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Preface


WASAFIRI HAS BEEN an international fixture for over a third of a century. In this time much has changed in the world of imaginative writing. This collection of essays points to important developments in technology, and interrogates the very definition of what constitutes literature—in short, Brave New Words helps us to understand many of the challenges that literary practitioners face today. The anthology extends and deepens a partnership between Wasafiri and writers and readers, an ongoing dialogue which began in that most symbolic of years, 1984.


There are, of course, always more questions than answers. What can writers do about continued violations of the rights of citizens; the closing of national borders; perpetration of false, and often insidious, news and information? Are writers obliged to respond to these dilemmas or should they be free to pursue their art without feeling pressured to become quasi-reporters from the frontline of the sociocultural battlefield? What can writers do about the rise of a fundamental version of political correctness which attempts to impinge upon one’s ability to imagine across so-called ‘boundaries’ of race, class, nationality, sexuality and gender?


The essays in this collection address these questions and many more issues which affect the writer in the early twenty-first century. Publishing, for example, is an industry where writers are becoming increasingly diverse, but those who control publishing look much the same as they have always done; they are white and middle class. How, in an increasingly heterogeneous multi-racial and culturally complex world, is this affecting what kind of literature reaches us as readers?


The title of the anthology suggests an engagement with the future, as opposed to nostalgic tiptoeing through the evidence of previous years. This is perhaps the greatest strength of the volume; a belief that despite the difficulties of the past, and the confusion of the present, literature can still take the lead and guide us towards a time in which words delivered from all sections of society will carry equal weight and importance. Such a world would indeed be brave.


Caryl Phillips


23 June 2019




Introduction




The vitality of language lies in its ability to limn the actual, imagined and possible lives of its speakers, readers, writers…It arcs toward the place where meaning may lie.


—Toni Morrison


The interior space of our imagination is a theatre that can never be closed down.


—Salman Rushdie





LITERATURE IS A STOREHOUSE, a repository of words and stories which can travel across borders and across time. In March 2016, I was visiting Margate, a town on the Kent coast, when by chance I wandered into Turner Contemporary, an expansive gallery hugging the seafront. The Brexit referendum was still a few months off, but puffed-up promises of a new Britain, standing fearlessly alone and breaking free from its closest neighbours in Europe, were swirling. As I stepped into the quiet of the museum, I found myself in a huge room, brightly lined from ceiling to floor with batik-covered books, an installation by the leading British-Nigerian artist Yinka Shonibare that was named ‘The British Library’.1 As famous names jumped out from gold-embossed spines—Sigmund Freud, Karl Marx, Joseph Conrad, Oscar Wilde, Ben Okri, Zadie Smith—I began to realise that almost all were linked to migration and to Britain. Through the collection of stories lining the shelves, this long history was being placed centre-stage.


At first I was enthralled by the invented library due to my recognition of a history and community of migration narratives to which I felt I could belong. Not only was I familiar with some of the names of authors on the shelves but in some cases I knew the writers personally as well as their histories. Yet looking closely made me aware that the ‘library’ represented more than one artist’s intimate vision, or any single pathway into history; it was also a performative public space, confronting viewers with multiple and sometimes competing narratives. Indeed, while the weight of over 6,000 names seemingly cemented a vision of a more hospitable Britain, it was clear that the exhibit was not simply offering a smooth, neatly conjured story by flagging the rich jewels of a history of migration or positing what has come to be commonly known as the celebratory narrative of the ‘good immigrant’. Unlike the vision—highlighted at the opening of the London 2012 Olympics ceremony—of a buoyant, rainbow Britain, seemingly at ease with its diversity, but nevertheless masking the latent hostilities already experienced by Britain’s black citizens and soon to become the ‘Windrush’ scandal, I noticed that many names also present—Oswald Mosley, GK Chesterton, Enoch Powell and, more recently, Nigel Farage—were notorious for their xenophobic and loudly expressed anti-immigration stance. Other spines had no names at all, perhaps leaving, as the artist has intimated, the future open.


This experience took me back to a journey I had myself made many years before, at school in the early 1970s and later, when I was inspired to launch Wasafiri, the magazine of international contemporary writing which this special anthology of essays partly celebrates. As a child of mixed Indian-English background, spending my teenage years in a provincial Suffolk town, the closest I got to India was through a chance encounter with EM Forster, whose famous 1924 novel A Passage to India suddenly appeared without context on my school’s sixth-form reading list. And while I recall that my mother’s bookshelves were populated by a sprinkling of books, wedged between English classics, by Rabindranath Tagore, Mulk Raj Anand, RK Narayan, Anita Desai, Ruth Prawer Jhabvala—a grouping I now realise reflected my family’s moves between India, England and Europe—I was not interested then in how they had got there. It was some time before I was able see the many mixed cultural forces which had always impacted on traditional canonical English figures such as Chaucer, Shakespeare, the Brontës, Henry James and TS Eliot. And it was only later, during my undergraduate degree at the University of Kent—on a course almost unique in British universities at the time—that I began, through an immersion in the works of now internationally distinguished writers such as Derek Walcott, Jean Rhys, Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka, VS Naipaul, Sam Selvon and Kamala Markandaya, to gain access to a literary world that reflected anything approaching the mixed experience of my own.


Such writers were soon to set in motion an important sea change, shifting ways of seeing and transporting scores of readers across the vistas of new worlds. Coming from a range of historical and political contexts, often—though by no means only—linked to histories of colonialism and empire, of enforced political exile or movement, these voices were significant not only in swivelling the lens but in changing the perspectives of the stories that had previously contained them. Though Salman Rushdie’s novel Midnight’s Children (1981) is most often cited as the book heralding this particular moment in Britain—a point touched on by Blake Morrison in his contribution to this anthology—there were many others. In my case, it was Jean Rhys, the Caribbean and European modernist, who was first to lift my blinkers. Her fictions drew me deep into the worlds of nineteenth and early twentieth-century Dominica, Jamaica, Paris and London, and I recognised her sense of displacement, as a female writer of mixed background, perennially situated on the outskirts of the metropolitan literary world. Most importantly, I was blown away by the artistry of her prose, her characters and her nuanced construction of the conflicts—racial, economic, cultural—of a divided colonial world that forced me to read and think differently. As she so powerfully reminds us in Wide Sargasso Sea (1965), perhaps her best-known novel and one which provides a prequel to the back story of the mad Creole heiress in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre: ‘there’s always the other side…always’.


It was writing such as this that led me to travel, through the literatures of the Caribbean, Africa, South Asia and black Britain, back into my own history and which motivated my work as teacher, editor and activist. It is perhaps no surprise that stories have always migrated. The dynamics of cultural growth or the birth of new artistic movements have most often been built—whether in ancient or modern times—on such cross-fertilisations, creating points of contact and connection, where admixtures are the norm and any notion of cultural ‘purity’ the aberration. So too, are the borrowings that often result from such crossings as stories, myths, and legends are recycled, translated, countered and reinvented. Yet such mixings have also resulted in negative articulations of cultural difference, such as the construction of the figure of the ‘other’, whether situated within the particular geographies of individual nations, or as those ‘aliens’ or ‘strangers’ who are perceived to threaten from outside.


In line with this, as some who lived through the cultural politics of the 1980s might remember, writers who were not immediately identifiable to reviewers through the comforting lens of a Euro-American aesthetic were often perceived to be off-centre by the arbiters of literary taste. This gatekeeping reverberated across all aspects of the industry from publishers to the writers themselves. Caryl Phillips summed up the experience of many in his early travelogue The European Tribe (1987). Reflecting on his early schooling in Leeds, he comments: ‘I was never offered a text that had been penned by a black person… If the teaching of English literature can feed a sense of identity, then I, like many of my…contemporaries…was starving’. Phillips’s sense of deprivation, fuelled by his lack of access to an imaginative world that existed outside the Anglo-Saxon tradition, paralleled my own and was replicated in many educational institutions across the country.


It was in this context that Wasafiri was born. While versions of how the magazine came into being vary, I have no doubt about what drove me to start the magazine with a community of colleagues and friends in 1984, a year now particularly resonant for its evocation of George Orwell’s prophetically bleak vision of Big Brother and double-speak.2 The cover of the first slim-bound red issue, which features a line-drawing of a group of independent pilgrims traversing the desert, still flags for us now what was already the magazine’s prescient vision: to focus on writing as a form of ‘cultural travelling’, a passport to enter imaginative landscapes unseen and a conduit to the diverse histories of many worlds. Deriving from the Kiswahili word for ‘travellers’ (a version of the Arabic safari), its non-English name both heralded relations that could never be neatly contained and the hybrid signatures of the writers who were soon to fill its pages. Expressing sensibilities that straddled multiple identities, competing histories, languages and traditions, their words would come to interrogate existing orthodoxies and break through the borders of established literary canons as the magazine, then only available in hard copy, connected their respective worlds.


*


This anthology celebrates 35 years of Wasafiri and continues its founding aims. Yet the world is a very different place from the year the magazine first appeared. In the first decades after its launch, the fall of the Berlin Wall opened up the borders of Europe, apartheid was seen to ‘officially’ end in South Africa, the Good Friday agreement paved the path to peace in Northern Ireland. A major digital revolution had begun to open up the possibilities of the world wide web which, not yet the ominous agent it can be today, still offered the promise of an encyclopaedic and ever-expanding library as well as an open democratic space of unhindered global connection. Things were certainly not all positive—Thatcherism had resulted in an eruption of violence and economic unrest in the UK, Indira Gandhi was assassinated in India and WPC Fletcher shot outside the Libyan embassy. However, it felt at times as though there might be a shift, perhaps towards a growing awareness of cultural diversity and global connection.


Looking back, some of that optimism was clearly misjudged. The past three-and-a-half decades have witnessed tumultuous changes. With Brexit promised in Britain along-side harsher immigration laws, a government-condoned culture of hostility towards asylum seekers and immigrants, and a policy of building increasing resistance to those so-called ‘strangers’ knocking on the nation’s doors, the nation feels as divided as it was when Wasafiri was founded. Meanwhile narrow nationalist initiatives, often sparked by these unstable states of being, have given rise in the UK and elsewhere to the legitimisation of new populist movements and the far Right. As is increasingly apparent—amidst the disturbing rise of nationalist and religious fundamentalist movements worldwide—borders are being closed; and new walls, whether digital or real, are being constructed to restrict freedom of movement and communication. This climate has created a culture of fear, polarisation, division, prejudice and the re-creation in Britain of an increasingly insular and ever-smaller island, once more at risk of listening to the barrage of exclusionary and often outright racist discourses that first prompted Wasafiri’s invention.


In this context, it is perhaps no surprise that dystopian classics such as Brave New World and Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four have once again gained prominence.3 Both novels eerily signal how the truths of fiction can come worryingly close to reality: whether in imagining how the onset of an information revolution might change thinking or in creating a version of what we now call fake news—as encapsulated in the name of the Controller’s meeting room in Brave New World (‘Only Good News’), or in Orwell’s totalitarian universe of three superstates, where you must ‘reject the evidence of your eyes and ears’.


Today, the role of writers and of literature in asking questions and creating dialogues across often impassable barriers of prejudice and thought is not only vital but also perhaps more urgent than ever. As wordsmiths, whose craft uses the very same instruments through which political power is most commonly exercised, writers and politicians may well, as Salman Rushdie once put it, be ‘natural rivals’. They both ‘create fictions’ but also make ‘the world’ as they want to see it. Yet as the words of writers frequently complicate, challenge or deny ‘official versions of truth’, giving the ‘lie’ to ‘official facts’, they are often on dangerous ground.4 Moreover as intolerance of otherness continues to escalate, it is often also writers who continue to courageously speak their minds, despite censorship, detention and sometimes death. Above all, the worlds they open (and also contest) invite us to experience the world through the eyes of others. Perhaps the greatest writing does not just take us into other worlds but challenges us to shift our perceptions and recognise the stranger in ourselves.


As both an ancient and a modern art, one of the major functions of writing has not only been to inscribe but also to name and give voice. Writing enables us to question, complicate, doubt, act with abandon. Literature has always been a form of travel and writing, a place of experiment where words take on new meaning, ideas can be aired, criticisms levelled, creating a space of inquiry, ventriloquism, promiscuity and risk-taking.


Exploring the challenges and politics of writing now, the essays in this collection reflect distinctive literary voices which stem from a range of different cultural geographies. All point to the vital role of critical thinking in current times. As already intimated, the title of the anthology plays on and refashions the futuristic possibilities suggested by Aldous Huxley in his 1930s novel Brave New World in a contemporary context. With many antecedents—among them Plato’s Republic, ‘Revelations’ in The Bible, Thomas More’s Utopia, Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, all of which imagine and create future worlds that step outside the anxieties of their own times—the controlling universe of Huxley’s book can either promise, as history has often shown, a ‘perfect-world utopia’ or ‘its nasty opposite’.5 Drawn from Miranda’s youthful misjudgement in The Tempest—‘O brave new world, that has such people in it’—Huxley’s title is deeply ironic. In Huxley’s world of endless pleasure, bottle-bred babies and all-consuming conformity, it is John the Savage—a foil to the rest of the book’s deterministic universe and exiled to a reservation for feeling, thinking and reading too much—who is the voice of Shakespeare’s transported words.


*


Exploring the startling contemporary prescience of Huxley’s vision, Romesh Guneskera’s experimental essay engages directly with the theme of the collection by entering into an intriguing conversation with the dead author. In his ‘modern séance’ with Aldous Huxley, rendered as an appropriately disembodied digital conversation, Gunesekera interrogates Huxley on contemporary technology’s potentially destructive implications for imagination, language and human freedom. In her essay, ‘All the Feels’, Olumide Popoola similarly attends to the potentially damaging effects of social media and digital communications on the human psyche. She suggests that it is only through exposing our vulnerability and removing the masks of endless digital equivocation that we will ever be able to assume full responsibility and engage in effective political action.


The need to protect privacy and maintain the freedom of writing in an increasingly public-facing world is a subject of concern to many. Tabish Khair’s ‘The Bravado of Books’ reflects on the power of both the spoken and written word. Reminding us of the importance of the materiality of ‘books’ as objects that have travelled across time and continents and which continue to ‘make words both new and brave’, Khair insists that readers and writers must still be able to make these links if we are to avoid a precarious future and the potential loss of a library of memory in a digitising age. The significance of libraries, personal and public resonates across the anthology, along with the books that have been key to transforming writers’ lives. As Mukoma Wa Ngugi (son of Ngugi Wa Thiong’o) demonstrates, while he was inevitably subject to early encounters with the politics of decolonisation and the writing of a now-well-established African literary canon, his own path to writing popular crime fiction stemmed from a completely different series of influences. In all cases, however, as Shivanee Ramlochan, Bernardine Evaristo and Blake Morrison individually reveal, our ‘book shelves’, however they have come into being, often transform our ‘book-selves’ (Morrison).


It is perhaps not surprising that latent and explicit worries about the disappearance of the book are embedded in several of the essays. Yet, for others, this is tempered by an awareness of the benefits of new technologies. As Bernardine Evaristo notes, the internet has not only changed the world of publishing forever, but has also ‘reconfigured how we present ourselves to the world at large’. In particular, it has grown huge audiences for a new generation of millennial ‘black womxn’ writers who would not previously have had the freedom to move so swiftly past the barriers of literary gatekeepers in Britain and elsewhere and bring their work to the fore. Similarly, as Marina Warner proclaims in ‘Out Loud’, what is now the web—or ‘loom’ as she renames it—is fast becoming a powerful public platform for new enunciations. Though not without obvious negatives, it can, she suggests, offer hospitality to those without permanent homes, provide the world’s largest library, act as a theatre connecting writers and, with its polyphonic multiplicity, generate new ‘hybridities and grafts’ between sonic and more traditional forms. For Warner, metamorphosis is a key tenet of all literature. Stories and myths will always move and shift their shapes; yet such translations, whether of the old or the new, will no longer be ‘bound’ by the ‘written text’.


Several writers take up the story, perhaps one of the biggest challenges of the modern era, of movement and migration. Whereas Blake Morrison takes us into the intimate complexities of his personal voyage out from his small village in Yorkshire, Eva Hoffman tells a broader-scale but no less powerful personal story of migration that also explores what makes us who we are. As she takes us through her Jewish background and her exile from Poland during the Cold War, she asks how memories of enforced and often violent displacement—images of Aleppo in ruins get superimposed on to her recollections from childhood—resonate in a contemporary Europe of supposedly elective free movement. Robbed of one language, she has to learn to inhabit another, a process of rupture and loss that continues to generate new work.


Questions of politics made more complex by the ethics of writing the ‘other’ remain pressing issues. James Kelman, Bernardine Evaristo and Hsiao-Hung Pai all remind us how activism continues to be an ever-important collective force in enabling writers to continue to work, be published, seen and heard. Yet, as Kei Miller subtly illustrates in ‘The Minds of Writers’, a dialogue stretching from Virginia Woolf to the Caribbean and the writings of a contemporary Jamaican journalist, such issues are never straightforward. So while writers may, whatever their cultural or social contexts, attempt to break new ground and engage with representations of ‘otherness’ again and again, they must avoid being carelessly unethical, shutting down rather than opening up possibilities. Like Miller, Shivanee Ramlochan shows us how her journey into writing and move away from being ‘The Good Brown Girl’ has involved a robust critique of inherited traditions and a necessary subversion of entrapping cultural stereotypes.


Writing and politics are strange bedfellows. However, as we see in the essays that overtly address the overlap, literature can guide us to new vantage points, leading us to places where activism alone cannot go and where words are able to cross the often delicate boundary lines between creative interpretation and critical judgement. Raja Shehadeh’s description of ‘The Dinner That Changed My Life’ speaks directly to this as he recognises that the linear legalistic discourse with which he attempted to improve the 1992 negotiations between Palestine’s PLO and Israel could never take him to a position from which he might actually be able to ‘help rehabilitate the tarnished image of the Palestinians’. Githa Hariharan also points to how literature can perhaps achieve what politics cannot, recounting how the vitality of the ancient myth of Draupadi lives on in contemporary culture—despite censorship—in the power of the female body and the real-life resistance of the Indian women of Manipuri to oppression in 2004.6


Threats to writers and activists willing to speak out against restrictions on democratic freedoms across the globe continue to be a most urgent concern. As Bina Shah makes plain in her personal account of the ‘Life and Death of Pakistan’s Sabeen Mahmud’—an activist murdered in Karachi in 2015 for opening up a cultural café that ‘proffered’ an open space for ‘dialogue’ and ‘critical thinking’—writers living and working in such contexts are unable to ‘keep silent’, even when they know ‘that speaking out might endanger our lives’.


Though writers may not be able to directly impact on politics and effect change in their worlds, their words certainly contain the passion and the courage to do so. For, as Caryl Phillips once put it in a comment which in part inspired the commissioning of this anthology: ‘As long as we have literature as a bulwark against intolerance and as a force for change, then we have a chance… For literature is plurality in action; it embraces…a place of no truths; it relishes ambiguity, and it deeply respects the place where everybody has the right to be understood.’7


Susheila Nasta


September 2019




‘Call Yourself English?’


Blake Morrison


‘NOTHING HAPPENED but the wallpaper,’ the American surrealist Dorothea Tanning said about her childhood in Illinois. I could say the same about mine in rural Yorkshire. The area was solidly conservative—traditional-minded, inward-looking and one of the safest Tory seats in the country. Deviations from the norm were severely punished. When a sixteen-year-old boy from my grammar school got his girlfriend from the High School pregnant, the pair of them were expelled and made to marry. There was also a deep suspicion of outsiders, meaning anyone who lived more than a dozen miles away. The only people of colour were the family running the Indian restaurant in nearby Skipton. Leeds seemed exotic and London—the Big Smoke—impossibly alien.


Now I live in London, one of the liveliest and most multicultural cities in the world, and feel at home there. The tie to where I grew up has loosened since my parents died and even more so since the referendum result of 2016. The Craven district, which encompasses villages like mine, was the first Yorkshire result to come through that night. The Leave margin wasn’t as great as in many parts of Yorkshire—a mere 53 per cent to 47—and I take some comfort from that. But the outcome of the referendum made me despair, far more so than any General Election result has ever done. I ought to have been better prepared. I’d been in Goole and Hull just a few days before, and was reminded how disenfranchised people living outside the charmed circle of the M25 can feel. Still, I’d not anticipated that Brussels, rather than Westminster, would be blamed for this; that resentment against Tory austerity would be hijacked to become a rejection of the wider world; that racism, xenophobia and post-imperial nostalgia would carry the day. Ours is a global culture, I’d thought; we’re all citizens of the world. Not according to Theresa May. If you believe you’re a citizen of the world, she told the Tory Party conference in 2016, you’re a citizen of nowhere.


On my occasional return visits to Yorkshire I’m always asked: ‘So when are you coming back here to live?’ Anyone who moves from the countryside to a big city, or from a small nation to a larger one, will have met with this reaction. ‘Home’ is where you come from, not where you migrate to: that’s the premise and with it comes the assumption that what you’d ‘really’ like to do is return to your roots. There might be economic or pragmatic reasons keeping you away but surely, once the time’s right, when you retire, say, you’ll jump at the chance. ‘When are you coming home, mate?’ These days I dodge the question or make a joke of it: I would move back, I say, if the Yorkshire Dales weren’t so cold and wet. But it’s years since I seriously considered the possibility. Now the question I ask myself isn’t ‘Why don’t I move back?’ but, given the values I grew up with, and the pressure I was under to stay, what gave me the resources to leave?


*


There were surprisingly few books in the house when I was growing up—though middle-class professionals, my parents weren’t great readers. But education was prized and the hope was that I’d go to university. Underlying that was a further hope—that I’d study medicine there, train to be a doctor, qualify, marry a local girl, take over the family GP practice and buy a house close to my parents’ house, ideally next door. By the age of fifteen, I knew it wasn’t going to happen. I did OK at science subjects but felt disqualified, temperamentally, from pursuing them further. More to the point, I’d become interested in literature and, along with that, began to feel a yearning for the wider world—to harbour a dream of elsewhere, which the future my parents were planning would stifle.


I say my parents but it was my father who’d mapped out my stay-at-home career. My mother, more ambivalent, didn’t push me to the same degree. She herself had moved away, from a small town in the south of Ireland—first to Dublin, then over the water to England—and in doing so had set a dangerous precedent. To ease her assimilation into provincial England, she underplayed her origins; Irish was a dirty word then and so, in the Methodist North at least, was Catholic. I didn’t know then that she was the nineteenth of twenty children (I found out only after her death). But I was deeply conscious of her foreignness. She might have been apologetic about them but to me the associations of Irishness (which included a talent for talking and writing: ‘the gift of the gab’) were romantic. Circumscribed though my upbringing was, my mother brought a sense of adventure to it. She stood for Otherness. And I wanted more of that.


*


Of those books we did have in the house, most were about getting away and having adventures. First came the Famous Five, a bunch of middle-class kids (and a dog) gloriously unsupervised by adults. Then Doctor Dolittle, whose voyage to Africa to save monkeys dying from disease didn’t strike me as a colonialist raid but as a mercy dash by a philanthropic healer (the kind I wanted my parents to be). After that came the Swiss Family Robinson, shipwrecked on a tropical desert island en route to Australia and forced to make a new life for themselves, which they did with pioneering ingenuity. Islands featured a lot in my childhood and teenage reading: Coral Island, Treasure Island, Robinson Crusoe, Lord of the Flies. I might not be allowed to visit my mother’s island (we went only the once, when I was small) but the literary substitutes served as well. Later, when I reached the sixth form, thanks to our English teacher (an Irishman), I began reading Irish writers, too: Joyce, Beckett, Synge, Yeats, Wilde, Sean O’Casey.


Bookshelves became my book-selves: alternative identities to be tried and tested; heroes I could emulate; minds I could temporarily inhabit. One day, perhaps, through literature, I’d find who I was and where I wanted to be. As Octavio Paz put it: ‘To read is to discover unsuspected paths that lead to our own selves.’1


*


If I’d been luckier, my reading might have led me to post-colonial literature, or Commonwealth Literature as it was called (before Salman Rushdie, in a 1983 essay, decided that it didn’t, or shouldn’t, exist). But literature from outside the UK didn’t feature on the school curriculum nor did it get much of a look-in on my degree course (‘English Literature, Life and Thought’) at Nottingham. I was a thoroughgoing Modernist—with Joyce, Lawrence and TS Eliot my idols—but it was years before I discovered the likes of Chinua Achebe and Mulk Raj Anand, Octavio Paz and Edward Kamau Brathwaite. I blame myself for a lack of initiative: there were so many books by Dead White European Males to get through, I didn’t look beyond them. But little or nothing in British literary culture at that time suggested that I needed to venture more widely. Only one other continent deserved exploration: America, or rather North America, since South America (no less than Africa and India) could be ignored. By the time I left Nottingham, I’d read Poe, Whitman, Dickinson, Pound, Tennessee Williams, Mailer, Roth, Updike, Bellow, Ginsberg, Kerouac, Lowell, Berryman, Sexton and Plath. And over the following year, in Canada, where I did an MA, I read a good few Canadians too, including Margaret Atwood, whose newly published account of its literature, Survival, provided the lens through which I saw Canada. But whole continents of literature eluded me. And the PhD I began at University College London did little to alter that. My research topic was the Movement poets and novelists of the 1950s, the most insular group of writers in British literary history. I gave them some stick for that. But I was still pretty insular myself.


*


One of the things that changed that was reading Seamus Heaney. He’d come to talk to a small group of us at UCL soon after publishing his collection North. I was enthralled, and later wrote a short critical guide to Heaney’s work. North is the most political of his collections, and views the Troubles through the lens of post-colonialism, with Ireland seen as a country subject to constant occupation and exploitation. Heaney had recently spent a year in Berkeley, and the politicised atmosphere in the Bay Area, with minorities demanding their say, left its mark on him. Reading him set me reading some of the writers with whom he felt he’d things in common, including Derek Walcott.


I had a similar kind of awakening when I read Midnight’s Children during a holiday in Morocco in 1981—we’d just discovered that my wife was pregnant with our first child. The book was a handsome object: a hefty hardback with uncut pages and a blue, faintly surreal cover depicting clock faces. Aptly enough, given that the text was much preoccupied with noses, it even smelled good. By the end of the first chapter I was hooked, confident that the narrator, Saleem Sinai—a cross between Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy and Scheherazade—would take me places I’d not been before.


Great books leave their mark on history—personal history as well as public. And for me the spring of 1981 will forever be associated with a sense of arrival. The novel won the Booker Prize in October and our first child was born a month later. Life would never be the same.


*


I got to know Salman soon afterwards. By the mid-1980s I was working on The Observer book pages and he began to do some reviewing for us. I remember going to lunch with him and his then wife, Marianne Wiggins. He’d come in a shiny new car, a physical manifestation of his success. He was proud of it—the car as well as the success. Hubris, you could say, knowing what was to come soon afterwards. But good luck to him was all I thought at the time. Fiction was thriving: publishers’ advances had become more generous and the Booker had brought glamour to a previously unglamorous profession. Besides, I liked Salman. He was excellent company, a brilliant raconteur and mimic. Sure of himself, yes, a touch arrogant even. But why not? He’d written a terrific novel. And he was one of a generation of remarkable novelists (the generation to which I belonged) who were born and/or lived in the UK but whose names sounded strikingly un-English: Kazuo Ishiguro, Hanif Kureishi, Romesh Gunesekera, Timothy Mo, Ben Okri, Tibor Fischer, Caryl Phillips, Louis de Berniėres, Lisa St Aubin de Terán. Salman was quick to notice the significance of this. As he put it in an article for The Times (3 July 1982): ‘The Empire writes back with a vengeance.’


For me, the Eighties were a period of opening up. It wasn’t just that I was discovering writers outside the canon. I began to approach books in a new way, not just as texts to be analysed, deconstructed and appraised, but as distillations of human experience inviting recognition or acknowledgment: a ‘Yes!’ in the margin when they articulated a feeling or thought I’d not seen in print before; an underlining of phrases that made something beyond my own experience palpable and comprehensible. Only connect. For the first time I was reading not academically but empathetically. It’s what literature does: takes us new places; leaps the barriers of age, gender, nationality and ethnicity; lets us live inside the skin of others. I’d been slow to see that. But now I was messianic about it, as if books might have the power to stop wars, reverse climate change and make us better people.


‘For God’s sake, open the universe a little more!’ goes a line in Saul Bellow’s The Dean’s December. The universe, I thought, had opened a little. I was wrong.


*


Salman Rushdie likes to quote that Bellow line. But it was he, more than anyone, who heard its plea go unanswered. The Satanic Verses ‘affair’ of 1988, as it’s now called, was a story about shutting down, not opening up. For those in Western democracies especially, the fatwa came as a brutal shock, shattering our assumptions that censorship, book-burning and the denial of freedom of expression were things of the past. I’d just discovered that books could be life-changing; now they’d acquired (or re-acquired) the potential to be life-ending. Under guard, in secret hideouts, Salman survived the threat. But others died, including his Japanese translator.


As with the 2016 UK referendum result, my reaction to the fatwa was a mixture of dismay and self-reproach: not just ‘How could this have happened?’ but ‘Shouldn’t I have seen it coming?’ I was on the Booker Prize jury when The Satanic Verses came out; we had it on our shortlist (it eventually lost out to Peter Carey’s Oscar and Lucinda) but not once during our jury deliberations, nor in any of the reviews I read, did its potential for causing offence come up for discussion. We weren’t well enough informed about Islam to foresee trouble. And, secular-minded as we were, we couldn’t imagine members of any religious faith, no matter how zealous, getting wound up about a mere novel. Novelists had the freedom to imagine whatever they wanted, right?


I saw a fair bit of Salman after the fatwa, in hiding though he was. He came round to dinner a few times (our kids grew up with the idea that whenever you have a supper party, two security men with guns will be sitting in the next room watching television) and, on the first anniversary of the fatwa, the Independent on Sunday, to which I’d moved from The Observer, carried his first major article after a year of silence, the essay ‘In Good Faith’. A supporting (and supportive) interview wasn’t originally part of the deal, but Salman agreed to it and I met him at a ‘secret location’ to record it. As the paper went to press, there were last-minute worries about my safety, since I was now implicated as an associate of his. A bodyguard was assigned to my family, and spent some days passing on tips about checking for suspicious packages and keeping a car in motion at traffic lights. The man stuck doggedly to his task for a couple of weekends, agreeing to leave us alone only during an outing to the gardens at Wisley, which he decided were probably free of Islamic extremists. Truly those were strange times. I never felt in the slightest danger but do remember thinking that, if I had to die, freedom of expression was a cause worth dying for.


*


An insult hurled at those of us who supported Salman was that we belonged to a ‘metropolitan elite’. Prominent Remain-voters have recently been accused of the same crime. Other adjectives are also thrown in, such as ‘Oxbridge-educated’ (not applicable in my case), ‘Guardian-reading’ (fair enough) and ‘liberal’ (a term tainted by association with neoliberalism, though, as Noam Chomsky has said, neoliberalism—free-market capitalism—‘is neither new nor liberal’). ‘Cosmopolitan’ (another gibe) I could accept, but not ‘metropolitan’, let alone ‘elitist’. Still, when you’re white, male and middle-class, and edit the book pages of a London-based national newspaper (as I did until the mid-1990s), you’re bound to come under suspicion. It’s assumed you’re a gatekeeper, opposed to innovation and diversity. And no matter how open your pages are to world literature—as Boyd Tonkin’s famously were, for example, during his time as literary editor of The Independent—there’ll always be a few people who regard you as narrow-minded, bigoted and bland. In short, as an—or the—enemy.


I got off lightly, perhaps. In his book Whatever Happened to Modernism? (2010), Gabriel Josipovici includes me among a generation of writers, including Julian Barnes, Ian McEwan and Martin Amis, whom he attacks for their English ironising and cynicism. But it’s a mild swipe, and he and I have had friendly dealings ever since. More annoying was what James Kelman had to say in Some Recent Attacks: Essays Cultural and Political, a book published in 1992 but which I didn’t come across till years later: ‘Some of you may know of a recent controversy featuring the Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe. He described Joseph Conrad as a thoroughgoing racist and was attacked for it by, amongst others, Blake Morrison, a poet and critic who reviews current writing for mainstream media outlets. Now, quite simply, Blake Morrison is prejudiced’.2 As someone who greatly admired Achebe’s Things Fall Apart—in truth more than I admired the Conrad novels I’d read—and had no memory of attacking him, I couldn’t understand what this was about. That I admired James Kelman’s fiction, for its demotic energy and heft, made the attack all the more painful. Then I realised his mistake. He’d confused me with Craig Raine, who (I dimly remembered) had attacked Achebe for criticising Conrad. When I wrote to Kelman pointing out his mistake, he was apologetic—genuinely so, I think, not just from fear I’d pursue some libel action—and promised to change the offending passage if ever the book was reprinted. I suppose ‘Blake’ and ‘Craig’ sound a bit alike. And perhaps to a Scot, all Englishmen are tarred with the same brush. But I felt maligned and it took me a while to see the comedy of the error.


*


In 2003, after eight years as a freelance writer, I went back to university, as a professor of creative writing at Goldsmiths. As I soon discovered, academics and creative-writing tutors speak different languages: theirs is a scholarly discipline, ours is practice-based; they engage with theory, we—more editors than teachers—are hands-on. The disparity took some getting used to. But we made the effort to understand each other. I was—still am—lucky in my colleagues.


One of those colleagues was the professor of post-colonial studies, Bart Moore-Gilbert, who began his inaugural lecture, given soon after I arrived, by inviting his audience to choose between the two texts he’d brought along, one drily theoretical, the other about sex. (No prizes for guessing which we went for.) I liked Bart, who among other things had written a monograph on Hanif Kureishi, but I knew next to nothing about his life. At some point round the same time, I was one of the judges for the 2009 Wasafiri life writing prize. The clear winner among the anonymous entries was a piece written from the point of view of a boy at an English boarding school, who is summoned to the headmaster’s study to be told that his father has been killed in a plane crash in Africa. The piece, it turned out, was by Bart. Encouraged by his success, he applied to do a creative writing PhD at Goldsmiths, which in 2014 came out as a book, The Setting Sun: A Memoir of Empire and Family Secrets. There’s a major irony at the heart of the book: Bart’s discovery, while researching it, that his father had served with (and may have acted brutally on behalf of) the Indian police force; the post-colonialist son learns that his dad was a colonialist oppressor. Of all Bart’s books, this was the one he had to write. Tragically, within a year of its publication, aged only 62, he was dead from kidney cancer.


*


At least Bart didn’t live to see Brexit. I sometimes think of others who didn’t live to see it, and how they’d have voted, from Harold Pinter, Doris Lessing and Muriel Spark (surely all Remainers) to little Englanders such as Philip Larkin, Kingsley Amis and my dad (all Brexiteers). What about Seamus Heaney, who when Andrew Motion and I included him in the Penguin Book of Contemporary British Poetry, famously protested, in a verse letter, ‘My passport’s green’? If he’d hung on to his British passport and been entitled to vote, he’d surely have opted to Remain. And as someone who’d played a part in creating the climate for the Anglo-Irish Agreement, and who felt strongly attached to Europe (not least to the poets of Ancient Rome and Greece), he’d have had strong feelings about the border and the backstop. Living authors haven’t been slow to denounce Brexit: the writers have spoken, and they’ve done so in unison. But I’d love to have heard Heaney (and Pinter, Lessing, et al) weigh in. The long-dead would have views too. John Donne, for instance: ‘If a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less.’
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