had created immense pressures on land resources in this area claimed by both
countries.®” In the early 1960s, government ministers and private employers continued
recruiting employees from the West Indies and other Commonwealth countries. Even
Enoch Powell “actively encouraged the migration of medical staff from India and the
West Indies during his time as Minister for Health’ in the 1950s (Brown, 1995: 8; Witte,
1996: 42).

The social fears that associated coloured immigration with racial problems
materialised in 1958 with riots in Notting Hill and Nottingham where there were
important communities of West Indians. The riots were mainly caused by anti-black
attacks on restaurants, hostels and individuals (Witte, 1996: 25). According to Solomos,
these race riots consisted, in fact, in attacks by whites on blacks, even though the violent

incidents were used by the media and public opinion as examples of the disturbances

immigrant communities had settled soon became areas with serious physical and economic problems. As
unemployment eventually grew, the new immigrants were blamed for disturbances. In fact, the immigrants were
those who covered the dirty and most unpopular work in factories, hospitals and other workplaces. Economic

slumps affected the coloured inhabitants in poor areas more than the white population. (Witte, 1996: 27-9).
87 War between India and Pakistan over the control of Kashmir broke out in September 1965 (see Sked and
Cook, 1984: 212).
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caused by the concentrations of black communities in Britain (1993: 60). In other words,
as Cook puts it, the riots were not explained in terms of responses to racist violence but
as ‘the evidence of the negative and inevitable consequences of black immigration and
settlement’ (in Witte, 1996: 24). In this way, blacks were quickly associated with crime
and decay in the inner city areas, and viewed as a dangerous threat for the native

population. This is reflected in an article in The Times written right after the riots:

Here are three main causes of resentment against coloured inhabitants of the district. They are
alleged to do no work and to collect a rich sum from the Assistance Board. They are said to find
housing when white residents cannot. And they are charged with all kinds of misbehaviour,
especially sexual (The Times, 3 September 1958, in Solomos, 1993: 61).°

Four possible schemes were advanced to solve the problems: increase in law and
order, migration control, integration of the immigrants into British ‘way of life’ and anti-
racist policies (Witte, 1996: 33). Migration control was the primary strategy
implemented in the subsequent years. The Conservative government of the time passed
the Commonwealth Immigrants Act in 1962. This Act is important because for the first
time, it introduced a distinction between citizens of Britain and its colonies, and citizens
of independent Commonwealth countries. The latter were subject to immigration control
unless they were born in Britain, held passports issued by the British government or
were persons included in the passports of the two previous groups (Hudson and
Williams, 1995: 179; Solomos, 1993: 63). Moreover, in order to enter Britain, other
Commonwealth citizens needed a Ministry of Labour employment voucher.

Ironically, although the aim of this act (and later ones, i.e. 1968 and 1971) was to

restrict immigration from Commonwealth countries, the total number of immigrants

% Other similar reactions are illustrated in reports by several MPs representing districts involved in the riots:
‘Maurice Edelman, MP for Coventry North, stated in the Daily Mail (2nd September 1958), that if “blacks” are
to continue being attacked, it will be in their own interest to be kept out of Britain. Notting Hill (Labour) MP,
George Rogers, argued in the Manchester Guardian (4th September 1958) that “the riots were not caused by
Teddy Boy hooligans, but had to be viewed as the legitimate reaction of the local community to undesirable
sections of the black population. Violence had been provoked by Blacks refusing to adopt the British way of
life”” (in Witte, 1996: 32).
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continued to grow throughout the 1960s. This was due to the fact that no clause was

included in the act restricting the entry of relatives. As Ruth Brown states:

In the period immediately before and after the Tories introduced the 1962 Act, the entry of
dependants into Britain increased almost threefold as families were left with little choice but to
attempt to “beat the act”, amidst widespread fears that Britain planned to permanently close its
doors to its citizens in the New Commonwealth, including the families of those already living in
Britain. Total New Commonwealth immigration thus grew from 21,550 entrants in 1959, to
58,300 in 1960. A year later this last figure had more than doubled and a record 125,400 New
Commonwealth immigrants entered the UK in 1961 (1995: 9).

The implementation of this law provoked heated reactions on the part of
members of the Labour Party who criticised the law’s inherent racism, especially in its
discriminatory treatment of Commonwealth immigrants, while an ‘open door’ policy
allowed thousands of Irish citizens into Britain. Nevertheless, when Harold Wilson
became the Labour Prime Minister in 1964, the Commonwealth Immigrants Act was
maintained and, in 1968, a restrictive Immigration Act was passed, together with
measures to promote the integration of immigrants.®® This fact represents ‘a convergence
of the policies of Conservative and Labour Parties in favour of immigration controls’
(Solomos, 1993: 64). In this respect, the election campaign that took place in Smethwick
in 1964 is of special relevance. Whereas Labour candidate, Patrick Gordon Walker was
seen as too lenient or liberal on the question of immigration, the Conservative Peter
Griffiths expressed his opposition to the influx of immigrants with the slogan ‘If you
want a nigger for neighbour, vote Labour’.”® Griffith’s victory in Smethwick thus
‘helped to shift political debates and attitudes in both major parties towards a stance
which emphasised their support for strict controls on black immigration” (1993: 65).
Hudson and Williams also interpret the Smethwick episode as fundamental in bringing

about a change policy in the Labour party:

% The government reduced the number of vouchers issued each year to 5,000 and removed the right of entry
from British passport holders to those whose parents or grandparents were born outside Britain (Brown,
1995: 13).

" Lord Elton, in the House of Lords, also echoed the ‘numbers game’ that had been advanced at the dawn of
the century by Major Evans Gordon: ‘the fundamental problem of immigration is not the colour of the
immigrants but their numbers’ (in Gilroy, 1998: 83).
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After the 1964 general election Labour initially opposed further immigration controls. However,
when it lost the safe Smethwick seat in a by-election to Peter Griffiths, a Conservative who had
largely campaigned on immigration issues, Labour party strategists lost their nerve (1995: 179).

Labour governments, though, also implemented acts to promote race relations
and protect minority groups from racist attacks and discrimination. However, the duality
‘immigration - race relations’ was closely inter-connected. Labour MP, Roy Hattersley,
describes the government’s strategy at the time in his famous statement: ‘Integration
without limitation [of migration] is impossible; limitation without integration is
indefensible’ (in Witte, 1996: 36).”

In 1968 another Act was passed as a response to the ‘East African Asians’
crisis.” The problem began when the African countries where they lived — Kenya and
Uganda — acquired independence. In 1967-8, the Africanisation policies implemented by
the Kenyan government forced thousands of Asian residents to leave the country.
Having little or no connections with India, and having by law (the 1948 Nationality Act)
the right to settle in the UK as British subjects, most of them decided to come over —
others also opted for migration the United States or Canada. In Britain, fears of a new
influx of settlers created a wave of anti-immigration. As a result, the 1968 Act also
introduced the concept of patriality by clearly discriminating non-white newcomers:
“This Act specified that immigration controls would not apply to any would-be settler
who could claim national membership on the basis that one of their grandparents had

been born in the UK’ (Gilroy, 1998: 45). David Mason explains that, even though skin

™ Race Relations Acts were passed by Labour governments in 1965, 1968 and 1976, although the
immigration Acts of 1962, 1968, 1971 and 1981 that had dramatically reduced the entrance of
Commonwealth immigrants were maintained (Hudson and Williams, 1995: 179, 213).

"2 During the period of colonialism, the British promoted the Asian diaspora for labour purposes in East
Africa and the Caribbean. It was mainly due to the emancipation of slavery in 1834. On many occasions,
African slaves were unwilling to work for their old masters. As a consequence, and in order to prevent a
collapse of the plantation system, Indians were hired as indentured workers in other colonies such as
Mauritius, Guyana, Malaysia, Burma and South Africa. These workers of Indian origin — not only Hindus but
also Sikhs and Muslims — formed communities where their own cultural and religious practices were
maintained (Hiro, 1991: 108; Hand, 1995: 142).
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colour was never mentioned in the 1968 Commonwealth Immigrants Act, it was implied
in its application:

.. a passport holder had to have been born, adopted or naturalized in the UK or to have one
parent or grandparent who had been born, adopted or naturalized in the UK. This principle was to
become known as patriality. Its practical effect was to retain a right of entry for many citizens of
the ‘old Commonwealth countries such Australia or Canada [...] while removing the right for
many UK citizens resident in the New Commonwealth (2000: 27).

The consequence of this Act was the creation of a group of ‘stateless’ people. In
practice, the government established a quota system for the gradual entry of East African
Asians.

It was in this context that, in April 1968, the Conservative MP Enoch Powell

uttered his famous ‘rivers of blood” speech:

Britons in some areas had been made strangers in their own country by the inflow of immigrants
[...]. In 15 or 20 years, on present trends, there will be in this country 3,500,000 Commonwealth
immigrants and their descendants [...]. As | look ahead, | am filled with foreboding. Like the
Roman, | seem to see “the River Tiber foaming with much blood” (In Spittles, 1995: 97).

As a result of this speech, Powell was dismissed from the cabinet by Edward
Heath. Nonetheless, he retained many supporters, not only within the Conservative
Party, but amongst traditional anti-Tory groups like working-class people who felt

directly exposed to the competition of cheaper labour. As Smith reports:

Commenting on the dockers’ and meat porters’ pro-Powel march to Parliament, The Economist
declared: “Not in living memory have groups of workers across the country gone on strike in
favour if a Tory politician, as they did for Enoch Powell’. Other demonstrations in support of
Powell took place in Birmingham, Coventry, West Bromwich, Southampton, Southall,
Nottingham, Gateshead, Norwich, Preston and Tilbury (1994: 172).

In 1970, the Conservative manifesto continued with a strong emphasis on control
to stop large-scale permanent immigration and reduce entry to only ‘strictly defined
special cases’ (Sked and Cook, 1984: 268). In 1971, a new Immigration Act introduced
further restrictions on the grounds that those who did not qualify for the right of
residence needed a work permit, regardless of the fact that they belonged or not to the

Commonwealth. This Act reduced immigration from the New Commonwealth to a
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minimum. Henceforth, family reunification was the only source of new settlement
(Mason, 2000: 28).

The only exception was the admission of Ugandan Asians refugees. In 1972,
General Idi Amin, the dictator of Uganda, who considered the Asian population as
enemies of the state, expelled them from the country. Most of them (around 50,000)
were British passport holders so, despite objections raised,”® the Conservative
government established the Ugandan Resettlement Board to assist their reception as a
question of moral duty. Other countries, such as India and Canada, were persuaded to
admit a certain number of immigrants. Finally only 27,000 came over to the United
Kingdom (Hand, 1995: 142; Sked and Cook, 1984: 269).In 1974, the newly elected
Labour Party tightened controls even further. Ruth Brown criticises the discriminatory
measures adopted, such as the refusal to admit 250 Asians who were expelled from
Malawi as well as the imposition of strict controls for newcomers in the airports (1995:
13).

Meanwhile, the late 1960s and 1970s witnessed a new phenomenon of racial
hostility on the part of white Britons against ‘coloured’ settlers, called ‘Paki-bashing’,
consisting in violent attacks perpetrated by groups of white youths against people of
migrant origin. The infamous incident that gave name to this type of brutality was the
murder of an East Pakistani, Tausir Ali, in April 1970 (Witte, 1996: 44).”* In spite of the
different solutions proposed to halt racial confrontations, episodes that demonstrated the
uneasy relations between the ‘native’ British and those of foreign origin continued
throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s, the protagonists now being second or third

generation immigrants, that is, British-born citizens. In the context of a deepening

" These objections were again spoken out by Powell in Ramsgate, 12 September 1972: ‘hundreds of thousands
of our fellow citizens her in Britain are living in perpetual dread [...]. There are those who live in actual physical
fear [...] as if they were trapped or tied to a stake in the face of an advancing tide’ (in Spittles, 1995: 99).

™ On “Paki-bashing’ and racial disturbances during the 1960s and 1970s see Witte, 1996: 44-5; Hudson and
Williams, 1995: 214-7; Hiro, 1991: 114-173)
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economic crisis, the Conservative government of Margaret Thatcher came to power in
1979. As is known, Thatcher’s implementation of New Right policies deeply
transformed British economy and society. Notorious were the new measures adopted and
attitudes towards immigrants and their descendants developed during her stand as Primer
Minister.

In the age of post-colonialism and globalisation, both ex-imperial powers and
formerly colonised societies have undergone a process of re-definition in their cultural
identities. The end of imperialism, the implementation of neo-imperialist policies and the
forces of economic and cultural globalisation have activated ever closer contact between
different groups and societies, both physical — with new developments in high speed
transport — and virtual — thanks to world-wide mass media network and the internet.
Increasing ‘contact’ has developed in two opposite but nevertheless interrelated ways. On
the one hand, clear efforts are being made to promote tolerance and harmonious co-
habitation. As a result, the old dichotomies of centre and margins are being dismantled,
opening up the possibility of hybrid identities. On the other hand, traditionally dominant
social groups’ fears of losing old privileges have associated “hybridity’ with ‘threat’. This
view has therefore spurred a return to past notions of identities based on “pure forms’ that
seemed to have been overcome by the 1980s.

Without a doubt, the interdependent and relational nature of ‘identity’ is a core
issue in the construction of national, ethnic and/or gender singularities for, in each case,
the sense of ‘belonging’ holds within it the conscious or unconscious principle of
exclusion. As regards Britain, the concept of ‘Britishness’ has undergone various re-
definitions, as the nation adapted to new historical and social circumstances. In the attempt
to come to terms with new identity formations, Raymond Williams’ views on residual,

dominant and emergent ideologies help explain conflicting discourses, especially in his
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insistence that ideological beliefs originated in the past may still exert a crucial influence in
the present. From this perspective, the notion of ‘race’, constructed mainly in the context
of imperialism, cannot be disregarded in the formation of a British cultural identity.
Following Benedict Anderson’s account of national identity, all discourses —
whether they attempt to re-define British identity as intrinsically white or contemplate
Britain as a multicultural society — are, each and everyone, based as an imaginary nation-
state. This said, a close analysis of the sense of Britishness proves the lack of stability in
such constructions. In this respect, the contingent nature of the notion of identity has been
reflected in the different interpretations of the cultural and political boundaries of Britain
as a nation-state. Likewise, the changing policies of migration from open-door to
restrictive measures during the second part of the twentieth century, can be looked upon as
attempts to re-define “British nationality’ precisely at a time when the country was facing
an identity crisis brought about by its lose of imperial power and international influence. It
is against this background that a close view of contemporary British culture and society
would show the heterogeneous and contingent nature of its composition and the conflicting
or overlapping discourses that constantly re-define what British identity is or should be.
The decade of the 1980s witnessed important changes in this respect. A new
economic policy based on forward-looking neo-liberalist policies, together with attempts to
define the nation’s identity based on backward-looking essentialist notions, contributed to
the re-shaping of British cultural identity. All in all, in order to fully grasp the extent to
which the films | shall be analysing take on board and/or reflect current changes and
identity formation processes, both the politics and economy of the times should be
examined. This is the prime objective of the following chapters which concentrate on the

immediate contextual background of the Raj films of the 1980s.






2. BRITAIN IN THE 1980s: THE THATCHER DECADE

The paradoxical nature of contemporary globalising forces — promoting both the
permeability of frontiers and hybridity, while fuelling ethno-nationalist passions — had an
interesting, indigenous version in Britain throughout the so-called “Thatcher decade’. From
the mid-twentieth century onwards, Britain had to undergo the ‘trauma of decolonisation’
and its gradual, often painful, adaptation to a new post-colonial and globalised world,
which resulted in several economic, political and ideological crises.

When the leader of the Conservative party, Margaret Thatcher, became Prime
Minister in 1979, she was determined to recover Britain’s outstanding position in the
world. Mrs Thatcher firmly believed that the only means to accomplish her aim was to do
away with consensus politics, dismantle the welfare state, which had characterised British
politics since the end of the Second World War, and implement instead New Right
policies. These measures brought about prominent changes in the country that affected all
ambits of society.

The present chapter aims at presenting a panoramic view of the decade which will
provide relevant clues for the subsequent analysis of the films produced at the time. The
first part will explore the definitions of the term ‘Thatcherism’ and the contextual
background against which the said phenomenon emerged and was enforced. The second
part will be devoted to issues concerning immigrations and cultural relationships affecting
the multicultural, Thatcherite society of the 1980s. The last part will consider how arts and
culture were affected under Mrs Thatcher’s premiership. Special attention will be paid to
the difficult situation the film industry had to face, which ironically resulted in a

renaissance of British cinema beyond national frontiers.
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2.1. Definitions

When attention is turned to Thatcherism, the immediate question one is confronted with
whether it was a fully developed economic and political project or just Mrs Thatcher’s style
of government, and whether it came as an electoral, ideological and political watershed or
as a logical development of the politics implemented on the previous decades (Gamble,
1994: 333-336)."

The definition of Thatcherism is rather complex, and there is a lack of agreement in
its designation as to whether it was just a style or whether it represented a coherent
ideology, whether it was predominantly an economic or a social mode. Some political
analysts coincide in finding a coherent ideology in their analysis of the Thatcher
phenomenon. This is the case of Martin Holmes, who reached the conclusion that:
“Thatcherism is a full-blown ideology which does depart radically from the post-war
consensus [...]. Thatcherism is both reactive to the failures of Keynesian political economy,
including those of Conservative administration, but also visionary, in aiming at a different
economy and society’ (1989: 8). He thus explained that “the essence of Thatcherism is the
advocacy of a market economy, where the state fulfils strictly limited functions’ (1989: 9).
In this respect, Thatcherism can be seen as an ideological rejection of socialism. In

Margaret Thatcher’s words:

If people could be sure that we would never have another socialist government, increasing control of
the state, increasing control of ownership, then I think the prospects for this country would be really
bright. If only we could get rid of socialism as a second force and have two parties which
fundamentally believed that political freedom had to be backed by economic freedom and that you
get the best of our people when you delegated power down (1986, in Riddell, 1991: 204).

Likewise, lan Gilmour, who was a member of the first Thacherite government,

though he opposed some of the Prime Minister’s policies — and was thus classified by her

> Even the term ‘Thatcherism’ has been appropriated by both supporters and detractors, each one adding
positive or negative connotations respectively. The expression was coined by the opponents of the Conservative
government in the journal Marxism Today and was used in a derogatory way to Mrs Thatcher’s policies. It was
later adopted by Mrs Thatcher’s followers to refer to the improvements British society was undergoing thanks to
the new policies implemented by the Prime Minister (Fernandez: 1999: 20).
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as one of the ‘wets’ — saw Thatcherism as an ideology dogmatically defended by the
Conservative government as if it were a religion (in Fernandez, 1999: 21). Following the
same argument, Dennis Kavanagh isolated eight elements of the Thatcherite belief system:
‘minimal government, the importance of individual responsibility, a strong state to provide
adequate defence and to uphold the rule of law, the promotion of a market economy, the
moral rejection of high borrowing, and the pursuit of lower taxes and sound money’ (in
Holmes, 1989: 3-7).

On the other hand, other critics consider that the Thatcher phenomenon did not
represent a coherent ideological project and prefer to refer to it as ‘an instinct, a series of
moral values and [...] an expression of Mrs Thatcher upbringing in Grantham, her
background of hard work and family responsibility, ambition and postponed satisfaction,
duty and patriotism’ (Riddell, 1991: 7). Robert Skidelsky conceived of Thatcherism as ‘the
culmination of a period of gestation” after the “failures of public policy after 1945 (1987:
1-2). For Marxists and socialists Thatcherism represented a repressive structure that
resulted from the economic policy implemented, and supported by a type of authoritarian
populism which, they perceived, had already started in the late 1960s (Hall, 1990: 19-22).

Finally, for Margaret Thatcher herself, Thatcherism was:

...a political system to bring out all that was best in the British character (...). It is a mixture of
fundamentally sound economics (...). You recognise human nature is such that it needs incentives to
work harder, so you cut your tax. It is about being worthwhile and honourable. And about the family.
And about that something which is really rather unique and enterprising in the British character — it is
about how we built an Empire (in Holmes, 1989: 7).

The fact is that the 1979 election marked the beginning of an important change in
British politics, which had tremendous effects on British society and culture. Since the end
of the Second World War, both the Conservative and Labour Parties had been in agreement,
or consensus, over certain basic government policies. Hence, the introduction of

fundamental changes in government responsibility, such as the welfare state, the National
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Health Service and the nationalisation of industries effectively went unchallenged by either
party. Notwithstanding, after the Conservative party’s victory in 1979, consensus ended
when the new government shifted from Keynesian economics to the application of
monetarist and neo-liberal policies.™

The implementation of a free market economy was combined with the advocation for
a return to the Victorian virtues of hard work and self-reliance, together with centralisation of
State power and the authoritarian imposition of law and order. This ‘populist” mixture of past
values and present-day entrepreneurship was also intrinsically related to the notion of ‘being
British” (Hall, 1990: 29); in other words, the Thatcherite enterprise came together with a
specific discourse on the construction of British identity. Sir Alan Walters explains that the
Prime Minister wanted to see Great Britain as a nation: ‘based on freedom, liberty, on
responsibility [...]. The sort of ideal or idealised Victorian society where people did do a
great deal of voluntary work for the community, and people were very upright and honest’ (in
Young, 1986: 85).

All the same, in the context of the globalisation of the economy, the free market
approach of the Conservatives meant that Britain was forcibly in constant contact with
foreign countries and cultures. Paradoxically, a sector of society developed the feeling that
traditional national identities and the unity of the country were under threat. Attempts were
made to emphasize certain images of a unified ‘Britishness’, one of the best known being
the idea that Britain had to be “‘Great” once more, as it had been during the great days of the

Empire (Hall, 1990: 30).

7® By ‘neo-liberal’ policies | mean the revival of classical liberalism in the context of the globalised economy of
the late twentieth century. This revival resulted from the high rates of unemployment and inflation that many
Western countries experienced in the 1970s and led to the questioning of formerly implemented Keynesian
policies. In the field of economy, neo-liberalism thus means the limitation of the role of the State by selling off
national industries and the promotion of free trade (see “Political Economy”. Encyclopaedia Britannica Online,
http://www. Britannica.com/eb/article-255577. 02/05/2008).
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The project of shaping a British identity based on the bygone days of the Empire
thus served the Prime Minister’s political interests, especially given that an imperial-rooted
sense of identity implied the automatic exclusion of certain individuals from such
understanding of ‘Britishness’. In this respect it is interesting to point out the extent to
which these old ideological assumptions contradict the contemporary post-colonial context;
for example, the idea that ‘blackness’ has no room in the notion of “Britishness’ recalls the
hierarchical social structure at the time of the Empire, which promoted the biological
pseudo-scientific theories of racial difference and racist practices. As discussed in chapter
one, such discourses were inconsistent with the multicultural, globalised and ever-changing
post-colonial and post-modern world, a time when essentialist assumptions have been
clearly put into question.

It is precisely the dismantling of traditional social orders and the risks run not only
by dominant groups fearing loss of privileges but also by marginalised communities in need
of identity formation that prompted the nostalgic return to an often mythical ideal of a solid
past. In the case of Britain, the fact of looking back to the time when the country was a
world power helped conceal the contemporary fragmentation of the nation.”” Nevertheless,
as mentioned before, the fear of fragmentation and instability was precisely brought about
by capitalism itself, or rather by the neo-liberal policies promoted by the Conservative

government.

" This fragmentation was perceived in the rise of inner nationalisms i.e. Scottish, Welsh or Catholic Northern
Irish, or foreign threats to the loss of cultural and political sovereignty, i.e. increasing presence of ethnic
minorities, the dominance of the United States or the growing influence of the European Community.
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2.2. Britain Before Margaret Thatcher: ‘Labour Isn’t Working’

After the Second World War, a damaged British economy gradually began to recover,
eventually reaching the boom of the 1960s. Keynesian consensus brought social advances
along with the implementation of a welfare state and a population which benefited from a
rise in its standard of living.”® However, in the 1970s, the output of other nations was
increasing much faster than that of Britain, and Britain found it more and more difficult to
compete. The oil crisis of 1973-4 worsened the situation and Keynesian policies started to
be questioned. It was the Labour Chancellor of the Exchequer, Denis Healey, who in 1976
introduced the first monetarist policies in the form of reductions in expenditure, wage
restraint and balanced budgets to deal with the crisis (Evans, 1997: 11).”° 1974 witnessed
the defeat of Edward Heath’s government, which had been weakened by the miners’ strike
and the well publicised view of senior civil servants and centrist politicians that Britain was
fast becoming ungovernable. The subsequent Wilson-Callaghan governments would also
eventually end up in crisis, a crisis which reached its climax in 1978-9 and would be named

‘the Winter of Discontent’.®

® Mike Dunn and Sandy Smith explain that Keynesianism emphasized: ‘the role of spending [...] in
determining the level of economic activity. By regulating the level of spending, governments controlled the
level of unemployment and the rate of inflation; and by maintaining a steady increase in spending, the
government stimulated increases in productivity and in standards of living. Furthermore, the theory suggested
that, while the supply of money had some influence, the most effective way of regulating spending was by
adjusting the relationship between government spending and government revenues [...]. Thus government
spending, employment and rising standards of living were seen to be closely interconnected’ (in Savage, 1990:
23). This economic approach worked well during the first decades. Nevertheless, it led to inflation spirals and
growing disillusionment that ended up in 1979 with the advent of Thatcherism.

® Mike Dunn and Sandy Smith state that the basis of monetarism was that ‘the level of spending depended upon
the amount of money in circulation [...] and to the extent to which people wanted to hold their wealth in the
form of money [...] as opposed to property, goods or income-yielding financial assets [...]. By controlling the
rate of growth of the money supply, the government could control the rate of growth of spending [...]... By
controlling the money supply and spending, the government could, hence, control inflation” (in Savage, 1990:
28). This new approach, though, could not control inflation and unemployment. Consequently, after the 1983
election, the government had to revise the original monetarist approach, increasing the emphasis in other aspects
such as privatisation (1990: 31-2).

8 Taken from Shakespeare’s Richard I11, the “Winter of Discontent’ referred to the winter of 1978-9, when the
government could not face the demands of the Trade Unions and the series of strikes which ‘brought back to the
centre of debate claims about the “ungovernability” and the need for firm action’ (Evans, 1997: 11-2).
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Against this background, Thatcherism should not be seen as a solitary movement or
experiment. On the contrary, at the end of the 1970s, Western governments tended towards
market-oriented policies in an attempt to counter the negative effects of successive oil
crises (with repercussions on a world-wide scale — the Arab-Israeli Yom Kippur War in
1973, the deposition of the Shah of Iran in 1979-80). In other words, the measures adopted
in Britain were not exclusively due to a shift in power towards conservatism. The shift in
economic policies was also evident for instance, in Spain, France and Sweden which, at the
time, were all under left-wing rule. The difference is that in Britain, the shift to freer
markets involved greater tensions because it was associated with a blitz on intermediate
sources of authority such as the unions, but local authorities, employers’ associations,
universities and even the Church. So the peculiarity of Britain was that wider liberalism and
free markets policies were ushered in while state power was becaming more and more
centralised in order to eliminate corporatism (Brittan, 1991: 3-4).

After the oil crisis of 1973-4, Britain did not recover from stagnation.®* Although
both Labour and Conservative governments agreed that something was really and deeply
wrong with the British economy and that fundamental changes were needed, they were
totally opposed as to what should be done. The left called for an even stronger
interventionist role on the part of the state in order to control society and the economy. But
the Tories, in 1979, opposed state intervention and began a frontal attack on the institutions
and practices which had been developing since the Second World War. They believed that
the only possible course left was to use competition and market forces to break up the
existing structure. For this reason, Margaret Thatcher’s government embraced the ideas of
the *‘New Right’ on the superiority of the market over state-run or state-regulated processes.

In their conviction that the market would ultimately be more productive than any state

81 Stagnation being understood as the combination of slow growth and high inflation.
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system, the Tories, under the influence of think-tanks like the Adam Smith Institute and the
IEA (Institute of Economic Affairs), soon came to embrace neo-liberal principles as the
basis of their strategy to ‘roll back the state” in economic affairs (Cornut-Gentille, 2006: 66-
8).

The international and national economic crises, the lower classes’ dissatisfaction
with the Labour Party — its policy of high income tax and pay restraint — and the
Conservative promises of tax cuts were important factors that contributed to the
Conservative victory in 1979. On this point, Stuart Hall suggests that a major factor in the
election victory of 1979 was how the difficulties of the 1970s had brought about a general
change of mentality: a concern with individual well-being rather than collective welfare

(1990: 31).%

2.3. Thatcher’s Government: ‘Set the People Free’

As a means of revitalising the economy, the Conservative party had as its main creed the
defence of a free market economy, the cutting of social services and disappearance of the
welfare state, tax reductions, the decrease of Trade Union power and the restoration of law
and order.®® According to Peter Riddell, the Thatcher government made seven moves to
encourage enterprise: tax cuts, deregulation, promotion of competition, liberalization,
promotion of small business initiatives, increase in funds to back innovation and research in

industry and technology, and encouragement in education of the links between industry and

82 Saatchi and Saatchi’s effective advertising campaign for the Conservative party perfectly reflects the mood of
these changing times: It depicted a long dole queue with the caption ‘Labour isn’t working’ (Evans, 1997: 17).
8 Mrs Thatcher was aware that the economic crisis affected most Western democracies and she firmly believed
that her experiment in Britain would have consequences abroad. Therefore, her government and her country
needed to grant a good defence against possible foreign enemies, so police and armed forces were strengthened
with large pay rises (Evans, 1997: 19).
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school (1991: 72-4).3* Hugo Young summarises all these points in three main commitments
on the Prime Minister’s agenda: tax cutting, good housekeeping and privatisation (1989:
147).

The first priority on Mrs Thatcher’s agenda was tax cuts. The aim was, according to
the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir Geoffrey Howe, to strengthen initiatives by allowing
people to keep more of what they earned. However, at the same time, as a counter-measure,
indirect taxation was considerably increased. The consequence was rising prices in goods
and services, an outcome that hit hardest the lowest incomes. Higher taxes for petrol, for
instance, had a wide repercussion since the measure indirectly increased the cost of
transporting goods (Evans, 1997: 20).%°

The second commitment of Mrs Thatcher’s economic programme was good
housekeeping, that is, fomenting prudent and balanced budgets. This policy goes hand in
hand with the third and central commitment, which was the control of public spending by
means of privatisation of the, until then, nationalised public entities (Cornut-Gentille, 2006:
75; Young, 1989: 147). Privatisation had three main aspects: the denationalisation of
public-owned entities, subcontraction of government-financed goods and services, and the
reduction or removal of state monopoly in transport and telecommunications (Evans, 1997:
34-5). Large public-controlled and nationalised industries passed from government control
to private owners. In practice, this meant selling these company’s shares to the public at
large. During the decade of the 1980s about two-fifths of the state-owned industries were
sold to the private sector. The main idea was that everything that could be sold, should be

sold, and the result of this was the creation of millions of “first time’ shareholders.

8 The aim was to reduce inflation with measures such as the abolition of ‘all restrictions on private-sector
wage level and prices, rents, dividends and exchange controls’ or the cutting of income and capital taxes in
order to ‘promote incentives to enterprise’ (Riddell, 1991: 18). However, in spite of the implementation of
these measures, inflation continued rising and it was not until the increase of North Sea oil and gas supplies
that inflation began to come down in the spring of 1982 (Evans, 1997: 21).

8 Even though the direct tax burden fell, the increase of indirect taxes meant that the overall tax burden
increased during the Thatcher years (Seldon and Collings, 2000: 68).
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The first large-scale operation in 1984 was the privatisation of the telephone system
that had been previously part of the General Post-Office organisation. Although the Labour
party and the trade unions opposed the move, the sale of shares was hugely successful. It
was presented to the electorate as a means of making money easily and with very little risk.
Success was guaranteed because the shares were put on sale at a deliberately cheap price
and people who bought them had the opportunity to sell-on immediately at a very high
profit (Evans, 1997: 35). That pattern continued through the period of the 1983-87. The
large privatisations that followed were British Gas, as well as the Trustees Savings Bank,
British Aerospace, Britoil, Rolls-Royce, British Airports, British Railways, electricity and
water, all passing from the public to the private sector.®®

In Margaret Thatcher’s view, the benefits of privatisation were not only economic
and political but also moral, as it complied with the anti-statist ‘self-help’ philosophy she
advocated (Seldon and Collings, 2000: 68). According to Mrs Thatcher, nationalisation was
a burden for the state and for taxpayers, it was a form of socialism and therefore of
enslavement while privatisation meant freedom. As Evans explains: ‘Thatcher’s dream was
of genuine popular capitalism, and she looked forward in her Manichean way to the time
when shareholders (good symbols of freedom) would exceed trade unionist (bad symbols of
restrictive practice) in number’ (1997: 36).

With the privatisation of national entities, and the idea of a property-owning
democracy, the Prime Minister wanted to construct an inclusive, populist version of the
Tory party, as the government felt that they were actively providing people with the
opportunity to participate in the national economy (Riddell, 1991: 113). In the same
manner, the sale of council flats to tenants (turning one million families into homeowners)

contributed to stir up Mrs Thatcher’s populism. An important factor to keep in mind is that

8 For a more detailed account of the main privatisation sales between 1979 and 1989 see Riddell (1991: 87-88).
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Margaret Thatcher never envisioned people’s social class position as a historically fixed
state but more as a situation that could be overcome and changed. Even so, she was not an
egalitarian (in the socialist sense); for example, she opposed redistributive programmes i.e.
state aids that aim at reducing the gap between the wealthy and the poor. Neither did she
see any need to help or cushion those who failed in the struggle for economic success.

The right to manage company boards was taken up by Government itself in its
adoption of private sector managerial models and employment practices in the public
sector, including the local authorities, the National Health Service, education, the civil
service and other public services. According to Stephen Savage, the guiding principles of

the system introduced were:

the pursuit for efficiency, effectiveness and the value for money: responsibility is decentralised,
lower level operatives are made aware of and accountable for the costs of the operations, targets
are... established and individuals assessed according to their liability to achieve them (1990: 65).

The way in which the conservatives tackled the whole question of welfare in Britain
shows to what extent they aimed at introducing and fomenting a different type of mentality
from the one which existed after forty-fifty years of welfare. So, if in the past the policy of
successive governments had been to expand the role of the state, both in financing and in
providing services, that of the conservatives was clearly to reduce costs in order to render
the welfare system more cost-effective. Margaret Thatcher pejoratively named the welfare
state ‘the nanny state’ and condemned it for promoting a dependency culture that went
against her belief in the cult of individualism and self-help (Cornut-Gentille, 2006: 70-1).

Taking these views into account, it is not surprising that Mrs Thatcher found her
main political enemy in the trade unions, whose commitment to collective rights and
worker protection stood in direct conflict with her belief in the unrestricted play of free
markets. For the implementation of a free market economy the Prime Minister needed to rid

labour of obstructions, although that meant restricting the rights of the workers. Basing her
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actions on the belief in personal responsibility and self-help, the reduction of Trade Unions’
political power was a clear aim on Mrs Thatcher’s agenda. The unpopularity of Trade
Unions, after the destructive strikes during the Callaghan years which ended up with the
‘winter of discontent’, was a key factor that aided the Prime Minister to accomplish her
objective. Building upon the Conservative Party’s recent landslide victory, she succeeded in
passing a series of anti-union laws.®” With the final collapse of the coal miners’ strike of
1984-5, the power of the unions was profoundly reduced. Strikes became rare and, when
attempted, were usually unsuccessful. Freedom of action, it was believed, would enable
managers to react more quickly to changing market forces and to have more control over
workforce productivity. As a consequence, companies would become more efficient and
more competitive in the marketplace and this in turn would boost the economy and lead to
economic growth (Cornut-Gentille, 2006: 74).

Nonetheless, by 1990, the boom of the 1980s had ended in trade deficit, huge
inflation and continuing unemployment. Likewise, the government faced declining
manufacturing output, poor labour productivity, and petering business investment. The
Prime Minister compounded these unfavourable economic statistics by passing an
extremely unpopular ‘community charge’ or poll tax whereby the long-standing rates
system paid by all property-owners according to the value of their homes was replaced by a
fixed payment for all adults to their local authority. Introduced in Scotland in April 1% 1989,
it went into effect in England and Wales in 1990. However, millions of people refused to
pay. A massive London protest demonstration against what was perceived as an unfair

system of taxation turned into a tremendously violent riot. The extremely unpopular poll

8 Employment Acts in 1980 and 1982 outlawed secondary picketing and severely constrained the closed shop
arrangement between employers and unions. Secret ballot replaced appointment of union leaders by committees
and specific protections were provided for non-union members (they could not be refused engagement on the
ground of non-membership of a trade union). The Trade Unions Act of 1984 (amended in 1988) provided that
all members of union executive committees were to be elected by postal ballot at least every five years (Seldon
and Collings, 2000: 69).
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tax rapidly helped diminish the political support that Margaret Thatcher had enjoyed up
until then (Cornut-Gentille, 2006: 76).%

These economic measures came hand in hand with a set of moral values inherited
from the Victorian times that Mrs Thatcher believed represented the “cultural essence’ of
Britain when the nation was nor only a pioneer industrial country but a powerful empire as
well. It is not by chance that the slogan for the Conservatives in the 1987 election was:
‘Britain is Great Again. Don’t Let Labour Wreck it’. By means of this maxim, the Thatcher
government justified the implementation of its economic policies as essential to the
improvement of the standard of living of Britons and the recovery of a relevant position of
the country on the international stage. The market creed was accompanied by a return to
these Victorian moral values based on Christian-Protestant individualism and self-help —
‘God helps those who help themselves’. In Crewe’s view, ‘the core principle of
Thatcherism is the “Victorian” value of individual self-reliance’ (1991: 243). Mrs Thatcher
thus fomented the popular use of the term ‘Victorian values’, namely order, restraint,

discipline and submission (Cornut-Gentille, 2006: 77). In Margaret Thatcher’s words:

| was brought up by a Victorian Grandmother. We were taught to... prove yourself. We were taught
self-reliance. We were taught to live within our incomes. We were taught that cleanliness is next to
Godliness. We were taught self-respect. You were taught tremendous pride in your country. All these
things are Victorian values. They are perennial values (in Blake and John, 2003: 12).%

In this respect, as Skildesky states:

Thatcherism as an economic and social philosophy — as a basis for the long-term government of
Britain — is seriously one-sided. In this sense it resembles the Manchester Liberalism of the early
nineteenth century which energised the economy but had to be tamed, moralised and intellectually
refined before it was fit to establish a new social order (1987: 23).

With respect to law and order, this emphasis on individualism, self-reliance and

self-responsibility had further implications. If the individual was ultimately responsible for

% The unpopularity of this measure, together with other conflicts within her own party, contributed to ending
the decade with her unwilling resignation in November 1990.

% The Thatcher government was also influenced by the neo-liberalist theories of the Adam Smith Institute and
the Institute of Economic Affairs (IEA) which had their roots in the liberalist principles of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries.
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her or his actions, a criminal action should therefore be severely punished. Since
individuals had freedom of choice, social background, unemployment, alienation or poverty

were no justification for criminal action. Margaret Thatcher herself stated:

If children have a problem, it is [said to be] society that is at fault. There is not such thing as society.
There is living tapestry of men and women and people and the beauty of that tapestry and the quality
of our lives will depend upon how much each of us is prepared to take responsibility for ourselves (in
Blake and John, 2003: 14).

In order to prevent crime, the government should invest in law and order rather than

in welfare. In this sense, Slikdesky describes Thatcherite culture as

one rid of the ‘bourgeois guilt” which makes the rich and successful highly susceptible to moral
blackmail by the poor and unsuccessful. The overthrow of the “guilt culture’ is a necessary condition
of an enterprise society and reassertion of ‘individual responsibility’. [Consequently], individualism
and political authoritarianism appear as complements, not opposites (1987: 22). *°

The ‘law and order’ campaign carried out by Mrs Thatcher contributed to the creation of an
image of a strong and rather authoritarian government. These policies needed to be
defended within and outside the frontiers of the country, which implied not only giving
greater powers to police and armed forces, but also controlling apparatuses such as the arts,
the academy and the mass media, or foreign blocks such as the European Union which
could oppose the government’s interests.

Mrs Thatcher’s ‘moral crusade’ included the defence of the traditional nuclear
family as against all those lifestyles: ‘homosexuals, single mothers, trades union activists,
ravers and demonstrators’ that had been promoted during the years of permissiveness (Lay,
2002: 79-80). In Stuart Hall’s view, in combining ‘the resonant themes of organic Toryism,
that is the idea of nation, nuclear family, duty, authority, standards, traditionalism — with
the aggressive themes of self-interest, competitive individualism, anti-statism’ Thatcherism

created a new uncaring society (Hall, 1990: 29). The new ethos thus boiled down to a

% The liberation of the ‘guilt culture’ makes reference to the ideology of the New Right which frees the middle
classes from their feeling of guilt as a privileged class against other marginalised groups such as the
unemployed, women, ethnic minorities, etc. It was in the 1960s when these groups claimed themselves to be
victims of the unjust system and asked for compensations. In the 1980s, the New Right’s emphasis on
individual self-responsibility disparaged the demands of those groups as blackmail and proclaimed that those
who had achieved a privileged economic and social status as a result of their own work and effort should not
feel guilty for the less advantaged situation of others (Cornut-Gentille D’ Arcy, 2006: 67).
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mixture of progressive, forward-looking economy with a set of backward-looking moralist
values based on Victorian ideals. In the 1980s, this mixture of past values and present-day
entrepreneurship was therefore intrinsically related to the notion of *being British’ (Hall,

1990: 29), a notion that had significant implications in Britain’s relation with the world.

2.4. Britain’s Unique Position in the World

Since the end of the Napoleonic Wars and until the outbreak of the First World War, Britain
had been a crucial and dominant player on the international stage. During that time, British
politicians regarded foreign policy in terms of Britain’s responsibility in maintaining world
order. In this sense, British policy was aimed at keeping a balance of power in Europe so
that no state would dominate over the rest (George, 1990: 12). Nevertheless, especially after
the Second World War, Britain’s international influence was reduced and shadowed under
the growing importance of blocks such as the United States, the Soviet Union and the
European Community. Yet still Britain’s statesmen and diplomats believed that the country
was influential enough to continue playing the role of keeping balance in international
affairs, which leads Stephen George to conclude that the country was suffering from an
‘illusion of grandeur’ (1990: 14).%

Mrs Thatcher’s government, however, wanted this illusion to become a reality again
and she fought to recover Britain’s leadership in the world. Nevertheless, in spite of some
flag-waving occasions such as the victory at the Falklands war, the recovery of Britain’s
grandeur was not an easy task. The capitalist expansion Mrs Thatcher promoted in Britain
went hand in hand with the progressive phenomenon of globalisation, which, as said before,

has tended to increase the inequalities within and between countries. On a world scale, this

%L Britain’s economic decline in the 1970s forced the country to ask the International Monetary Fund for
financial help. Britain was labelled as the ‘sick man of Europe’, a clear phrase that confirms the country decline
in inner and foreign affairs after the Second World War (Seldon and Collings, 2000: 72-73).



112 Filmic Representations of the British Raj

implies an increase in the rate of immigration from the poverty-stricken people of the Third
World in the search of a better life in the Developed nations. This effect of globalisation
leaves the hosting countries vulnerable to ‘undesirable cultural invasion’. As Nabeel Zuberi
puts it:

Britain is still convulsed by its postwar, post-colonial identity crisis. Most of Britain’s dominions
have been liberated from colonial rule since 1945. The end of empire and the need for cheap labor
brought many immigrants from the former colonies to the ‘mother country’. This settlement ha
unsettled older conceptions of the white body politic (2002: 539).

The implantation of New Right policies created further important paradoxes.
Margaret Thatcher’s fervent defence of capitalism, free trade and individualism prompted
continuous contact with foreign countries and cultures. Britain’s association with
‘outsiders’ came mainly through three different kinds of political and social relationships,
with the United States, with the European Community and with the Commonwealth. In the
past, the relationship with these three blocks was crucial for the maintenance of Britain as a
world power. Churchill identified Britain’s unique position in the world as ‘the junction of
three distinct geopolitical formations: the north Atlantic world; the Empire in its transition
toward being a commonwealth; and Europe’ (Gilroy, 2004: 106). However, such a position
proved to be problematic for Britain, because as a ‘declining’ power, it was no longer able
to act independently from allied states (Byrd, 1988: 3).

When Ronald Reagan was elected President of the United Stated in 1981, the
relationships between the two countries became closer and closer since both leaders shared
the political and economic views of the New Right. This Atlantic association was labelled a
‘special relationship’ between the two countries.*> Moreover, as Anna Marie Smith puts it,

Mrs Thatcher’s anti-Communist sentiment and particular views on the international scene

% When Reagan came to power, Mrs Thatcher had been in government for eighteen months, proving that her
conservative views were very similar to that of the US Republican party. As Young states: “‘Washington greeted
her as a heroine of pan-Atlantic conservatism (1989: 250). On her part, in one of her visits to the United States,
Mrs Thatcher herself declared: “We see so many things in the same way and you can speak of a real meeting of
minds. | feel no inhibitions about describing the relationship as very, very special’ (Financial Times, 23, March
1985; in Smith, 1988: 9).
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‘emphasised the threat of freedom from Soviet expansionism’, therefore: ‘[i]t was almost
axiomatic in Mrs Thatcher’s foreign policy stance that security for the West could not be
ensured without strong leadership from the United States’ (1988: 11). Besides, the Reagan
and Thatcher regimes ‘were unequivocally for the maximum possible freedom of trade, and
for the liberation of market forces on a world scale so that poor countries could help
themselves to achieve Western-style development’ (Smith, 1988: 27).%

The easy relationship between the Prime Minister and the leaders of the two
superpowers, Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev led to Britain playing an important
role in bringing an end to the Cold War. As Anthony Seldon and Daniel Collings put it:
‘Not since Churchill’s premiership in the early 1950s had Britain enjoyed so much respect
in Washington and Moscow’ (2000: 73). Mrs Thatcher, however, was not considered so
highly in the European Community.

In the EEC, Britain was considered an ‘awkward member’. Mrs Thatcher defended
external economic policies and political co-operation of the Community in the international
system (Allen, 1988: 36); however, she did not like the idea of a future European Union
with greater internal political and economic unity.** Mrs Thatcher’s neo-liberalist ideology
led her to agree with the idea of a genuine economic common market with the addition of
co-operation on foreign policy, but she rejected the idea of a federalist union of nations
(George, 1990: 152). In her speech at Bruges, in 1988, Mrs Thatcher spoke against
Britain’s national identity being diluted under a single European identity, while she
advocated for the protection of different national cultures, warning of the danger of falling

under the dominance of a single power (Solomos, 1993: 221). Thus, Mrs Thatcher’s efforts

% As Mrs Thatcher said: “We take the same view in the United States and Britain that our first duty to freedom
is to defend our own, and our second duty is to try somehow to enlarge the frontiers of freedom so that other
nations might have the right to choose it” (in Young, 1989: 251).

% That is why Britain enthusiastically supported the inclusion of Greece, Spain and Portugal in the European
Community: with these three southern countries the Community would become ‘a much more diverse and less
cohesive body than it was when Britain first joined of when Mrs Thatcher was first elected” (Allen, 1988: 37).
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were focused on keeping Britain apart from the European Union on certain aspects in order
to preserve the country’s intrinsic cultural identity — i.e. the refusal to adhere to the
common European monetary system.

One of the most relevant confrontations between Britain and the European
Community was the country’s budgetary contribution to the Union. And yet, the heated
debates in meetings where Mrs Thatcher defended fiercely the interests of her country,
served to popularise among the electorate both the Prime Minister and her vision of the
country.® In a way, her confrontation with the European Union served, as the Falklands
War did, to create the figure of a foreign enemy against whom the Prime Minister was
battling in the nation’s interests, deflecting attention from the problems and increasing
divisions within the country (George, 1990: 163).

Throughout the 1980s, as plans for greater integration for member states progressed,
Mrs Thatcher increasingly presented herself as confronting Europe in defence of British
interests. However, not everyone in her party shared her approach, and there was a real
danger of a split within the Conservative party, which sprang, 1987 and 1992 over the issue
of the Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM).*® Mrs Thatcher’s adamant refusal to join the
ERM in 1989, against the wishes of her Chancellor of the Exchequer, Nigel Lawson, is
seen as the first step in her downfall.

Britain’s relation with the Commonwealth was not an easy one either. As Seldom

and Collings explain:

Although she [Mrs Thatcher] helped pilot through a successful Rhodesian agreement, giving the
former colony independence in 1980, she was renowned as being unsympathetic to the aspirations of
black nations, while her contempt and refusal to support Commonwealth actions against South Africa
excited widespread hostility among Commonwealth leaders. As with Europe, Britain was continually
on the defensive instead of leading the offensive (2000: 74).

% In Mrs Thatcher’s words: ‘I cannot play Sister Bountiful to the Community while my own electorate are
being asked to forego improvements in the field of health, education, welfare and the rest (in George, 1990:
162).

% The ERM was a system of controlling currency fluctuations so that member states could benefit from greater
stability in exchange rates.
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The relationship with the former colonies proved to be a burden rather than a
beneficit for the country. Even though tighter controls on immigration were implemented
after the labour shortage at the end of the 1940s, Commonwealth citizens had been moving
freely to Britain after their countries acquired independence. Reluctant to welcome
increasing numbers of foreigners to the British Isles, the traditional ties with
Commonwealth countries represented a problem for successive British governments,
especially when in the 1970s Britain was forced to provide asylum for the Asian population
expelled from Uganda and Kenya. In the 1980s Mrs Thatcher had to intervene in the
independence of Rhodesia where right-wing white groups and black leaders were fighting
for the control of government after independence. Caught between two poles, Mrs Thatcher
had also to face another dilemma when the powerful country with which she held a ‘special
relationship’ invaded Grenada, an old dependency of the British Empire.®” Yet the greatest
tensions between the Commonwealth and Mrs Thatcher came with her refusal to apply
economic sanctions to South Africa as a measure against apartheid. She argued that
although she loathed apartheid, the sanctions would not help to put an end to it. On the
contrary, it would worsen the conditions of black people in the country as they would lose
their jobs. She finally supported the EC import ban on South African coal, iron and steel,
but demands for sanctions of Commonwealth countries were greater (Seldon and Collings,
2000: 38).

As regards relationships with other former colonies in Asia, Gerald Segal explains

that, in the 1980s:

Britain is back in Asia, not as an imperialist power but as an active leader of the international
capitalist economy and a supporter of its multilateral security arrangements. Britain’s interest is not
always with all its former colonies, but with those that prosper. Its main interest is in the international
market economy (1988: 133).

% For a detailed account of the events see Young, 1989: 484-487; Seldon and Collings, 200: 13, 27-39;
George, 1990: 141-143 and Sprittles, 1995: 110-113.
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Segal does not describe Britain’s new relationship with Asia as imperialistic. Nevertheless,
he complains about the fact that the United Kingdom only looked for its own economic
interests, based not on equal cooperation but on capitalistic drives. This is better understood
when the situation of South Asia is taken into account. India, which had been considered
‘the jewel in the crown’ in imperial times, suffered a series of terrible civil wars after its
partition, following independence, into three new states, India, Pakistan and Bangladesh.

On this, Segal comments that:

It is perhaps unfair to blame Britain for the fact that Hindu and Muslim hated each other so intensely,
but some blame must be attached to the colonial authorities for allowing the outcome to be quite so
horrific [...]. Britain watched the wars of 1965 and 1971 from the sidelines (1988: 125).

The difficult economic and political situation of these countries has stimulated
waves of immigration to Britain, and the creation of a new multi-cultural society in the ex-

mother-country. In Segal’s words,

Britain lives more with the bitter legacy of its colonial past than, remarkably, with the benefits of its
fruits [...]. The debates over what kind of multi-ethnic society to create in a country not used to
seeing itself as a melting pot, has led to the internalisation of south Asian problems in Britain. It is
now less an issue of foreign policy, and more one primarily of domestic character of modern Britain
(1988: 125-126).

On the other hand, Britain’s relationship with its remaining colonies have never
really been easy either, as most of them have proven to be a ‘burden’ rather than beneficial
for the mother-country. A conspicuous example is the Falklands conflict, which took place

in the early stages of Mrs Thatcher’s mandate.

2.4.1. The Falklands War

The Falkland Islands/Malvinas are situated in the South Atlantic, about four hundred miles
from Argentina. A colony of the British Empire since 1833, this cluster of islands is inhabited
by people of ‘British stock” (Sprittles, 1995: 113). In the nineteenth century, the islands had

been considered of strategic importance but their relevance diminished after the World Wars
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and the dismemberment of the British Empire. Since then, the islands have become a
reminiscence of imperial time, and a burden on the economy of the mother country. Long
claimed by Argentina, the Island’s inhabitants, loyal to the British crown, constantly refused
to accede to Argentina’s petitions. Since the 1970s, the Argentinian claims on the islands
became more insistent, until 2nd April 1982 when the country invaded the British colony.

According to Hugo Young, Argentina’s conflict was the result of British negligence in
dealing with the situation during the previous decades: ‘Britain’s indifference, indecision and
lack of foresight were accessories before the fact of Argentinian aggression, which produced
between 2nd April and 14th June 1982 the loss of 255 British and over 650 Argentinian
lives’. However, ‘because it ended in a great victory eight thousand miles from home, it made
her [Mrs Thatcher’s] position unassailable, both in the party and in the country. It guaranteed
her what was not previously assured: a second term in office’ (1989: 258).

Mrs Thatcher certainly needed to reassert her authority after her government’s
humiliation caused by its lack of foresight during the events that led up to the invasion. She
looked for support amongst her party, the country and foreign leaders in the
Commonwealth, the United States and the European Community. The fact that Argentina at
that time was ruled by a dictator contributed to the international support for the British
cause. In domestic terms, Britain’s defence of her colony was interpreted as echoing the
civilising mission of the Empire and the role of the UK to bring and maintain democracy
and freedom against other oppressive regimes.*

The victory, though, was not free from controversy. The Argentinian cruiser General
Belgrano was sunk in waters that were beyond the exclusion zone as it was returning to
Argentina. 368 crew members were Killed in the action (Sprittles, 1995: 116). Two days later

the British HMS Sheffield was hit by a missile causing the loss of 21 lives and many

% Even the Labour leader, Michael Foot, agreed that Britain had ‘a moral duty, a political duty and every other
sort of duty’ to win back the islands’ (in Seldon and Collings, 2000: 21).
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casualties. The question whether such a war with the cost of so many lives could have been
avoided laid on Mrs Thatcher’s shoulders.

Nonetheless, the consequences of the war proved to be very positive for the Prime
Minister. The issue helped reinforce the proud notions of British identity. Confronting the
foreign Argentinian enemy, people could forget the country’s inner differences, and the
problems that assailed them, such as the dramatic rise in unemployment.*® Sprittles gives a

revelatory example of how an outside enemy can mask the difficulties at home:

In early April a survey of public opinion showed ‘39 per cent ... thought the Falklands war the most
important issue facing the country, exactly the same percentage chose unemployment’. However, the
passing of a month at war ‘saw the Falklands as by far the most important [issue] (61 per cent) with
unemployment now well behind (25 per cent) (1995: 114).

Thus, as Tana Wollen states: ‘An “enemy” thousands of miles away served the
powerful symbolic purpose of rallying hearts, minds and troops behind a Britain some were
desperate to believe “Great” again’ (1991: 179), as made clear in Mrs Thatcher’s speech in

Cheltenham on 3rd July 1981:

We have ceased to be a nation in retreat. We have instead a new found confidence — born in the
economic battles at home and tested and found true eight thousand miles away... And so today we
can rejoice at our success in the Falklands and take pride in the achievements of the men and women
of our task force. But we do so not at some flickering of a flame which must seen be dead: no, we
rejoice that Britain has rekindled that spirit which has fired her for generations past, and which today
has begun to burn as brightly as before (in Blake and John, 2003: 69).

Furthermore, the Prime Minister made the most of the event to revive the discourses

of British identity based of whiteness and blood ties. In Mrs Thatcher’s words:

The people of the Falkland Islands, like people of the United Kingdom, are an island race... They are
few in number, but they have the right to live in peace, to choose their own way of life and to
determine their own allegiance. Their way of life is British: their allegiance is to the crown. It is the
wish of the British people and the duty of Her Majesty’s government to do everything that we can to
uphold that right (in Blake and John, 2003: 64).

% Street explains that these problems were: ‘explosive industrial relations, unemployment and poverty, racial
conflict and law and order. There was however some evidence of upwards mobility, particularly amongst the
much publicised working-class and lower-middle-class yuppies who made quick profits from buying property
and shares, gaining an entrée into the hitherto middle- and upper-class dominated world of business and finance.
For the unemployed and the sick, however, the Thatcher years offered increased impoverishment and insecurity’
(1997: 102-3). In the period 1979-82 unemployment more than doubled and remained over 3 million from 1982
to 1986 (Hill, 1999:6).
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The Prime Minister’s statement follows the Churchillian sense of ‘kith and kin’.
While Mrs Thatcher fought against the ‘enemy without’ that threatened the way of life of
‘brothers and sisters” of the remote Falklands, she was also holding a battle against the
‘enemy within’ who, under an alien coloured skin was rioting and disrupting the life of the
native-rooted inhabitants of the British Isles. In this sense, Gilroy argues that Mrs Thatcher
linked the two kinds of enemies that were attacking Britain’s revived greatness.'® Gilroy
adds that the defence of the distant British ‘kith and kin’ in the South Atlantic was

inevitably connected with the conflicts at home:

Images of the nation at war were also used to draw attention to problems inherent in ‘multi-racialism’
at home. There was a rich irony discovered in the contrast between the intimacy of the ‘natural’ if
long-distance relationship with the Falklanders and the more difficult task of relating to alien
intruders who persisted in disrupting life in Britain and were not seen to be laying down their lives
for the greater good (1998: 51-52).

The Falklands conflict therefore revealed Mrs Thatcher’s vision of British national
identity as one rooted in the country’s imperial past — a notion that entails the drawing of
specific lines of inclusion and exclusion between certain communities. This position was

made patent in the way the government dealt with ethnic minorities at home.

190 Gilroy defines the “Falklands Factor’ expressed in the Cheltenham speech as the link between the struggle
against the ‘Argies’ and the battle against the Trade Unions, ‘whose industrial actions were to be undone by the
fact that such activities did not ‘match the spirit” of the reborn Britain (1998: 51).
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2.5. Multicultural Britain in the 1980s

2.5.1. New Right, New Racism

Following the trend developed by the Falklands factor — unifying the nation thanks to the
confrontation of a common enemy — the Prime Minister created a political language which
defined “all those who challenge the dominant order as a common, natural enemy’. In this
sense, ‘miners and blacks discover that they share being labelled “the enemy within™”
(Gilray, 1998: 34).

Paradoxically, despite the attempt to project inner unity through discourses on
national identity, Mrs Thatcher’s aggressive economic policy instigated unavoidable

divisions within the country. As John Hill suggests:

... the politico-legal aspects of Thatcherism, and the ideological rhetoric was often at odds with its
economic effects. Thus, despite the Mrs Thatcher regime’s appeal to order, unity and social cohesion,
it was evident that Thatcherite economic policies were contributing to an increase in social divisions
and conflicts (1999: 10).

Likewise, Hugo Young states: ‘Inequality increased, as it was always intended to.
The Thatcher government believed more clearly than any of its post-war predecessors in the
virtue of inequality both as a motor for getting the economy moving and as a measure by
which its fruits should be distributed” (1989: 535).*"

As a consequence of the rationalisation of industry (e. g. the closing down of a
number of non-productive coal pits) a growing section of the population came to suffer
unemployment and poverty. One of the problems derived from these circumstances was

closely related, not only to class division, but also to race:

The hard-core of the poor and unemployed black youngsters in the big cities form an emerging
under-class alienated from the successful majority and their values. The result has not only been
increases in violent crime and drug-taking, but also a greater feeling of social malaise (Riddell:1991:
166).

101 For a more detailed account of the economic, social and geographic division of the electorate and the
unequal effects of the Thatcherite project on the British population, see Riddell, 1991: 166-7, 171- 183.
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Non-white citizens also had to face aversive racism, implicit in the discourses in
which Britishness was associated with whiteness, and which, therefore, always excluded
them. Accordingly, this new racism was no longer based on racial superiority but on the
threat a destabilizing ‘other’ caused to white national unity. Gilroy notices that: ‘This new
racism was produced in part, by the move towards a political discourse which aligns “race”
closely with the idea of national belonging and stresses cultural difference rather than
biological hierarchy’. It is from this perspective, he adds, that ‘blackness and Englishness
appear as mutually exclusive attributes’ (1992: 190). In Gilroy’s words, ‘the novelty of new
racism is its capacity to combine different kinds of discourses — patriotism, nationalism,
xenophobia, Englishness, Britishness, militarism and gender difference — in a complex
system that defines “race” in terms of culture and identity’ (1998: 43).

Simultaneously, however, concepts such as ‘the Island Race’ and ‘the Bulldog
Breed’, still in vogue, linked the representation of the nation in both biological and cultural
terms, an attitude that was to have important repercussions on immigration controls and the
treatment of ethnic minorities in the country. Accordingly, Anna Marie Smith concludes that
‘the new racism preserved the intolerance of the imperial racism, but re-cast in suitable
“tolerant” post-colonial terms’ (1994: 56). In other words, while on the one hand, the
discourse on ‘race’ was gradually replaced by the term “culture’, on the other hand, the new
network of relationships among identity groups, in what has since then been regarded as a
‘multi-cultural society’ (i.e. Britain), was not completely emptied of the residual discourses
of *biological racism’, inherited from eighteenth and nineteenth-century pseudo-scientific
theories on natural order and racial taxonomy.

Mitchell and Russell establish a connection between the ideology of the New Right
and the development of new racist thought. In their view, the New Right is not a coherent

project but an amalgam of ideas that unify both the complementary and contradictory trends
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of social authoritarianism and neo-liberalism (1990: 175)*%. Elizabeth Ansell agrees with this
view of the British New Right, which, she believes, derives from both the Conservative Party
and more extreme right-wing groups.'® She concludes that the New Right is more united on

what it opposes than on what it proposes, especially concerning racial issues:

Whether the New Right’s anti-antiracism is expressed in the form of neo-liberal attack on the ‘new
class’ of anti-racists, or the social authoritarian charge that the presence of coloured immigrants is
threatening the survival of the distinctive British cultural heritage, the New Right arguably shares a
common project of mobilizing popular and elite opinion in opposition to social democratic values
associated with the pursuit of racial equality (1997: 164).

Ansell therefore argues that what is distinctive about the new racism of the New Right
is ‘the degree to which it combines the neo-liberal concept of freedom from unwarranted state
regulations and the social conservative concern with defending established cultural mores and
maintaining social cohesion’ (1997: 164). It is precisely this combination of different ideas,
hidden inside a set of common-sense assumptions that renders new racism more pervasive
and dangerous (1997: 165).

There is general agreement among historians and critics in identifying Enoch Powell
as the founding father of the new racist discourse in the United Kingdom (Mitchell and
Russell, 1990: 176; Ansell, 1997: 144). Mitchell and Russell identify three main sources for
the new racism:

Firstly, Enoch Powell’s 1968 speeches gave voice to the fears and racist reaction of a
population that rejected the increasing presence of non-whites on British territory. He
anticipated a series of events that would take place in the country if immigration were not

halted. He stated:

192 In terms of politics, some sectors of the New Right developed authoritarian views on the form of government
adopted as far as they defend the principle of blind submission to authority. As seen before, Thatcher’s
government advocated for centralised power. On the other hand, in terms of economy, after the mentioned
crises of the 1970s with the failure of interventionist measures, neo-liberalist claimed for a return to classic
market liberalism on the part of conservative parties as a means to revitalise the economy. These measures were
aimed at emphasising individual autonomy, self-development and freedom
(http://www.search.eb.com/eb/article-9117288; http://www.search.eb.com/eb/ article-9003154).

1% New Right organisations include the Monday Club, the Freedom Association, Conservative 2000,
Conservative Way Forward, the Social Affairs Unit, the Centre for Policy Studies, the Salisbury Group as well
as right-wing media commentators in both quality and tabloid press (see Ansell, 1997: 145-164).


http://www.search.eb.com/eb/article-9117288
http://www.search.eb.com/eb/
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In this country, in fifteen or twenty years’ time the black man will have the whip hand
over the white man.

... Those whom the gods wish to destroy, they first make mad. We must be mad, literally mad, as a
nation to be permitting the annual inflow of some 50,000 dependants, who are for the most part the
material of the future growth of the immigrant-descended population. It is like watching a nation busily
engaged in heaping up its own funeral pyre.

... But while, to the immigrant, entry to this country was admission to privileges and opportunities
eagerly sought, the impact upon the existing population was very different. For reasons which they
could not comprehend, and in pursuance of a decision by default, on which they were never
consulted, they found themselves made strangers in their own country.

They found their wives unable to obtain hospital beds in childbirth, their children unable to obtain
school places, their homes and neighbourhoods changed beyond recognition, their plans and
prospects for the future defeated; at work they found that employers hesitated to apply to the
immigrant worker the standards of discipline and competence required of the native-born worker;
they began to hear, as time went by, more and more voices which told them that they were now the
unwanted. They now learn that a one way privilege is to be established by act of parliament; a law
which cannot, and is not intended to, operate to protect them or redress their grievances is to be
enacted to give the stranger, the disgruntled and the agent-provocateur the power to pillory them for
their private actions (in Utley, 1968: 180-186).

Although inn the aftermath of his radical and alarmist speeches, Powell was forced to
give up his parliamentary seat, ‘his message arguably remained popular, leading many to
conclude that although Powell had lost his political battle, he had won the ideological war’
(Ansell, 1997: 144).

The second source mentioned by Mitchell and Russell is the journal Salisbury Review,
launched in 1982. This publication exposed the views of New Right writers on the topics of
race and racism in Britain and the importance of the preservation of British national identity,
rooted in a nostalgic and imaginary ‘pure’ white past. Thirdly, the 1980s witnessed a vast
amount of journalistic writing in both the quality and tabloid sections of the British press that
disseminated neo-conservative, racialist views of the incompatibility of native and foreign
populations regarding their distinctive culture and way of life (Mitchell and Russell, 1990:
177).

Out of these sources, Ansell identifies three key categories of meaning that determine
the development of the new racist discourses of the British New Right. The first and foremost
category is the assumption of an immutable human nature which is hostile to those who are

different. Accordingly, it is not a question of white prejudice against blacks, but just a
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‘natural’ inclination of people who generally prefer to be with their own ethnic and cultural
group. This tendency is apparent in all communities, not only whites, but also blacks, Asians,

Muslims, Jews, Indians or Bangladeshis. On this view:

The new racist teaches the racist that she has never been a racist, that the racial minorities themselves
would pursue exactly the same policies in their own ‘homelands’, and that the preservation of racial-
cultural-national purity is the best defence against racial tensions (Smith, 1994: 57).

Such a conception of identity construction is thus imbued with an essentialist
assumption backed by biological notions. As Bhabha argues (1994: 66), this way of
envisaging identity renders the dichotomy ‘self-otherness’ fixed and immutable and thus
invalidates any prospect for a possible amelioration of ‘race’ relations. From this angle
therefore, the political solution proposed would result in immigration controls and/or
deportation instead of the implementation of ‘useless’ ‘race relations’ laws.

The key question of the new racist discourse is that its main exponents, like Powell
himself, do not consider themselves to have racist opinions or attitudes. In Powell’s view, a
‘racist’ is a person who considers members belonging to other races to be inferior. Following
this argument, Powell is not a ‘racist’, since he believed that no human being is inferior to
another, only different, both in terms of physical appearance and in terms of culture. Yet it is
precisely this cultural difference that provokes the incompatibility and hence hostility
between native and foreign populations.

Nationhood and national identity are thus perceived as natural, rather than socio-
political constructs. For that reason, ‘intolerance’ is re-coded as a legitimate expression of
natural beliefs (Smith, 1994: 56). The justification of hostile reactions against foreigners as
natural has further implications. On the one hand, it depoliticises the question of racism and
exonerates the government from implementing race relations measures because, if racial
prejudice is innate and immutable in human nature, it will never be eradicated by any kind of
social measure. On the other hand, it justifies repatriation: just as that native populations

prefer to live amidst their own kin, so to do foreigners apprehend their original countries as
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their ‘natural’ homes. Consequently, the only solution for racial problems is to limit contact
between different groups by means of immigration controls on entry and repatriation (Ansell,
1997: 165-7).

The second category of meaning is the notion of the “British way of life’, which raises
identity boundaries between ‘we’, based on an imaginary, homogeneous, British white past,
and “other’ alien cultures. This indigenous culture is based on Victorian values such as ‘work,
respectability, the need for social discipline, and respect for the law’ (Ansell, 1997: 168).
New Rightists conclude that the *British way of life’ concept was fast being diluted by alien
cultures whose increasing presence in the isles coincided with national decline. In Ansell’s

words:

It is precisely the struggle to link genuine fears with a particular phenomenon such as black
immigration — as opposed to, for example, complex sources of structural change lack of community
resources, or inadequate job training programs — which constitutes the New Right’s ideological work
(1997: 169).

This idea links in with the notion of ‘the enemy within’, that is, all those communities
living in Britain that do not blend into the genuine British ‘way of life’. Their ‘otherness’
poses threats and problems to the country, and this difference is maintained through
subsequent generations of immigrants, because, according to Powell: “The West Indian or
Indian does not, by being born in England, become an Englishman. In law, he becomes a UK
citizen by birth; in fact, he is a West Indian or Asian’ (Powell, in Hand, 1990: 254). In

another speech given in 1974, Powell continued arguing that:

The nation has been and is still being eroded and hollowed out from within by implantation of
unassimilated and unassimilable populations... alien wedges in the heartland of the state... It is... truly
when he looks into the eyes of Asia that the Englishman comes face to face with those who would
dispute with him the possession of his native land (in Ansell, 1997: 175).

Powell’s military metaphors of ‘invasion’, ‘war’ and ‘conquest’ in his speeches serve

to highlight the mental fashioning of national boundaries that defines the construction of the
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native population in terms of inclusion and exclusion. Accordingly, the limits of ‘race’ are

made to coincide with national frontiers (Gilroy, 1998: 46). As Anne Marie Smith explains,

it is taken for granted that the status of ‘being here first’ establishes a privileging of the white British
population vis-a-vis the black immigrant, while the ‘being here first’ status of the colonials and
indigenous peoples counted for absolutely nothing in the imperial tradition (1994: 84).

Such discourses therefore eschew sense of imperial guilt. However, as Gilroy states:

The immigrant is here because Britain, Europe, was once there; [...] today’s unwanted settlers carry all
the ambivalence of empire with them. They project it into the unhappy consciousness of their fearful,
anxious hosts and neighbours. Indeed, the incomers may be unwanted and feared precisely because they
are the unwitting bearers of the imperial and colonial past (2004: 110).

The third category of meaning inherent in New Right discourses is the ‘new class
enemy’, that is, those groups of bureaucrats whose job is to attend ‘black’ communities and
who tend to inscribe non-white groups into two categories: ‘blacks as a problem’ and “blacks
as victims’. As a result, ‘blacks’ are therefore not regarded as individuals but as inferior
communities in need of special attention. This reasoning is used by the New Right to attack
what they see as the backfire effect of the anti-racist measures, proposed by the ‘the loony
left” which only serve to further marginalise whites (Ansell, 1997: 176).

These key categories of new racism have opened up a political debate between social
authoritarians and neo-liberals, the two competing tendencies of New Right discourse and
have often been used by Mrs Thatcher’s government to combine apparently contradictory
trends, and thus appeal to a wider electorate. Mitchell and Russell detect three different
combinations of such ideas:

To begin with, neo-conservatives defend an exclusive form of British nationhood,
which excludes all those groups considered to be ‘different’ from the traditional white
concept of the British population, while neo-liberalists defend the idea of individual liberty in
a colour-blind approach. This is why, in the 1980s, the government could advocate for the
return to the idea of the ‘island race’, which brought the white inhabitants of the distant

Falklands and the white British population closer to each other than whites and non-whites
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living in the UK. Simultaneously, the Tories could present an electoral campaign for the 1983
election defending the Conservative views on black people as ‘persons’ and citizens with
equal rights and opportunities as the white population. The advertisement is worth analysing:
it showed a young black man in a suit with the caption: ‘Labour says he’s black. Tories say

he’s British’. The campaign propaganda continued:

With the Conservatives, there are no “blacks’, no ‘whites’, just people.

Conservatives believe that treating minorities as equals encourages the majority to treat them as equals.
Yet the Labour Party aim to treat you as a ‘special case’, as a group all on your own.

The question is, should we really divide the British people instead of uniting them (in Sewell, 1993: 67).

In spite of the colour-blind approach, the interpellation proffered in this advert, to use
an Althusserian concept, is an invitation to ‘assimilate’. In other words, a black man will be
accepted as a “British’ person so long as he is clad in a suit, the signifier of British civilisation
and ‘way of life’, i.e. ‘the wolf is transformed by his sheep’s clothing” (Gilroy, 1998: 59).
Besides, the image presents a solitary figure, which could be seen as indirectly reinforcing
both Mrs Thatcher’s championing of individualism and her government fimr backing of
immigration control. What is more, the absence of any female figure obliterates the threat of
excessive fertility usually associated with the stereotype of the black woman (1998: 59). This
advertising campaign represents a New Right’s ideal vision of society, which, according to
Smith, ‘only includes elements of othernesses, such as certain blacknesses and certain
homosexuality, insofar as their alterity has been domesticated” (1994: 116).

On a different line, the second difference between these two trends is that, while
social authoritarians are strong advocates of assimilationist policies or repatriation laws for
those who do not adapt to the way of life of the host population, neo-liberalist prefer a

Darwinian view of society exposed to the laws of the market — in other words, a society in
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which the survival of different competing cultures depends on the free choice of single
individuals.'®

Finally, the neo-conservatives present racial hostility as the expression of the ‘natural
fears’ of a group whose culture and values are threatened by the increasing presence of
foreigners, whose different and often incompatible views on life cannot but result in violent
confrontation with the native population. In contrast, from their ‘laissez-faire’ stance, neo-
liberalists believe that the market forces will eventually erase racial prejudices and
discrimination. In their view, individuals will succeed according to their effort and self-

responsibility, regardless of their race, cultural background, class or gender, (Mitchell and

Russell, 1990: 179-180).

2.5.2. Immigration Controls for the Sake of Good Race Relations

As seen in the previous chapter, all these views on race and immigration were reflected in the
measures adopted by different governments to control immigration or to promote race
relations within the country, as a means of appeasing disturbances between different
communities that regularly flared up since the 1950s. Along the 1980s, conflicts around the
issues of race and immigration were manifest. For this reason, it is worth analysing the
political strategy of the Conservative government during the period.

Already in 1978, in an interview on television’s World in Action programme, Mrs
Thatcher made clear her own position regarding racial issues. She declared that immigrants
themselves could become victims of a liberal immigration policy, since not only whites but

also early immigrants could resent the increasing numbers of foreign people, a fact that could

104 In the field of education, neo-conservatives champion an assimilationist type of education, while neo-liberals
defend the education voucher scheme which enables parents to decide for themselves which school their
children are to attend, even though these practices tend to create a ghettoisation of single-ethnic schools. In any
case, both groups coincide in the rejection of interventionist anti-racist measures, which may eventually
marginalise white individuals in favour of black positive discrimination.
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provoke racist reactions among different ethnic groups (Blake and John, 2003: 34). In line
with New Right, new racist discourses, she echoed Powell’s apocalyptic views in her so-

called “‘swamping speeches’ which evidenced her view of immigration as a threat:

I think [the present rate of immigration] means that people are really afraid that this country may be
swamped by people of a different culture. The British character has done so much throughout the
world that if there is any fear that it might be swamped, then people are going to be rather hostile to
those coming in (1978, in Hand, 1990: 264).

Non-white presence in the British Isles was still seen by the Conservative
government as a problem in the 1980s. And yet, the only solution proposed to maintain
peaceful race relations in the country was further limitation on the entry of immigrants.
First, in 1981, the government passed the Nationality Act, which saw the jus soli policy,
until then in force, surpassed by the policy of jus sanguinis.’® This act prevented the UK-
born children of immigrant parents from acquiring the automatic right to citizenship.'® The
Act split the category of Citizen of the United Kingdom and Commonwealth into three sub-
divisions: British Citizens, British Dependent Territories Citizens and British Overseas
Citizens. The last category excluded British citizens — mostly of Asian origin — from the
right of abode in Britain (Solomos, 1993: 71). Immigration controls were justified for the
sake of good race relations for all those communities already settled in Britain. Thus, a
government document, prepared for the OCDE conference, explains the policy of

immigration control implanted in Britain:

In recent decades, the basis of policy in the United Kingdom has been the need to control primary
immigration — that is, new heads of households who are most likely to enter the job market. The
United Kingdom is one of the most densely populated countries in Europe. In terms of housing,
education, social services and, of course, jobs, the country could not support all those who would like
to come here. Firm immigration control is therefore essential in order to provide conditions necessary
for developing and maintaining good community relations (in Solomos, 1993: 71).

195 Fenton explains that ‘Jus soli’ refers to right according to the ‘soil’, that is, a person acquires citizenship
principally in accordance to the place of birth, in contrast to jus sanguinis (‘right according to blood”) whereby a
person acquires citizenship principally by way of descent (1999: 206).

106 The 1981 Nationality Act establishes that: ‘A person born in the United Kingdom after commencement shall
be a British citizen if at the time of the birth his father or mother is a British citizen or settled in the United
Kingdom’ (1981 c. 61:1).
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The 1971 Immigration Act, which had already restricted immigration to dependants of
immigrant men settled in Britain, was modified by another Act in 1987, which removed the
right to bring dependants from men of marriageable age.

In part, it was the difficult situation of unemployment and poverty that affected
marginal groups most particularly, as well as the racist attitudes towards black people, that
provoked violent riots in those poor areas, often inhabited by immigrant communities. The
first wave of disturbances occurring in 1981: St. Paul’s, Bristol (1980), Brixton (April
1981) and Toxteth (July 1981).*°" Apart from labour discrimination and racial tensions,'®®
these riots also showed up the poor relationships existent between the police and black
youth in particular. As Savage remarks, these events ‘were to an extent the result of bad
policy and an element of racism in the [police] force’ (1990: 92). After the Second World
War, the increasing presence of immigrants led to riots in Notting Hill in 1958, and to the
‘Paki-bashing’ practices of the 1960s and 1970s. The wave of racist violence was
intensified in the 1980s, with an estimate of 7,000 attacks in 1981 (Hudson and Williams,
1995: 214). As a consequence, instead of finding support in the police forces, there was a
growing sense of mistrust and disillusion on the part of non-white communities.

The image of the criminalised black youth involved in mugging and other criminal
activities in problematic inner-city areas promoted disproportionate acts of surveillance and
provocative policing on non-white communities. As Hudson and Williams explain, the

police used the power granted by the Section 4 of the Vagrancy Act, to stop and search

1071 ater on more riots took place in St. Paul’s (January 1982), Notting Hill Gate (April 1982), Toxteth (April
1982 and July 1982), St. Paul’s (June 1983), Handsworth, Birmingham (9-10 September 1985), Brixton (23
September 1985) and Tottenham (October 1985) (Taylor in Hill, 1999: 10-11).

198 young relates the riots to the high rate of unemployment within the black community: ‘By the date of its
second anniversary, the Government had presided over the biggest fall in the total output in one year since
1931 [...]. Unemployment, up by a million in the past twelve months, was rising towards the once
unimaginable total of three million [...]. In April 1981, serious disturbances occurred in Brixton, south
London, a multiracial area with a long history of poor police-community relations and high unemployment,
especially among young blacks’ (1989: 233).
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people, especially black people, in public places: ‘This heavy-handed and sometimes
racialist approach to policing has contributed to the alienation of young black people from
the police, and to breeding a sense of profound distrust” (1995: 214-215).

In fact, the riots that broke out in Bristol, in April 1980, flared up after a police raid
on suspected drug dealers in a pub, which was one of the few meeting places in town for
black youths (Witte, 1996: 56). In March 1981, there was a mass demonstration in London
to protest against both the handling of the investigation into the deaths of thirteen young
blacks in a fire in Deptford and the disinterest of the press in reporting the events. A police
intervention precipitated the violent conflict, which resulted in riots (Gilroy, 1998: 102-
103).1° Although the events profoundly shocked British society, such actions continued in
the following months in different parts of the country (Sprittles, 1995: 84-85).

The way the media dealt with these riotous situations also has its importance,
especially in its tendency to portray the riots as a confrontation of a disordered mass of
black youths against the police forces.'™® In this sense, the media activated a sense of
menace that recalled Mrs Thatcher’s ‘swamping’ speeches by presenting the white

population as growingly victimised by threatening black groups. As Ansell observes:

The political reaction to these events, not the events themselves, reinforced the New Right belief that
black people, whether British-born or not, are incapable of sharing a civilized social life in common
with the (white) indigenous majority. In this way, law and order, like immigration, became a
condensation symbol for the racial and status anxieties of part of the public (1997: 244).

On the other hand, the Scarman Report, published in November 1981, pointed to the
high levels of youth unemployment, deficient housing conditions, inadequate provision of

remedial education for deprived families and lack of social, cultural and welfare amenities

109 For a detailed explanation on the causes and origins of the particular riots see Witte, 1996: 58-60, Solomos,
1993: 147-177 and Gilroy, 1998: 102.

19 gprittles remarks on the warfare vocabulary used in the media coverage of the events, such as ‘Battlefront’,
“The whole nation was appalled by scenes of mindless violence and looting at Brixton® “This place is at war’,
‘Brixton explodes again!” (see Sprittles, 1995: 85-86). Solomos observes the racialisation of the report of the
events in the newspapers headlines: ‘Riot Mob Stone Police’, ‘Bristol: a multiracial riot against the police’, “The
Bristol confrontation: racial but not racist’, “When the Black Tide Met the Thin Blue Line’, ‘Black War on the
Police’, ‘army of rioting black youths’, ‘Flames of Hate’ (see Solomos, 1993:152-4).
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as the main causes for the violent protest (Solomos, 1993: 157).'** Even so, the Prime
Minister did not accept unemployment as the justification for rioting: ‘If you consider that
unemployment was the only cause —or the main cause—of the riots | would disagree with
you. Nothing that has happened would justify these riots” (in Solomos, 1993: 158). In
response to the Scarman report, the Prime Minister said: ‘Until law and order and public
confidence have been restored, we cannot set about improving the economic or social
conditions of this country” (in Ansell, 1997: 245).

What is more, as reasoning went, ‘blacks’ were blamend for the problems of
unemployment and social decay in the cities rather than the other way round. As a
consequence, the discourse of the New Right identifying social problems as the cause of
alien disruption to the British ‘way of life’ was justified, thus: ‘Complex changes in post-
war Britain were contrasted with a nostalgic portrait of Britain before the arrival of black
immigrants as a safe and peaceful haven’ (Ansell, 1997: 244). It seems, therefore, that far
from trying to solve the problem of youth unemployment and harsh living conditions of the
marginalised groups, the government’s concern was bent on law and order (Solomos, 1993:
160). And yet, ‘despite the commitment to fighting crime, the amount of recorded crime
actually rose by 60 per cent during the Thatcher years’ (Hill, 1999: 10).

It could therefore be said that the economic change and political measures
implemented by Mrs Thatcher’s government increased the differences in living conditions
between different sectors of the population. Indeed, while some groups benefited from
popular capitalism, others saw their economic and social difficulties exacerbated,

difficulties that hit a vast majority of ethnic minority groups which were relegated to the

111 A survey published in 1984 by the Policy Studies Institute showed that the job conditions of black people
were far worse than those of their white counterparts — they were employed below their qualification level and
often earned less that white workers in comparable job levels — while they had a higher unemployment rate
(Solomos, 1993: 91).
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status of underclass. This was, according to Hudson and Williams, the ‘bitter harvest of
Two Nations politics’ (1995: 216).'*?

Regarding ethnic issues, the decade ended with an important event that created a
controversial debate on the question of cultural diversity within the country: the Rushdie
Affair. The Rushdie Affair put to the test the compatibility of Islamic beliefs with citizenship
in a European country (Teitelbaum, 1998: 55). Accused of blasphemy, the novelist Salman
Rushdie was condemned to death by the Ayatollah Khomeini of Iran. Many volumes of his
novel, The Satanic Verses, were publicly burnt in several countries all over the world,
including in Britain. Thousands of Muslims in Britain demonstrated against Rushdie and
against the fact that British laws on blasphemy did not contemplate Islam. Michael

Teitelbaum explains the complex situation in the following terms:

Prime Minister Mrs Thatcher, who disliked Rushdie and stood for everything he despised, provided
police protection for him. A death sentence for publishing a novel was simply unthinkable in Britain.
But it was not unthinkable to many British Muslims. Here the vulnerability of their community may
have played a part. Faced by the temptations of Western culture, British Muslims from South Asia
feared losing their children to secularism [...]. Since Islam is a total ideology, linking all behaviour in a
seamless whole, many Muslims agreed that life should be denied to a blasphemer (1993: 55-56).

As a consequence, the viability of an ethnically plural society was once again
questioned in the media (Solomos, 1993: 224). New racists saw the Rushdie affair as
confirming their views on cultural incompatibility. The issue here was that Muslim extremists
had taken up and were applying the very same new racist discourses to show hostility against
Western culture, while extremist neo-conservatives confirmed Powell’s apocalyptic views of
unavoidable violent confrontations and the incompatibility between being ‘black’ or non-

white’ and calling oneself British (Ansell, 1997: 252).'** Nevertheless, the vast majority of

112 gewell summarises this situation in which the very victims of the system were regarded as victimisers: ‘In
theory, the whole society should benefit from greater prosperity and economic efficiency, but in reality a form
of social Darwinism takes over and only the “fittest’ in society are able to survive. The ‘unacceptable’ face of
Thatcherism was that the burden of blame for this distributive problem was placed on the victims of poverty,
not on the system which impoverished them’ (1993: 60).

3 |n this debate Norman Tebbit proposed the “cricket test’ of loyalty for ethnic minorities living in Britain to
prove the difficulties in a good conviviality of cultures: ‘Which side do they cheer for? ... It is an interesting
test. Are you still harking back to where you come from or where you are. | think we’ve got real problems in
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the population remained caught between these two poles, Rushdie himself being a
conspicuous example of ‘a non-Muslim Muslim, a British Asian, a non-European European’

(Teitelbaum, 1993: 52)."*

2.6. Thatcherism and Cinema

The policies implemented by Thatcher’s government also had important implications in the
realm of art and culture, particularly in the area concerning the film industry. Taking into
account the fact that ‘films do not exist in a vacuum: they are conceived, produced,
distributed and consumed within specific economic and social contexts’ (Kochberg, 2001:
4), it is therefore crucial to consider the processes at work in the creation of
cinematographic products, as well as the contextual background, which proved so
influential in the development of British cinema along the 1980s. Mrs Thatcher’s
conception of a society based exclusively on market-oriented axioms clashed with the
interests of intellectuals and artists. According to John Hill: “In the case of film, the new
Conservative government was reluctant to conceive of it in artistic and cultural terms at all
with the result that government policies were almost entirely concerned with the
commercial aspects of the industry’ (1999: 33).

Accordingly, educational and artistic institutions were not given a special status by
the Thatcher government. They were simply regarded as profit-making industries and were
therefore to be regulated by the laws of the market. Government investments and public

subsidies were so dramatically reduced that over 3,000 academic posts were eliminated

that regard... Well, you can’t have two homes. Where you have a clash of history, a clash of religion, a clash of
race, then it’s all too easy for there to be an actual clash of violence’ (in Ansell, 1997: 253).

114 The affair also showed that different voices and opinions were raised within the Muslim community, as not
all its members shared the condemning statements against Rushdie. For instance, groups such as Women
Against Fundamentalism publicly supported the writer while they sought to challenge stereotypes about Asian
and Muslim women (Solomos, 1993: 223).
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while the film industry found itself forced to look for private investors in order to survive.
As a consequence, the war against Thatcher was declared by intellectuals and artists
(Cornut-Gentille, 2006: 80).

Invariably in competition with the powerful Hollywood industry, British
filmmaking has never succeeded in acquiring a prominent international status.**> Nick
Roddick distinguishes two broad modes for the making of feature films: the American
model and the subsidised one. The former is ‘a paradigm of capitalist organisation: a
factory system, integrating large-scale production, distribution and exhibition, with a
massive number of domestic outlets for its products, and a highly developed penetration of
the export market’ (1985: 3). The latter corresponds to the European model, which
conceives of cinema as an art form and, as such, should not be left out to the forces of the
market but protected by a system of subvention.™® The British film industry found itself
situated in between these two models. According to Roddick: ‘Neither Hollywood-style,
nor state-supported, the British film industry has fallen more or less disastrously between
these two stools’ (1985: 4).

Competition from Hollywood has always been a problem for British filmmakers.
The easy penetration of U.S.A. films that share a common language and cultural
background has made it very difficult for indigenous productions to compete with
American commercial movies and blockbusters. Leonard Quart also points to Hollywood’s
success in attracting British top directors (Alfred Hitchcock, David Lean, Carol Reed,
Ridley Scott, Alan Parker, Stephen Frears, Mike Figgis) who found in America a well-

financed industry and the prospect of making more lucrative careers (2003: 226).

115 Nick Roddick analyses the crucial factor of Hollywood competition with the British film industry in his
article: ‘If the United States spoke Spanish, we would have a film industry...” (1985: 3-18)

118 These two modes of cinema production reflect the competing views on the issue of “cultural exception’. The
notion of “cultural exception’ refers to the conception of cinema and audiovisual products as cultural goods and
that culture should not be merchandised but protected from G.A.A.T. rules. For a more detailed analysis on
cinema and “cultural exception’ (see Azcona, Oliete and Seco, 2005: 269-83).
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In former decades, British governments implemented several protective measures
as a means of preventing British cinema from sinking before the Hollywood invasion. For
instance, as early as 1927, the first Cinematograph Films Act imposed a compulsory quota
of British films; in 1938, a new Films Act upped the quotas and regulated labour
conditions, in 1948, the National Film Finance Corporation (NFFC) was funded in order to
support independent productions, and in 1947, the Eady Levy imposed a tax to ticket sales
and used the revenues to subsidise British-made films (Friedman, 1993: 1; Quart, 1993: 23;
Hill, 1999: 34).

From the mid-twentieth century onwards, British cinema also came up against
major competitors from television and video. As a consequence, film audiences
dramatically decreased. As Paul Giles reports: “74 per cent of the British population never
visit a cinema, but every adult in 1988 watched on average over 25 hours of television each

week’ (1993: 72). Leonard Quart also points to the fact that:

Films in Britain also confronted the generally pro-theatre, anti-cinematic bias of the arts
establishment and faced competition for an audience with some very striking and original television
programming [...] and home video — Britain having one of the highest ownership and rental rates in
the world (1993: 226).

The British film industry also came up against Mrs Thatcher’s policies, which
materialised in the abolishment of the Eady Levy and the 25 per cent tax for investment in
film production, and the privatisation of the NFFC (Cornut-Gentille, 2006: 82).
Commenting on the uneasy situation between government and film industry, Samantha

Lay states that:

The film industry in Britain certainly did not find a friend in Thatcher administrations. John Hill
sums up the Conservative government’s policy as ‘aggressive non-intervention’ and it is clear
Thatcher’s governments saw cinema as a commercial enterprise which would need to sink or swim
on its own (Lay, 2002: 82-3).

Initially, these measures were bound to aggravate the problems of a film industry
already in crisis. Paradoxically, however, the 1980s witnessed a renaissance in British

cinema with more British films produced during that time than in any previous decade
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(Cornut-Gentille, 2006: 83), many of them attracting international awards or coverage
(Elsaesser, 1993:53). The changes brought about by the Conservative government not only
meant a re-organisation in the mode of filmmaking, they also provided filmmakers with
new themes and ideas. The result was the production of a large number of films critical of
a system that aimed at converting art into commodity. As Sarah Street puts it, ‘ironically,
the years of Thatcherism provided the political-cultural background to the revival of
British cinema in the 1980s’ (1997: 102).

At the level of production, filmmakers found themselves forced to rely on private —
often foreign — sponsors. In other words, in order to survive within the context of an
aggressive market-oriented society, cinema had to establish a new kind of relationship
fiercest with its competitors: television and Hollywood (Quart in Friedman, 1993: 24).
Channel Four, which began broadcasting in 1982, was a pioneer in helping the
development of British cinema. The new channel was no mere extension of BBC and ITV.
On the contrary, it aimed at encouraging creations that departed from mainstream
productions. It thus offered a space for independent producers or minority audiences (Hill,
1999: 54). Samantha Lay comments that the main aim of Channel Four was to ‘provide
viewing for minorities and to represent hitherto underrepresented groups in society’ (2002:
78)."" The channel therefore acted as a platform for low-budget, independent films.
Although both national and international films were displayed, the Channel’s main
commitment was to British cinema. Many of these productions, which proved to be very
successful, were social-realist, politically engaged dramas, such as The Ploughman’s
Lunch (Richard Eyre, 1983), My Beautiful Launderette (Stephen Frears, 1985), Letter to
Brezhnev (Chris Bernard, 1985), High Hopes (Mike Leigh, 1988) or Riff-Raff (Ken Loach,

1990). Several of the directors who made a career out of contracts with Channel Four —

117" Channel Four’s policy was subsequently followed by other companies, such as Granada or the BBC
(Giles, 1993: 75).
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Stephen Frears, Ken Loach or Mike Leigh among others — are clear exponents of the social

realist mode of filmmaking. As Samantha Lay states:

From the 1960s to the present, social realist texts have been a staple of television schedules, but it is
notable that a rebirth of social realist film and television occurred in response to the harsh economic
and materialist conditions of Thatcherism (2002: 36).

Channel Four also supported other types of films which did not belong to that
contemporary social-realist trend but to the costume drama or ‘heritage’ genre, as was the
case of Heat and Dust (James Ivory, 1982), A Room with a View (lvory, 1985), A Month in
the Country (Pat O’Connor, 1987) or Caravaggio (Derek Jarman, 1986). In opposition to
the social-realist films’ direct challenge to contemporary British society, the films set in the
past were often perceived as ‘conservative productions’ that reflected the traditional sense
of British identity promoted by the Thatcher government (Giles, 1993: 82). This type of
film, however, did not always present a straight-forward alignment with the Conservative
government’s ideology, but a more complex interrelation of competing ideologies.**®

In many cases, the British cinema industry also had to look for funding in foreign
investment companies, more often than not from the United States. These companies were
interested in profit-making movies and thus exploited the British style of filmmaking that
could appeal to a sector of national and international audiences who were tired of
commercial Hollywood productions. One of the reasons for the success of the British films
made in the 1980s was the result of their triumph as winners of a number of academy
awards. Critics agree that the so-called ‘renaissance’ of British cinema started with
Hudson’s Chariots of Fire, a film that won four Oscars in 1982. The international success
of this film as well as that of subsequent productions was very often equated with notions
of national identity as a reaction against cultural Americanisation. It is from this frame of

mind that Colin Welland, the Oscar-winner scriptwriter for Chariots, triumphantly

118 The debates on the heritage question will be further developed in the next chapter.
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announced that ‘the British are coming!’, in reference to the British film’s success in
Hollywood (Higson, 2003: 6). Nonetheless, British cinema owed by much its success to
U.S. financial support and promotion at the Oscar ceremonies (Higson, 2003: 6-8).™°

On this view, the cinematic productions of the 1980s may be seen as reflecting the
situation of both Britain in the general context of globalisation and in the particular
implementation of Mrs Thatcher’s policies at home. As a result, most “British’ movies
were, in fact, international co-productions, with money invested by American, Japanese
and/or European corporations. The paradoxical nature of globalisation is thus reflected in
the films made at the time: in order to compete with the powerful Hollywood industry,
British cinema had to offer films with a British style that distinguished them from
American mainstream movies and that, at the same time, could appeal to spectators both at
home and abroad. Accordingly, the distinctive themes and styles of the British cinematic
output contributed to the construction and exportation of an indigenous British identity set
against cultural Americanisation. In other words, British films were simultaneously
international — and thus multicultural — at the level of production, and intrinsically national
in their thematic and formal contents.

The fact that filmmakers were forced to use market strategies to finance their
productions converted most of them into anti-Thatcherites. That is why, much of their
anger, discontent and criticism of Mrs Thatcher’s society was visually expressed through
or by means of their films. The consequences of the dismantling of the welfare state, the
emphasis on law and order, the stress on individualism and the construction of a market-
oriented society that rewarded the winners but provided no ‘cushion’ for the losers,

together with the often conflictive reality of a multicultural society, were some of the

119 \Welland made a play on words with the well-known cry that the “lone rider’ gave as he rode across America,
warning the colonialist rebels that the British troops had arrived. This event marked the start of the American
War of Independence.
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topics once and again portrayed in social-realist films such as Leigh’s High Hopes, Frear’s
My Beautiful Launderette or Loach’s Riff-Raff.

But as already discussed at length in previous sections, besides the implementation
of New Right economic policies, Mrs Thatcher’s government also championed the
construction of a British identity based on its imperial past and ‘good, old” Victorian
values — an attitude that was made patent during the months of the Falkland crisis. A
particular response to this ideological Thatcherite stance was developed in another trend of
British filmmaking, namely, in the so-called heritage film genre. As tremendously
successful productions in the international market, heritage films therefore proved to be
‘the fittest” in Mrs Thatcher’s Darwinist society.

To all eyes apparent, these cinematic productions epitomised the essence of
Thatcherite values: they turned the country’s cultural heritage into commodities while at
the same time promoting a nationalist perception of British identity based almost
exclusively on an imagined, homogenised, white, upper-middle class past. Nonetheless, as
| hope to demonstrate in the following chapters, these films also highlight many of the
conflicts and contradictions that reigned in both the past and in contemporary British

society.
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3. HISTORY, IDENTITY AND THE HERITAGE BUSINNESS

The proliferation of heritage films in the decade of the 1980s in Britain is closely linked to
the Thatcherite project that combined forward-looking economic policies with a backward-
looking ideology. According to Kevin Robins, the revival of interest in the past is not an
exclusive feature of British society but something which has to do with the nature of
globalisation itself. As the world is slowly converting itself into a borderless space where
the links between culture and territory are gradually being lost, the feeling of anxiety in the
postmodern individual increases, as s/he realises that reality is unstable and her/his identity
is a fragmentary pastiche of ever-changing elements. Against this background, the past
becomes the only stable point of reference that enables one to safely cling unto a secure
cultural identity (2001: 29).*%

Kevin Robins indicates how the globalising spread of ‘late capitalism’ and market
societies is fast converting indigenous cultural products into, on the one hand, standardised
commodities that appeal to a world-wide consumer while, on the other hand, the same
economic trends are activating the exploitation of local differences and particularities as
ways of breaking out of the homogeneisation and fomenting cultural enterprise (2001: 31).
This circumstance would explain the urge to recover and revive autochtonous traditions

that could then be commodified on a global scale.

120 7Zygmunt Bauman makes an interesting connection between the rise of individuality in the concept of
identity and contemporary socio-economic changes (see Baugman, 2000: 53-90). He argues that there has been
a change from a ‘heavy, Fordist-style capitalism’ to a ‘light, consumer-friendly capitalism’. This evolution has
implied a new background for individuals who see themselves as living in a world of opportunities where they
believe to have complete freedom to construct their own identity. However, this situation entails a sense of
incompleteness, as all the possibilities that appear to be at hand cannot be fulfilled. This sense of undeterminacy
provokes risk and anxiety. In Bauman’s own words, ‘The world full of possibilities is like a buffet table set with
mouth-watering dishes, too numerous for the keenest of eaters to hope to taste them all. The dinners are
consumers, and the most taxing and irritating of the challenges consumers confront is the need to establish
priorities: the necessity to forsake some unexplored options and to leave them unexplored. The consumers’
misery derives from the surfeit, not the dearth of choices’ (Bauman, 2000: 63). The past, therefore, becomes one
more choice in the construction of the individual’s identity.
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John Hill also focuses on the growing relevance of nostalgic renderings of the past
in contemporary societies. He affirms that nostalgia ‘is both promoted by globalisation and
directed against it in so far as the break-up of bounded social systems and the
deterritorialization of culture characteristic of globalization also encourages a longing for
the “security” of place and tradition’ (1999: 75). Basing his argumentation on the theories
by Roland Robertson and Fredric Jamenson, Hill comments on how what he calls
‘twentieth-century nostalgia’ is characterised by ‘nostalgic simulacra or pastiches of the
past’ (75). In other words, for all its evocation and invocation, the ‘reality’ of the past will
never be fully grasped. In this sense, nostalgic returns to the past prompted by late
capitalism are, in Jameson’s words, no more than ‘nostalgia-deco’ (1992: xvii). Hence, as
David Lowenthal argues, if it is true that ‘the past is a foreign country’, nostalgia has made
of it a foreign country with the more profit-making tourist market ever (1998: 29).**

The instability of cultural identities and the commodification of cultures are thus
provoking the general harking back to the past that characterises contemporary globalised
societies. This interest in the past re-appears in times of crisis, as has occurred in post-
colonial Britain. The invocation of historical traditions brings comforts and continuities
that help replace the overwhelming anxieties of contemporary fragmentations. The past,
Barry Richards explains, provides individuals or communities with “protective illusions’ of
an imaginary and cohesive past identity that attempts to unify the fragmented present-day
community or nation (in Robins, 2001: 22). Robins remarks on the importance of Homi
Bhabha’s notion of ‘cultural translation’ in Britain’s post-colonial context. In his own

words:

121 |owenthal finds the origins of the term ‘nostalgia’ in 1688, when it was coined by Johannes Hofer to name
an illness with concrete physical and psychological symptoms that could be lethal for the patient. The term
came from the Greek nosos, meaning to return to one’s birth country, and algos, which means to suffer. Until
the mid-twentieth century, it was perceived as potentially contagious, especially the variant that affected the
mind (1998: 36-7).
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Empire has long been at the heart of British culture and imagination, manifesting itself in more or
less virulent forms, through insular nationalism and through racist paranoia. The relation of Britain
to its ‘Other’ is one profoundly important context in which to consider the emergence of both
enterprise and heritage cultures. The question is whether, in these supposedly post-imperial times, it
is possible to meet the challenge of Translation; whether it is now possible for Britain to accept the
world as a sufficiently benign place for its weakness not to be catastrophic (2001: 23).

In this context, Robins continues, there is always the danger of mis-translation and
confusion, yet even more tragic is the danger ‘of a fearful refusal to translate: the threat of
a retreat in cultural autism and of a rearguard reinforcement of imperial illusions’ (23). In
this sense, the heritage industry’s fixation with the past does have, or present, the
dangerous potential of overemphasising British imperial roots while negating the country’s

present-day multicultural reality. As Raphael Samuel states,

Heritage is the mark of a sick society, one which, despairing of the future, had become ‘besotted’ or
‘obsessed’ with an idealised version of the past. The historicist turn in British culture [...]
corresponded to the onset of economic recession, the contraction of manufacturing industry and the
return to mass unemployment. It testified the collapse of British power. Heritage prepared the way
to [...] a recrudescence of ‘Little Englandism’, and the revival of nationalism as a force in political
life. It anticipated and gave expression to the triumph of Thatcherism in the sphere of high politics.
Heritage, in short, was a symbol of national decadence (1999: 261).

Although Samuel does not establish a cause-and-effect connection between the
advent of Thatcherism and the rise of the heritage industry, he does acknowledge a mutual
reinforcement of both phenomena. In their book Enterprise and Heritage, John Corner and
Sylvia Harvey assert that the visions of ‘identity” and “belonging’ projected by heritage are
compensate for the ‘fragmentation and destabilisation carried by the enterprise imperative’
(2001: 46). Hence, in their opposition, the couplet heritage/enterprise represents the
interdependency of the apparent contradictory or paradoxical nature of the Tory discourse

at the time.*?

122 1n his analysis of the heritage films of the 1980s and 1990s, Andrew Higson points to the fact that the
heritage phenomenon is not exclusive of the Thatcherite project but also a feature of Tony Blair’s government.
In spite of the fact that the leader of the Labour Party wanted to re-brand the nation as young or ‘cool’, he
retained the vision of the UK as ‘a forward-looking, enterprising nation without wanting to discard altogether
established traditions, images and identities’ (2003: 49). The proliferation of heritage films in the 1990s may be
due to Blair’s maintenance of some of these Conservative principles that had characterised the previous decade
in his implementation of the “Third Way” in the New Labour government. Admittedly, an evolution and change
of the heritage cinema in its different situational contexts could certainly be an interesting subject of analysis,
but one beyond the scope of this dissertation.
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The following sections of this chapter will therefore be devoted to the analysis of
the heritage industry and its interrelation with the revival of British cinema in the 1980s.
Hence, after discussing the concept of history and delineating the different approaches to
historiography through time, as a means of elucidating the particular portrayals of the past
offered in the period films, I shall then concentrate on the heritage industry itself, and,

finally on heritage films as part of this industry.

3.1. History: The Ever-Present Past

The world is constantly in flux. Consequently, perceptions of the past will depend on the
different perspectives on the changing present. Even the understanding or discernment of
historiography, that is, of the narration of the past, its methods, functions and the very
concept of *history’ has evolved through time. According to John Arnold: ‘History is a
process, an argument, and is composed of true stories about the past” (2000: 14). Arnold’s
view of history as ‘true stories’ points to the fact that the reliance on master-narratives has
waned and, with it, the belief in an objective approach to the past transmitted in the words
and authoritative voice of the historian.

History is thus envisaged as a mere ‘story’, or rather as just one interpretation
among many other possible apprehensions of the past on the part of a particular historian
working on her/his selected evidences to achieve certain conclusions. History thus
becomes ‘stories’ in the plural, since versions may differ according to the sources,
methods, approaches and the very context in which the historian is working. And yet, each
and every narration is ‘true’ so long as it subscribes to the primary-source evidences

provided.



History, ldentity and the Heritage Business 147

Because any narration of the past, though based on objective data, automatically
goes through a process of selection and interpretation on the part of the historian, it will

always be subjected to possible argumentation from other perspectives. As Arnold states:

History is above all else an argument. It is an argument between different historians and perhaps an
argument between the past and the present, an argument between what actually happened, and what
is going to happen next. Arguments are important, they create the possibility of changing things
(2000: 13).

History is, therefore, a contested terrain which is perceived in different ways depending on
the individual, group or competing ideologies that approach it. The importance of history
lies in the fact that it provides both societies and individuals with a sense of longitudinal
meaning in the past and an understanding of root-causes for working processes in the
present. Furthermore, the past is people’s heritage, so it endows societies with not only a
sense of stability but also of identity (Black and MacRaild, 2000: 5-6).

Frank Ankersmit foregrounds how important it is for any society to know its
historical past and background. He draws a parallelism between history and the
psychoanalytical processes of the individual who comes to terms with her/his own present

identity through the knowledge and understanding of her/his past:

As the psychoanalyst may understand people’s personalities on the basis of how they describe their
past, so may we expect to be able to discern a culture’s fears, expectations, desires and repressed
elements by taking into account how it gave form to its past (2001: 1).

Benedict Anderson goes further in comparing the biography of the individual and

the historical account of a nation by stating:

All profound changes in consciousness, by their very nature, bring with them characteristic
amnesias. Out of such oblivions, in specific historical circumstances, spring narratives. After
experiencing the physiological and emotional changes produced in puberty, it is impossible to
‘remember’ the consciousness of childhood (1994: 204).

Logically, as he asserts, documentary evidence is needed (photographs, birth
certificates, letters, diaries, etc.) to account for that past we cannot properly recall. These
documents provide an illusion of continuity while, at the same time, they accentuate

amnesias. Yet, ‘out of this estrangement comes a conception of personhood, identity [...]
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which, because it cannot be ‘remembered’, it must be narrated” (1994: 204). The same
thing occurs with nations: ‘Awareness of being imbedded in secular, serial time, with all its
implications of continuity, yet of ‘forgetting’ the experience of this continuity [...]
engenders the need for a narrative of ‘identity’” (1994: 205). This is why and how the
nation is somehow ‘narrated’ and how. To a certain extent, a sense of identity is “‘created’
among its people. Yet it is also important to bear in mind that the idea of nation or
community is, in Anderson’s words, ‘imagined’, not only because of the perceived
common past, usually framed and interpreted in accordance with the interests of the
dominant group, but above all, as the critic has famously argued: ‘because the members of
even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow members, meet them, or ever
hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion’ (1994: 6). In
this respect, history can be looked upon as a crucial site of struggle between different
groups claiming their shared heritage and thus a sense of common identity versus other
groups which do not partake of similar roots and traditions grounded in that past.

Taking into account that historiography is influenced by the perspective of the
historian as an individual who cannot escape certain ideological beliefs and is never
immune to the cultural context of her/his time, it is important to note that the narration of
the past has generally emanated from elite, dominant groups — precisely from those who
had access to education, knowledge and power (Guha, 2002: 18). Broadly speaking, it is no
exaggeration to state that, overall, right up to present times, most historical accounts of the
past in the Western world and its colonies have been those narrated from a white male
perspective. This is why, with the arrival of the equal rights struggles in terms of class,
gender and race, as well as post-colonialism — and the inclusion of cultural studies in the
academy — a whole array of previously silenced “voices’ emerged, each faction claiming to

recount its own idiosyncratic interpretation of the past. Hence, traditional ‘History’
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fragmented, or multiplied into, ‘histories’ in the plural. The most evident consequence of
hitherto marginalised groups having gained a ‘voice’ is a wide proliferation of both non-
fictional and fictional historiographic accounts.

Although it might be argued that the power elite of the past (white men belonging
to the aristocracy or to the bourgeoisie; those in charge of the law, finance, business, etc.)
is not much different from those who hold power today, it is also true that this privileged
‘beau monde’ has seen its grip on society weakened by formerly ostracised groups’ success
in wedging a place and voice for themselves in the ‘centre’ of society. As a result, those
pertaining to the upper crust of society also need to come to terms with their new position
in the world. No wonder therefore that these groups should look back to the past with
nostalgia, longing for those times when those of their status did not have to negotiate their
position in society with other groups or communities. Nor is it surprising that, in an
attempt to come to terms with their present situation, they should tend to provide versions
of the past which justify that prominence in the past and the lack of it in the present. As

Black and MacRaild explain in reference to the British question:

The violence and problematical nature of recent discontinuities, not least the loss of empire and of
relative power, renders the universally felt need to claim continuity with the past even more
compelling for many. Thus, as Britain’s world role diminished, the desire of many to cling to images
of the past has become more acute. A society in the grips of technological change is surprisingly
reverential of and referential to the past (2000: 7).

Viewed in this light, the past is therefore a heterogeneous area of contestation
where dominant central and peripheral groups struggle for their respective rights of
representation. The importance of this struggle lies in the fact that the past and the present
are inseparable. The past can never be ignored, repressed or forgotten, since it is the major
source of explanation for present situations and relationships among groups. Such a
reasoning brings us back to square one: that is, as argued above, to the idea that group

identity depends mostly on the notion of a shared heritage. For this reason, people’s
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approach to the past is often an emotive one and thus tinged with subjectivity (White,
2003: 10).

In this sense, the past may only be understood ‘through the eyes of the present’
(Carr, 1983: 24), or in Croce’s words: “All history is contemporary history’ (in Carr, 1983:
20-1). Edward Carr explains that the historian is an individual who cannot be detached
from her/his social background because of her/his selection of facts and interpretation of
them through the lens of her/his own contemporary historical context. Carr therefore
concludes that history is “a continuous process of interaction between the historian and his

facts, an unending dialogue between the present and the past’ (1983: 30).

3.2. Different Perspectives on Historiography through Time

The concept of history, the approach to the past and the way history has been written and
narrated has varied through time, dependent as it is on the beliefs and purposes of
particular societies and certain groups within changing societies. In the Western world
these changes have brought about conceptions and methods that have refuted previous
ones. This said, it is interesting to notice that former theses and beliefs still retain an
influence in contemporary historiography. In this respect, past conceptions of history can

be very telling disclosures of a particular group’s present ideology. As Arnold states:

History is to society what memory is to the individual. People write about the past because of the
specific circumstances and needs of their own time. History served to give people an identity. In this
sense, it is like memory. But whose memories? And which things to remember? (2000: 33).

A brief overlook of the evolution of historiography through time points to the importance
of contemporary values, beliefs and power relationships in the elaboration of uncountable,

biased accounts of the past.
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Historians have always tried to explain the process of historical change. Classical
Greece contemplated history as a cyclical process determined by the wheel of fate which
accounted for the rise and fall of civilizations. Later on, the Judeo-Christian conception of
time and history as a linear process was imposed in the Western world. Historical change
was explained in terms of God’s will — the ‘Providence’ which guided mankind from the
Creation to the Apocalypse or the end of history (Arnold, 2000: 20). In the Middle Ages,
with the imposition of the Christian faith all over Europe, no clear division between
fictional and non-fictional accounts of the past existed, the mixture of religion, myths and
past events simply serving as ideological justifications for the legitimization of current
monarchic dynasties (Arnold, 2000: 24-5).

During the Renaissance, the function of historiography continued to be the same,
although two competing views started to co-habit. On the one hand, the faith in God’s
Providence diminished in favour of the power of human agency. On the other hand, the
return to Classical thought emphasised the importance of fate again in the development of
events. Later on, as a result of the religious divisions in the sixteenth century, history
became a tool at the service of faith, both Catholics and Protestants justifying the
truthfulness of their beliefs through linear histories that connected each religious slant with
the New and Old Testaments. In other words, historical ‘truth’ at the time was related to
understanding God’s divine plan on Earth (Arnold, 2000: 29).

The Enlightenment provided a change of perspective from God to human agency and
the belief in reason, science and progress. In order to explain causality in history, God’s
divine plan was gradually replaced by the belief in human’s ability to effect their own fate,
but also by the concept of chance or the agency of ‘great men’ (Black and MacRaild, 2000:
30). History started to acquire the status of science with historians aiming to portray

‘objective truth’ in their accounts of the past based on archival sources and data. Moreover,
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following the spirit of universal knowledge, proposed by philosophers of the
Enlightenment, history contributed to the study of the transhistorical universality of human
nature. It was at that time that history started moving from the, until then, prominence of
ideology and politics to the study of economy and society (Arnold, 2000: 53).

The nineteenth century saw the continuity of the belief in progress and in the
scientific methods for history writing. Leopold von Ranke gave history the status of
academic discipline in his striving to show how the past ‘actually was’ (Black and
MacRaild, 2000: 40). To this end, von Ranke emphasised the importance of past
documents and insisted on the necessity of objective and truthful accounts of events that
had occurred in former times. The nineteenth century was very much influenced by
positivist and empiricist theories. Using the scientific methods of natural sciences, that is,
through a deep reliance on empiricist data, history and sociology were perceived as capable
of explaining the relationship between past, present and future. What is more, it was
believed that these disciplines had the potential to draw laws concerning human
development and social change. (Black and MacRaild, 2000: 43).

Post-Rankean historians thus considered the past as a completely different reality
from the historian’s present. They were convinced that the past could be approached in a
truly objective way and hence, that all the interpretations could be compared, criticised and
judged in a scientific way. They therefore believed in the cumulative character of research.
In their view, the work of successive historians would gradually fill the gaps left
unresolved by previous colleagues (Ankersmit, 2001: 150-1).

The nineteenth century witnessed the development of two contradictory trends: on
the one hand, the influence of Romantic individualism with the intrusion of the self in
historical writings and the importance given to individual deeds and, on the other, the new

scientific trends claiming for objectivity and an impersonal approach to the past.



History, ldentity and the Heritage Business 153

Ankesrmit thus makes a distinction between the historians that he considers as very much
influenced by the romantic emphasis on the self and individual approaches to the past, and
those historians who defended the conception of history as an academic (and thus
‘objective’) discipline. Both the great French Romantic historians such as Augustin
Thierry, Alexis de Tocqueville and Jules Michelet and British historians such as Edward
Gibbon, Thomas Carlyle and Thomas Babington Macaulay are described as ‘me-first’
historians by Linda Orr, since, as she explains, they wrote history for a personal purposes,
foregrounding their personal view on the past (in Ankersmit, 2001: 152). In contrast,
Ranke advocated the invisibility of the historian as a scientist analysing the past, when he
said: ‘I would like to wipe myself out’ (in Ankersmit, 2001: 152).

Raymond Williams describes the period of the Industrial Revolution in Britain as a
time of contrasts (1983: 3).'*® Massive changes were occurring in people’s way of life and
in the organisation of society — changes that were perceived in a different manner
according to the social and economic position of the analyst (Jenks, 1993: 7). That is why,
the new industrial society could be seen as the culmination of a history of progress and
civilization or, on the contrary, as the result of the evil forces at work in a new economic
system that alienated the individual and oppressed a wide section of the population.
Against this background, new beliefs and practices in historiography emerged.

Having first welcomed the French Revolution, British historians began to
appreciate the stability of their own country when events turned bloody in France.
Consequently, they developed a view of historical progress as brought about not by radical
change but by stable continuity. In his Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790),

Edmund Burke compared the chaos provoked by the French Revolution with the stable

123 The last decades of the eighteenth century already witnessed the turmoil of political, economic and social
changes. Intellectuals and artists of the time provided contrastive approaches in their interpretation of the events
occurring at the turn of the century and during the following years that. Williams provides an insightful analysis
of these “contrasts’ in his comparison of the works of Edmund Burke and William Cobbet on the one hand and
Robert Southey and Robert Owen on the other (see Williams, 1983: 3-29).
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parliamentary government established in Britain after the Glorious Revolution of 1688.
Burke’s arguments are associated with the Whig tradition in historical writing in Britain,
which would be further developed during the nineteenth century.’** The Whig tradition
legitimised the Revolution of 1688 and its nationalistic, myth-making tendency served to
justify Britain’s prominence in the world in the Victorian Era (Black and MacRaild, 2000:
34-5).

The beginning of the nineteenth century, especially the post-Napoleonic war period
witnessed a major crisis that hit the country up until 1828-9. It was the time of the Corn
Laws and the Peterloo Massacre.'® However, the second half of the century was a period
of general optimism for those whose economic well-being improved as a result of the
industrial revolution and the expansion of the Empire. These changes in the economy
brought about changes in the social system as well, with the establishment of a powerful
middle class, a new factory-owning bourgeoisie, which benefited from the capitalist order.
In 1832, with the First Reform Bill, the vote was granted to the middle classes. Society was
no longer a rigid hierarchical order based on rights of birth and particular social status.
Certain mobility was now feasible thanks to the new money-making possibilities offered
by the capitalist industrial society.

The Great Exhibition of 1851 showed London as the vibrant centre and the

workshop of the world. The technological innovations were shown to improve people’s

124 Burke provided a Conservative and chauvinistic view of the stable political situation in Britain in comparison
with the revolutionary period in France which was contested by more radical writers, historians and thinkers
such as Thomas Paine or William Godwin who wrote in favour of the Revolution. Nonetheless, the advent of
the Reign of Terror with Robespierre and the rise of Napoleon and the wars held against Britain provoked
general disillusionment in thinkers formerly in favour of the Revolution who turned closer to Burke’s
Conservative views.

125 The 1815 Corn Laws were passed to protect the price of the corn against foreign imports. This measure
benefited landowners but hit dramatically the peasants and middle and working classes. In 1819 a peaceful
gathering of workers in St Peter, Manchester, was dispersed by troops, causing thousands of injuries and deaths.
This example of government repression to prevent revolutions as the one in France was known as the Peterloo
Massacre, recalling the Battle of Waterloo. At the same time, some workers in industrial towns — Luddites —
started destroying the machines they saw as the cause of their unemployment. Repressive measures against such
acts included capital punishment.
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way of living. As a consequence, the concept of “‘change’ was linked to the idea of progress
achieved. And yet, as Chris Jenks indicates, the country’s pride in its industrial and

technological supremacy was also criticised by other dissenting voices of the time:

This conspicuous celebration of self-appointed cultural superiority manifested itself through an array
of artefacts ranging from architecture, design and textiles, through steam engines and factory
machines to the level of aspidistras and bathroom china [...]. Henry Mayhew described it as ‘the
highest kind of school in which the highest knowledge is designed to be conveyed in the best
possible manner, in combination with the highest amusement’. Whereas John Ruskin considered the
Exhibition to be made up of the ugly, the transitory and the banal (1993: 20-1).

The display of artefacts that stood for the progress and superiority of the nation reinforced
the conception of culture as a synonym for civilization, which specified the pinnacle of
human achievement (Jenks, 1993: 9). On the other hand, Romantic artists and intellectuals
reacted against what they saw as an increasingly alienating urban society and harked back
to a nostalgic rural past which was more propitious for the development of the individual’s
creative powers of the mind.

The Romantic-ldealist tradition defended art and culture as a means to help the
individual cope with an increasingly dehumanised urban society. The idea of hierarchy was
also present in this more “humanist’ notion of culture, as ‘culture’ came to specify ‘what is
remarkable in human creative achievement’ (Jenks, 1993: 9). Hence, this approach also
contemplated the possibility of the ‘cultivation of the mind” in the aggressive industrial
society as well as the “cultivation of the native’ in the process of colonisation (Jenks, 1993:
7-9). Culture was, therefore, associated with the productive progress of industrial
civilisation as opposed to other ‘primitive societies’. Consequently, the expansion of the
Empire also meant the spread of civilization to those colonised countries which were
considered as culturally inferior. At the same time, “culture’ was also set in opposition to
these very changes in the structure of society and thus associated with the creative rather

than with the productive.
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All these changes influenced the perspectives on history and historiography in the
nineteenth century. The new concept of history was reflected in three main approaches to
the discipline: the reliance on facts, the optimistic faith in progress and the relevance of the
figure of the individual. The influence of positivist and empiricist thought, faith in the
scientific discoveries and technological developments led historians to rely on facts,
sources, data and documents in an objective and impartial way, as their colleagues of the
natural science disciplines were doing (Black and MacRaild, 2000: 12).

The early Victorians analysed the past in terms of the prominent position Britain
held in the world. Consequently, progress in Britain was explained in terms of the
superiority of British culture that had evolved over time to the point of converting the
country into the workshop of the world. Progress in Britain was seen as the result of a
Protestant identity, respect for private property and the rule of law after the parliamentary
system was reformed at the end of the seventeenth century. Britons saw themselves as
unique in the qualities of their identity, culture and heritage, and thus developed a patriotic
sense of nationalist pride and self-confidence. These ideas were reflected in the writings of
Lord Acton as well asin those of T. B. Macaulay and other Whig historians.*?°

Several factors contributed to the development of the figures of ‘great men’ in
historical accounts: Firstly, faith in the individual brought about by the new capitalist order
was believed to benefit hard workers; secondly, the Romantic ideal of the unique
characteristics of individuals as well as the emphasis on the figure of the hero; and finally
the Protestant notion that God helps those who help themselves. Historical progress was
the result of the deeds of great men such as monarchs, Prime Ministers or leaders in
important wars or battles, who occupied a prominent position in the study of the past and

in Victorian historical writing. A conspicuous example is Thomas Carlyle’s series of

126 See T. B. Macaulay’s The History of England (1845-55), and Henry Hallam’s The Constitutional History of
England (1827).
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conferences published under the title of On Heroes, Hero Worship and the Heroic in
History (1840), in which he states that universal history is, in fact, the history of great
men’s deeds (1966: 31). In his writings, Carlyle analyses what he viewed as the different
types of heroes that could be found in the past. Interestingly, he relies on the assumption of
historical progress in the sense that he sees a clear evolution and improvement in the
historical consideration of the figure of the hero. Thus he starts with the hero perceived as
a divinity in times of paganism, and ends with the hero as a king or ruler of society.
According to Carr, it was capitalist ideology from its very early stages that boosted
the role of individual initiative in the social order. The French revolution claimed the rights
of the individual. Individualism was the basis of the Utilitarian doctrine in the nineteenth
century and, in Victorian liberalism, individualism was ‘the keynote of human progress’
(Carr, 1985: 33-34). The nineteenth century philosophy of liberal historians, therefore,
treated history as *‘something written by individuals about individuals’ (Carr, 1985: 35).
This optimistic study of history of the early Victorians who viewed it as a scientific
discipline that showed the progress of mankind through or by means of the deeds of
outstanding men was questioned by other theories and perspectives that started to gain
prominence in the last part of the century. These ‘rival’ schools emerged as the initial faith
in scientific, political, social and historical progress started to diminish when the darker
side of the industrial revolution became more apparent. Urban over-population, hard living
conditions, the displacement of workers by ever-more sophisticated machines laid bare the
fact that the boom in improvement and wealth was also having a negative impact on a wide
proportion of the population. After the 1860s, the country suffered another great
depression. Those who held pessimistic views on the industrial revolution denounced the
growing gap between the rich and the poor, as well as the terrible sanitary conditions of the

increasingly polluted cities and rivers.
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In his Lectures on the Industrial Revolution (1884), Arnold Toynbee analysed the
negative impact of the industrial revolution, especially in the working classes. During that
same period, other experts on history and economics also expressed their concern for this
situation.™®’ This was the case, for example, of Sidney and Beatrice Webb, Charles Booth
and Seebohm Rowntree, as well as writers such as A. Mearns, Thomas Hardy or Jack
London (Black and MacRaild, 2000: 59).

The criticism of the negative side of the industrial revolution had been accompanied
by movements, like Chartism and Trade Unionism, which, already in the 1830s, had
started to fight for the rights of the new working classes. Towards the end of the century,
the writings of Karl Marx provided a new perspective on history and the class struggle. In
contrast to the idealist notion of history, the approach advanced by Marx and Engels was
more materialistic. In their view, improvements in the modes of productions were what
ultimately contributed to the development of societies. In other words, material conditions
were a fundamental influence on the social, political and intellectual life — the
superstructure — and not vice versa. Following Hegel’s dialectical model of thesis,
antithesis and synthesis, Marx developed the dialectical or historical materialist schema in
which conflict, that is, the motor of change, was provoked by class struggle (Black and
MacRaild, 2000: 134-6).

The turn of the century witnessed yet another economic depression which was
accompanied by the fin-de-siécle crisis in values and the advent of Modernism. The
questioning of the positive outcome of the industrial revolution, together with the
appearance of scientific and philosophical theories that were suspicious of the stability and
control of mankind over its own fate contributed to diminishing earlier optimistic accounts

respecting change as improvement and history as progress. Scientific discoveries

127 Economics had developed into a science and discipline since the publication in 1776 of The Wealth of
Nations by Adam Smith and since the writings of various Utilitarians, namely Jeremy Bentham, David Ricardo
and James Mill.
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contradicted the until then unquestionable Biblical Truth, with theories such as Charles
Darwin’s and Charles Lyell’s; “Thomas Huxley’s agnosticism and Ludwig Feuerbach’s
eternal doubt distanced human beings from the security of God and religion; Freud
questioned the control of individuals over their own self and, later on, Albert Einstein’s
theory of relativity prevented people from relying on the stability of matter itself. Over and
above all these theories that queried the control of human beings over nature, their identity
and progress came the pessimism and despair caused by the First (and later on the Second)
World War, events that questioned even further the goodness of technological
developments and of Western civilisation itself. Considering these crises at all levels of
human knowledge, the old approach to history also changed, especially the absolute faith
in facts and the notion of historical progress as amelioration.

Since the end of the nineteenth century, the scope of history has broadened with the
integration of new disciplines such as psychology, sociology, politics or economics.
Moreover, new technologies allowed new computer-based methodologies in the analysis of
historical data as well as wider availability of documents, sources and information. The
interest in the knowledge of cultural history and ‘history from below’ also broadened
perspectives with the inclusion of previously silenced or marginalised groups in terms of
class, gender or ethnicity. Cultural historians, influenced by the Marxist conception of
history, began to focus on how people’s way of life affected their social and economic
customs (Arnold, 2000: 87). In his book Culture and Anarchy (1869), Matthew Arnold had
defined culture as “the best that has been thought and said’, thus promoting an elitist notion
of the concept which equated “culture’ exclusively with ‘high culture’.**® Following this

definition, the literary critic Frank Raymond Leavis defended the existence of a restricted

128 Arnold defended the conception of ‘Culture’ with a capital C, which should be extended by means of
education in order to ‘enlighten’ the individuals in a way that would transcend social or class divisions. Culture
would therefore be the path to Enlightenment and Self- realization (Jordan and Weedon, 1995: 25). In this
sense, the function of ‘Culture’ was to produce a hegemonic cultured middle class in opposition with the
working class’ lack of culture, which was placed on the side of ‘anarchy’ (Storey, 1994: 49).
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literary canon which comprised a selection of certain authors that belonged to the ‘Great
Tradition’. His aim was to use the educational system to distribute literary knowledge more
widely and expand ‘high culture’ as against ‘mass culture’, which was by no means
contemplated in the canon or considered as “culture’ as such (During, 1994: 2). It has been
argued that cultural studies emerged out of Leavisim with the works of Raymond Williams
and Richard Hoggart in the 1960s. These forefathers of the field reacted against the
restrictions of the canon and argued that ‘culture’ was not an ‘abbreviation of *“high
culture” (During, 1994: 1). In The Uses of Literacy (1957), Hoggart described the history
and culture of the working-class in post-war Britain through his personal experiences, thus
opening the field of history to a previously invisible group in the discipline, the working-
class. This text was followed by William’s Culture and Society: 1789-1950 (1958), which
explored this wider concept of culture as ‘a way of life’ (Turner, 1996: 48). E.P. Thompson
continued with this trend in his work The Making of the English Working Class (1968),
another founding text of cultural studies.

This new trend was consolidated with the establishment of the Birmingham Centre
for Contemporary Cultural studies in 1964, which gathered the above mentioned cultural
theorists plus Stuart Hall and Paddy Whannel. The field of study extended to the analysis
of what was considered as ‘popular culture’.** In 1971, the translation into English of
Antonio Gramsci’s Selections from Prison Notebooks provided cultural studies theorists
with a new line of analysis based on the conception of hegemony. The novelty was the
description of relations of domination between dominant and subaltern groups in society

involving ‘not coercion but consent on the part of the dominated” (During, 1994: 5).**

129 Three other influential texts were Paul Willis’s Learning to Labour (1977), a collection of essays by scholars
of the CCCS: Resistance through Rituals: Youth Subcultures in Post-War Britain (1976) and David Morley’s
The “Nationwide’ Audience (1980).

30 1n the 1970s the study of the relationships of power and domination in society was also influenced by the
theories of structuralists and post-structuralists (see During, 1994: 5-7; Grossberg, 1992: 6-13; Munns, 1995:
97-196; Turner, 1996: 60-62; Jenkins, 1994: 141-149).
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These new approaches thus focused on the study of the different ideological trends present
at a given moment in cultural manifestations of any society and tried to understand the
mechanisms used to secure ‘the assent of the oppressed, the exploited, the underclass, the
needy and those dispossessed of cultural capital’ (Jenks, 993: 74).

Critical highlighting of the workings of ‘hegemony’ was complemented by Pierre’s
Bourdieu’s approach to the study of what he labelled “cultural fields’ of society and the
‘habitus’. Bourdieu argued that hegemonic consensus served to maintain the interests of
the powerful in society who constructed a determinate sense of reality that favoured them.
Society was therefore oppressive for the individual and these mechanisms of repression
and distortion of reality were understood as ‘symbolic violence’. Consequently, the
analysis of cultural productions could reveal the hidden mechanisms of distortion regarded
by many as ‘common sense’ but which were no more than cultural constructions,
developed to maintain the interests of the powerful (Jenks, 1993: 128-132).

In the 1980s, the field of study extended from class to gender and ethnicity and the
dialogic relationships between the different communities that were part of what was now
viewed as a de-centred society (During, 1994: 13-14). In this respect, Stuart Hall points to
the fractures or ‘significant breaks’ that appeared in the uneven development of the history
of cultural studies (1981: 19). Previously marginalised or ‘subaltern’ groups struggled for
their right of representation in the fields of history and culture. According to Jordan and

Weedon:

History and culture are fundamental aspects of the fabric of everyday life. They help to give us our
sense of identity, telling us who we are, where we are from and where we are going. In any society,
the denial or marginalization of histories and cultures other than those of the dominant group has
profound implications for subjectivity and identity. Markers of history are all around us — in the
monuments that adorn our cities, in street names, in museums, in educational syllabuses (1995: 3-4).

Hence, from then on, studies on gender and sexuality as well as race, ethnicity and post-
colonialism became more and more visible and added new forms of re-presenting the past

with histories that until then had remained almost invisible.
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The advent of postmodernism has questioned the foundations of history as a
discipline. The fact that the authoritarian voice of master-narratives is no longer trusted has
provoked a fragmented account of the past, tinged with the inevitable subjectivity of the
individual who provides her/his own perspective of the past events (Rabinow, 1991: 5).
Traditional historians’ ambition to achieve the knowledge of a total history has been
replaced, according to Michel Foucault, by the emergence of what he calls a general
history, that is, not a totalizing, unquestionable view of the past but fragmented accounts
approached from different perspectives that can endlessly be criticised and reworked

(1972: 9). In Foucault’s words:

For many years now historians have preferred to turn their attention to long periods, as if, beneath
the shifts and changes of political events, they were trying to reveal the stable, almost indestructible
system of checks and balances, the irreversible processes, the constant readjustments, the underlying
tendencies that gather force, and are then suddenly reversed after centuries of continuity, the
movements of accumulation and slow saturation, the great silent, motionless bases that traditional
history has covered with a thick layer of events [...]. The old questions of the traditional analysis
(what link should be made between disparate events? How can a causal succession be established
between them? What continuity or overall significance do they possess? Is it possible to define a
totality, or must one be content with reconstituting connexions?) are now being replaced by
questions of another type: which strata should be isolated from others? What type of series should be
established? What criteria of periodization should be adopted for each of them? What system of
relations (hierarchy, dominance, stratification, univocal determination, circular causality) may be
established between them? What series of events may be established? And in what large-scale
chronological table may distinct series of series be determined? (1972: 3-4).

‘Beneath the great continuities of thought” — he continues — ‘one is now trying to detect the
incidence of interruptions’ (1972: 4). The postmodern historian, therefore, now focuses
her/his studies precisely on the discontinuities that previous historians had tried to avoid.
On the other hand, another key term to be taken into account in postmodern thought
is ‘relativism’. Foucault and Derrida veered their attention to texts themselves and their
inner contradictions in terms of form and content and evidenced the lack of transparency of
language itself (Black and MacRaild, 2000: 116) or, as Ankersmit puts it, fostered

awareness of the limitations of “the linguistic turn’ (2001: 160). In Derrida’s words:

There is nothing outside the text [...]. There has never been anything but writing; there have never
been anything but supplements, substitutive significations which could only come forth in a chain of
differential references, the ‘real’ supervening and being added only while taking on meaning from a
trace and from an invocation of the supplement, etc. And thus to infinity, for we have read, in the
text, that the absolute present, Nature [...] have never existed (1974: 158-9).
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On this reading, texts do not have a fixed meaning. For this reason, historical documents
may change their meaning depending on the different perspectives and readings of
historians. Ultimately, therefore, reality — and by extension history — is not recoverable
(Ankersmit, 2000: 162).

Foucault, moreover, emphasised the importance of ‘power’ in the construction of
historical and cultural discourses. He argued that the field of culture is constituted through
a symbolic system, which ‘is a construction of meaning through the exercise of power’
(Jenks, 1993: 144). Power is manifested through competing discourses, which are “forms
of knowledge, ways of constituting the meaning of the world, which take a material form,
have an institutional location and play a key role in the constitution of individuals as
subjects’ (Jordan and Weedon, 1995: 14). In reference to the connection between culture,

discourse and power, Jordan and Weedon conclude that:

All signifying practices — that is, all practices that have meaning — involve relations of power. They
subject us in the sense that they offer us particular subject positions and modes of subjectivity. But
these subject positions are not all the same [...]. We are either active subjects who take up positions
from which we can exercise power within a particular social practice, or we are subjected to the
definitions of others (1993: 11; italics in original). ***

Given the intricate relationship between the question of power and knowledge, or
more concretely, in the case of historiography, the power of imposing certain versions of
the past according to the interests of dominant groups in society, postmodernist writers no
longer believe in the clear separation between the present and the past. In Ankersmit’s

words:

The past has become a huge and formless mass in which each historian may dig his own little hole
without ever encountering colleagues (either from the present or the past) and without knowing how
the results of individual labor relate to ‘history as a whole’ (insofar as it is still considered a
meaningful notion at all) (201: 151-2).

31 Questions of power in the field of history and culture include practices such as the power to name, to

represent common sense, to create ‘official versions’ and to represent the legitimate social world. For a more
detailed explanation and analysis of this issue see Jordan and Weedon, 1995: 12-14.
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According to Ankersmit, postmodernism has brought about a de-disciplination of
history which makes the individual historian visible in her/his active reconstruction of the
past. However this fact does not imply a return to the romantic conception of history since
the postmodern historian is not only aware of the “self’ in her/his (re)construction of the
past but also accepts other competing views as plausible interpretations of the same past
events. What is no longer valid is the belief that collective research or research made by
different colleagues will one day provide universal truths about the past. This repudiation
of the possibility of ever reaching true knowledge of the past or of its narrative
representation, which is mediated by language and tropes, points to a relativist perception
of history. In order to understand the difficult position of the postmodern historian,
Ankersmit draws an illuminating parallelism between the institutional disciplinary status of

history and political democracy:

Just as in a properly functioning democracy the only justification for central institutions is to
guarantee the safety and the freedom of the citizen, so the postmodern historian still recognizes the
institutional functions of disciplinary historical writing only insofar as they serve the freedom of
movement of the individual historian. And only to that extent is the individual historian prepared to
acknowledge their indispensability (2001: 153).

In this way, Ankersmit concludes that postmodernism has implied a ‘privatisation
of the past’, since both the figure of the individual historian and the context in which s/he
is writing must be taken into account. For this reason, the understanding of the past
automatically goes through two main filters. The first one concerns the approach to past
events and the second relates to the actual portrayal or narration of documentary results.
With respect to the first of these purifications, Carr provides an interesting point in his
analysis of the way the historian works with the sources. In his view: ‘History consists of a
corpus of ascertained facts. The facts are available to the historian in documents,
inscriptions and so on [...]. The historian collects them, takes them home, and cooks and

serves them in whatever style appeals to him’ (1983: 9). In other words, any historical



History, ldentity and the Heritage Business 165

account of the past is subjected to a process of selection and interpretation on the part of

the narrator of the events. In this way, Carr claims that:

[E]very journalist knows today that the most effective way to influence opinion is by the selection
and arrangement of the appropriate facts. It used to be said that facts speak for themselves. This is,
of course, untrue. The facts speak only when the historian calls on them: it is he who decides to
which facts to give to the floor, and in what order or context (1983: 11).

Besides, the historian needs to take into account not only what is stated but also
what is not said, that is, equally important for the historian are the gaps that s’/he may find
in her/his inquiry on the past. As Arnold explains: ‘At a certain point, the sources fall
silent, and the historian must begin to make some guesses — that is, to interpret the
documents’ (2000: 75; italics in original).

Thus, although objectivity may be the main aim of most historians, available
sources from the past will necessarily be mediated by a modus operandi of selection and
interpretation. What is more, this process will be affected by the personal and cultural
context of the historian as an individual. Depending on the historian’s reasons for choosing
her/his object of study, the methods and approaches s/he clinches to, the technological
support available and her/his cultural and ideological background, the outcome may be
different and consciously or unconsciously biased. On this view, not only texts, but also
historians are constructs, since their authoritative voice can always be challenged, as
Roland Barthes argued in his famous essay ‘Death of the Author’ (1967) (in Black and
MacRaild, 2000: 162).

The second filter that affects the access to the past is the historian’s reproduction of
her/his selection and interpretation of events. The historian has to re-present the past
because by-gone events no longer exist. Ankersmit stresses how important it is to be aware
of the fact that any visual or narrated form of representation, although accurate and

believable, can never reproduce the past as it actually happened: ‘A representation is a
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substitute or replacement of something else that is absent. Obviously, precisely because of
the latter’s absence, we may be in need of the substitute “re-presenting” it’ (2001: 80).

A representation of reality can therefore, never replace reality itself. Even so, for
any understanding of past realities we cannot escape its representation or narration. In
order to give shape to a record, narration is needed. In his study of the relationship between
narrative and life, H. Porter Abbott explains that the appearance of narrative capability in

children,

. coincides, roughly, with the first memories that are retained by adults of their infancy, a
conjunction that has led some to propose that memory itself is dependent on the capacity for
narrative [...]. If this is so, then, ‘our very definition as human beings, as Peter Brooks has written,
is very much bound up with the stories we tell about our own lives and the world in which we live’
(1995: 2-3).

In this respect, in 1973, Hayden White made a relevant contribution to the
conception of history as narratives of the past. He highlighted the fact that historical
accounts cannot escape what he calls the ‘poetic mechanisms’ that determine narrative
texts. Hence, any portrayal of historical events will logically be mediated by the same
‘tropes’ or mechanisms of representation used in fictional writing, no matter how
‘objective’ the historian claims to be (1990: 47-8).

In Black and MacRaild’s view, contemporary approaches to history and
historiography, influenced as they are by postmodern thought, may fall into hyper-
relativism. They conclude that there is no external reality, only texts to be read and
interpreted (2000: 166). However, the past did exist and, as such, it should not be
forgotten, since it continues to have an important influence in the present. Even though it is
true that any recovery of the past will be inevitably mediated by texts, i.e. documents,
sources or narrations, these are often the only sources available. With this in mind, the
postmodern distrust of narrations as true portrayals of the past does not mean that these
texts should be disregarded. On the contrary, they should be read, studied, analysed and, if

necessary, contested with new texts that will equally be subject to challenge. The point is
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to be aware of the lack of transparency in any representation, and particularly wary of
those narrations which flaunt a supposedly manifest objectivity.

Ankersmit analyses the relationships between the disciplines of history, linguistics
and literary theory. He explains that the three central notions of these theories — reference,
meaning and truth — need to be redefined for a better understanding of the current notion of
representation. In this view, ‘reference’ should be replaced by ‘aboutness’, as
representations do not present the represented thing as it was but are simply written or
visual manifestations about it. For its part, ‘meaning’ ought to be replaced by
‘intertextuality’ because representations of the past only acquire meaning by means of
comparison between different texts about the same event. Hence, representations of the
past can never be either “true’ or ‘false’ but simply more or less *plausible evocations’
(2001: 284).

This said, texts dealing with the past need not only be the object of study of
historiography and academic historians. As stated before, one of the main functions of the
historical recovery of the past is to provide individuals, communities, groups or nations
with a sense of identity and location in the temporal conception of the world. In this
respect it could be argued that history has a social function. As Raphael Samuel states:
‘History is not the prerogative of the historian, nor even, as postmodernism contends, a
historian’s ‘invention’. It is rather a social form of knowledge; the work, in any given
instance, of a thousand different hands’ (1999: 8).

In his book Theatres of Memory, Rapahel Samuel analyses the importance of
‘popular forms of history” which have often been rejected by social historians. Samuel
defends the relevance of popular culture as highly illuminating in the understanding of the

social mechanisms of identity and knowledge at work in certain societies. In building his
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argument in pro of popular culture, he begins with a study of the distinction between
‘history’ and “memory’.

After a brief historical overview of the relevance of the concept of memory through
time, starting with the Greeks who equated the concept of memory with that of wisdom in
the figure of the goddess Mnemosyne, the mother of muses, Samuel moves to Aristotle’s
writings on memory, which the philosopher divided in conscious and unconscious memory
— or mneme and anamnesis. Then, Samuel recounts, memory was considered as the
‘mother of pedagogies’, not only by Cicero, but also by St Augustine, St Thomas Aquinas
and by other important philosophers and thinkers in the Renaissance (1999: viii).

It was apparently in the Romantic period when the notions of history and memory
were clearly separated into two distinct realms: the primitive and instinctual on the one

hand, and the self-conscious on the other:

Memory was subjective, a plaything of the emotions, indulging its caprices, wallowing in its own
warmth; history, in principle at least, was objective, taking abstract reason as its guide and
submitting its findings to empirical proof. Where memory can only work in terms of concrete
images, history has the power of abstraction. Where memory is time-warped, history is linear and
progressive. History began when memory faded (1999: ix).

Romantic artists always attributed great importance to the unconscious powers of
the mind. In their view, childhood memories were crucial to reach the Absolute Spirit and
the true self of human existence as — following Rousseau’s philosophy — children were
born innocent of the corruption and the negative influence of dehumanising civilization.
For this reason, the distinction established between history and memory indirectly
enhanced the importance of the latter. However, as indicated earlier on, this romantic
disassociation between history and memory came up against the growing emphasis on
historical objectivity and its equation with scientific forms of analysis.

Ankersmit argues that memory has once again attained an important status in

contemporary historical consciousness. He also draws the same division posed by Samuel
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between the conception of history as a collective study of the past carried out by a
transindividual subject and memory, and the recordings of a personal past experienced by
an individual. The ‘privatisation of the past’ by the postmodern historian points at the
relevance of the notion of memory in the study of history nowadays (2001: 154).

As said before, the belief in any objective form of knowledge was dismantled by
postmodernist thought, and history as an academic discipline suffered from constant
questioning of its views and methods. It is in this context that Samuel argues that the
Romantic separation between history and memory tends to be blurred nowadays. In
Samuel’s words, memory ‘is dialectically related to historical thought, rather than being
some kind of negative other to it” (1999: x).

An important function of memory in its relation to the historical study of the past is
that it provides alternative views of the past, precisely those ‘variations’ that had been

previously rejected by “official’ history. As Patrick Hutton states:

One could argue that postmodern historians are not rejecting the traditions of modern history, but are
only appealing to others that have been too long rejected or forgotten. In opposition to the official
memories enshrined in modern historiography, they contend, postmodern historiography poses new
lines of historical inquiry in the guise of counter-memories (in Ankersmit, 2001: 154).

On the one hand, memory is not a passive storage of the past but and active force
which meaningfully selects elements that are to be forgotten and/or remembered. Besides,
memory is historically conditioned and not only makes a selection of the items to be
remembered but revises and reshapes the information of the past according to the
emergencies of the present. On the other hand, history, in its abstraction and re-ordering of
the past, also revises and constructs the past according to the demands of the present.
Samuel therefore concludes that history is an ‘organic form of knowledge’: ‘One whose
sources are promiscuous, drawing not only on real-life experience but also memory and
myth, fantasy and desire; not only the chronological past of the documentary record but

also the timeless one of ‘tradition’” (1999: x).
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For his part, Ankersmit studies the importance of collective memory. Basing his
analysis on Freud’s conception of dreams as those memories that give access to a remote
and forgotten past, he points to the importance of the social environment in giving shape to
the memories of the individual and influencing their repression, remembrance or distortion.
Ankersmit concludes that memory is not a simple description of what is remembered about
the past, but a social construction: “for the construction of memory we will inevitably make
use of the social and collective categories that structure our world and our communication’
(2001: 157).

Hence the importance of analysing the past by taking different perspectives into
account and including those cultural practices previously relegated to the realm of *popular
memory’. In a society where visual cultural products acquire a prominent status, cinematic
representations of the past are crucial in the transference of such knowledge to the
population. However, Samuel remarks, the association of the visual with the popular often
disqualify films as ‘historical sources’ for academic historians (1999: 38). Thus,
entertaining recollections of the past, such as ballads, documentaries, screen fictions and
heritage centres and museums, which are usually addressed to a wide variety of public,
have sometimes been accused by traditional academic historians of being mere, money-
making distortions. And yet, from a cultural studies stance, this commodification of the
past, as | shall be arguing, can also be seen as a practice that reveals much information

about the present.
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3.3. Heritage Industry: the National Identity Business

In his book The Past is a Foreign Country, David Lowenthal draws attention to the
omnipresence of the past. He affirms that, whether celebrated, rejected or even ignored,
‘the past is everywhere’ (1998: 5). Nonetheless, whatever approach to the past, it is
contingent upon every country or every historical period. Raphael Samuel identifies
different trends in contemporary British society’s relationship with the past. He notices that
in the 1950s the emphasis was laid on modernisation, and while the present and future
were positively characterised as ‘new’ and ‘clean’, the past was associated with ‘oldness’
and ‘dirtiness’. Likewise, Tana Wollen identifies a celebration of the present in the
‘swinging sixties’ (1991: 180). In the 1970s, there was a growing awareness of some
negative aspects of modernisation, such as its harmful impact on the environment or on
people’s health. Consequently, in contrast to previous decades, practices such as “home-
made’, ‘home-grown’, ‘natural’ or ‘organic’ were now filled with positive connotations. At
the same time, naturalists’ and ecologists’ vindications for the preservation of wildlife —
endangered by damaging modernising practices (i.e. agriculture and/or industry) — gave
way to other claims of the type in the field of culture, namely the vindications for the
preservation of the national heritage. In this sense, Samuel argues that ‘heritage’ came to
be defined as ‘relics under threat’ (1999: 221). ‘Threat’ appears again as a conspicuous
term. As with the threat of extinction of some species, a community’s cultural heritage was
now seen in danger of disappearance unless it was protected from the erasing forces of
globalisation.

Preservation initiatives continued in the 1980s. However, Samuel identifies an
interesting particularity in this revival of the past. He describes the movement as a

combination of the 1950s and 1960s praise of modernity, together with the 1970s



172 Filmic Representations of the British Raj

appreciation of past traditions. He calls it the ‘retrochic’, which he defines as a double-

coded or Janus-faced aesthetic, one that looks backwards and forwards at the same time:

It plays with the idea of the period look, while remaining determinedly of the here-and-now — as
with the fitted carpets and soft lighting of the newly re-Victorianized pubs, or the air-conditioned
modern offices which hide themselves behind supposedly classical or neo-classical facades [...]
using the most up-to-date technologies to age or “distress” what could otherwise appear brand new
(1999: 83).

On this view, the ‘retrochic’ tendency of the 1980s could be linked with the parodic
nature of postmodernity, that is, the creation of something new through the pastiche of
elements recovered from the past. In her book A Theory of Parody, Linda Hutcheon gives a
definition of the term which includes three key words: ‘repetition’, ‘difference’, and
‘distance’:

Parody, then, in its ironic ‘trans-contextualization’ and inversion, is repetition with difference. A
critical distance is implied between the backgrounded text being parodied and the new incorporating
work, a distance usually signaled by irony. But this irony can be playful as well as belittling; it can
be critically constructive as well as destructive’ (1985: 32).

Hutcheon analyses the etymology of the term ‘parody’, parodia in Greek: Oda
means song and para may have two senses, that of ‘counter’ or ‘against’ and that of
‘beside’. In this way, Hutcheon concludes that parody can mean one of two things, either
‘parody becomes an opposition or contrast between texts’, or ‘there is a suggestion of
accord or intimacy instead of a contrast’ (1985: 32). The ambivalent nature of parodic texts
must therefore be taken into account when analysing the different meanings at stake in the
reproductions of past, their attitude towards the historical events alluded (either ‘homage’,
‘criticism’ or both) and the differences included in these repetitions.

In this sense, according to Patricia Waugh, parody could be interpreted in a
negative way and considered as ‘inward-looking and decadent’, since nothing new is
created when cultural productions seem to be paralysed in the constant recalling of the past

through pastiche reproductions. Even so, parody could also be analysed in a more positive
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way, especially if viewed as opening up new possibilities by critically undermining past
conventions (1984: 64-5).

Samuel takes a slightly different stand, arguing that for postmodern theorists, the
ultimate aim of these ‘retrochic’, ‘parodic’ practices is aesthetic rather than conservationist
(1999: 95). Moreover, this aestheticism is accompanied by a business activity. Thus,
although ‘retrochic’ appeared in the 1960s as an alternative practice for counter-culture

consumerism, in turn, it became largely commodified in the following decades:

Retrochic in the 1970s and 1980s was one of those fields where enterprise culture came into its own,
ministering not only to the tourist trade but also to the ‘alternative’ consumerism of counter-culture
[...]. The retrochic prepares the way for big business, pioneering the advent of smoothing the
passage of new classes of commodity and new forms of trade. It moves by degrees from the world of
the flee markets to that of franchises and contracts (1999: 100-2).

In this line, Margaret Rose comments on Jameson’s theory of the crisis of

historicity and its implications in the nostalgic return to the past in postmodern art:

... It [postmodernist art] means that one of its essential messages will involve the necessary failure
of the new, the imprisonment in the past. Here, too, and on the basis of his own late-modernist post-
structuralist and Marxist presuppositions [...] Jameson criticizes the post-modern as being both
‘nostalgic’ about the past and as ‘schizophrenic’, as well as being part of a capitalistic ‘consumer
society” (Rose, 1993: 223).

Robert Hewinson also connects this particular attitude to the past with the
enterprise culture. He points to the change museums underwent in the 1980s. From
displays in glass cases, museums began to offer room-settings and interactive
reconstructions, converting the past into a leisure activity in order to appeal to a wider
range of the population. The result is a portrayal, not of a past ‘reality’ but, using
Baudrillard’s words, of a ‘living history’, ‘hyperreality’ or ‘simulacra’ — a reconstruction
of bygone times in which images have replaced reality by ‘displaying perfect copies of
originals that never existed’” or by improving the original (Samuel, 1999: 195; Hewinson,

2001: 173-4).
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In displaying this *Janus-faced” combination of antique relics and ultimate modern
technology, museums and heritage centres thus offer a sweetened or ‘Disneyfied’ vision of
history that tends to sacrifice ‘authenticity’ for the sake of aestheticism (Lowenthal, 1998:
567). This aestheticism, moreover, has the further function of being a pleasurable
experience for the public, hence its economically profitable potential. In a word, the
enterprise culture is fast converting the past into a commodity in (Hewinson, 2001: 163-6).
As a consequence, these ‘living history’ practices often appear offensive to the

professional historian. As Samuel remarks,

It treats the past as though it was an immediately accessible present, as series of exhibits which can
be seen, and felt and touched. It blurs the distinction between fact and fiction, using the laser-beam
technology and animatronics to authenticate its inventions and produce a variety of reality effects
(1999: 197).

Even so, if it is believed that accounts of the past reveal more features of the
present than they do of the past, then the 1980s conception of heritage and its practices in
museums and centres or its portrayal in screen fictions should logically be conspicuous
tools in the analysis of the said decade. Raphael Samuel dates the origins of the ‘heritage
phenomenon’ in Europe back in the 1970s, more concretely to 1975, the year when several
European countries, including Britain, participated in the European Architectural Heritage
Year. It was at that moment when the term ‘heritage’ entered into general circulation
(1999: 244).

Andrew Higson admits that the cult of the past is not purely British but a European

phenomenon related to postmodern culture:

Of course, the heritage impulse [...] is not confined to Thatcherite Britain, but is a characteristic
feature of postmodern culture. The heritage industry may transform the past into a series of
commaodities for the leisure and entertainment market, but in most cases the commaodity on offer is
an image, a spectacle, something to be gazed at [...]. The past is reproduced as flat, depthless
pastiche, where the reference point is not the past itself, but other images, other texts. The past as
referent is effaced, and all that remains is a self-referential intertextuality (Higson, 1993: 112).

Nonetheless, the rise of the heritage industry in Britain was closely related to both

the ideological and economic aspects of Thatcherism. As | explained in the previous
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section, the government’s measures of privatization provoked important changes in the
industrial base of Britain. As a means of reducing taxes, Thatcher’s aim was to minimize
state intervention and welfare state dependency and thus avoid huge governmental
expenses in public services (Quart in Friedman, 1993: 17). When many heavy industries
were closed down in an effort to modernise and retionalise production many ex-factory
workers were re-directed to the services, hence the subsequent growth in the tourist
industry. At the same time, lacking public funding, museums and heritage sites, now
funded by private sponsorship, altered their museum policy in their struggle to attract a
wider audience (Weedon, 1999: 181-3).1*

Following the Thatcherite economic policy of making the most of anything
marketable, the heritage industry thus converted the past into ‘an attractively packaged
consumer item’ (Hewinson in Monk, 2002: 179). In this respect, the heritage industry
worked in the same ideological line as the government: heritage offering a stable image of
the past, one which provided a sense of continuity, security and national identity in a time
of difficulties and identity crisis brought about by shifts in gender, race and class
perspectives (Hill, 1999: 73-75). Similarly Samuel observes that the diffusion of the
heritage industry in Europe coincides with the hybridisation of contemporary social
identities in terms of class, gender, ethnicity and nationality (246). In this sense, some
critics have argued that the harking back to the past served as an escapist illusion — one that
highlighted a period of luxuries, splendour and the powerful position Britain once enjoyed

(Hewison, 2001: 173; Corner and Harvey, 2001: 48-58).

132 |n “Marketing History: Museums and Heritage in South Wales’ Chris Weedon gives the example of the coal
mines in South Wales which were converted into museums: ‘Whereas in the 1980s the region had a large
number of working mines together with substantial steel industry, there is now only one privatised pit, Tower
Colliery, rescued by a workers’ buy and prospering despite the odds [...]. If we take the example of coal
mining, while the working mines have closed, there are now three substantial museums, staffed by redundant
miners, within 25 miles of Cardiff. Economic shifts have been accompanied by social shifts in family life and
leisure. Visiting museums and heritage sites have increasingly become part of family leisure time pursuits and
heritage sites work hard to market themselves as all-around family entertainment’ (Weedon, 1999: 182).
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This said, according to Samuel, the counter argument may be just as plausible: a
negative vision of the past as a ‘horror chamber’ may also serve to reassure the comforts of
the present (1999: 196). In other words, the depiction of the hard living conditions of
people in the past, the lack of liberties for certain sectors of the population — women,
homosexuals, ethnic minorities — invited people to more readily accept present-day
difficulties, rendered much more bearable when compared to the oppression and injustices
suffered in the past. This negative vision of the past may, on the other hand, be perceived
nostalgically as a point of reference for those who see in past struggles against injustices
the stability lacking in the relativist and fluid views of the present.'*?

Raphael Samuel argues that the heritage industry has often been disparaged by left-
wing critics as “Thatcherism in period dress’, since ‘it represents a posthumous victory of
the aristocratic tendency over the levelling tendency, and egalitarian potential, of the post-
war settlement (1999: 290).** The heritage enterprise, however, also brings to the fore the
contradictory nature of Thatcherism and the New Right, as embodiments of the two
competing tendencies of social authoritarianism and neo-liberalism. As argued in the
previous chapter, neo-conservatives foreground identity and tradition — that is, the defence
of an exclusive form of British identity based in the common roots of a splendorous past.
For their part, neo-liberalists emphasise the importance of individual liberty in a neo-
capitalist world where social status is not acquired through inheritance but through
entrepreneurship. Accordingly, in rescuing the shared traditions of a country and
presenting them as a common inheritance, the heritage industry satisfies the arguments of

social authoritarians. On the other hand, the commaodification of the past not only works in

133 Lowenthal mentions how even nightmarish memories of Second World War bombings are recalled with
nostalgia by those who lived through them (1998: 33).

34 Thatcher’s government officially backed the heritage enterprise through the National Heritage Acts of 1980
and 1983, which brought into existence organisations such as the National Heritage Memorial Fund and the
English Heritage. As a result, the number of listed ‘heritage buildings’ doubled during that decade (Higson,
2003: 52).
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line with neo-liberalist profit-making schemes but also in the popularisation and
democratisation of history through its wider accessibility to the public. In a word, the more
people ‘consume’ the past, the more profits can be made out of it.

A further paradox emerges out of this last stance. Even though the ultimate aim of
the heritage industry is the commaodification of the past as a profit-making venture, the fact
is that its popularisation blows to pieces the former elitist conceptions of history as a
prerogative of academics. What is more, in order to render the past more appealing,
museums and heritage centres tend to display ‘living history’ not only as pertaining to
public figures — or ‘great men’ — but also as the domestic spaces where the common or
‘ordinary’ people of the past lived. In other words, the interest in discovering how people
experienced the past has somehow rescued ‘alternative histories’ from ‘heroic accounts’ —
to use Carlyle’s concept. In this way, new perspectives were proffered mainly not only on
the “histories’ of the working-classes but also on that of women, non-white people and
homosexuals. As Samuel remarks, humble origins were celebrated through attention being
directed at life “below stairs’. Besides, ‘this version of the national past is not only more
democratic than earlier ones but also more feminine and domestic. It privileges the private
over the public sphere’ (1999: 160-1).

Pam Cook likewise notices this ambivalence between public and private spheres in
the search for a national identity. She comments on how contemporary cultural crises,
provoked by incessant social changes, have spurred the resurgence of ethnonationalisms,
which she sees as invariably dependent on a retreat to “cultural purity’, where the past is
imagined as a ‘refuge from social change’. In her view, there is therefore a strong desire to
find a ‘home’,

an imagined place where unified, stable identities nurtured by common interests can flourish. This
conception, inevitably shared infantile longing, often relies on traditional gender roles of patriarchal
authority overseeing maternal sacrifice. Yet it is never, of course, that simple. The heroic, patriotic
version of national identity frequently conflicts with the intimate, domestic variety, rupturing the
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home culture and its sustaining fantasy of community, which is often conflated with family (1996:
2).

In the same way as the family is a complex set of different relations with evident fissures
in their associations, so does the ‘imagined nation’ contain internal divisions that threaten
the purity of the ‘united nation’ or ‘family’:

‘Home’, in the sense of a tranquil, safe place, becomes an ever-receding object, swiftly turning into
its opposite, the locus of uncertainty and anomie. Freud’s notion of the uncanny, the twining
between the heimlich and unheimlich, is revelatory here, for the safety of home (heim) is inseparable
from its strangeness. The place to which we belong is also foreign to us (1992: 3).**

For this reason, | agree with Samuel’s conclusion that the “heritage’ issue cannot be
assigned to either the Left or the Right. It may be appropriated by both political trends,
depending on the contingent interests of a given time and its circumstances (1999: 303).
For this reason, although the heritage industry — and by extension, heritage cinema — is
often regarded as a product or reflection of a Thatcherite society, its many different
portrayals of the past in the 1980s contain competing views that may favour or criticise
certain conceptions of the social realities of the time. For instance, as will be argued in the
following sections, the screened portrayals of the historical period known as the ‘Raj’
could be seen as favouring a nostalgic conservative version of British identity as an
imperial country, yet, those very same visual depictions of Britain’s glorious past can
simultaneously be viewed as giving voice to previously silenced colonised people in their
portrayal of conflictive relationships between white and non-white communities. In the
same manner, space is also granted for female and homosexual identities in cinematic

productions such as A Room with a View, Heat and Dust, Another Country or Maurice.

135 1n the light of how this search for identity roots in a common heritage has veered from the public to the
private, Cook notices the importance of recent ‘feminine’ approaches to history in the heritage phenomenon
and costume dramas in particular. Although she centres on early costume dramas prior to the 1980s, it is
important to notice here that the heritage films of the Thatcher decade also reflect this ‘privatisation’ of
history which, in general, is more concerned with the portrayal of domestic affairs than with the epics of
public heroes. Although heritage films of the 1980s centre on the portrayal of characters who belong to the
upper classes, their ‘privatisation’ of history is clearly ‘gendered’ while issues of class and ethnicity are also
dealt with conspicuously.
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3.4. Cinema and Heritage

3.4.1. British Cinema, Genre and Society

As popular entertainment, cinema appears to be particularly suited as an outlet for the
contemporary urge to dig into the past for those roots and/or stable identites lacking in the
present. This said, although the idea of a “national cinema’ is often heralded as a means of
eliciting the cultural identity of a nation, the present-day, collaborative nature of film
production, and attendant drive to reach international audiences for money-making
purposes make it difficult to limit the scope of any so-called ‘national cinema’ (Choi,
2006: 310). Even so, as cultural products, movies can nevertheless be looked upon as
telling documents of how certain ideological discourses cohabited and/or competed in a
nation or society at a given historical time.

As signalled in the previous chapter, British cinema has a long history of
‘reaffirmation attempts’ against Hollywood’s prominence over the world.**® Against this
background, a frequent feature of those books devoted to the study of British cinema is the
inclusion of critical comments on the ‘un-cinematic nature of British cinema’. (Barr, 1992:
1; Cornut-Gentille, 2006: 35; Landy, 1991: 3). Hence, many books on British cinema
include Francois Truffaut’s famous and much quoted assertion that there exists a certain

incompatibility between the words ‘cinema’ and “Britain’ (1983: 124).**" To these words,

138 Even though it is true that the world-wide influence of U.S. American cinema has made it difficult for other
indigenous cinemas to compete, it has not prevented the establishment of an extremely successful Indian film
industry in the East — namely Bollywood — which has proved to be no less prolific and influential, not only in
Eastern markets but also in the West — consumed mainly by immigrants from the Indian sub-continent.

337 In an interview with Alfred Hitchcock, Truffaut claimed that there was something about England that was
uncinematic: ‘isn’t there a certain incompatibility between the terms “cinema” and “Britain”. This may sound
far-fetched, but | get the feeling that there are national characteristics — among them the English countryside, the
subdued way of life, the stolid routine — that are antidramatic in a sense. Even British humour [...] is somehow a
deterrent to strong emotions’ (1983: 124). Ironically enough, it seems that these characteristics Truffaut
determines as ‘uncinematic’ are precisely the ones used to successfully sell out the heritage films of the 1980s to
the American audience and that helped sustain the fame of actors whose careers transcend the boundaries of
heritage movies, as occurred with Hugh Grant (among others), whose *British humour” and *subdued emotions’
shot him to fame with Maurice (Ivory, 1987), Sense and Sensibility (Lee, 1995) or Notting Hill (Michell, 1999).
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Charles Barr adds other similarly denigrating remarks, such as Satyajit Ray’s :‘l do not
think the British are temperamentally equipped to make the best use of the movie camera’;
or Pauline Kael’s: *‘Compared with the motion picture art of Sweden or Italy or Japan or
France or pre-Nazi Germany, English films have always been a sad joke’; as well as
Gilbert Adair’s: ‘the history of the British cinema is that of an inferiority complex’ (in
Barr, 1992: 1-2).

The ‘historical’ fate of British cinema is that it has always stood ‘in-between’
Hollywood mainstream and European art cinemas. Disregarded as neither one thing nor the
other, it was therefore ignored by academic criticism until the mid-1960s (Barr, 1992: 4-9).

In her book on British Genres, Marcia Landy remarks that there has been:

a long-standing critical neglect of British film production, which has been stigmatized as being
uncinematic and tied too closely to the theatre and to the novel. In contrast to Hollywood films, the
British cinema has been labelled ‘amorphous’ and ‘uninteresting’, and lacking in social relevance
[...]. The [British] films were accused of being unpopular with British audiences, while popular and
successful films such as the Gainsborough melodramas and the Hammer horror films were accused
of being sensationalist and escapist — familiar labels often applied to texts that are heavily dependent
on a formulaic construction (1991: 3).

And yet, from its very beginnings and most particularly during the Thatcher decade,
British cinema has made relevant contributions to the so-called ‘seventh art’ in terms of
filmmakers, filmic productions, and actors/actresses of international renown. Several
features have come to characterise the idiosyncracies of British filmmaking, such as the
importance of the documentary tradition, social-realist films, comedies and costume
dramas. As a result, certain genres have wedged a conspicuous place for themselves in
British cinema.™® For instance, if costume dramas have enjoyed a great preponderance in
the history of British cinema, the success of the heritage films of the 1980s should not be
looked upon as a novelty but rather as an off-shoot of an already well-known genre in
British filmmaking. Hence, the question at hand here is whether the heritage films of the

1980s were merely up-dated versions of earlier costume dramas, or whether they were a

138 See Murphy, 2001, Landy, 1991.
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new type of film which included a number of conventions, typical of preceding genres.
This matter has been the object of debate and study of critics such as Andrew Higson
(2003) and Claire Monk (2002) among others. However, before centring on the particular
question of the heritage cinema, | would like to consider broader issues concerning film
genre in general so as to better understand the relationship between this type of film and its
relation with the 1980s context.

The classification of films into genres is related to human beings’ urge to box or
categorise knowledge in an attempt to order the world, name it and ultimately control it. In
The Order of Things (1966: 7-8), Foucault links this phenomenon with the theories on
taxonomy that proliferated throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and that
aimed at providing deeper knowledge of the natural world. As seen before, these scientific
classifications also served to create a fixed hierarchy of beings, differentiating those with
outstanding capacities form other groups susceptible of subjugation and control. These
divisions that were now justified in terms of their ‘scientific’ basis came to replace
previous classifications which had been based on religious grounds. This fact points to the
artificiality or cultural constructions of such categorisations, referred to by Foucault in the

following terms:

Il parait que certains aphasiques n’arrivent pas a classer de fagcon cohérente les écheveaux de laines
multicolores qu’on leur présente sur la surface d’une table [...]. lls forment, en cet espace uni ou les
choses normalement se distribuent et se nomment, une multiplicité de petits domaines grumeleux et
fragmentaires ou des ressemblances sans nom agglutinent les choses en flots discontinus ; dans un
cain, ils placent les écheveaux les plus clairs, dans un autre les rouges, ailleurs ceux qui ont une
consistance plus laineuse, ailleurs encore les plus longs, ou ceux qui tirent sur le violet ou ceux qui
ont été noués en boule. Mais a peine esquissés, tous ces groupements se défont car la plage
d’identité qui les soutient, aussi étroite qu’elle soit, est encore trop étendue pour n’étre pas instable;
et a I’infini, le malade rassemble et sépare, entasse les similitudes diverses, ruine les plus évidentes,
disperse les identités, superpose les criteres différents, s’agite, recommence, s’inquiéte et arrive
finalement au bord de I’angoisse (1966 : 10).

Foucault therefore points out the utopian dimension of any category: it is something
necessary for individuals to understand the world, yet any taxonomy entails a certain

degree of instability. This instability provokes anxiety; that is why, as argued before, the
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outstanding presence of mixed or hybrid identities provokes anxiety in those who long for
the fixity of things.

In the realm of cinema, the diverse theories on film genres exemplify this urge for
ordering what otherwise is a chaotic system. Following Foucault’s thesis, films may
simultaneously belong to one group or another depending on the criteria followed at a
particular moment. Derrida also signalled the fact that the law of genre is a ‘law of
impurity’:

In the code of set theories [...], | would speak of a sort of participation without belonging — a taking
part in without being part of, without having membership in a set. The trait that marks membership
inevitably divides, the boundary of the set comes to form, by invagination, an internal pocket larger
than the whole; and the outcome of this division and of this abounding remains as singular as it is
limitless (1979: 206).

In spite of that, he drew attention to the omnipresence of the notion of genre:

A text cannot belong to no genre, it cannot be without or less a genre. Every text participates in one
or several genres, there is no genreless text; there is always a genre and genres, yet such
participation never amounts to belonging. And not because of an abundant overflowing of a free,
anarchic and unclassifiable productivity, but because of the trait of participation itself, because of

the effect of the code and of the generic mark. Making genre its mark, a text demarcates itself (1979:

212; italics in original).

In other words, a text cannot escape its inclusion or participation in a generic system.
Nevertheless, one should be aware of the intrinsic instability of taxonomies and the fluidity
or unavoidable hybridity of genres.

In the field of film studies there are many theories that provide different approaches
to the generic system. Basing his arguments on Todorov’s theory of literary genres, Tom
Ryall, for instance, offers a twofold division of film genre criticism: theoretical and
historical genres.’®® The former is an ‘a priori category’ that relies upon certain
assumptions concering artistic activity and grounded on the general feature of

‘representation’. Theoretical genres can thus be divided into the fictional, the documentary

or the abstract. Ryall, however, points to the fact that most critical writing has been

139 See Todorov, 1982 22-32.
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devoted to the notion of historical genres, genres which are, or have been, constructed on
the basis of common themes, styles and iconography (1998: 329). Within the notion of
historical genres, Ryall distinguishes three levels of analysis, the first concerns the
definition of the generic system — that is, the *broad shared principles’ which relate
individual genres to each other —, the second corresponds to the study of individual genres
— “defining their internal logics and conventions’ — and the third specifies how individual
films tie in with one or several genres (329). Taking these critical levels into consideration,
both the generic system and the study of individual genres cannot be but abstractions.

According to Chantal Cornut-Gentille:

Un género, como abstraccion, llegard a ser tal como resultado de algin tipo de proceso general
(inconsciente o consciente) por el que determinadas peliculas se asocian mentalmente con otras
mediante un sistema de elementos y expectativas compartidas, habiendo sido todas ellas
interiorizadas por la audiencia tras haber visto varias peliculas similares. Por este motivo, el
nacimiento de un género particular sera el resultado o la consecuencia de un acuerdo (tacito) tanto
por parte de la audiencia como de los cineastas: los cineastas buscan rentabilidad en la repeticion y
las audiencias buscan placer con la anticipacion y la expectacion de elementos coincidentes que
aparecen en las diferentes peliculas (2006: 104).

Even though the system of expectations that characterises film genres replicates the
anticipation created by/in literary genres, in the case of cinema, the role of the audience is
that much patent, and therefore crucial in determining the success of a film and, hence, the
possibility of regaining the money invested in its production. Film genres thus depend on
an agreement between filmmakers, audiences and the industry itself,**° a fact that accounts
for its “multi-dimensional’ nature (Neale, 2000: 25). As Graeme Turner states, there are
three forces that shape the notion of film genre: ‘the industry and its production practices;
the audience and their expectations and competencies; and the text in its contribution to the
genre as a whole (1988: 86). Likewise, Marcia Landy points to the complexity of the

generic system resulting from the interplay between industry, auteur, narrative and

0 For a deeper analysis of the influence of the industry in the construction of genres exemplified in the
Hollywood Studio system see Schatz (1981: 3-6).
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audience. She gives special relevance to the last element for the perpetuation, evolution,

death or revival of certain genres within the film industry:

The spectator not only plays a role in the production of meaning but also plays an economic role in
the perpetuation and decline of various genres, and if the texts do not speak to the spectator’s needs
and aspirations, they are consigned to oblivion. Positive audience response results in further
reproduction, or modification, of genres to suit contemporary realities (1991: 9).

For a film to succeed in the market, it has to be generic and original at the same
time. For this reason, genres function as ‘horizons of expectation’ where new original
ingredients can be added but never exceeded, otherwise audiences could feel betrayed by a
lack or excess of innovation (Neale, 2000: 42). In Thomas Schatz’s words, ‘the audience
demands creativity or variation but only within the context of a familiar narrative
experience’ (1981: 6). Conversely, Duncan Petrie draws attention to generic
transformations that results from innovation within the frames of the generic conventions —
a process he calls “internal subversion of conventions’. Petrie also notices the increasing
presence of genre combinations and self-reflexive comic elements. He therefore concludes
that: ‘genre film-making need not therefore be characterised by bland repetition and
formula. It can allow filmmakers to be creative and to self-consciously relate their own
cinematic concerns to convention and established forms’ (1991: 137).

Steve Neale also draws attention to the different contexts in which the concept of
genre has been valorised. He quotes Kress and Threadgold who compared the positive
connotations of genre in Renaissance or Neo-Classical literature — good literary works
were those that imitated the classics and therefore followed generic conventions — to the
pejorative dimension the term genre acquired in the Romantic period. From that moment
on, to be generic meant to be clichéd. Hence, originality and innovation, rather than

conventions, were the main criteria followed to value any literary work (2000: 22).*** This

1 For a detailed account of the history of genre theory in literature and cinema see Altman, 1999: 1-28.
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notion was later related to the Arnoldian concepts of high and popular culture, the latter

being marked out (negatively) as ‘generic’:

Repetitive patterns, ingredients and formulae are now perceived by many cultural commentators not
as the law of Culture, but as the law of the market. It is therefore hardly surprising that genre was —
and still is — principally associated with an industrial, commercial and mechanically based art like
the cinema (23).

To sum up, it is important to take into account the different issues that compound
the notion of genre in order to understand the analysis of particular films. On the one hand,
at the level of abstraction the generic system is as artificial a construct as any
categorisation attempt, yet it cannot be avoided. On the other hand, texts participate in the
generic system and are valorised differently according to the particular context in which
they are inserted. These notions will be very helpful in the analysis of the particularities
attached to British heritage and Raj films, which are often envisaged as ‘middle-brow’
productions, somewhere in-between the mainstream generic system and more ‘original’
author-based works of art; hence the importance of inserting the analysis of any film or
cycle of films within its particular historical context.

In his book Film as Social Practice, Graeme Turner explains the evolution of film
studies criticism, from its main focus on auteurism, which equated certain films with the
Seventh Art while disregarding others as mere entertainment, to the new interest in
mainstream or ‘popular products’ as legitimate objects of study (1988: 35-40). He notices
an evolution of film studies from author and text-based analysis to new approaches taken
from other disciplines that have helped broaden perspectives, and thus have enriched the

analyses of films as social production. He concludes that:

In such instances, film is not even the final target of enquiry, but part of a wider argument about
representation — the social process of making images, sounds, sings, stand for something — in film or
television. Odd as this might sound, what emerges is a body of approaches to film that is rich when
applied to film but which is not confined to the analysis of film. In effect, film theory becomes part
of the wider field of disciplines and approaches called cultural studies (1988: 38).
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Celestino Deleyto also draws attention to the different ways critics have approached
auteur and mainstream productions throughout the history of film studies (2003: 21-27).
At a first stage, those considered mainstream or popular films were accused of transmitting
dominant ideology. Later on, some of these films were ‘rescued’ from these condemning
and disparaging verdicts whenever an ingredient of ‘subversion” could be found in their
narrative or mise-en-scene. Notions of hegemony and consensus posed by neo-gramscian
critics and Foucault’s concept of power relations as something fluid enriched the otherwise
simplistic and deterministic view of former filmic productions. In this sense, Stuart Hall’s
contribution to the conception of cultural products as containers of an ‘articulation’ of
different meanings and practices — which recalls Bakhtin’s notion of dialogism and
polyphony™* — is quite significant.

Films, or rather film genres, both reflect the different ideologies present in a society
— with more or less emphasis on, or agreement with, the dominant one — and act as rituals
of socialisation for the audiences (Schatz, 1981: 11). At this point, that is, the moment
when the relationship between text and context becomes essential in any analysis, the
question of whether films are a mere reflection of ideological social forces, or contribute to
the construction of these very ideologies is contemplated. On this point, Deleyto mentions
Ryan and Kellner’s notion of “discursive transcodification’, which refers to the fact that
films do not reflect reality as such but form part of the wider cultural system of
representations through which social reality is constructed. In this sense, cinematic
productions do not simply reflect or construct the reality but refract social discourses and
transform them into a cinematographic form in which the spectator becomes an active

agent in the construction of the meanings represented in the films (2003: 32-3).

142 5ee Bakhtin, 1987: 236-366.
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Turner also points to the cinematographic re-presentation of reality by means of
‘the codes, conventions, myths and ideologies of its culture as well as by way of the
specific signifying practices of the medium’. In this sense, ‘the filmmaker uses the
representational conventions and repertoires available within the culture in order to make
something fresh but familiar, new but generic, individual but representative (1988: 129).
Accordingly, Deleyto proposes the study of filmic productions from both a cultural and
textual perspective — a double approach that allows the critic to analyse the different
historical and social discourses presented and represented in the films through
cinematographic mechanisms (34).

Rick Altman also advances a multifaceted perception of genres which, in his view,
are not fixed categories but processes which serve to simultaneously benefit multiple users.
This would explain the presence of different and often competing or contradictory
meanings in genres or particular films belonging to or participating in generic categories
(1999: 208). In Altman’s words:

Every generic system is made up of an interconnected network of user groups and their
corresponding institutions, each using genre to satisfy its own needs and desires. While at any given
point a generic system may appear perfectly balanced and thus at rest, the look of stability is actually
produced only by a momentary equilibrium of countervening concerns. Because a genre is not one
thing serving one purpose, but multiple things serving for multiple purposes for multiple groups, it
remains a permanently contested site. In fact, it is precisely the continued contestation among
producers, exhibitors, viewers, critics, politicians, moralists, and their diverse interests, that keeps
genres ever in process, constantly subject to reconfiguration, recombination and reformulation
(1999: 195).

Following Foucault’s notion of ‘categorisation’ as an instable construct, Altman
foregrounds the process of generic transformation. Based on the notion of ‘genre’ as a
complex term that serves the interests of a multiplicity of users, Altman defends the
conception of ‘genres’ as processes in constant evolution which give way to the re-
genrification of texts in contingent contexts. This prolific process results from the

incessant hybrid association of marginal and central categories. He refers to this struggle



188 Filmic Representations of the British Raj

between centre and margins in the sphere of cinema genres as a process of ‘creolisation’.

Through this practice, a new genre results from the combination of:

gypsy adjectives with established land owning generic substantives. Only when those previously
marginalised adjectives plant their flag in the centre of the world are they transmuted into
substantival genres, thus putting them on the map, as it were, while simultaneously opening them up
to new adjectival settlements and eventual squatter take over (1999: 199).

Altman therefore postulates that the emergence of a new film genre results from the
nominalisation of an adjective that pervasively came to accompany a previous genre. For
instance, taking the term ‘comedy’ as a dominant generic category recognised by author,
industry and audience, a marginal element might appear to renew the said genre and thus
prevent comedy from becoming a worn out cycle and commercial flops. This marginal
element can appear in the form of an ‘adjective’ — as happened with the word ‘romantic’.
The outcome was a cycle of films known as ‘romantic comedies’. In time, this cycle
became an independent genre in itself, and developed into ‘romance’. In other worlds, the
‘marginal adjective’ romantic, became ‘dominant’ and nominalised as romance. This
process continues with the emergence of new cycles and genres such as the ‘musical
romance’, the ‘musical’, the ‘martial musical’, the martial’, and so on (Altman, 1999: 62-
8).

An interesting point Altman adds is the importance of communication among
marginal items as a means of gaining strength and thus finding a place in the centre:
‘Alone, no single point on the periphery can possibly stand up to the powerful centre, but
through lateral communication the margins can eventually muster the strength necessary
for a takeover, only eventually to be displaced by a new set of laterally connected margins’
(199). A dialectical process is therefore at work, not only between margins and centre but
within the periphery. As Altman suggests, this development taking place in the realm of
cinema genres has a parallel situation in the national sphere, and/or in social/ethnic

communities.
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He thus draws a very interesting parallelism between the concepts of film genre and
nation. As with film genres, nations — or ‘imagined communities’, to use Anderson’s
definition — are sites of continuous struggles between competing marginal and central
discourses that may evolve dialectically towards new hybrid orders. Altman notices that
there is a tendency towards the rejection of hybridity in discourses related to both genre
and nation. A ‘purist’ vision of genres and nations that does not accept the growing
presence of marginal ‘others’ tends to regard their hybrid associations with dominant
structures as dangerous and threatening. Likewise, it appears that whenever former
‘marginal groups’ succeeded in wedging a place for themselves in the centre, they identify
their own ‘otherness’ as a ‘pure-breed’ particularity and and reject new hybrid associations
with ‘other’ groups.**?

Altman further compares genre criticism and nations by arguing that, since both
groups are concerned with the stability of their respective categories (a particular genre or
nation/community), it is equally important for one and the other to highlight myths of

‘distant origin, continued coherence and permanent inviolability’:

Satisfied with the current situation, users of generic and national terminology alike have a desire to
slow the process of regenrification, while margin dwellers have every reason to speed it up. Those at
the centre thus regularly exaggerate the age, rootedness and importance of current practice, openly
resisting otherness, hyphenation and creolization, while those on the margins must use resistant
reading practices, secondary discursivity and lateral communication to reinforce always frail
constellated communities (1999: 204-5).

The link thus established between the constructed categories of genre and nation
acquires a further dimension when the film genre analysed is formally and thematically

associated with the intrinsic characteristics of the nation in which it is produced. Heritage

143 Altman offers some examples on this issue and warns on the danger of trying to find similarities among rival
groups by the creation of a common ‘other’: ‘In the Catholic region that brought them together, Irish Americans
and Italian Americans also found justification for the bloody anti-abortion battles that have increasingly divided
the United States. Even such groups as feminists, who successfully moved form marginal protests to
institutional recognition by playing up common concerns of an apparently sex-linked nature, have now in many
universities been contested and even supplanted by new alliances among lesbhian, gay and bisexual groups. For
every feminist protest against established practices, there is always a lesbigay protest in the wings, waiting for
feminist practices to become sufficiently established to make them a worthwhile target’ (1999: 204).
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films, vinculated as they were to the heritage industry, exemplify this struggle between
margins and centre and the process of constant change intrinsic in both genres and nations.
Altman therefore concludes that genres are social devices which facilitate the integration of
competing discourses within a single fabric. That is why there is a relevant connection

between film genres and nations, cinema and society.

3.4.2. British Cinema in the 1980s: The Heritage Film

By considering ‘cinema’ in general as a refraction of cultural realities at a given time, this
section centres on British cinema in particular and its capacity to reflect, construct or
refract the contingent ideologies at stake in a specific historical period. On this point,
Marcia Landy remarks that, in spite of the critics’ negative evaluation of British cinema as
ineffective in addressing the cultural conflicts of the nation, she is convinced that, as part
of the history they represent, British films do, in fact, reflect cultural and political events.
More importantly, British films “offer significant clues to tensions and contradictions in
relation to such issues as historicism, notions of community, gender, social class, and

sexuality” (1991: 13).

In his book Waving the Nation. Constructing a National Cinema in Britain,
Andrew Higson tackles the complex issue of ‘national cinema’ which, as he argues, does
not apply only to the films produced by and within a particular nation-state (1997: 278).
All films are the result of team work — even those with the auteur label attached to them,
and more often than not, this ‘team’ crosses the frontiers of nationality. This is the reason

why it is very difficult to label a film “British’.*** The director may be British, but what

144 This issue is even more complicated if one takes into consideration Hollywood produced, ‘British” films.
According to H. Mark Glancy, the years of the Second World War witnessed the production of a huge number
of Hollywood films dealing with British characters, settings or topics, many of which were literary adaptations
of British “classics’ or were ‘propaganda’ war films. In terms of defining a British ‘national’ cinema, these
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about the actors, producers, scriptwriters and the money invested? Often the sense of
Britishness is present only in the setting, the themes or the literary work the film is based
on. Trying to establish the characteristics of a ‘national cinema’ is therefore a difficult task,
especially respecting contemporary cinema, inserted as it is within the context of
globalisation. Claire Monk highlights the contradictory nature of a supposed ‘British

national cinema’:

The desire for cultural self-affirmation and the dream of a viable British ‘national’ cinema ensure
that the production and reproduction of British period films take place under the signs of national
product differentiation, exportability and the projection of ‘national’ identity. Yet ‘British’ period
films® successes are repeatedly made by non-British personnel, with non-British money, and
measured in terms of their reception and commercial performance abroad (2002: 177).

Even so, the issue of ‘national cinema’ is still important precisely because, as
discussed earlier, one of the paradoxes of globalisation is its triggering of both the blurring
and the reinforcement of cultural boundaries. As a result, the more transnational
ideological discourses on an about the British nation become, the more efforts are directed
at rescuing ‘indigenous’ features of the country’s traditional past. From this perspective,
Andrew Higson explores the extent to which cinema is used as an apparatus to represent an
image of a cohesive nation. He argues that diametrically opposed discourses are put
together in national cinematic productions to ‘articulate a contradictory unity, to play part
in the hegemonic process of achieving consensus and containing difference and
contradiction’. In so doing, national cinema naturalises the only ‘legitimate positions of the

national subject’ (1997: 275).

productions will not be included as “British films’, as they were Hollywood products. It is important, though, to
bear in mind that the ‘anglophilia’ developed by U.S. American audiences did not start with the success of
Chariots of Fire in the early 1980s but can be traced back to the late 1930s. At the time, Hollywood ‘British’
movies differed considerably from the films made in Britain. In fact, as Glancy notices, ‘actual British films
were seldom popular in the USA, so Hollywood had to find its own unique approach to British stories” (1999:
72). MGM studios, for example, developed a formula that proved very successful in both U.S. and U.K.
markets. Against his background, British heritage films of the 1980s can be seen as a very autoctonous formula
sold as well on both sides of the Atlantic.
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Similarly, Graeme Turner highlights the importance of the relationship between
cinema and national culture. Recalling Anderson’s definition of nations as ‘imagined
communities’, he argues that cinema is yet another cultural tool that helps construct these
imagined ties of unity. Turner relates this imagined cohesion, which serves the interests of

the dominant sectors in society, to Gramci’s notion of hegemony.**> According to Turner:

Hegemony is the process by which members of society are persuaded to acquiesce in their own
subordination, to abdicate cultural leadership in favour of sets of interests which are represented as
identical. But may actually be antithetical to their own [...]. Hegemony’s aim is to resist social
change and maintain the status quo.

The regulation and control of definitions of art, of literature, and of the national film industry are
also hegemonic in that the imperative is always to restrict and limit the proliferation of
representations of the nation. (This is because the proliferation of representations also proliferates
different definitions). (1988: 134).

Turner foregrounds the importance of the different representations of the nation in
cinema through examples of heritage films and social realist productions of the 1980s, such
as Chariots of Fire and The Long Good Friday (Mackenzie, 1980). He argues that a
multiplicity of diverse representations might be threatening because in proffering
contradictory views, they foreground the artificiality of these constructions and hence
destabilise the cohesion of that ‘imagined community’. | would add that this instability
could also be the result, not only of the clash between diverse representations of the nation
in different films, but also of the competing and often contradictory views of the nation
within a single film.

What it is true is that there is a tendency to find distinctive features in national
cinema, supposedly characteristic of national production that set them apart from ‘other’
cinemas. As Higson remarks: ‘Nationalism is about drawing boundaries, about making an
inside and an outside. The process of constructing national identity is thus a continual

process of negotiating these limits. Film culture also seeks to identify and define others in

14> Gramsci defined hegemony as consensus between dominant and subordinated groups. Dominance comes not
from coercion but by consent: ‘L’esercizio “normale” dell’egemonia nel terreno divenuto classico del regime
parlamentare, € caratterizzato dalla combinazione della forza e del consenso che si equilibrano variamente,
senza che la forza soverchi di troppo il consenso, anzi cercando di ottenere che la forza appaia appoggiata sul
consenso della maggioranza, espresso dai cosi detti organi dell’opinione publica — giornali e associazioni — i
quali, percio, in certe situazioni, vengono moltiplicati artificiosamente’ (1975: 1638)
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relation to the ideal national cinema’ (1997: 277). Accordingly, Higson identifies three
main stylistic characteristics, namely the modes of narration, types of focalisation and uses
of space, which set British cinema apart from Hollywood. In his view, British cinema
therefore distinguishes itself through its championning of the episodic mode of narration
with multiple, interweaving plots which depart from the rigours of classical narrative
integration. The point of view is distanced and objective, held by an outsider, in opposition
to the subjective focalisation in classical cinema narratives.**® Equally significant is the

construction of space in British films:

The particular excessive diegesis of these films, coterminous with the episodic and multiple
narratives, is precisely a perspective on public space, on social space and of course on national
space, rather than the private space of the classical romantic hero. It is the limits of the diegesis
which mark the boundaries of the national community (1997: 277).

Of course these characteristics cannot be applied to all British movies; however, it appears
that many representative British films have conformed to these rules, as it is precisely this
distinction from the Hollywood mode of filmmaking that opens up a place for them in the
American-dominated market.

In his historical overview of British cinema, John Caughie also refers to the
opposition established between British and Hollywood cinema. He states that from its very
beginnings, but especially from the time of World War Il onwards, contraposition was set
up between a “quality’ British cinema, ‘based on the supposedly “English” characteristics
of reality and restraint, and the frivolities and melodramas of the Hollywood dream
factory’ — an opposition between ‘realism and tinsel’ (1996: 3). ‘Realism’ and ‘emotional
restraint’ were therefore set up as key notions characterising ‘official’ British cinema. The

connection with ‘realism’ originated in the Documentary tradition and its influence on

146 Higson proposes that this distanced look ‘is more decorous, more restrained than the engaged look of the
classical film, and it relates more easily to a diegesis which is filled with detail, which foregrounds
characterisation and atmosphere over action (1997: 277).
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other British modes of production.'*’ Caughie argues that the Documentary Movement,
launched by John Grierson in the 1930s, is what sets British cinema apart from other
European art cinemas, closer to the avant-garde tradition of European modernism: ‘This
lack of sustained engagement with modernism makes Britain’s art cinema almost unique in
Europe, and provides the distinction between an art cinema and a “quality” cinema’ (1996:
8). The Documentary style as a typical British generic convention influenced the
perception of the British mode of filmmaking in general. As Satyajit Ray wrote: ‘One
possible reason why the British took to documentaries was that it involved a legitimate
process of dehumanisation’ (in Barr, 1992: 10). In other words, the documentary style
highlighted the social use of cinema, with a strong emphasis on realism serving to portray a
community through emotional restraint rather than individual sentimentalism (10).

If the history of British cinema is studied in depth, a great variety of different filmic
genres and independent productions can be found, but more importantly, many movies can
be seen to depart from those ‘intrinsic’ characteristics of British cinema.'*® Even so, it is
true that realism has always had a pervasive influence on British cinematic productions and
the term *quality’ is a conspicuous and very useful label for many British films which
could not otherwise be classified as fully mainstream in the Hollywood manner or
independent ‘art’ productions. Besides, not only does the term “quality’ help distinguish

British from U.S. American productions, it also functions as a marketing tool for the

147 For a contextualisation and study of the British Documentary Film movement see Caughie, 1996: 7-8;
Aitken, 2001: 60-7; Higson, 1998: 502-3.

%8 The notion of a “national cinema’ is therefore a complex one. Although several common and recurring
characteristics can be identified, an in-depth analysis of British cinema history may reveal a wide diversity of
genres that offer different views of the nation. Andrew Higson identifies the screen fictions of the 1910s and
1920s as representative of a national cinema, with the adaptations of canonic literature such as the films of
Cecil Hepworth’s company which offered a picturesque version of the English rural landscape (1998: 502).
The early 1930s witnessed the birth of what Higson calls ‘Britain’s outstanding contribution to the cinema’:
the documentary movement, with John Griegson as its major exponent. The British commitment to realism
persisted into the 1940s with films that depicted the lives of ordinary people, such as In Which We Serve
(Coward and Lean, 1942) and This Happy Breed (Lean, 1944). In these decades, British cinema was
characterised by the realist aesthetic or ‘documentary style’ which was praised as ‘quality cinema’ in contrast
to Hollywood fantasy. Although realism seemed to prevail, other films more similar to U.S. American
melodramas were also produced in British studios, such as the Gainsborough costume dramas and the
Hammer horror films.
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distribution and consumption of ‘British-made’ films within the frontiers of the U.K and
abroad.*

In his study of British cinema as national cinema, John Hill concludes that ‘while
British cinema may depend upon international finance and audiences for its viability, this
may actually strengthen its ability to probe national questions’ (2001: 212). Hill points out
that whereas early British films, and especially those made during the Second World War,
clearly reinforced the myths of a unified nation, contemporary national cinema no longer
works as straight-forward nationalistic propaganda nor does it represent those old myths so
confidently. Nonetheless, present-day British cinema may be ‘more fully representative of
national complexities than ever before’ (212).

Regarding the diverse genres that have predominated throughout the history of
British filmmaking, Marcia Landy identifies the dominance of certain genres in specific
historical contexts. She notices that in the 1930s, there was a preponderance of genre films
such as melodramas, historical films, musicals, comedies and what she calls ‘films of
empire’. The Second World War, Landy argues, precipitated a rise in the popularity of the
war film, a genre which continued to work well at the box-office during the post-war
period. The 1950s witnessed the success of the Ealing comedies, together with a
completely different genre: the ‘social problem’ films. Finally, Landy mentions the
popularity of the Hammer horror films in the late 1950s and 1960s.™*® The 1970s were
characterised by crisis and decadence in the British film industry which, as mentioned
before, recovered in the 1980s with the international success of many heritage films and

the production of other widely acclaimed social-realist texts (Hill, 2001: 314-5). Very

% The association of British national cinema with ‘quality’ cinema is very often alluded to in analyses of
British productions. For instance, in his article on Powell and Pressburger films, Andrew Moor acknowledges
that these productions ‘do not fit into the understated “quality realist” cinema which has been taken to represent
our authentic national cinematic style’ (2001: 109).

%0 In her book, Landy also studies in detail other genres which she considers relevant: espionage films, the
woman’s film, tragic melodramas and science fiction films (see Landy, 1991).
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often, social realist productions have been preferred by the critics because of their social
commitment, while historical dramas have been accused of escapism. In any case,
productions set in the past or in the present which showed a generic ingredient of
melodrama or escapist fantasy were placed in lower consideration in critical ranking. This
has been the case of films set in the past such as costume drama, or heritage films.

The first issue when tackling the analysis of historical cinema would be its
consideration as a genre. In my opinion, the work that best maps out the space wedged for
themselves by the so-called heritage films is Andrew Higson’s 2003 English Heritage,
English Cinema. Costume drama since 1980, which culminates his long, in-depth study of
this particular kind of film.*** In this work, Higson comments on the wide range of labels
attached to these kinds of productions (e.g. historical films, heritage films, literary
adaptations, costume dramas, period films, or biopics). The problem he finds with the term
‘genre’ is where to draw the boundaries, since genres and cycles are, as Derrida and
Foucault pointed out, hybrid, overlapping categories. If dividing lines are set in order to
facilitate questions of analysis for academics or film critics, or the film industry, one
should be aware of the flexibility, permeability and, in a word, the artificiality of these
boundaries, ‘if we construct limits, we must be prepared to deconstruct them’ (Neale in
Higson, 2003: 12). Higson therefore insists on the importance of considering the context in
which a film is inserted before reaching any conclusions as to its classification in a
particular genre or cycle: “Each film is the product of its particular historical conditions of
existence, each cycle or genre emerges as it evolves, constructing its own terms of

reference, its own intertexts’ (2003: 10).

131 see Andrew Higson’s “Re-presenting the National Past: Nostalgia and Pastiche in the Heritage Film”,
(1993: 109-129); “The Heritage Film and the British Cinema” (1996: 232-248); Waving the Flag.
Constructing a National Cinema in Britain (1997).
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The term heritage film, was in fact coined by Charles Barr in 1985. He was
referring, though, not to the films that were being released at the time All Our Yesterdays
was published, but to the films made in the 1940s, after the First World War, which dealt
with the historical and cultural material of the country. Barr argued that in the 1940s, the
British cinema industry experienced a renaissance with the production of films such as
Lawrence Olivier’s Henry V (1944), This England (MacDonald, 1941), The Young Mr Pitt
(Reed, 1943), Lady Hamilton (Korda, 1941), A Canterbury Tale (Powell and Pressburger,
1944) or Carol Reed’s Kipps (1941) (1992: 12). At that time, British cinema was said to
embrace its true vocation: realism, restraint, stoicism, as well as the commercial
exploitation of the nation’s historical and cultural heritage (Barr, 1992: 10-2). Both the
celebrity attained by films in the 1940s and the parallel situation in the 1980s prove the fact
that heritage productions appear — or reappear — in the particular historical moments in
which they have a valid cultural and economic role to perform (Cornut-Gentille, 2006:
100).

Traditionally, film critics have distinguished between the historical film which
deals with public historical events, and the costume drama which pictures the past by
means of fictional characters who deal with problems related to the private sphere. Even
so, films such as The Private Life of Henry VIII (Korda, 1933), The Madness of King
George (Hytner, 1995) or Mrs Brown (Madden, 1997) tend to blur this distinction and
could therefore be placed in-between these two labels (Higson, 2003: 12). Landy considers
the term ‘historical film’ as a genre in which convention tend to overlap from costume
dramas to adventure films, to national epics, and/or literary adaptations and allegories. She
mentions the threefold distinction made by Jean Gili with respect to the historical film:

films featuring the lives of famous individuals, films which link a fictional protagonist to a
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specific historical context, and costume dramas with fictional protagonists in often
indeterminate historical settings.

In her study on the predominance of certain types of films within particular
contexts, for instance, Landy highlights the proliferation of historical films in the 1930s
devoted to the life of monarchs, national heroes, artists and composers. On the other hand,
during the Second World War, it appears that there was a predominance of biographical
films that centred on religious and political figures. In the post-war period, these
personages were replaced by poets, explorers and public servants.**?

The heritage films of the 1980s differ from those historical films and costume
dramas of previous decades precisely because they reflect the particularities of their own

context. Steve Neale makes an interesting distinction between the notions of ‘genre’, sub-

genre’” and “cycle’, which could help in the analysis of the heritage films in particular:

‘Genre’ is a French word meaning ‘type’ or ‘kind’ [...]. It has occupied an important place in the
study of the cinema for over thirty years, and it is normally exemplified (either singly or in various
combinations) by the western, the gangster film, the musical, the horror film, melodrama, comedy
and the like. On occasion, the term sub-genre has also been used, generally to refer to specific
traditions or groupings within these genres (as in ‘romantic comedy’, ‘slapstick comedy’, ‘the gothic
horror film” and so on). And sometimes the term ‘cycle’ is used as well, usually to refer to groups of
films made within a specific time-span, and founded, for the most part, on the characteristics of
individual commercial successes (Neale, 2000: 9).

The heritage films of the 1980s make up a sub-genre, a cycle or an autonomous
genre different from the e.g. historical biopics of the 1930s (i.e. Korda’s The Private Life
of Henry VIII) or costume dramas of the 1940s (i.e. The Wicked Lady, Arliss, 1945).
Whether a genre or subgenre, | find the term heritage adequate as a signifier for films set
in the past but made in the 1980s, especially as they are so closely related to the heritage
industry at the time. According to Steve Neale’s definition, the heritage productions of the
1980s would constitute a cycle, as they are inserted in a specific time-span, within the

generic label, | dare to say, ‘cinematic productions set in the past’. The heritage films of

152 See Landy’s chapter on the historical film, 1991: 53-96.
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the 1980s and 1990s, though, have also been considered as a genre with its own sub-genres
and cycles. For instance, Higson makes two main distinctions: those films adapting
literature — and once more several cycles could be identified, as the 1980s adaptations of
Forster and the Austenmania of the 1990s — and those adapting history —with real historical
figures or folk heroes of legendary status (2003: 16-21). On the other hand, Sheldon Hall
establishes more groups (2001: 192-3):
1. Adaptations of works of classic literature (mainly Austen, Dickens, Forster,
James and Waugh), with films such as A Room with a View (lvory, 1984), Maurice
(Ivory, 1987), Little Dorrit (Edzard, 1987), Where Angels Fear to Tread (Sturridge,
1991), Howards End (lvory, 1991), Brideshead Revisited (Granada, 1981), Pride
and Prejudice (BBC, 1995).
2. Costume dramas adapted from modern literary works or made directly for the
screen, for instance Chariots of Fire (Hudson, 1981), Another Country (Kanievska,
1984), The Bridge (MacCartney, 1990), The Remains of the Day (lvory, 1993),
Shadowlands (Attenborough, 1993).
3. The “‘Raj Revival’ films, set in colonial India: Gandhi, Heat and Dust, A Passage
to India, The Far Pavilions, The Jewel in the Crown, The Deceivers (Meyer, 1988)
and the Kenyan-set White Mischief (Radford, 1987).
4. Historical dramas, which are representations of real events and figures from
documented history, such as Gandhi, Lady Jane (Nunn, 1985), Mrs Brown
(Madden, 1997), Shadowlands and Wilde (Gilbert, 1997).
5. Shakespeare adaptations, e.g. Kenneth Branagh’s Henry V (1989), Much Ado
About Nothing (1993), Hamlet (1996), Othello (Parker, 1995), A midsummer

Night’s Dream (Noble, 1996) and Twelfth Night (Nunn, 1996).
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In Hall’s classification, certain films appear in more than one category, as is the
case of Shadowlands (both a biopic and a modern literary adaptation) or Gandhi, which is
both a Raj film and a biopic, as well as a historical and a literary adaptation (Fischer’s
biography, The Life of Mahatma Gandhi, 1951, was Attenborough’s main source).

In fact, Claire Monk affirms that the term heritage film is a critical construct, the
result of an academic debate taking place in the late 1980s and 1990s which reflected on
the nature of the films produced during the Thatcher decade and afterwards (2002: 177).
lan Goode historicises the critical label by referring to Barr’s coinage of the term in his
analysis of 1940 productions and Higson’s subsequent appropriation of the tag in his
overview of period films released in the 1980s. In contrast to Richard Dyer’s broader
vision of historical or heritage cinema as a transnational phenomenon, Higson prefers to
interpret such cinematic productions as ‘symptomatic of cultural developments in Margaret
Thatcher’s Britain in the 1980s’ (2003: 295).*

Claire Monk identifies an evolution in heritage films criticism. She observes that
debates were first polarised between right and left-wing critics, who praised or despised the
screen fictions on the grounds of the ideological interpretations attached to them. The
professor of modern history at Oxford, Norman Stone, wrote an article in the Sunday Times
(10/01/1988) in which he praised the heritage productions of the time such as A Passage to
India, A Room with a View, and Hope and Glory (Boorman, 1987) because of their
portrayal of traditional British values, while condemning the social realist films of the
1980s, which he considered ‘a worthless insulting farrago [...] of six tawdry, ragged,
rancidly provincial films’ (in Fuller, 1988: 62). *** These conservative views found a rapid

response from left-wing critics who reversed the issue: they praised the social-realist films

53 In Hill’s words, “The British film industry underwent unpleasant shock therapy under Thatcherism’ (2001:
315).

1 Among the films he despised were Jarman’s The Last of England (1988), Richardson’s Eat the Rich (1987),
and Frears” My Beautiful Launderette (1985) and Sammy and Rosie Get Laid (1987).
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which condemned present-day Thatcherite politics while dismissing the conservative
visions of heritage films.™ According to Claire Monk, critics acclaimed this trend of
social realist films because they were perceived as ‘realist, socially critical and/or
politically engaged’ (2002: 178). On the one hand, these same critics disapproved of films
such as Chariots of Fire (Hudson, 1981), Another Country (Kanievska, 1984), A Passage
to India (Lean, 1984), A Handful of Dust (Sturridge, 1988) because they saw them as
working in line with the heritage industry in their commodification of the past and in their
nostalgic and conservative celebration of English upper class values that ignored the
heterogeneity of contemporary Britain. Likewise, early writings by Andrew Higson, and
especially critics such as Cairns Craig'® and Tana Wollen (1991: 178-193) adamantly
criticised what they called ‘white-flannel films’ or “‘nostalgic screen fictions’, which they
perceived as ideologically complicit with Thatcherite Conservatism (Monk, 2002: 177).

As the debate continued into the late 1980s and 1990s, critics gradually abandoned
the left-right stance and moved towards more complex approaches to the films, discovering
different levels of analysis and unravelling the various discourses present in these
productions. More recently, Andrew Higson has developed his views on the heritage film.
He mentions how feminist and gay criticism has revised their views of heritage
productions. As these films concentrate on the private, feminine spheres where female and
gay characters are portrayed, it seems that their long-standing silence has found a space to
be voiced (2003: 47). Pam Cook, for instance, highlights the importance of the feminine
space in costume dramas in general — she mentions Gainsborough’s melodramas of the

1940s. She identifies a renewed interest in the women’s picture in the 1980s thanks to

15 Other examples of those films are: Fatherland (Loach, 1986), Saigon: The Year of the Cat (Frears, 1987),
The Cook, The Thief, His Wife and Her Lover (Greenaway, 1989).

1% Cairns affirms that: “The [heritage] films also reflect the conflict of a nation committed to an international
market place that diminishes the significance of Englishness and at the same time seeking to compensate by
asserting “traditional” English values, whether Victorian or provincial. If for an international audience, the
England these films validate and advertise is a park theme of the past, then for an English audience they gratify
the need to find points of certainty within English culture’ (1991: 10).



202 Filmic Representations of the British Raj

heritage productions which, in her view, provided audiences with ‘a feminisation of
history” (1996: 67-77).

The identification of heritage productions as ‘quality films’, standing somewhere
in-between mainstream cinema and the art-house, has also proved problematic. As ‘in-
betweeners’, these movies have been despised by both extremes as ‘too middle-brow’. To
put it differently, these productions may be disparaged by “art’ critics who consider them
‘too commercial’ in their commodification of British culture to reach the status of ‘art
cinema’. Such criticism recalls the distinction made by Matthew Arnold between high and
popular culture, and his clear favouring of high culture as against mass consumption. After
the tremendous success of Chariots of Fire at the beginning of the decade, a vast number
of similar films appeared in the 1980s which contributed to the labelling of these
productions as ‘genre films’ in their formulaic repetition of certain patterns aimed
exclusively at profit-making. Drawing their arguments from the Romantic concept of art as
original individuality and the disparagement of popular culture in Arnoldian terms, critics
defending a more elitist conception of art could not speak in favour of these filmic
productions. On the other hand, it is precisely these films’ elitist portrayal an extinct upper
classes that is also a source of disapproving criticism for those who regard art or cultural
products as socially committed tools.

The debate provoked by the heritage films as representations of the past can also be
inserted in the general background of postmodern culture and its parodic nature. This
obsession for the return to the past at all levels of society, as described by Raphael Samuel
and David Lowenthal, has provoked the re-enactment of visions of the past in cinema as
well. The past is very frequently represented on screen with new versions of classical

literary texts, some of which have been adapted into films on more than one occasion.™’

137350 far, Dickens’ Oliver Twist, for instance, counts with no less than twenty-four adaptations for cinema and
television (www.imdb.com).
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This is yet another reason that attaches a negative meaning to heritage productions: that of
endless repetition of past events — a fact that points at the impossibility of creating
something new. This is what Linda Hutcheon would call the ‘decadent’ vision of the
parody or what Jameson labels ‘nostalgia-deco’, i.e. the emotionless aesthetic pastiche of
the past. Nonetheless, if envisaged as re-visions of history, heritage films could also be
considered as forward-looking parodic repetitions with differences, to use Hutcheon’s
expression.

Admittedly, as was the case with historical films and costume dramas in previous
decades, heritage films make constant allusions to the past with tinges of nostalgia. On the
one hand, heritage films are accused of reinforcing old-fashioned myths of common origin
for the nation, while complying with the formal characteristics of a “truly British’ national
cinema. On the other hand, marginal elements try to make room for themselves in the
centre, both in terms of their social struggle for their right of representation as in more
textual and commercial premises of genre renewal.

Considering the social and political background against which these films were
produced, it is important to recall that heritage film producers had no financial support
from the government; they therefore had to look for financial funding in television and/or
abroad. As a consequence, heritage filmmakers shared, with the rest of British artists,
resentment against the government which gave no economic support to intellectual or
artistic life, considering it merely another type of business or industry. The truth is that
films like Chariots of Fire (Hudson, 1981), Gandhi (Attenborough, 1982), Another
Country (Kanievska, 1984), A Room with a View (Ivory, 1985), Maurice (Ivory, 1987), or
Howards End (lvory, 1992), use the past as a commodity. They sell a particular version of

the British identity that international audiences, particularly US audiences, want to see.
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Thus, despite the fact that this kind of film did not rely on Hollywood-type action,
violence or sex sensationalism, they were successful in the American market precisely
because of their distinctive features. As Hipsky notices, the heritage films are an
‘affordable luxury’ that allows the American spectator to spend her/his leisure time in a
‘quality manner’, travelling to a distant past and exotic places with a ‘guilt-free nostagia’,
since ‘American audiences do not generally feel implicated in the past sins of British
imperialism’ (Hipsky, 1994: 102-106).

Paradoxically, the so-called ‘uncinematic characteristics of British cinema’ -
restraint, unemotional realism, ‘quality’ middle-brow cultural products — are precisely the
features that contributed to the international success of heritage films. Complying with
audiences’ horizon of expectations in the combination of originality within the limits of
familiar generic forms, heritage filmmakers knew how to adapt their productions, based on
previous historical and costume dramas, to the new flavour of the heritage industry. The
sense of Britishness was therefore present not only in the thematic content of these
productions but in their formal mode of filmmaking.

Due to that success at home and abroad, the particular modes of representing the
national identity on screen are worth analysing. As Robert A. Rosentone states, the
portrayal of the past in film becomes a relevant issue especially as present-day societies are
developed in a media world where the image is the main means of culture transmission:
‘[we] live in a world deluged with images, in which people increasingly receive their ideas
about the past from motion pictures and television” (1996: 22). Rosentone goes on to
foreground the “cinematic realism’ of these films that leads the spectator to believe that the
screen is a transparent ‘window to the past’, and that the pictures display true facts rather
than fictional events (54). Nevertheless, as stated before, heritage films can be looked upon

as offering a vision, or rather a ‘re-vision’ of the past from the perspective of the present
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(Higson, 1993: 126-8). Hence, in the same manner that, as Croce argued, ‘all history is
contemporary history’, the heritage films provide more information of how their
contemporary society faces its own present and past identity than of the past times actually
portrayed. As the present is often perceived as a chaotic and unstable place where the
construction of one’s own identity seems impossible, the nostalgic element in the heritage
films is a useful tool that serves to reaffirm damaged, present-day identities (Lowenthal,
1998: 41).

It would be interesting, though, to mention here the distinction Fred Davis makes
between ‘simple’ and ‘reflexive’ nostalgia. As he explains, ““simple nostalgia” involves a
straightforward belief in the superiority of the past over the present’, while ““reflexive
nostalgia” acknowledges that the past was not perfect and that, despite its many attractions,
it also contained its faults” (in Hill, 1999: 84). Davis concludes that the nostalgia present in
heritage films is a ‘reflexive’ one. However visually attractive the past is portrayed in these
productions, it is shown to be socially imperfect. What is interesting about these films is

how historic flaws are echoed in the present. John Hill gives some concrete examples:

Maurice and Another Country both deal with the intolerance shown to homosexuals and many of the
films more generally are preoccupied with the social constraints imposed upon the expression of the
characters’ desires (e.g. Heat and Dust, Where Angels Fear to Tread, The Bridge) (1999: 84).

Taking all these different views and approaches into account, what recent criticism
seems to agree on is the fact that different interpretations are possible, and all of them
should be considered in order to have a wider and richer vision of the heritage films. Monk
has complained that, very often, the critics’ conception of the heritage films as a ‘genre’ or
‘cycle’ has often disregarded the differences between concrete screen productions. For this
reason she recommends a close reading of the particular texts to draw out similarities,

differences and tensions between and within them (Monk, 2002: 181).*%®

158 Monk also highlights the importance of the historical context in differentiating the films made in the
1980s against the political background of Thatcherism, and those produced in the mid-1990s with Blair’s



206 Filmic Representations of the British Raj

And yet, for all the conspicuous differences that could be elicited between the
particular texts, heritage films have many characteristics in common regarding form and
content. The concrete generic themes in the productions of the 1980s are mostly social
dramas, close to the women’s fiction and that thus privilege a female point of view (or
male homosexual), rather than epics of great heroes or the re-enactment of crucial
historical events. This characteristic implies a character-study rather than action-oriented
narrative. That is why, the casting and performance are very important features in these
films. There are a group of actors that repeat the same kind of role in different films, a fact
that confers them intertextual significances. These actors are of two kinds. On the one
hand, there are well-known British stars, like Anthony Hopkins, Judy Dench or Maggie
Smith, who add a prestigious dimension to the films and put them in line with the British
theatrical tradition, linking, once more, these cinematographic productions with an
indigenous element of British national identity. On the other hand, there are young actors
that made a name for themselves in their frequent appearances in such films. This is the
case of, for example, Helena Bonham Carter, Nigel Harvers or Hugh Grant (Cornut-
Gentille, 2006: 106-7; Higson, 2003: 29-32).

The emphasis on characters rather than on action is accompanied by a ‘de-
dramaticised” filmic style which is slow-moving, episodic and centred on an aesthetic
display of the landscape or heritage properties. The narrative thus becomes a spectacle of
the national heritage. As such, it has been qualified as ‘museum aesthetic’, *pictorialist’
and hence “‘uncinematic’ (Higson, 2003: 37-9, Monk, 2002: 178). If this style could be said
to exemplify Jameson’s notion of ‘nostalgia-deco’ in the emphasis it makes on an

aestheticist lack of emotion in the representation of the past, Higson argues that the

New Labour and his discourses on ‘Cool Britannia’ on the one hand, and, on the other, the *boom’ of the
heritage industry and heritage films becoming already ‘worn-out’ and audiences demanding something new
to consume. In other words, the generic horizon of expectations was requiring innovation. That is why a new
label was created for these late productions as ‘post-heritage’ film (Monk, 2002: 181-2).
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melodramatic displacement of emotion over the mise-en-scene could also be understood as
‘a return of the repressed’, or what Davis called a ‘revisionist nostalgia’ (2003: 40).%*°
Nonetheless, this feature has tended to provoke negative critical assessments, as this
spectacular display is often associated with the English — rather than British — upper-
classes of the rural South.

Taking into account the artificial, overlapping and hybrid nature of any
classification, 1 would avoid labelling the heritage films of the 1980s as belonging to a
genre, sub-genre or cycle. And yet, within these filmic representations of the past that
emerged in the decade of the 1980s, a significant branch of nostalgic productions might be
distinguished in those films located in India. They share many of the characteristics
attached to the heritage films, although they overlap with other genres or categories which
provide them with particular meanings.

To sum up, the main feature in the analysis of heritage productions are the tensions
that can be perceived at different levels. Firstly, the tension related to the representation of
a national identity in productions that, more often than not, are made by international
teams. Secondly, and following this first notion, the tension in constructing an authentic,
historic portrayal of Britishness but rendering it internationally saleable and economically
viable (Monk, 2002: 1). Thirdly, the clash or tension between the critics who view heritage
films as ‘quality films’, set between mainstream cinema and the art-house, and those who
dismiss heritage films as middle-brow cinematic versions of high-brow literary sources
(Higson, 2003: 89-92). Finally, the films’ ambivalence as regards old-fashioned
conservative versions of Britishness as against their revision of the past which includes

previously marginalised voices.

%9 Dyer disagrees with the label ‘unemotional’ attached to English cinema and argues that in spite of the
‘emotionally inexpressive’ characters, ‘unemphatic acting’ and ‘unobtrusive direction’, films such as
Shadowlands, ‘make you cry’ because, he argues, ‘feeling is expressed in what is not said or done, and/or in the
suggestiveness of settings, music and situation’ (1994:17).
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An in depth analysis of the 1980s Raj films will show that the voices of these
marginalized groups are, precisely, the ones that are given prominence in these accounts of
the imperial past in India. The next section will centre on the Raj Revival films and most
particularly on how the racial problems of contemporary Britain are explored, albeit in an

implicit way.
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4. THE RAJ REVIVAL FILMS IN THE 1980s

As seen in the previous chapter, an outstanding feature of British cinema in the 1980s is
the emergence and success of the heritage films. The so-called Raj films share similar
characteristics of style and narrative with the heritage productions, although this particular
group of films includes the particularity of the setting: colonial India. Hence, it could be
argued that the Raj films constitute a branch within the all-embracing category of the
heritage film. The label attached to this group of screen fictions was coined in a
disparaging way, as a result of the critical controversy over the ambivalent nature of
heritage films. Salman Rushdie called the Indian-set films ‘Raj Revival fictions’. By means
of this expression, he was criticising the nostalgic return to the times when Britain was a
powerful Empire. In his view, Raj Revival fictions helped audiences forget the traumatic
post-colonial present reality (1992: 87).1%° In her article on heritage films, or rather
‘nostalgic screen fictions’, Tana Wollen uses Rushdie’s labelling to refer to these
‘imperial’ productions with the same pejorative connotations (2001: 183). Andrew Higson
also distinguishes the Raj films as a “cycle of films and TV programmes about the Raj’ and
he refers to them as ‘imperial fantasies’ within his broader analysis of heritage films (1993:
123).

I agree with Higson in the consideration of these filmic and television productions
as a cycle within the group of the heritage films made in the 1980s. | prefer to call them
Raj films or productions because this label reflects both the temporal and spatial dimension
of the cinematic representations without adding the negative connotations of the term
‘revival” employed by Rushdie. It is also necessary to notice that this categorisation

comprises not only movies made for the screen but also TV series that were released

180 The article ‘Outside the Whale’ was originally published in Granta in 1984.
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during the same time-span. Significantly enough, while heritage films were produced
throughout the Thatcher decade and actually increased in number during the 1990s, and
into the 2000s (now referred to by some critics as ‘post-heritage films’), the British Raj
productions converge in the first half of the 1980s: Gandhi was released in 1982, Heat and
Dust in 1983, A Passage to India and Kim*®! in 1984 — the very year the mini series The
Far Pavilions and The Jewel in the Crown were broadcast on Channel Four and ITV,

respectively.®?

4.1. Cinematographic Representations of the Empire

4.1.1. Adventure and Male Enterprise

In the same way that the heritage films of the 1980s did not come out of a vacuum,®® the
cinematic roots of Raj productions can be found in what Marcia Landy calls ‘the films of
empire’ (1991: 97). In the case of Britain, the transformation of the ‘empire film’ genre is
quite significant. As an impure category, the so-called ‘empire film’ (Landy, 1991: 10;
Chowdhry, 2000: 1; Richards, 1986: 140) actually presents conventions typical of other
cinematic genres such as the adventure film, the western, the war film, the historical film,
the biopic, the melodrama, the heritage film and the women’s picture. Significantly
enough, the degree in which these ingredients appear varies depending on the period the

film was released. According to Altman’s theory, marginal elements have been

161 John Davis Howard’s version of Kim was a made-for-TV film which was distributed by the U.S. American
company CBS and first released in the United States.

182 It is true that 1988 witnessed the release of another film set in the Indian past, The Deceivers (Meyer).
However, it was not as successful as the previous productions and is not strictly a Raj film, since it is set in
India in the years previous to British rule in the country. It is also important to notice that amidst all the films
which recall Britain’s imperial past, only one of them is set in Africa, rather than in India, White Mischief
(Radford, 1988); this film should therefore be called an Empire, not a Raj film. Hence, although it shares
some of the characteristics of the heritage and Raj films, it will not be part of the present analysis.

163 As seen in the previous chapter, heritage films had their antecedents in the historical films and costume
dramas.
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incorporated into the centre thus provoking an evolution from masculine action-adventure
plots to more feminine melodramatic pictures, which coincide with pre- and post- colonial
eras. Critics have labelled these cycles of cinematographic productions set in the empire
with different names. The ones produced in colonial times — mostly during the 1930s and
1940s — were called ‘empire films’, while the post-colonial ones, produced mainly in the
1980s, were called Raj revival productions (Rushdie, 1992: 87; Wollen, 2001: 183; Hill,
1999: 99).

The empire films were very successful, box-office hitting productions in the 1930s
and 1940s, both in Britain and abroad. Set in the late nineteenth century, their plots centred
mostly on defence of the colonies. The evil character corresponded more often than not to
an ambitious tribal chief whose malevolent plans were instigated and/or buttressed by
outsiders such as Afghans, Russians or Germans. The films invariably presented a happy
ending with the British portrayed as good protectors of the natives.

The films of empire thus celebrated ‘the triumph of British law, order and
civilization over barbarism’ (97). Examples of these empire screen fictions range from
Alexander Korda’s productions such as Sanders of the River (1935), The Drum (1938), The
Four Feathers (1939), to other films such as Rhodes of Africa (Viertel, 1936), The Great
Barrier (Barkas and Roswer, 1936), King Solomon’s Mines (Stevenson, 1937), Elephant
Boy (Flaherty and Korda, 1937), The Thief of Bagdag (Powell, 1940), Men of Two Worlds
(Dickinson, 1946), The Seekers (Annakin, 1954), Simba (Hurst, 1955), North West
Frontier (Thompson, 1959), Karthoum (Dearden, 1966) and The Long Duel (Annakin,
1967).

Ella Shohat and Robert Stam foreground the significant role of these screen fictions
in shaping the imperial imaginary. They point to the fact that the beginnings of cinema

coincided with the heights of imperialism. Shohat and Stam argue that the leading
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imperialist countries — Britain, France, the U.S. and Germany — were also the leading film-
producing countries in the silent period. Accordingly, there was a clear aim to portray on
screen not only a positive but also a popular image of the imperial enterprise that would
spread beyond the ruling elites. These popular images, it was believed, would transform
class solidarity into national solidarity, and thus divert inner social divisions abroad (2003:
100). Basing their argument on Anderson’s theory on how national imagery is constructed
through collective reading of novels and the written press, Shohat and Stam highlight the
social function of cinema in shaping collective identities in the first quarter of the twentieth

century. In their view, the very act of cinema-going was quite significant:

The cinema’s institutional ritual of gathering a community — spectators who share a region, language
and culture — homologizes, in a sense, the symbolic gathering of the nation [...]. While the novel is
consumed in solitude, the film is enjoyed in a gregarious space, where the ephemeral communitas of
spectatorship can take on a national or imperial thrust. Thus the cinema can play a more assertive
role in fostering group identities (2003: 103).

Another important point is the fact that cinema does not require literacy. Thus, unlike the
novel, it was more accessible to a wide range of the population as popular entertainment.
Finally, empire screen fictions reinforced the exotic ‘otherness’ of distant cultures,

converting them into objectified spectacle for the Western spectator:

The ‘spatially-mobilized visuality’ of the l/eye of empire spiralled outward around the globe,
creating a visceral, kinetic sense of imperial travel and conquest, transforming European spectators
into armchair conquistadors, affirming their sense of power while turning the colonies into spectacle
for the metropole’s voyeuristic gaze (104).

The cinematic portrayal of colonised ‘primitive’ peoples as objects of the Westerner’s gaze
went hand in hand with the scientific improvements and classification theories that aimed
at ordering — and thus controlling — those regarded as inferior groups. In this respect, both
fiction films and documentaries offered moving picture versions of the static museum
displays.

James Chapman notices that the heyday of the empire film was the 1930s, a time

when the empire was not a relic of the past but a present-day reality. Accordingly, the
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empire films were not nostalgic but propagandistic of an ideology that was also
disseminated through other cultural products such as books, postcards or stamps (2001:
218). Conversely, Shohat and Stam remark that, already in the 1930s and 1940s, some of
the empire filmmakers preferred to portray a ‘nostalgic look back at the “pioneering” days
of “exploration” rather than tackling a frontal examination of the quotidian brutality of
latter-day imperialism’. However, for all their temporal displacement, the films’
propagandistic overtone remained firmly in place (2003: 110). In any case, these films
became successful productions not only in Britain but also abroad. They were appropriated
by Hollywood studios, which made productions that shared with their British counterparts

the pro-imperialist ideology with the triumph of civilisation over savagery.*®*

Apart from
the ideological resonance of these films, their popularity was also the result of the
narratives of adventure and the exotic flavour and spectacle — visual and musical — these

productions offered.'®®

164 Examples of empire films made in Hollywood are Lives of a Bengal Lancer (Hathaway, 1935), Clive of
India (Boleslawski, 1935), The Charge of the Light Brigade (Curtiz, 1936), Wee Willie Winkie (Ford, 1937),
Storm over Bengal (Salkow, 1938), Four Men and a Prayer (Ford, 1938), The Sun Never Sets (Lee, 1939),
Gunga Din (Stevens, 1939) and The Rains Came (Brown, 1939). Chowdhry points at the ambivalent ideological
position of these U.S: films. On the one hand, they shared with the British productions the Eurocentric
imperialist ideology, on the other hand, the United States sympathised with the colonies’ drives for
independence, the nation having itself been a colony that had fought a successful war against the metropolis. It
could be said that ‘the United States identified with Britain on racial grounds but was uncertain in relation to the
political situation’. As a result, ‘Hollywood emphasised the unique imperial status, cultural and racial
superiority and patriotic pride not only of the British but of the entire white Western world” (2000: 38). Shohat
and Stam also identify a great number of French feature films that dealt with the imperialist enterprise. They
argue that, although Britain was the master of the imperial epic, the fact that these films were produced by
different Western countries reinforced the bond between white Western countries as against the ‘savage’,
‘other’ colonised peoples, thus spreading the Eurocentric notion of imperial, civilising enterprise (2003: 110-
113).

165 As Bertolt Brecht explained: In the film Gunga Din [...] | saw the British occupation forces fighting a
native population. An Indian tribe [...] attacked a body of British troops stationed in India. The Indians were
primitive creatures, either comic or wicked: comic when loyal to the British and wicked when hostile. The
British soldiers were honest, good-humoured chaps and when they used they fists on the mob and ‘knocked
some sense’ into them the audience laughed. One of the Indians betrayed his compatriots to the British,
sacrificed his life so that his fellow country-men should be defeated, and earned the audience’s heart-felt
applause. My heart was touched too: | felt like applauding and laughed at the right places. Despite the fact
that | knew all the time that there was something wrong, that the Indians are not primitive and uncultured
people but have a magnificent age-old culture, and that this Gunga Din could also be seen in a different light
e.g. as a traitor to his people, | was amused and touched because this utterly distorted account was an artistic
success (in Richards, 1986: 144).
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Apart from the ideological resonance of these films, their popularity was also the
result of the narratives of adventure and the exotic flavour and spectacle — visual and
musical — these productions offered. In Marcia Landy’s view, the empire films’ narrative
structure and visual style bring them close to the western. She argues that these films
celebrate patriotism and myths of national identity in the same manner as the American
western and the Japanese samurai film. Besides, they could be labelled as ‘genres of
order’, because they proclaim the establishment of law and order in the community. Landy
includes Schatz’s definition of the ‘genres of order’ to prove that the empire film fits

perfectly within this category:

[These films] are characterized by the presence of an individual male protagonist, generally a redeemer figure,
who is the focus of dramatic conflicts within a setting of contested space. As such, the hero mediates conflicts
inherent with his milieu. Conflicts within these genres are externalized, translated into violence, and usually
resolved through the elimination of some threat to social order’ (Schatz in Landy, 1991: 97).

Similar to the western as they may be, the empire films show some differences
attributed to British culture. According to Landy, the British hero appears as an example of
the values of his class and British culture, an agent of his community. He distances himself
from the rugged Western individual who often appears at odds with his own society.
Rather than a self-made man, he is often a member of the upper classes, educated at the
best British public schools. That is why, in the treatment of violence, the contrast between
civilisation and the savagery of the natives is magnified: while in the Western the source of
violence comes from both the hero and his antagonists, in the Empire film violence is
attributed primarily to the ‘barbarous Africans’ or ‘treacherous Asians’ (Landy, 1991: 98).
On the other hand, the representation of the natives and of female characters in the Empire
film is more similar to the Western. Portrayed in simple and often stereotyped traits, they
usually have the exclusive function of impersonating the antagonists or the supporters of

the hero, (Pines, 2001: 177).
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According to Landy, in the films of Empire, indigenous people could be classified
into three types: the childlike natives, who are often misled by false promises of power, the
faithful servants who remain loyal to their British masters and thus to the Empire, and the
‘unscrupulous native leaders’ who try to establish their own tyrannical power against the
benevolent, paternal and civilising British administration (1991: 98). These types
correspond to the cultural stereotypes of non-white people, often conceived of as either
childish or irrational, evil people. Under the first category we would find the ‘noble
savage’ or faithful servant always guided by the European/Western/white paternal figure,
while the second type would correspond to the threatening, selfish antagonist whom the
British hero has to defeat for order, reason and peace to be restored to the community of
natives oppressed by their own peoples.

In the Empire films, female characters are either absent or are relegated to a
secondary status. If white, they are the wives, brides or daughters of the commander or
explorer, whose presence is required to either help the hero, be rescued by him or just to
ensure his heterosexuality in an almost all-male cast film. According to Chowdhry, female
characters in the films are often “colonial wives’ that ‘were indeed looked upon as bearers
of a special civilising mission to both the colonised and their own men (2000: 76).

Similarly, Jeffrey Richards points out that female characters in these films are

mother-substitutes incarnating the imperial ethic, as stand-ins for the Great White Mother, Victoria
herself [...]. The central relationships of the Empire in reality, in literature and on film are between
men, with the whole presided over by an almost deified Mother. If Kim is perhaps the archetypal
hero of this world of boys and overgrown boys, it is surely Peter Pan, the boy who never grew up,
who mythically expresses the whole psychological orientation (1986: 148).

A significant trait of these films that will change in the Raj productions of the
1980s is the identification of white women with the white sphere, either in Britain or in the
British headquarters in the colony: ‘The British women are identified, if not overidentified,
with the aims of the protagonist, but they are not associated in any way with the indigenous

community. Rather they are associated either with home or with their temporary quarters in



218 Filmic Representations of the British Raj

the garrison” (Landy, 1991: 99). On the other hand, the native woman is rarely
individuated but presented in a group, as an exotic element of the landscape because of her
physical appearance or because she occasionally performs indigenous dances. Sometimes
she is allied with the antagonist and presented as a troublemaker doomed to die as the
femme fatale or the tragic mulatta.'®®

The Second World War marked a change in the empire film genre, which presented
a shift in the treatment of characters and plots. During the war and immediately after it,
there was an attempt to portray a more positive image of Indians, especially the Indian
army, which had contributed to the efforts of the war. The post-war years were tense as the
subcontinent’s independence was approaching, so that the parochial and paternalist feeling
of superiority of British over Indian characters in films was becoming more and more
problematic for audiences, especially in the colony. As a result, the empire films of that
epoch presented more complexity in the portrayal of British and Indian characters.*®’

Prem Chowdhry also highlights the fact that female characters start to gain preponderance

in some of the post-war empire films:

The substitution of the white female in place of the white male as the imperial protagonist had a
range of ideological consequences, such as adding to the essence of ‘whiteness’ the emphasis of the
non-threatening white woman and therefore feminine nature of imperialism opened up new
possibilities for negotiating a different agenda within the colonial setting (2000: 10).

India’s independence in 1947 and the Suez crisis in 1956 demonstrated the
diminishing power of Britain’s imperial enterprise in the world. As a consequence, films
made in the late 1950s and 1960s started to add a flavour of nostalgia together with a more

ambivalent and complex conception of the relationship between Britain and its colonies.

1% 1 the case of empire films set in Africa, native women often appeared naked, reinforcing the ‘scopophilic
display of aliens as spectacle’, while white actresses had to adjust to the codes of nudity censorship (Shohat and
Stam, 2003: 108).

187 The Drum and Gunga Din, for instance, had to be banned in India, as their parochial portrayal of British
colonial power was no longer welcomed by increasing nationalist Indian audiences. Prem Chowdhry mentions
the film The Rains that Came, released in 1940, as an example of this cinematic shift, as it altered old
stereotypes in order to reconcile the political and cultural tensions of the time (2000: 3).
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North West Frontier (Thompson, 1959) is a film that contains many of the elements
of the Western, as the words “West” and ‘Frontier’ in its very title indicate (Figure 1). The
action takes place on a train that is crossing the wild desert and that is frequently attacked
by rebel Indians. The only difference this films and the U.S. American Western seems to
lie in the fact that instead of Native-American ‘Indians’, the ‘baddies’ are “Asian Indians’.
There is a British hero, Captain Scott (Kenneth More), whose mission consists in rescuing
a Hindu prince from rebellious Muslim tribes and taking him to a safe place. Even though
the British hero is clearly favoured, the imperialist enterprise is criticised throughout the

narrative. In his analysis of the film, James Chapman argues that:

Captain Scott (Kenneth More) distances himself from the gung-ho attitude of the British warrior
caste imagined in imperial fiction (‘A soldier’s job, Mr Peters, is not primarily to kill’, he tells an
arms salesman who is one of the party. “We have to keep order, to prevent your customers from
tearing each other into pieces’), while traditional British character and customs are mocked by
Lauren Bacall’s forthright American governess (‘The British never seem to do anything until
they’ve had a cup of tea, and by that time it’s too late’). In response to Scott’s paternalistic statement
that the rebels are ‘only children’, the villain Van Leyden (Herbert Lom) points out that they are
“fighting for freedom — for the freedom of their country’ (2001: 220).

Figure 1
(Downloaded from Google)
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In spite of this criticism, the British presence in India is justified by presenting the
savagery of the natives who fight among themselves and will go as far as killing a five-
year old boy because of his princely position. The British, therefore, are needed to keep
order in that otherwise chaotic country. Chapman adds that: ‘The British supremacy is
assured, moreover, through the inspired use of the “Eton Boating Song” on the soundtrack
as the party are carried to safety by an old train symbolically named “Empress of India™’
(220). The ending is even more symbolic. In their adventure journey, the female character
(Lauren Bacall), who has a more prominent role in this movie than in previous Empire
fictions, rescues an Indian baby from a terrible massacre perpetrated by rival communities
of Indians.

The film’s ending, with the hero and heroine walking together with the baby as a
family, suggests that the relationship initiated in the narrative has turned to love, and that
the new Anglo-American couple is going to adopt the Indian baby. In 1959, three years
after the Suez Canal crisis, it seems that Britain needed America’s help to look after the
East in a paternal relationship. The English-American family is thus presented as an
imperial allegory. In such films, American characters often play a role of mediators,
reflecting the historical in-betweenners of the United Stated ‘as at once an anticolonial
revolutionary power and a colonizing hegemonic power in relation to Native American and
African peoples’ (Shohat and Stam, 2003: 113).°®

The villain in the film is a character that stands in-between Eastern and Western
cultures. Van Leyden — played by the white actor Herbert Lom — is an apparently

westernised journalist who, in fact, is a Muslim who has infiltrated himself in the train

168 A similar situation occurs in Simba, (Hurst, 1955), the film ending with a white couple taking care of a native
baby. For a detailed analysis of this movie see Landy (1991: 115-7). Shohat and Stam mention the American
film Wee Willie Winkie as another example for the portrayal of the symbolic English-American family (2003:
112-3).
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party to boycott the rescue of the child-prince. The enemy, in this case, is literally “within’,
a ‘mimic’ man who tries to destroy the benevolent Western colonising enterprise.
Characters caught between two cultures start to make more frequent appearances in
the post-war empire films. In other movies, it is not the villain but the hero who develops a
more complex relationship with the antagonist. This is the case of films such as The Long
Duel (Annakin, 1967) (Figure 2) and Khartoum (Dearden, 1967) (Figure 3). In the former,
the British protagonist, Freddy Young, (Trevor Howard) identifies totally with the Indian
antagonist, Sultan, (Yul Brynner) to the extent that they look like two sides of the same
coin and admire each other profoundly. But social circumstances lead them to
confrontation and eventually to the final defeat of the Indian.*®® Young is loyal to the
British Empire and to his duty as a police officer; and yet he loves India deeply and
appreciates the country and its people. He therefore stands in-between two cultures and he
even refuses to begin a love relationship with an attractive British woman if it entails
abandoning his beloved India. He ends up adopting the Sultan’s son as the ‘antagonist’
requested him to do before he died. Cultures seem to merge in this close relationship
between the two main characters. Even so, presented as a father and son relationship, this
bond tends to reinforce the paternal mission of the West over the East. The portrayal of the
hero’s individual sacrifice in favour of his civilising mission in the colonies is a recurrent
topic in these films which justifies the relationships of power and domination of the West

over the East (Pines, 2001: 177).

189 There is such a mutual attraction between these two characters that the presence of women is needed in order
to avoid any kind of homoerotic hint in this relationship.
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(Downloaded from Google)

The hero in Khartoum, the brave General Charles Gordon (Charlton Heston), also
sacrifices his life for the land he loves most, Sudan. Even though he knows he can never
win, he prefers to die in that land rather than return alive to Britain. He knows the language
and the customs of the people and regards himself as a father who has to protect his
offspring from a Muslim fanatic. The Muslim leader, the Mahdi (Lawrence Olivier), whose
aim is to conquer the territory, is presented as an intelligent and attractive character. Far
from the simplistic stereotypes of villains in earlier empire films, he represents, in a sense,
the General’s alter ego. Although not as alluring as the character impersonated by Yul
Brynner in The Long Duel, Olivier’s role presents a higher complexity than the
treacherous, childish or greedy villains of the 1930s Empire films. Hence, even though it is
important to notice that these attractive villains are played by white actors rather than by
any native Indian or Sudanese artist, it could be said that, in all these films, formerly
marginal elements of the empire films were acquiring more visibility at the centre of the

narratives.
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4.1.2. Feminising the Empire

As just discussed, empire films prior to the 1980s display more conventions of the Western
and adventure films than from any other genre. As a consequence, they could be said to
belong to the category of ‘masculine genres’, since their narratives rely on action and on
male enterprise aiming at the conquest of “virgin® or ‘primitive’ territories. As Shohat and
Stam expound: ‘adventure films and the “adventure” of going to the cinema provided a
vicarious experience of passionate fraternity, a playing field for the self-realization of
European masculinity’ (2003: 101).

Jeffey Richards postulates that the films of empire were adaptations of a tradition of
adventure fiction in British literature:

Martin Green’s admirable pioneering work on the literature of adventure, Dreams of Adventure,
Deeds of Empire, is illuminating for adventure films. Green rescues a vital part of British literary
heritage from the neglect into which it had been thrust by left-wing Little Englander ‘Engl. Lit.’
intellectuals, by establishing a ‘great tradition of adventure’, robust, masculine and direct, as



224 Filmic Representations of the British Raj

opposed to the essentially feminie, delicate and refined ‘Great Tradition” of F.R. Leavis. Counter-
pointing Leavis’ choice of Jane Austen, George Eliot, Henry James and D.H. Lawrence, Green
selects Daniel Defoe, Walter Scott, Rudyard Kipling and Joseph Conrad [...]. Put it simply, it is the
primacy of action as opposed to the primacy of feelings, and moreover action which is frequently
imperially-based as opposed to specifically England-based, and the exaltation of the warrior-
explorer-engineer-administrator-imperial paladin at the expense of the wilting provincial spinster
(1986: 147).

Richards, therefore, points at this separation between masculine and feminine literary
traditions which have been reflected in the cinematographic adaptations of the fictional
texts at different periods. It is quite significant, then, that early empire films chose to adapt
Green’s ‘masculine canon’ in a time of colonial propaganda, while the nostalgic and
revisionist mood of post-colonial Britain gave more preponderance to the ‘effeminate’
version of the literary canon in the adaptations on screen.

Historical films based on great epics, war films, on important battles or biopics of
great men could also be regarded as ‘masculine’ films. These productions contrast with
what has been called ‘costume drama’, a type of film often envisaged as a ‘period branch’
of the women’s picture. This is the case of the British Gainsborough costume dramas
which, instead of portraying publicly outstanding historical events, tend to focus on
women’s troubles in the days of yore. The past is just an excuse to add an exotic and
glamorous touch to the setting, with great emphasis on the attractive visual display of
women’s clothes. On some occasions, historical accuracy is sacrificed for the sake of the
visual display of the atrezzo in the mise-en scéne.'’ In this respect, these kinds of filmic
representations can be apprehended as somewhat at odds with the traditional ‘quality’,
authenticity and realism of British cinema.

In the 1940s, there was a debate that concentrated on the attempt to establish a
consensus on how British national cinema should be constituted. The views advanced
focused mainly on ‘officially sanctioned, realist “quality” films’. Nonetheless, Pam Cook

argues that “anti-consensual’ films, such as the costume dramas of Powel and Pressburger

170 5ee Cook, 1996: 74-5.
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and Gainsborough, should not be disregarded in the study of a British national cinema
because they became very popular, in box-office terms, at the time of their release (Cook,
1996: 5). To recapitulate, it could be said that both their focus on domestic, private,
‘female’ issues and their tendency to sacrifice ‘objective’ historical accuracy for the sake
of aestheticism and fantasy, resulted in the dismissal of costume dramas by the academy in
spite of their popular success with audiences. This popularity — especially among female
audiences — could also be seen as reinforcing, once more, the Arnoldian dichotomy
between high-low culture which, in terms of film analysis, established a ‘canon’ of ‘good’
‘artistic” productions and ‘popular’ “‘entertainment’ movies.

At a time in when national or an individual identities are considered to be fluid and
unstable, it is precisely terms such as ‘masquerade’, ‘pastiche’, ‘parody’ and
‘exaggeration’ that are beginning to attract more critical attention. Pam Cook defends the
relevance of the 1940s costume dramas in their exploration of the female identity at an
epoch when gender, ethnic and class boundaries were starting to crack. Cook asserts that

Gainsborough costume dramas put:

Identity itself in crisis through narratives of schizophrenia and amnesia and cross-cultural love
affairs [...]. Some of these films included a ‘who am |, where am 1?” scenario in which characters
caught in identity crisis and memory loss provided a mirror for audience members experiencing an
analogous loss of identity in the darkness of cinema. It is no coincidence that it was costume drama
in which such adventures of hybridity took place. Costume drama, with its emphasis on masquerade,
is a prime vehicle for exploration of identity, encouraging cross-dressing not only between
characters, but metaphorically between characters and spectators, in the sense that the latter can be
seen as trying on a variety of roles in the course of the film [...]. Despite extensive and meticulous
period research, anachronisms and geographical transgressions abound — indeed, they are endemic to
the genre. This element of travesty is closely related to pastiche in mixing of styles, and it militates
against fixed identities in a similar way (1996: 6-7).

Cook points out contemporary critics’ dismissal of 1940s costume dramas. In her
analysis, she includes reviews of films like Arliss’s The Wicked Lady (1945), in which
critics wrote of the disgust provoked in them by the film; Simon Harcout-Smith, for
instance, stated that this film aroused in him ‘a nausea out of proportion to the subject’ (in

Cook, 1996: 64). Cook argues that this excessive repulsion caused by such films is closely
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related to the issue of feminophobia as well as to the bourgeois preference for a utilitarian

rather than a romantic aesthetic (64-6). She reaches the conclusion that:

This tension between truthfulness and infidelity, and the heterogeneous characteristic of the historical film’s
encounters with the past, are a constant irritation for critics and official agencies concerned with the role of
history in national culture [...]. Clearly, what is at stake is the status of history itself as truth, a vital issue when
it comes to represent the national past. The contradictory nature of the historical film, the tendency of costume
and period display to appear as masquerade, brings it uncomfortably close to presenting history as fabrication
(1996: 67-8).

The representation of history as ‘masquerade’, or the questioning of master-
narratives and ‘official’ accounts of the past is acquiring more visibility through
contemporary portrayals of former times by previously silenced minorities, in both written
and visual media. More often than not, these ‘alternative’ accounts of the past contradict,
subvert or question what until then had been regarded as unquestionable truths. It is
important to notice that, eventually, and often as a result of steady struggle, peripheral
voices have come to be heard in the centre. In his study on the representation of colonised

people, Edward Said speculated that:

It was only when subaltern figures like women, Orientals, blacks and other ‘natives’ made enough
noise that they were paid attention to, and asked in so to speak. Before that they were more or less
ignored, like the servants in the nineteenth-century English novels, there, but unaccounted for except
as useful parts of the setting (1989: 210; italics in original).

Nevertheless, the voicing of former silenced groups may result from other social
factors. Because of the ‘fluid’ nature of the ever-changing postmodern world — to use
Bauman’s words — constant renewal of every field in society (cultural, scientific,
technological, commercial) is demanded. In capitalist societies, where every material,
intellectual or cultural product can be turned into a commodity, ‘fashionable’ trends very
quickly become obsolete. This circumstance may facilitate the intrusion of the margins in
former central practices precisely because of their capacity to renew worn out structures.
Thus, the emergence and gradual visibility in the representation of hitherto under- or mis-
represented groups could be the outcome of a combination of two contemporary

phenomena: on the one hand, the struggle for extending the liberal-humanist rights of
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equality and liberty to all individuals, regardless of their social and cultural circumstances,
through the legitimisation of every choice in identity construction; and, on the other hand,
the capitalist need of innovative forms of commodification for profit-making practices. On
this reading, the previously mentioned interest of the heritage enterprise in rescuing from
‘official’ historical oblivion the histories of the working classes, of women or of ethnic
minorities could correspond to these groups’ struggle for representation as well as to the
profit-making pursuit in the commodification of products demanded by consumers who are
already tired of ‘great men’s epics’.

In this respect, already in 1947, an internationally successful British film set in
colonial India broke away from the set generic conventions of previous Empire films.
Black Narcissus was a Powell and Pressburger melodrama centred on women’s troubles,
rather than a masculine war or conquering adventure in the exotic lands of the Empire
(Figure 4). This ‘woman’s picture’ depicted the adversity a group of Western nuns had to
face when they were called to set up a convent in a remote village near the Himalayas.
Interestingly enough, this movie introduces some topics that will be repeated in
forthcoming Raj productions of the 1980s. Following the conventions of the melodrama,
the main issue developed in the film is the hysterical crisis some of the nuns suffer in their
unconscious attempts to release their repressed sexuality. This conflict is exacerbated by
their exposure to the Indian weather, the overwhelming landscape and the impossibility to
fully grasp the ‘otherness’ of the Indian peoples’ culture. All these ingredients, together
with the appearance of an attractive British agent, Mr Dean (David Farrar), provoke the
return of repressed memories and fantasies in the nuns. The film makes use of long shots
that portray the sublime landscape of the Indian high mountains and deep ravines with the

incessant and adverse howling of the wind.*"*

71| use the term “sublime’ with the meaning of ‘beautiful and threatening’ that the Romantic artists employed.
This notion was based on Burke’s distinction between three types of landscape, ‘picturesque’, ‘beautiful’ and
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Figure 4
(Downloaded from Google)

In its combination of the women’s picture narrative with the exotic setting of the
British Empire in India,” Black Narcissus could therefore be considered a hallmark in the
subsequent development of Raj productions. Produced precisely in the year India
celebrated its independence, Powell and Pressburger’s film abandons the masculine epic of
adventure and centres on the female experience in the Empire. The feminisation of the
topic and the date of the film are no mere coincidence. In an article on the film star
Deborah Kerr, Celestino Deleyto carries out an insightful analysis in his comparison of the
issues of femininity and empire comprised in the film through the character of Sister

Clodagh played by this actress. In his own words:

‘sublime’, defining the latter as ‘The passions which concern self-preservation, turn on pain and danger; they
are simply painful when their causes immediately affect us; they are delightful when we have an idea of pain
and danger, without being actually in such circumstances...Whatever excites this delight, 1 call sublime’. (1990:
36).

172 Celestino Deleyto affirms that Black Narcissus is a forerunner of the Hollywood melodramas of the 1950s by
Douglas Sirk, Vincente Minelli and Nicholas Ray ‘both in its use of the Technicolor and its hysterical
displacement of repressed meaning on to the surface of the text’ (2001: 126).
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Deborah Kerr, as Hollywood’s prime embodiments of white spirituality in the 1950s, carries these
theoretical contradictions in her persona at a time in which the imperial project is moving on to a
new phase and, simultaneously, a time in which Victorian images of submissive femininity, a crucial
component of the imperial project, are being replaced by a different type of female submissiveness,
one which is more literally embodied and more openly sexualised (2001: 124).

Deleyto argues that Kerr, on the one hand, represents ‘a modernised version of the
stereotype of the Victorian lady’ at a time when women had acquired a more independent
status after their implication in the war effort” (2001: 120). This stereotype was thus
revived as an attempt to make women return to their traditional feminine roles in the
private sphere. On the other hand, the character played by Kerr often surrender real or
metaphorically to their repressed desires, a fact that was more closely related to the new
post-war woman.

Basing his theoretical framework on Richard Dyer’s study on race in White (2005),
Deleyto connects Kerr’s ambivalent notions of femininity with the colonial enterprise and
the white supremacy over darker bodies. According to Dyer, whiteness is not only
associated with the ‘invisible norm’, but also with spirituality, which is opposed to the
material body, carnality, and thus, sexuality. This link makes it paradoxical for whites to
perpetuate whiteness, because ‘having sex, and sexual desire, are not very white’ (Dyer in
Deleyto, 2001: 123). This contradiction is even more outstanding in the white woman,
generally more closely associated with spirituality than the white man.'”® This
ambivalence is clearly expressed in Black Narcissus, which depicts spiritually pure women
(nuns) having to come to terms with the ‘unwhite’ and ‘unfeminine’ sexual desire when
confronting the exoticism of colonial ‘otherness’. The female characters in the film
accomplish the aims of the colonial discourse in the ‘sacrifice’ of their own lives in favour
of the ‘civilisation” of the childish native. In other words, these nuns exemplify what
Kipling called the *white man’s burden’. Notwithstanding, these nuns fail, and the blame is

put on their gender. The colonial enterprise is therefore the ‘white man’s burden’, not the

173 See Dyer 2005: 127-142.
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‘white woman’s burden’. When the nuns arrive in the village, Mr Dean bets that they will
be leaving before the rain season starts, and his predictions become true at the end of the
film. Interestingly enough, a similar comment will later be repeated in Lean’s A Passage to
India, when two Indian characters joke about the difficulties the British come up against
when trying to adapt to Indian customs, and comment that sahibs do not stay in India for
longer than two years. ‘“The memsahibs are even worse, | do not give them more than two
months’ is the concluding witticism.*

The discourse that ascribes the end of imperialism to the ‘feminine’ is
cinematographically inaugurated in Black Narcissus, and will be the most recurrent topic
in the subsequent Raj films of the 1980s. As Deleyto remarks: ‘In Black Narcissus, the
white nuns’ inability to keep the convent open symbolically marks India’s imminent
independence and, quite fantastically, blames it on women, or, to be more precise, on the
feminisation of empire’ (2001: 125).

In Orientalist discourses, the East is symbolically feminised and eroticised. In the
film this is represented through the Indian general’s (Sabu) clothes and perfume, the young
Indian woman’s (Jean Simmons) open sexuality and through the picturing of the convent

as the former Raja’s harem. With this in mind, Deleyto concludes that:

Even Mr Dean, the representative of traditional (and traditionally unproblematic) male colonial
power, seems to have fallen prey to the attraction of the Orient: his decadence, his passivity, his role
as an object of the nun’s desire, even his external appearance and his visual objectification, all point
to the loss of the empire through the feminisation of male imperial power. Victorian femininity and
colonial power are, therefore, finally defeated by the association of female desire and the exotic
(2001: 126).

The final scene of the film portrays the defeated nuns leaving the place under the
heavy rains, as if overwhelmed by the excesses of the weather and of the Indian landscape.
The forces of Oriental nature destabilising the social order through female weakness will

be a recurrent topic in subsequent Raj films. Adela in A Passage to India, Olivia in Heat

174 «Memsahib’ was the name the Indians gave to the European ladies who accompanied the ‘Sahibs’, that is,
the European men (Hand, 1993: 153).
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and Dust, Daphne in The Jewel in the Crown, are all female characters who surrender to
the allures of India and who destabilise the relationships of power between the British and
Indian communities.

Nonetheless, in spite of the systematic blaming of women for the collapse of the
imperial enterprise, recent Raj productions offer a wider range of complex interpretations.
To begin with, even if the ultimate aim of contemporary empire films is to portray them as
responsible for the end of colonialism, they give more preponderance to female characters
than their action-adventure predecessors. In this sense, filmic narrations of the empire have
become feminised. To continue, this feminisation opened up new possibilities for the
portrayal of intercultural relationships outside the rigid patriarchal colonial hierarchy. In
the post-colonial world of the 1980s, colonial discourses were not only questioned but also
rejected in favour of new possibilities of multicultural relationships.'’

Tana Wollen observes that in the Raj fictions of the 1980s ‘it is women who have
access to a keener conscience and because they have less to lose are made less anxious by
historical inevitability’ (2001: 183), Accordingly, the filmic portrayal of women as
responsible for the end of the empire should not be entirely taken as a negative trait. These
female characters rebel against the old patriarchal and colonial order and although they are
punished with death or isolation, their attempts to erase the frontier that separated ‘norm’
and ‘otherness’ could be interpreted as a brave and positive task.

The drift towards feminisation was not an exclusive feature of cinema. It was, in
fact, a general trend in society which provoked controversial debates and struggles
between different feminist and anti-feminist movements. In his book Forever England.

Reflections on Masculinity and Empire, Jonathan Rutherford delineates the changing social

> Interestingly enough, Shohat and Stam identify various films made by female directors in France in the
1990s — Claire Denis’ Chocolat, Marie-France Pisier’s Bal du Governeur and Brigitte Rouan’s Outremer —,
which ‘shift their focus from male aggressivity to female domesticity, and to the glimmerings of a
feminist/anticolonialist consciousness provoked by transgression of the taboo on inter-racial desire’ (2003: 123).
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trends concerning issues of gender and race within the imperial and post-imperial context.
He mentions the loss of male power in society at the expense of female independence and
the subsequent anti-feminist backlash that started in the 1980s and continued into the
1990s.*"® Feminism was not only blamed for promoting antagonism between men and
women but also as the cause of male fragility before divorce laws and child custody.
According to anti-feminists, the declining authority of the father and the prevalence of
female-led, one-parent families resulted in a feminisation of society, which was the cause
of most social troubles. Later on, these fatherless families were closely associated with the
figure of the rioter ‘black youth’ of Afro-Caribbean origin who, in most cases, came from
‘dislocated’ family backgrounds, characterised by the absence of a masculine figure of
authority.

On the one hand, the 1980s witnessed the emergence of a ‘caring and sharing’ New
Man; on the other, this image gradually came under attack from those who defended the
return to man’s inherent virility and power in society (Rutherford, 1997: 142-4). These two
tendencies were both present in what Robert Bly called the ‘naive man’ who, ‘beneath his
nice exterior is a man full of misogynistic anger (in Rutherford, 1997: 145). The reaction
against this ‘naive man’ results in the polarisation of men as victims and women as
persecutors. Interestingly enough, those who launchered such attacks against feminism
were white middle-class men who had lived through the social movements of the New Left
in the 1960s. Rutherford mentions Neil Lyndon’s writings on the topic, in which he argued
that white, middle-class students fell into a political masochism that revealed black people
as revolutionary agents and white people as the enemy. The conclusion reached by Lyndon
was that social movements such as Black Power, but also Marxism and feminism were

anti-rational and socially destructive. Rutherford links this argument to the origins of the

176 See Whelehan, 2000: 20-22
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New Right perspective on race expoinded by Enoch Powell, in his 1970s speech “The
Enemy Within’:

Powell described the enemies of society as multifaceted and potentially everywhere. But he was
quite clear in their social origin: they began with the influx of ‘Negroes’ into the Northern states of
America, which flung them into the ‘furnace of anarchy’ and created ‘Black Power’. Powell
described ‘race’ as the common factor linking the operations of ‘the enemy’ on several fronts.
‘Race’ was the signifier of difference or ‘otherness’ subsuming the social antagonisms of the youth
revolt, women’s protest and class conflict under its rubric [...]. The themes of race, the undermining
of fatherhood and the family, and the racial and gendered treachery of the liberal intelligentsia have
been the key preoccupations of the new right discourse since the 1980s (1997: 147-8).

The loss of power of the white middle-class man therefore provoked a reaction
against the social movements that defended the rights of formerly marginalised groups.
Henceforth, the destabilisation of social order brought about by these movements was seen
to cause social malaise. That is why the main cause for inner city violence and decay was
identified in the anti-social behaviour of black youth. These black, West Indians came
mostly from dislocated families with a high percentage of paternal absenteeism. For many,
this explained their violence and their lack of ethics and morality, since they were unaware
of the ‘Law of the Father’ which could have acted as a vehicle for socialisation.

This discourse, articulated by the New Right in the 1980s, carefully established a
causal relation between ‘absent fathers, social disorder and the ties of national-racial
identity’:

The Law of the Father is seen to protect the racial continuity and homogeneity of the family and of
the nation. Anxieties aroused by the imagined failure of white patrimony create a desire for
reassertion of the symbolic function of the White Father, to guard against miscegenation and to
propagate a white ethnic patrilineality. This Law of the Father is expressed by politicians and
political commentators in that ubiquitous and ambiguous phrase, family values. As long as it
remains predominant, white men can aspire to dream of a patriarchal authority (Rutherford, 1997:
149-50).

The defence of white patriarchal power becomes more complicated when
associated to issues of identity construction. As explained before, every process of identity
construction needs the presence of the ‘other’ for the ‘Self’ to be consolidated. This ‘other’

also becomes the target unto which the unaccepted pulses of the self are projected.
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Perceived as it is as a potential threat for national white patriarchal order, the ‘other’
therefore represents a source of fear and loathing.

An important point to be signalled here is how the contingency of self and
‘otherness’ varies according to the interests of the self defended in a particular moment in
time. For instance, in the 1980s, social decay was ascribed to West-Indian blacks, whose
lack of family structure relegated them onto the furthest extreme of ‘otherness’. South
Asian families, especially those of Muslim origin, were regarded as ‘other’ in terms of
their religion. However, their emphasis on family unit and hard work in the small
businesses brought them closer to the spirit of Thatcherism than to the anti-social black
youngster. This scale of ‘otherness’ dramatically changed after the Rushdie affair, which
automatically exacerbated the fanatic facet attributed to Islam.*’’

These changing social trends were accompanied by other discourses which tried to
unveil the mechanisms that naturalise the relationships of power in construction between
self and “otherness’. That is why, both feminism and anti-feminism, racism and anti-racism
were questioned in their competing struggle to attain a prominent and authoritative status.
In this sense, the feminisation of the empire films, the inclusion of nostalgic elements,
together with formerly marginalised voices and narratives make of the Raj films of the
1980s a complex arena of competing discourses which aroused heated debates and
interpretations.

In terms of ethnic representation, Isaac Julien and Kobena Mercer argue that the
1980s was an important decade for the reconfiguration of discourses on ‘race’ in cinema.
They pinpoint the noticeable process of de-marginalisation that took place at the time in

the following words:

17 Needless to say, the 9/11, 3/11 and 7/7 Islamic terrorist attacks in New York, Madrid and London
contributed to place Muslims on the extreme of otherness and threat against Western civilisation, while non-
Muslim non-whites, such as people of West Indian origin, stand somewhere in-between.
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One issue at stake, we suggest, is the potential break up or deconstruction of structures that
determine what is regarded as culturally marginal. Ethnicity has emerged as a key issue as various
‘marginal’ practices (black British film, for instance) are becoming de-marginalised at a time when
‘centred’ discourses of cultural authority and legitimation (such as notions of trans-historical artistic
‘canon’) are becoming increasingly de-centred and destabilized, called into question from within
(1996: 451).'™®

To sum up, following Altman’s theory on the connection between generic and
social hybridisation of margins and genres, it is interesting to notice that in the 1980s, the
resurgence of the ‘historical’ genre in the form of the heritage film, came accompanied
with a combination of ingredients from both the ‘accuracy’ and ‘quality’ of the historical
film, but with a great emphasis on female issues which brought them closer to the women’s
picture, costume drama or melodrama than to the historical epics of national heroes or
great events. With the exception of Attenborough’s Gandhi, which focuses on the political
activities of the Indian — male — leader, without much room for his personal life, the other
Raj films concentrate on the domestic side of the Empire, thus giving a prominent role to
female characters and their troubling relationships with non-white men in the narratives.
The result of this feminisation of the genre is a combination, on the one hand, of a
nostalgic return to the past that blames the loss of power on women, and, on the other

hand, of forward-looking discourses evoking new possibilities for intercultural relations.

178 It is interesting to notice that Julien and Mercer’s article was first published in the introduction to Screen 29
(4), in 1988, and the issue was entitled ‘“The Last “Special Issue” on Race?’” They explain that the very existence
of ‘special issues’ calls attention to a particular subject yet, by the same stroke of hand it reinforces the
‘otherness’ and marginality of the topic. The inclusion of ‘last’ reveals their belief that, at the end of the 80s, the
subject of “ethnicity’ starts to reach a status of centrality or normalisation, in other words, of de-marginalisation.
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4.2. The 1980s Raj Films Debate

In 1984, one of the harshest critiques against the Raj films was expressed by Salman
Rushdie in his article ‘Outside the Whale’. He complained about the omnipresence of the
British Raj in literature, cinema and television and the lack of accuracy in its portrayal. At
a time when non-white minorities claimed for their rights of representation, Rushdie
lamented that these Raj revival fictions clung to the old orientalist visions of the Empire
which invariably entailed denigrating and stereotyped portrayals of South Asians. Rushdie
condemned the perpetuation of false ideas of the Orient in 1980s productions and

connected this matter with the context of Thatcher’s Britain:

The continuing decline, the growing poverty and the meanness of spirit of much of Thatcherite
Britain encourages many Britons to turn their eyes nostalgically to the lost hour of their precedence.
The recrudescence of imperialist ideology and the popularity of Raj fictions put one in mind of the
phantom twitchings of an amputated limb. Britain is in danger of entering a condition of cultural
psychosis, in which it begins once again to strut and to posture like a great power while, in fact, its
power diminishes every year [...]. The rise of Raj revisionism, exemplified by the huge success of
these fictions, is the artistic counterpart of the rise of conservative ideologies in modern Britain
(1992: 92).

Rushdie left no room for ambiguity and attacked the fictions’ revision of the past
from a Eurocentric point of view which granted psychological depth to British characters
while perpetuating simple stereotypes of non-white ‘natives’. For him, the ultimate aim
was to diminish the negative repercussions of the Empire over the East. He concluded that
these representations of the past portrayed a series of notions that should be contested, such

as:

The idea that non-violence makes successful revolutions; the peculiar notion that Kasturba Gandhi
could have confided the secrets of her sex-life to Margaret Bourke-White; the bizarre implication
that any Indians could look like or speak like Amy Irving or Christopher Lee; the view (which
underlies many of these works) that the British and Indians actually understood each other jolly
well, and that the end of the Empire was a sort of gentleman’s agreement between old pals at the
club; the revisionist theory — see David Lean’s interviews — that we, the British, weren’t as bad as
people make out; the calumny, to which the use of rape-plots lends credence, that frail English roses
were in constant sexual danger from lust-crazed wogs (just such a fear lay behind General Dyer’s
Amritsar massacre); and, above all, the fantasy that the British Empire represented something
‘noble’ or ‘great’ about Britain; that it was, in spite all its flaws and meanness and bigotries,
fundamentally glamorous (1992: 101).
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‘Glamour’ is a word once and again repeated in the critiques against the Raj
productions. In his analysis of the heritage films, Andrew Higson included a section on
what he named as ‘imperialist fantasies of national identity’, which he identified as
‘conservative responses to a collective, postimperialist anxiety” (1993: 123). Initially,
Higson argued that two opposite conclusions could be elicited from these films. On the one
hand, these screen fictions recovered a nostalgic image of a pure, complete and stable
national identity which helped the audience flee from the social, political and economic
uncertainties of the present. Alternatively, Higson noticed that these narratives of the past
were not set in a moment of complete stability but rather at a turning point when British
power and cultural identity were beginning to crumble. They deal, for instance, with the
last days of the Empire or with the decadence of the English upper classes: ‘the idea of
heritage implies a sense of inheritance, but it is precisely that which is on the wane in these
films® (1993: 123).1” Higson concluded that ‘nostalgia is then both a narrative of loss,
charting an imaginary historical trajectory from stability to instability, and at the same time
a narrative of recovery, projecting the subject back into a comfortably closed past’ (124).

Accordingly, these films do not offer an exclusively escapist portrayal of the past
but rather a troubled revision of British history and identity. And yet, Higson manifested
that the visual pleasure provided by heritage films — and more particularly, Raj productions
— counteracted any intention to criticise the ills of the past in the narrative. As an example,
he mentioned Lean’s film A Passage to India, which, based on Forster’s critical novel of
the Empire, actually foregrounds the spectacle of British power: ‘The theatricality of the
Raj, and the epic sweep of the camera over an equally epic landscape and social class is

utterly seductive, destroying all sense of critical distance and restoring the pomp of

17 Higson remarked that however aligned with the Thatcherite call for a return to “Victorian values’, few of the
Heritage and Raj films were, actually, set in the Victorian period (1993: 127).
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Englishness felt to be lacking in the present’ (1993: 124). Higson mentioned Patrick
Wright’s words which clearly reinforce this point: ‘the national past is capable of finding
splendour in old styles of political domination and of making an alluring romance out of
atrocious colonial exploitation’ (1993: 125).

Tana Wollen also points to this ‘double standard movie making’ which tends to
surrender to the glamorous spectacle of the past in spite of its initial intention of
acknowledging the shadier past of British history by adding ‘occasional hints of something
rotten” (2001: 182). Wollen mentions Rushdie’s criticism of the portrayal in Raj fiction of
a restricted white point of view which excludes other narratives and perspectives, together
with Simon Hoggart’s remarks on the ‘severe reproaches to British history’ provided in
these films. She finally adds Harlan Kennedy’s commentary on these ambiguous

approaches to the imperial past:

There is a love-hate relationship with the Empire in British cinema that’s totally unresolved.
Intellectually, we agree to eat humble pie about our imperial past. Emotionally, the impact of the
India movies is to make us fall head over heels in love with the dear dead old days, when even
Britain’s villainies were Big; when even its blunders and failures had tragic status; and when, if we
had nothing else, goddammit, at least we had glamour (2001: 185-5).

‘Glamour’ — namely the aesthetic predominance of what Jameson called ‘nostalgia
deco’ — is once again what seems to ellude the revisionist criticism of the past. Wollen
links this ‘glamorous’ and attractive formal portrayal of the British past with the modern
practices of cinematographic production. She calls attention to the way in which screen
fictions democratise and popularise historical knowledge through over-embellished images
of past events. As she argues, it is as ‘quality cultural products’ that these productions gain
respectability and thus legitimise the high degree of ‘authenticity’ in their reproduction of
the past. On that account, Wollen condemns the fact that ideologically, this
commodification of the past works in line with both Mrs Thatcher’s championning of old

values and her launching of the enterprise culture:
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Screen fictions, like other paraphernalia about the past, are acquirable consumer commaodities. It is
not just that audiences can witness other lives, other times and elsewheres at the screen’s remove, it
is also that the screen can present the past in such an intense and plausible way that audiences can
almost partake of it [...]. In showing a bourgeois past replete with objects and leisure, these fictions
both declare those times and inequalities as dead and buried yet display them as presently available.
Times are different now, they say, the gaps more easily bridged between rich and poor, black and
white. The bridging, however, is partly a consequence of the increased purchasing power audiences
have, their growing capacity to acquire commodities (2001: 192).

Although it is true that visual spectacle and commodification practices gave Raj
films of the 1980s the authoritative value of accurate, quality portrayals of the past, this
cycle of films also represents a step forward in the revision of the past relationships
between East and West and their continuity in the present. From this perspective, John Hill
proposes a complex approach to the competing meanings of the Raj revival filmic
phenomenon by considering previous literature on the topic.

Hill mentions the influential writings of Salman Rushdie, Harlan Kennedy, Arthur
Lindley and Michael Sragow who all agree that the visual attraction of the films
undermines any critical reconsideration of Britain’s troubled past. This said, Hill draws
attention to two important issues at stake in these productions: the theme of *Orientalism’
and the ‘metaphors of sexual encounter’. With respect to “Orientalism’, Hill shows how
these films both perpetuate the Western fascination with the Eastern ‘other’ while
simultaneously introducing sympathetic characters determined to overcome the East and
West dichotomy: the clash of cultures and social barriers (Hill, 1999: 104). In a word, a
tension may be perceived in these fictions between the wish to break out of cultural
barriers and the perpetuation of orientalist discourses.

The second significant issue that Hill devotes attention to is the question of the
East-West encounter symbolised by metaphors of sexual attraction. This figurative
relationship he sees as represented in three variants. The first involves a Western man and
an Eastern woman, a type of relation which stands for the European, patriarchal colonial

dominance over the feminised Orient. This would be the case of The Far Pavilions, where
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the Indian princess Anjuli (Amy Irving) obediently follows the white Anglo-Indian hero
(Ben Cross) whom she refers to as “her lord and her life’. The second represents the East
and the West in terms of male friendship, which points to the increasing equality between
the two cultures, as made clear in A Passage to India’s highlighting of the relationship
between Richard Fielding (James Fox) and Dr. Aziz (Victor Banerjee). The counterpart is
a homoeroticised encounter that brings to the fore homosexual intercourse developing into
sadistic relationships of power, as occurs with Captain Ronald Merrick (Tim Pigott-Smith)
in The Jewel in the Crown. The third variant is a reversal of the first one, involving a
Western woman and an Eastern man. Although recurrent in the Raj productions of the
1980s, this type of relationship is quite problematic since it portrays a difficult combination
of power relationships in terms of gender and ethnicity, e.g. Heat and Dust, A Passage to
India and The Jewel in the Crown (Hill, 1999: 106-112).

Hill concludes that the criticism of colonialism contained in Raj revival productions
iIs embodied in characters who want to transcend cultural barriers. This wish is
metaphorically represented by ‘the transgression of the taboo on interracial desire’ (Shohat
in Hill, 1999: 117). The characters’ failure, however, can be interpreted as questioning the
viability of such relations and, hence, as indirectly reinforcing the very barriers they
intended to overcome. In any case, whether these films are read as critiques or
reinforcements of imperial structures, Hill foregrounds their Eurocentric perspective and
surmises that “‘the rather more difficult task of reimagining that experience in a more self-
reflective and dialogistic form has [...] barely begun’ (117). Taking Rick Altman’s
definition of *genre’, it could be argued that the slight change of perspective results from

some marginal elements that have been included. The issue at stake is the fact that more
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marginal elements of the kind would subsequently be included in future productions,
hoping that more dialogic screen fictions will be made.*®

Narrowing down the matter to the concrete movies, object of my analysis, it could
be said that they all share a re-vision of the British Empire in the colony regarded as ‘the
jewel in the crown’, with the inclusion of characters that rebel against the imperial
structures and the social order of their time. Closer analytical focus on each of these
cinematographic productions will however reveal significant differences between the
components of this filmic cycle. To begin with, two of them are not films but TV series, a
feature that implies a variant in the formal structure of the text. Additionally, the treatment
of generic conventions varies in every fictional portrayal of the Empire. As explained in
the previous chapter, no film could be considered to belong to one particular genre in its
‘pure’ form. Although one genre may predominate, ingredients from other generic
conventions may be present as well. The Raj films of the 1980s could be regarded as
having evolved from former empire films to fusion with the conventions of the heritage
film genre that mixes up elements of the historical film and costume drama. This blend has
resulted in a “privatisation” or ‘feminisation’ of the original action and adventure empire
films. Notwithstanding this genre amalgamation, each and every film displays a different
reshuffling of generic conventions, which leads to different perspectives on the imperial
past.

A quick overview on the genres predominating in each Raj fiction would therefore
prompt a reading of Gandhi as a bio-pic, Heat and Dust as an independent melodrama, A

Passage to India as a melodrama with tinges of comedy, The Deceivers as adventure-

180 The Raj revival cycle has not enjoyed a successful continuity after the late 1980s. Inter-cultural relationships,
however, are being portrayed in films made mainly by Anglo-Indian directors or teams, who describe the
experiences of non-white communities in contemporary Britain, as in Gurinder Chadha’s Bend It Like Beckham
(2002) or they go back to the recent past of the 1960s and 1970s, as portrayed in Anita and Me (Huseyin, 2002),
East is East (O’Donnell, 1999). Chadha’s Bride and Prejudice (2004) is based on an English literary classic but
set in India, yet it does not go back in time to revise the imperial past.
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drama, The Far Pavilions as televised adventure-romance, and The Jewel in the Crown as a
TV drama. While Heat and Dust, A Passage to India and The Jewel in the Crown clearly
endorse many of the conventions of the heritage film, Gandhi, The Far Pavilions and The
Deceivers and Kim are closer to the traditional empire film, historical epic or bio-pic of a
great hero. More importantly, the most salient, formal features in each film will also be

significant in the treatment of ideological premises at stake.

4.3. Re-construction of British History and Identity through a
Historical Film. The Case of Attenborough’s Gandhi

4.3.1. Re-Presenting History in a 1982 Film

Released on 30th November in India and 3rd December in the U.K., it could be said that
Attenborough’s Gandhi inaugurated the 1980s Raj revival cycle. Although it shares some
formal and narrative characteristics with subsequent Raj films of the decade, Gandhi
presents significant variants. The most obvious feature that distinguishes Attenborough’s
film from the other Raj productions is that it is based on actual historical events, not on
literary fictions. Thus, the major difference that singles out this movie from the rest of Raj
films is its treatment of history. While, as discussed before, Black Narcissus inaugurated a
tendency towards the feminisation of the empire film, Gandhi still relies in the bio-pic
formula, with the portrayal of the public deeds of a great man as the driving force in a
linear conception of history.

In his analysis of the historical film, Robert Rosenstone stresses the fact that history
‘is no more than a convention, or a series of conventions, by which we make meanings
from the remains of the past’. He adds that, ‘just as written history is not a solid and

unproblematic object but a mode of thought, so is the historical film’ (1995: 4). Because
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the representation of history in cinema is just one more way to come to terms with the past,
Rosenstone draws attention to the proliferation of this kind of film in communities ‘in
desperate need of historical connections’. As examples, he mentions “post-colonial nations;
long-established countries where political systems are in upheaval; societies recovering
from totalitarian regimes or the horrors of war; ethnic, political, social or sexual minorities
involved in the search to recapture or create viable heritages’ (5). Accordingly, Britain, in
its readjustment to a new position in the international sphere and the proliferation of new
identities at home, reconstructs the past in order to find stable historical roots which may
explain the instability of the present. This would explain the references not only to the
times of the empire but also to the end of Britain’s supra-power over the Indian continent
in screen productions such as Gandhi and The Jewel in the Crown.

At first sight, the fact that an Englishman made a film on the person who played a
key role in the independence of the colony seems to be a laudable feat (Sharma, 1995: 61).
Nonetheless, a close cultural analysis of the film reveals that Attenborough’s Gandhi
reasserts the Conservative ideology of the times in Britain, which makes for the
tremendous success of the film in the Anglo-Saxon world, both in terms of box-office and
Academy awards. ™

As seen before, it was in 1983, the year after Gandhi was released, that the
Conservative Party gained a land-slide electoral victory in the wake of Argentinean defeat
in the Falklands War. As Shailjia Sharma explains:

Within three days, a disproportionately large naval force set off for the Falklands, including a small
force of Gurkhas, a tribal people from India whom the British had organized militarily during the
imperialist era and who were still fighting ‘for the Crown’ thirty years after decolonization. For
many people, this was a chance to prove that Britannia still ruled the waves. The media and the
government both encouraged this imperial revival (1995: 63).

181 The film was awarded with of 8 Oscar prizes including best picture.
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The jingoistic feeling of Britain being ‘Great again’ in protecting the democratic
interest of the colonies contributed to reinforcing the re-construction of British identity as a
powerful country by looking back to the nation’s glorious Imperial past (Wollen, 1991:
179). But this was also pictured as a time when ‘Britain was a racially “pure” and therefore
a “united” nation, a time when problems of immigration and race tensions had not
intruded” (Sharma, 1995: 63).

In this context of nostalgic jingoism, the release of Gandhi’s biopic in the year of
the Falklands War, portraying not the splendour of the Empire but the end of it, could have
been a source of conflict. Nonetheless, far from causing any polemical debate or
controversy, Attenborough’s film became a profit-making production. How is it possible
that a film recalling such painful memories for the British should become such a
tremendous success? A feasible answer could be the film’s functioning as a mechanism of
catharsis, thanks to which a repressed trauma is released and, consequently, cured.
Attenborough’s narration of the past may have helped British society confront historical
memories and thus reach a stage of maturity that facilitated coming to terms with the new
present-day British identity.

It could also be affirmed that Attenborough’s film is likewise a product of its time,
especially in its commodification of the past and the nostalgic approach to it. This movie
on the Indian leader leaves less room for ambivalence than other Raj productions of the
time. All the criticism of the British Empire that can be perceived through the portrayal of
Gandhi’s words and deeds is completely undermined by the visual splendour of the scenes.
History is therefore turned into visual spectacle. Moreover, the filmic tools of editing and
framing, together with the narrative devices of focalisation and character construction,
contribute to a depiction of the British and the Western world in straight-forward positive

terms, in spite of the fact that they were the target of Gandhi’s pacific fight.
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Attenborough’s production thus proved to be a commodification of the Orient, to
the point that it has been regarded as a neo-imperial enterprise on the part of the West over
the East: ‘It was like the return of the Raj to the Indians, watching from the sidelines the
arrival of Sir Richard Attenborough’s film unit to make Gandhi had all the earmarks of an
invading army’ (Goodman, 1983: 30). In this respect, contentious debates were held on the
question of the money invested in it.'® While independent Indian filmmakers had always
been fighting for more government subsidies, Attenborough, a non-Indian director, raised
one-third of the film’s budget from Indira Gandhi’s government. Joan Goodman argues
that Attenborough’s film was granted the money denied to Indian directors because this
film was designed as a profit-making production. Attenborough justifies himself by stating

that he was, in fact, investing money in India’s film industry:

I did not ask for government money. It was offered to me and not as a grant or a loan, but as an
investment which it was hoped would eventually accrue to the favour of Indian filmmakers. The
Minister of Information, Vasant Sathe, suggested it be done through the NFDC (National Film
Development Corporation), which would invite private finance as well. | agreed to this on condition
that it would not take any money away from indigenous productions. | was assured it wouldn’t, and
therefore accepted most gracefully. What is more, the money was invested as it would be in a
normal commercial enterprise, and the recoupment from profits is to remain with the NFDC and go
forward financing other indigenous productions. If Gandhi is successful, it will help people like Ray,
whom | adore and whose understanding | have sought (in Goodman, 1983: 31).'%

Attenborough’s statement echoes the paternalist attitude of the imperialist discourse
Gandhi so adamantly rejected. Once again a white Westerner/Briton was using India’s raw
material — history — to make profit, with the excuse that it will benefit the development of
the country.

Apart from the controversial issue of the commodification of Indian history by the

British, Gandhi highlights the problem of screened representation of historical events. The

182 Neither the Indian film industry in Bollywood, nor independent Indian filmmakers had made a film on
Gandhi before Attenborough’s production. Only a five-hour documentary on the life of the Mahatma had been
released in India in 1968, Mahatma: Life of Gandhi, 1869-1948 (V. Jhaveri). It was not until 1996 that Shyam
Benegal made an intimate version of Gandhi’s early years with The Making of the Mahatma. More recently, the
Indian film industry released a movie tat focuses on Gandhi’s private problems with his elder son Harilal in
Feroz Abbas Khan’s Gandhi, My Father (2007).

183 Goodman also comments on the fact that Indian extras were paid 100 rupees a day while Europeans took
300. Although it was argued that this inequality of salary was due to the European’s travelling expenses, the fact
is that this kind discrimination is a pervasive practice at work in developing and developed countries (1983: 31).



246 Filmic Representations of the British Raj

narration of the past is never an objective task. In the case of motion pictures, events need
to be rearranged in a classical cause-and-effect plot-line structure in order to fit into a 188-
minute time-span. In three hours, Gandhi had to make sense for an international, mainly
Western spectator who is not deeply familiarised with Indian culture or with the life of the
Mahatma. As a consequence, a more or less intended or unconscious manipulation of
history becomes unavoidable. As Attenborough himself acknowledges in the quotation

included at the beginning of the film:

No man’s life can be encompassed in one telling. There is no way to give each year its allotted
weight, to include each event, each person who helped to shape a lifetime. What can be done is to be
faithful in spirit to the record and try to find one’s way to the heart of the man...

Attenborough confesses that a selection of events has to be made in order to
condense an entire life in three hours. The problematic part of the quotation is the inclusion
of his intentions to be “faithful in spirit to the record’ and finding ‘one’s way to the heart of
the man’. In other words, the audience is made to believe that they are going to find
objectivity in the film as well as a study of Gandhi’s ‘heart’, inner feelings and thoughts.

As Robert Brown puts it:

The question is whether a twenty-million-dollar epic made by a British producer-director and
Western principal cast and crew, and with largely Western finance, can be faithful to both the heart
and the record of someone who believed deeply in the separate cultural identity of the East, the
simple life of a peasant and, above all, actions that should be judged in their own light regardless of
history and posterity (1982: 285).

Attenborough’s quotation is a mode of self-justification for the selection of the events he was
forced to make, but his claims about remaining faithful to Gandhi’s spirit ring false.
According to Carr, the historian not only selects facts, but draws on particular cause-and-
effect structures that elicit specific meanings from the events analysed: ‘The hierarchy of
causes, the relative significance of one cause or set of causes or of another, is the essence of

his interpretation’ (1983: 103). By stating that he is being ‘faithful to the man’, Attenborough
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legitimised his own work as an objective truth, reinforced by the ‘transparent” mode of
filmmaking.'®*

In an interview on the making of the film Attenborough acknowledges that he
remained faithful to the British mode of filmmaking in the tradition of realism and

documentary style:

very much in the tradition of British movies. There may be those who criticise it as being old
fashioned, in that it is, | suppose, in the genre of people — and | don’t put myself in the same class for a
second — like David Lean, Carol Reed and so on [...]. | want suspension of disbelief in movies to be
absolute [...]. I like disguising the camera movement, not taking it evident, as it were. Gandhi is very
narrative in its form. There are no cinematic pyrotechnics [...]. This particular subject, with its
extraordinary simple and still image, placed in the foreground against a constantly moving mass of
humanity — given the scale of it — it seems to me that the camera and the techniques should be almost
unobtrusive’ (1982: 10).

The implications are twofold. Firstly, the use of an indigenous form of filmmaking
implies that the values of the British national cinema are reasserted. However ‘exotic’ the
characters and the setting may be, the formal aspects of the motion picture work in line with
the British film tradition. Its subsequent international success in terms of box-office and
Academy awards allowed this British production to outstand Hollywood’s Americanisation.
The second implication is related to the issues of historical representation. Many of the
scenes dealing with the public life of the Mahatma are portrayed in such a way as to invite
spectators to believe they are watching a real historical record. Such would be the case of
Gandhi’s spectacular burial procession reported by an American journalist, or Gandhi’s visit
to London, presented in black-and-white images as if they were archive records. As Udayan

Gupta remarks:

184 In his justification against the attack of those who did not agree with the fact that an Englishman could make
a movie on Gandhi, Attenborough appealed to the objective perspective a non-Indian director could offer to the
historical facts: ‘“The Indians are unable to separate the man historically due to what they have been taught
emotionally. | wanted to tell the story of Gandhi the man, and all the connotations and premises and peripheral
matters don’t matter to me. A national army doesn’t matter to me, political rivalries don’t matter to me, the
history of the Congress Party is not relevant. It is the man | care about and, if | am obsessive, it is as nothing
compared to the Indians’ (in Goodman, 1983: 31). With his patronising attitude, Attenborough seems to be
unaware of the fact that, as a Briton, he is not completely foreign to that historical period, since the British may
be as emotionally attached to those events as the Indians. In fact, as this analysis aims to prove, Attenborough
did care about the role the British played in the events and how they are represented on screen.



248 Filmic Representations of the British Raj

So believable is the funeral sequence that it is hard to distinguish it from documentary footage. Indeed,
if there is one major achievement of Gandhi, it is presenting an aspect of Third World history, more
specifically Indian, in a real context and in a manner that Western audiences are prepared to accept
(1983: 46).

Notwithstanding, Rosentone argues that neither the documentary nor the historical
film are ‘a direct reflection of an outside reality, but a work consciously shaped into a
narrative which [...] creates the meaning of the material being conveyed’ (1996: 33). A
realistic aesthetic provokes an illusion of transparent access to the historical past. Since
Gandbhi is not based on a fictional literary text but a portrayal of events as experienced by a
real flesh-and-blood person, the manipulation of history becomes quite dangerous: the film’s
documentary style makes the spectators believe that they are watching something that
actually occurred rather than a piece of fiction. As a consequence, audiences tend to forget
that, in spite of those efforts towards objectivity, what they are confronted with is not a

transparent reproduction of the past but a version of the events. As Rosentone explains:

History does not exist until it is created. And we create it in terms of our underlying values. Our
kind of rigorous, ‘scientific’ history is in fact a product of history, our special history which includes
a particular relationship to the written word, a rationalized economy, notions of individual rights,
and the nation state, and many cultures have done quite well without it. Which is only to say that
there are, as we all know but rarely acknowledge, many ways to represent and relate to the past
(1996: 43).

Attenborough’s film is thus just one, specifically British, interpretation of those
historical events that culminated in India’s independence. Through his ‘transparent’ mode
of filmmaking and his claims of faithfulness to Gandhi’s life, Attenborough joins in the
nostalgic mood of the 1980s not only in portraying British Imperial past in India but in
making claims at the beginning of the film of obtaining objective truths through historical
documents. He relies on the nineteenth-century fetishism of facts and documents and
seems to disregard the unavoidable process of interpretation. Nonetheless, as Carr
explains:

No document can tell us more than what the author of the document thought—what he thought had
happened, what he thought ought to happen or would happen, or perhaps what he wanted others to
think he thought, or even only what he himself thought he thought. None of this means anything
until the historian has got to work on it and deciphered it. The facts, whether found in documents or



The Raj Films in the 1980s 249

not, have still to be processed by the historian before he can make any use of them: the use he makes
of them is, if | may put it that way, the processing process (1983: 16).

The 1980s fascination with the past is thus reflected in Attenborough’s way of
approaching history. He seems to love the past and harks back to the stability of ‘pre-
postmodern’ times. Yet, as said before, the past can only be revisited through the eyes of
the present. In contrast to Professor Trevor-Roper’s statement that ‘a historian ought to
love the past’, Carr states: ‘To love the past may easily be an expression of the nostalgic
romanticism of old men and old societies, a symptom of loss of faith and interest in the
present or future’ (1983: 25). In this sense, Attenborough seems to look nostalgically to the
past in order to bring it back to the present. And yet, we need to be aware of his particular
vision of the history of India through a contemporary Western lens.

John Briley, the film’s scriptwriter and winner of the ‘Best Screenplay’, Oscar
Award, confessed in an article how difficult it had been to select those events in Gandhi’s
life that would make a good film. He stated that many fascinating deeds concerning
Gandhi’s personal life had to be sacrificed, as well as many of the Mahatma’s
philosophical and religious teachings in order highlight the political story and most
particularly, Gandhi’s use of non-violence: ‘Twice in the course of writing | stopped
because | didn’t feel I could do justice to the man and make a commercial movie’ (1996:

4) ) 185

185 Andrew Robinson focuses on the film’s main elisions: ‘Omitted influences and episodes include Gandhi’s
youth in a small princely state and his three years training as a barrister in London, where he abandoned an
attempt to become an English gentleman and converted to vegetarianism. In South Africa his first-hand
acquaintance with British brutality to the Zulus is left unrecorded, as the unpopular recruiting for the British
in 1918. So is his fraught relationship with his dissolute eldest son throughout his life, and the attitudes of the
rest of his children. His part in the growth of the Nationalist Movement and the manoeuvring of leaders in the
1930s, followed by his crisis of conscience over Indian involvement in the Second World War, are barely
implied” (1983: 64).
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The movie was therefore conceived as commercial and profit-making from the very
beginning, and the filmmakers already had in mind the kind of spectatorship the film was

going to address:

I took the course of emphasizing Gandhi’s political history and at the same time trying to make the
man real and the drama exciting [...]. At the same time | had to make the political context accessible
to an audience that was largely uninformed about it. People in America did not know much about
British rule in India, the political parties in India, or the nature of India’s involvement in World War
I and World War 1l. All these elements were critical to the story | wanted to tell and had to be
incorporated in the film in such a way that made them seem an inevitably and necessary part of the
story [...]. Before | wrote Gandhi | travelled in America, speaking to a number of people about
Gandhi, and the ignorance about him was massive [...]. It was necessary to show Gandhi’s greatness
and Gandhi’s impact not only on Indian society, but on British world and society (1996: 5).

The aims of the film were, therefore, to show Gandhi’s greatness, to exhibit and
dramatise his politics of non-violence and to convert these aspects of his life into an
international hit. In order to achieve these goals, the complexity of India, the imperial
relations with Britain and many facets of Gandhi’s life and beliefs were very much
simplified. Taking into account both the filmmaker’s intentions and the context in which
the film was made, | find it relevant to analyse some significant presences and absences
that made the film not only more marketable for box-office purposes but also favourable to

Conservative Western ideology.

4.3.2. History and the Individual: Gandhi becomes a God

In narrating Gandhi’s life as the epic of a great man, Attenborough seems to have followed
the nineteenth century philosophy of liberal historians who viewed history as ‘something
written by individuals about individuals’ (Carr, 1983: 35). The film concentrates on the
Mahatma as a crucial figure in the achievement of independence of India, and disregards
many other historical processes that were working in the same direction at other levels of
society. According to Carr, the ideology of the capitalist society, from its very early stages,

emphasizes the role of individual initiative in the social order. Nevertheless, any past event
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is “a social process representing a specific stage in historical development, and cannot be
explained in terms of a revolt of individuals against society or of an emancipation of
individuals from social restraints’ (1983: 34). Carr therefore warns readers that history

should not be portrayed as the result of the action of a single individual, because:

Human beings do not always, or perhaps even habitually, act from motives of which they are fully
conscious or which they are willing to avow; and to exclude insight into unconscious or unavowed
motives is surely a way of going about one’s work with one eye wilfully shut (1983: 48).

Every nation or society at any point in history contains an arena of conflicting
ideologies and cultural contestations. Consequently, individuals who act for, or rebel
against, society are a reflection of these very conflicts already latent in the social sphere.
History, then, can be understood as a process in which individuals act as social beings, and
hence: ‘the imaginary antithesis between society and the individual is no more than a red
herring drawn across our path to confuse our thinking’ (Carr, 1983: 55).

On this reading, the individuation of a historical event results from the romantic
view of the individual hero, reinforced by the capitalist ideology of individualism. Clearly,
Attenborough made use of one and another concept in the making of the film. This said, it
Is true that, in 1932, after many petitions, Gandhi decided to write an autobiography. Even
so, he stated in the introduction how difficult it was for him to do so, as the biography was
an alien genre for him, since it was a Western and not an Indian mode of writing:

Writing an autobiography is a practice peculiar to the West. | know nobody in the East
having written one, except amongst those who have come under Western influence [...].
But it is not my purpose to attempt a real autobiography. | simply want to tell the story of
my numerous experiments with truth, and as my life consists of nothing but those
experiments, it is true that the story will take the shape of an autobiography. But I shall not
mind, if every page of it speaks only of my experiments. | believe, or at any rate flatter
myself with the belief, that a connected account of all these experiments will not be without
benefit to the reader (1982: 14).

For this reason, the book is entitled The Story of My Experiments with Truth, as the
Mahatma’s main aim was to explain how his spiritual, religious, personal and political

experiences gave shape to his way of thinking and acting right up until the 1930s. In many
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ways, his reflections on his search for Truth resemble more the writings of an Indian
spiritual master than the autobiography of a lawyer or politician.

In a recent book on Gandhi and his global legacy, David Hardiman carries out a
very interesting analysis of the Mahatma’s ideas and writings. One of the main points in
Hardiman’s study is his interpretation of Gandhi’s texts as ‘dialogic’, to use Bakhtinian
terminology. Influenced, in part, by Socrates’ readings, but most importantly, by the
dialogic nature of the Bhagavad Gita,*® ‘Gandhi presented both sides of the case, but in a
manner which might lead both himself and his adversary towards a resolution, which he
considers the “truth™ (2003: 6). As a profoundly spiritual and religious person, Gandhi
believed in the existence of an eternal ‘Absolute Truth, the Eternal Principle’ he equated
with “‘God’, which could never be fully comprehended by human beings (Gandhi, 1982:
15). Consequently, in the earthly world, only imperfect human “truths’ can be ascertained.
Imperfect and human as they may be, these truths are contingent and contextual, hence,
always subject to contestation and revision. This is the reason why, in his political and
philosophical writings and speeches, Gandhi always contemplated the ideas of his
opponents and urged his followers to open their minds to the voice of the adversary or ‘the
other’ (2003: 8-9).

In his autobiography, Gandhi shows himself to be torn between his personal ideas
and his beliefs, his rational and his spiritual thoughts. As a consequence, he was constantly
revising and reworking his convictions. His incessant experiments with truth led him to
realise that his life was full of inconsistencies. On this view, it is not surprising to find
statements in which Gandhi, the political and spiritual leader, rejected any kind of

consistent ideology or systematised theory:

I love to hear the words: ‘Down with Gandhism’. An ‘ism’ deserves to be destroyed. It is a useless
thing. The real thing is non-violence. It is immortal. It is enough for me if it remains alive. I am

18 This sacred Indian text is written in the form of a dialogue between Krishna and the hero Arjuna. (see
Martin, 2002: 9-32)
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eager to see Gandhism wiped out at an earlier date [...]. In truth, I myself do not know what
Gandhism means. | have not given anything new to the country. | have only given a new form to the
traditional [wisdom] of India. It would therefore be wrong to call it Gandhism (in Hardiman, 2003:
9-10).

It was precisely his openness to the ‘other’ that made of him a controversial figure
who had many enemies and opponents. First of all, the British governing classes feared
that Gandhi’s campaign would make them lose their privileges. They were therefore
frequently infuriated by Gandhi’s speeches attacking imperialism. They became
particularly angry with Gandhi’s answer, when asked about his opinion on Western
civilisation, that ‘it would be a good idea’. Before a such statement, Churchill reacted by
calling Gandhi a ‘fanatic’ and “a half-naked fakir’ (in Hardiman, 2003: 238).

Gandhi was a devote Hindu but respected other religions which he regarded as
variants with a common objective: the spiritual knowledge or fusion with the ultimate
Truth or God. He was therefore resented by those Hindus who disapproved of Gandhi’s
defence of the Muslim cause in India and his friendship with Muslims. He also indirectly
provoked negative reactions amongst Islamic separatists, who profoundly disagreed with
Gandhi’s conception of a unified India. Muhammad Ali Jinnah, the leader of the Islamic
movement and first Prime Minister of Pakistan, was one of Gandhi’s most vehement
political rivals. On the other hand, orthodox Hindus did not agree either with Gandhi’s
attempted reform of the caste system and his insistence on removing the practice of
untouchability. For their part, some ‘Untouchables’ resented Gandhi’s paternalism in their
cause (Metcalf, 2002: 176-7).

Marxists and socialists also criticised the way in which Gandhi defended the
traditional peasant system and his focus on moral issues; they saw him as the leader of an
emerging bourgeoisie. Social-liberal politicians, such as Nehru, refused to accept Gandhi’s
defence of rural India and objected to the Mahatma’s dislike of Western industrialisation

and technological progress, and their dehumanising urban societies. To sum up,
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[Gandhi] was accused, variously, of being an irresponsible trouble-maker by his colonial masters, a
destroyer of social harmony by Indian traditionalists, a backward-looking crank by modernisers and
progressives, an authoritarian leader by those within the movement who resented his style of
leadership, a Hindu chauvinist by many Muslims, and a defender of high-caste elitism by lower-
caste activists (Hardiman, 2003: 4).

The contradictory nature of Gandhi’s own ideas is even more evident in his private
life and personal relationships with his parents, friends, wife and children. Torn between
his family and his duty as the leader of the country, his public demands for pacifism,
understanding, humility and openness often reverted into patriarchal authoritarianism
within his own family.*®’

Trying to find one’s way to the heart of the man is therefore a very difficult task
unless the intricacy of Gandhi’s philosophy and the inconsistencies of his practices are
acknowledged, as Gandhi himself tried to do. In the attempt to summarise the Mahatma’s
message in a blockbuster film addressed mainly to Western audiences, Gandhi’s complex
‘heart” and thoughts become simplified to the extreme. The problem in representing the life
of a person and his historical context in a simplified way, with profit-making purposes and,
on top of that, in a realistic style that offers the illusion of transparent access to the past
events is that not only Gandhi’s heart but history itself becomes manipulated. At this point,
it is interesting to examine Gandhi’s own concept of ‘history’ and how it is set in
opposition to the film’s portrayal of the past. Similarly to the metaphysical-driven structure
of Gandhi’s life and ideas, his conception of history departs from the cause-and-effect line
towards progress rooted in the European Enlightenment stream of thought and gets closer
to the ancient idea of ‘myth’. In his own words: ‘whereas generally history is a chronicle of
kings and their wars, the future history will be the history of man’ (Gandhi in Hardiman,

2003: 126).

187 Episodes on Gandhi as an authoritarian patriarch can be found in Fischer, 1997: 118-122, 261-270 and in the
film Gandhi, My Father.
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Hardiman argues that Gandhi was deeply influenced by Tolstoy’s concept of
history as produced by many people, that is, not only by great men but also common
people, all acting in a range of different ways with unpredictable outcomes. Human beings
do not really have full control in their writing of history. On the contrary, they are driven
by an ‘unknown substance of life’, or as Gandhi would have it, by God (2003: 34).
Suspicious of human truths, Gandhi rejected the claims of objectivity by academic
historians and argued that mythical narrations of the past gave access to spiritual truths. In
other words, Gandhi refused to be limited by the determinism of a lineal conception of

history and preferred the openness of myth;*®

In Gandhi’s view, human betterment thus lay in the realm of ethics (his ‘truth’) rather than in the
working out of an illusory historical progress. Action dictated by an abstract historical need could
never achieve the desired results. It was by defining an ethical life, and living according to that ideal
in a very direct way, that one could do good in the world. Gandhi thus refused to try to justify his
beliefs through an appeal to any historical meta-narrative (Hardiman, 2003: 35).

Two important features in the study of myth may prove useful in clarifying
Gandhi’s philosophy. To begin with, in his analysis of the concept of ‘myth’, Laurence
Coupe considers that one relevant aspect that characterises mythical narrations is that of
‘possibility’. On the one hand, myth may imply a verticality of hierarchy towards
perfection, full development or what Aristotle called ‘entelechy’. On the other hand, myth
may also entail horizontality in its openness to other possible realities beyond the limits of
the actual world: “While myth may be paradigmatic, and while it may imply a social and
cosmic order, or perfection, it also carries with it a promise of another mode of existence
entirely, to be realised just beyond the present time and place’ (1997: 8).

The second conspicuous aspect of myth is that it is set between ‘ideology’ and
‘utopia’. On the one hand, the ideological function of myth is to serve as a socialising

process of integration for the individuals of a community. In this sense, myth operates as a

188 |n contrast to the rational thought development in Europe from the Enlightenment, which provoked a process
of demythologisation, Gandhi preferred mythos to logos (Coupe, 1997: 10).
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form of preservation of social order and conservation of tradition. On the other hand, the
utopian characteristic of myth comes as a disruptive force that may undermine the
oppressive function of the ideology. Utopia opens up the possibility for change,
transformation and hence liberation from the repressive structures of tradition. In Coupe’s
words: ‘Utopia prevents ideology becoming a claustrophobic system; ideology prevents
utopia becoming an empty fantasy. Myth, or the social imagination, involves both’ (1997:
97).

This tension between ideology and utopia is probably what best explains Gandhi’s
experiments with ‘truth’ in the earthly matters of life and politics. Instead of being
constrained by the limiting forces of history conceived as linear and static, Gandhi
struggled towards the utopian possibilities of a mythical conception of past, present and
future. Aware, though, of the ideological forces present in any human social formation,
Gandhi’s utopian desires were not ‘empty fantasies’ but incessantly reworked experiments.
More importantly, as against the ‘Enlightened’ conception of linear, academic history,
Gandhi’s mythical perception of the world allowed him to open his mind to ever-present
subaltern ‘histories’ and ‘communities’ suppressed in official versions. As Hardiman

remarks, Gandhi adopted a

‘traditional’ Indian stance towards the past. He distinguishes this from a ‘Judeo-Christian
cosmology’ that sees history as developing dialectically and materially in a way which limits the
possibilities for the future, as people cannot, in this view, transcend the dialectic of a given time and

period (2003: 35).

The relevant aspect of Gandhi’s ideas is his mistrust of meta-narratives. Despite his
spiritual belief in the single transcendental “Truth’ of God, he was perfectly aware that this
“Truth’ could never be fully comprehended by human understanding. Consequently,
human beings should not cling to totalitarian, ever-lasting narratives that do not assume the

feasibility of their imperfection when confronting the ‘other’’s point of view.

Attenborough, in contrast, offers a narrative of the past that leaves no room for dialogism.
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He presents the past as if objectively attainable, disregarding the fact that any text is
mediated by tropes or poetic mechanisms — to use Hayden White’s terminology — that
make of any attempted ‘presentation’ of the past a mediated ‘re-presentation’.

In the first place, Attenborough — following Louis Fischer’s narrative structure —
has the film begin with Gandhi’s death. These very powerful scenes enhance the
expectations of the audience. Who was that man whose last words after being murdered
were ‘Oh God’? Why was his funeral followed by so many people in that huge and solemn
procession that had such a worldwide impact? Who was the assassin and what led him to
shoot such an extraordinary man? The rest of the film comes as a series flashbacks starting
with Gandhi as a young man travelling to South Africa. From that moment on, the
spectators believe that the film will provide answers to those questions posed in its
disturbing first scenes.

Hence, by using Gandhi’s murder and state funeral as an introduction to the film,
one of the effects is to provoke suspense and, in this way, to invite viewers to satisfy the
expectations created.’® Even so, the imposing, opening vista of the funeral has further
ideological implications that will be reinforced at the end of the film, when the very same
scene will be repeated. And yet, the spectators will find as they watch the film that all the
questions raised by Gandhi’s murder are left without answers. As said before, the
screenwriter lamented that he had to skip many relevant aspects of Gandhi’s life to

‘package’ his biography into a three-hour film. Curiously enough, a filmmaker who tries to

18 Comparing the beginning of Gandhi with Lean’s Lawrence of Arabia, Attenborough explains that his aim
was quite different from Lean’s: ‘“The memorial service at the beginning of Lawrence was done in order to set
out the potential examination of the complexities of that particular character [...]. Gandhi was to all intents and
purposes, not the antithesis, but very, very dissimilar in his youth to the figure who eventually emerges in the
early 1900s, and then, of course, comes into full blossom as the first part of the century goes by’ (1982: 4).
Bearing in mind that the potential Western audience of the film had little knowledge of Gandhi, it was necessary
to start the film with the funeral scene which made them be aware of the fact that the man they are seeing was
considered by 350 million people almost a deity. ‘[W]ithout that knowledge, your anticipation of, and
excitement and interest in the way in which he reaches a point of decision, a moral judgement, is not as
enhanced as it could be the other way. | accept that there is inevitably a loss at the end of the film, on one
level—of surprise in relation to the assassination. But on the other hand, I mean you either trip on the banana
skin or you see the banana skin then you trip (1982: 6).
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compress the deeds of such a world-famous figure in the usual filmic time-slot devotes no

less than eight minutes in presenting the same scene twice over.*®

My argument is that the
film’s introduction is crucial to appropriate the figure of Gandhi within Western
ideological discourses and as a means of justifying the supremacy of the West in the
present through a particular vision of the past.

Attenborough was aware of the fact that Nehru wanted to preserve the figure of the
Mahatma as a human being and thus avoid any kind of supernatural dimension. Although

Attenborough insisted on the fact that he wanted to portray Gandhi as a human being, the

outcome in the film is quite questionable:

Nehru said: ‘Don’t deify him; he was too great a man to be deified’. And Gandhi, when pressed for
what his credo was, for what meant something to him, ended up by saying, if there is ever
‘Gandhism’, | hope | am wiped off the slate. Whatever value there is, it is my life. My life is my
message [...]. | felt for the first time deeply touched by what a man had to say, and what a man was
prepared to do, and what a man believed was possible, as far as all human beings were concerned.
Not as a deity, in any sense whatsoever: an ordinary human being (1982: 4).

It is true that, in India, Gandhi was already very much admired and worshipped by
the people who called him ‘Mahatma’ — the great soul — yet this name had no value
whatsoever for him: *Often the title has deeply pained me [...]. The more I reflect and look
back on the past, the more vividly do | feel my limitations’ (1982: 14).

In a review of the film in The Times, Salman Rushdie stated that:

deification is an Indian disease and in India Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, great soul, little father,
has been raised higher than anyone in the pantheon of latter-day gods. ‘But why’, | was asked more
than once in India recently, ‘why should an Englishman want to deify Gandhi?’ (1983: 10).

Rushdie explains that one of the reasons might be the perpetuation of orientalist
discourses that portray India as an exotic, mystical place. Although Attenborough
contributes to the depiction of Gandhi as a superhuman, mythical character, the great man
is not assimilated to a sadhu — saintly Indian men who look for union with the deity — nor

is there any attempt to compare him to a Hindu god. The English filmmaker carefully

190 Each scene picturing the murder takes two minutes and is followed, in the first case, by the funeral and, in
the second, by the cremation, each lasting two minutes.
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reinforces the presentation of Gandhi as a Christ-like figure: someone who is murdered by
his own people and whose last words are dedicated to God. In the same way as Christ said
‘Abba’ just before dying, Gandhi utters ‘Oh God’ when he is shot. Even the murderer’s,
Nathuram Godse, respectful reverence before the killing reminds of Judas’s kiss. Olivier

Curchod finds even more parall