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Thinking about Thinking 

Epilogue: Through the Primt of an 
Intellectual Lif$ 

1 cannot begin a t  this point to try to reply o r  respond in any detail 

to the many papers which have been presented, the  important i d e a  

which have been circulated and  the poinw which have been raised. 

Since 1 cannot respond in detail, what on  earth can I do?  Perhaps I 
can start by trying to invoke a certain way of experiencing myself over 

, .- 
the last two days of the conference. I keep Looking around trying to 

discover this person 'Stuart Hall' that everybody is talking about.  

Occasionally I recognize him. I sort of know him. H e  has a certain 

familiarity every now and again. I a m  familiar with a lot of the i d e a  

people a re  referring to. 1 recognize some of the quotes, though I have 

to confess, not  all! There are one  o r  two I a m  very grateful to have 

rediscovered, a n d  I hope to get  the references. But this experience of, 

as i t  were, exper iencing oneself  as both  subject a n d  oeject ,  of  

encountering oneself from the ot~tside,  as another - an olhm- sort  

of person next door, is uncanny. I t  is lie being exposed to a serialized 

set of embarrassments. And I wantjust to draw from that experience a 

first thought about thought. I think theory - thinking, theorizing - 

is ra ther  like that, in the sense that  o n e  confronts the absolute 

unknowingness, the opacity, the density, of reality, of the subject o n e  is 

trying to understand. It presents itself, first, as both too multifarious 

and  too complicated, with its patterns too hidden; its interconnections 

un-revealed. O n e  needs the act of distancing oneself - as Lacan would 

say - 'from the place of the  other'.  Marx once suggested that one  

should use concepts like a scientist uses a microscope, to change the 

magnification, in  order to 'see differently' - to penetrate thr disorderly 

surface of things to another level of understanding. There  is a sense in 

which o n e  has to stand back, outside of oneself, in order  to make the 

d e f o u r  fhruugh lhvughc to approach what it is one  is trying to think 

about indirectly, obliquely, in anorher way, another mode. 1 think the  
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world is fundamentally resistant to thought. I think it is resistant to 
'theory'. I do  not think it likes to be thought. I do not think itwants to 
he understood. So inevitably, thinking is hard work, a kind of labour. 
It is not something that simply flows naturally from inside oneself. 
Thus, one of the perplexities about doing intellectual work is that, of 
course, to be any sort of intellectual is to attempt to raise one's self- 
seflexiver~ess to the highest maximum point of intensity. Someone - I 
think Mike Rustin2earlier on - referred to my early work, the subject 
of my putative D.Phil, on the novels of HenryJames, andwhat a bizarre 
thing it is that this is where my academic career started. One of the 
things about James was of course his attempt to gain the maximum 
intensity of selfconsciousness, to be as self-aware as possible about the 
finest movements of his own conscious thinking - as he said, 'to be 
someone on whom nothing is lost.'Yet to do that is to become instantly 
aware of the enormor~s unconscimcsncss of thinking, of thought; one 
simply cannot and will never be able to frllly recuperate one's own 
processes of thought or creativity self-reflexively. 

These provisional thoughtsaborlt thinking come from being present 
at a conference at which I am, somehow, both being discussed and 
also discussing! If I distance myself, see myself 'from the place of the 
other', 1 can see what James, in one of his finest short stories, called 
'the figure in the carpet' that I could not see before. Iwas often tempted 
during these last two days to join in and speak of me in the third 
person! Now what I wanted to say about this strategy is that, of course, 
by taking the 'detour through thought', one sees all sorts of things 
about one's self and one's own thinking, connections in one's work, 
the patterns behind the patterns, which one could not possibly see for 
oneself in any other way. In that sense, one is always unconsciously 
escaping the attempt to self-knowledge, the attempt to become identical 
with myself. Thatisnot possible. I cannot become identical with myself. 
That is the paradox of identity which I have tried to write about 
elsewhere - one can only think identity through difference. To think 
is to construct that inwitable distance between the subject h a t  is Lliinking 
and the subject that is being thought about. That isjust a condition of 
intellectual work. 

Caribbean Forma tion 

The second thought about thinking and about the 'thought' that we 
have been discussing these two days was my response to the invitation 
from Brian, Tony and Rupert, to, as it were, become, at this very late 
stage in my life, a Caribbean intellectual. Iuwhat sense could I possibly 
claim to he a Caribbean intellectual? CertainIy, not in the most obvious 
sense of the term. My work has not been largely about the Caribbean. 
I have not been actively present in the enormously importantwoik of 
trying to wrile the history of the Caribbean and Caribbean societies in 
the period of independence, including writing its past from the 
perspective of an independent nation. Of course, my hopes have been 
caught up with the fate of the nations of the region since decoIonization. 
However, I have not been party in that deep way to the project of 
'nationhood'. I am Caribbean in the most banal sense, in the sense 
that I was born here. But that accident of birth is not enough tojustify 
owningup to the title. I have to confess, although they do not know it, 
that I did seriously think of saying to them, 'I am sorry, but I am not a 
Caribbean intellectual in the sense in which I think the Centre ought 
to be honouring people.' The reason I decided not to do  that was 
because, reflecting on my own life and practice, I have to say that, 
although in many moments of my life I have been thinking aboutwhat 
many people in the Caribbean would think of as other problems, other 
places, other dilemmas, i t  seems to me I have always been doing so 
through what Ican only call lhepism ojmy Caribbeanjomalion. In that 
sense I am committed to the idea of a politics of location. This does 
not mean all thought is necessarily limited and self-interested because 
ofwhere it comes from, or anything like that. I mean something rather 
looser - that all thought is shaped by where it comes from, that 
knowledge is always to some degree 'positional'. One can never escape 
the way in which one's formation lays a kind of imprint on  or  template 
over what one is interested in, what kind of take one would have on 
any topic, what linkages~one wants to make and so on. This is true 
even about so-called Cultural Studies, the field with which, inevitabIy, 
my work and my careel: have been identified, and for which I feel a 
certain responsibility. 1 have tried as far as possible to evade this 'burden 
of representation', and I sometimes make rude noises about it so people 
think 'oh well it does not really belong to him after all'. 1 deny paternity - 
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Cultural Studies had many origins, many 'fathers', but nevertheless, one 
feels a certain responsibility for i t  

Well, Cultural Studies has its own internal history as a discipline, but 
when I think about why I ever got into it, I know it was because, before 
what is called Cultural Studies ever began at Birmingham in the earIy 
1960s, I had to confront the problem of trying to understand what 
Caribbean culture was and what my relationship was to it. 1 put it that 
way because my relationship to it, in terms of a naturalistic logic - 'He 
was born here, so he must be a Caribbean intellectual' -does not 
work. My relationship to the Caribbean was one of dislocation, of 
displacement, literally and figuratively. My life as a young person, as a 
child, as an adolescent, was spent there. I left when I was 18 years old. 
Though I have never ceased to thinkof myself as in some way 'Jamaican', 
I have never lived for long periods in the Caribbean since then. A 
relationship then - a negative relationship, you would think - of 
displacement and dislocation. Dislocation in a deeper sense, too. The 
reason why I was so committed to leaving the Caribbean when I finished 
school at the end of the 1950s and the reason why in some ways I never 
returned to live here, had to do with my colonial formation,-my 
formation and experience as a colonial subject. Because there are so 
many young people in the audience, I want to remind you that I am 
talking about something very specific, now more or less lost a.i an 
immediate experience to those who are not of or nearly my age. Most 
of you are children of the 'postcolonial'. 1 am talking about 
experiencing oneself, thinking about one's society and one's future, 
from the position of a colonial subject. 1 left for England 12 years 
before independence. My whole formation had been as a child of 
coloured middle-class Jamaican society. That is to experience oneself 
as 'colonized' - that is, fundamentally displaced from the centre of 
the world, which was always represented to me as 'elsewhere' and at 
the same time dislocated from the people and conditions around me. 
My relationship to that background, which 1 do notwant to go into in 
a personal sense, was to make me feel (in the eloquent term which the 
great critic of Orientalism, Edward Said, used as the title of his memoir 
of a strikingly similar childhood half way around the world in another 
colonized space) 'out of place', both in relation to my family and my 
personal formation and in relation to the society into which I had 
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been born. I hope it is not necessary to add that colonizatio~i, cIass, 
race and colour were intrinsic to that troubled story. 

Up to the point where I leftJamaica in 1951, I did not understand 
what was the source of that dislocation. I thought it was a largely 
personal one. Itwas not until much later that I discovered that this was 
a feeling of dislocation experienced by a whole generation of 
intellectual Caribbean people at the end of Empire. When I went to 
London, there they all were, hiding out: all of them making some 
kind of escape attempt from colonial society. All of them in search for 
away to become modern subjects, butwith the bizarre thought that in 
order to do so, you had to leave the place of your birth - to go 
somewhere else - to become, borrowing the title of one of George 
Lamming's novels 'anative of my person'. Not anywhere else, of course, 
but right to the heart of the dislocation itself, to that which had,at a 
distance, dis-placed, un-homed you. And when I say 'dislocated', I am ," 

talking about serious stuff. I am talking about never feeling at one with 
the expectations my family had for me; of the sort of person I should 
become, of what 1 should do with my life. And of dislocation fiom the 
people themselves - from the mass of the Jamaican people: not at 
home 'in the castle of my skin'. Not being able to find myself 'at home' 
in the context in which I was born, brought up and lived. And1 thought, 
this a recipe for disaster. The thing to do, I felt, is get out of there. 
There is a wonderful passage in Lamming's The Pleusure~ ofExil2 - a 
book which I strongly recommend to you ifyou are interested in this. 
period of Caribbean inteIlectual history, and especially if you can 
appreciate and enjoy the ironies of the word 'pleasures' in which 
Lamming, speaking of the West Indian writerswho all found themselves 
living in London between 1948 and 1958 says, 'they simply wanted lo 
get out of the place where they were born'. This is the decade which, as 
he says, 'witnessed the "emergence" of the novel as an imaginative 
interpretation of West Indian society by West Indians. And every one 
of them: Mittelholzer, Reid, Mais, Selvon, Hearne, Carew, NaipauI, 
Andrew Salkey, Neville Dawes, everyone has felt the need t o g a  ml." 

As an aspiring young writer, get out I did. However, what I soon 
discovered was that I had not and could never really 'get out' or be 
fully part of this 'elsewhere' that had simultaneously made and un- 
made me. To make the return journey: not literally, because for many, 
'you can't go home again', but symbolically, in my head. I had no 
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alternative but to come to terms with and try to understand the very 
culture from which I had felt distanced and, unsuccessfully, engineered 
an impossible escape. And when in the mid-1950s after the Empire 
Windrush and the beginning of mass migration to England from the 
Caribbean, I met black Caribbean men and women looking for work 
and a place to live in the grey, wet and inhospitable London streets - 
one more turn in the story ofthe Middle Passage and a critical moment 
in the formation of another displaced black diaspora - I resolved to 
go back, to read, read about, try to understand and to make a part of 
me the culture which had made me and from which I could never - 
and no longer wished - to escape. The central theme of Plennrres of 
Exile, Richard Drayton says in the preface to the new edition: is 'the 
recovery of self - even if it can only be recovered on the other side 
of the Black Atlantic. That was the personal origins, for me, of my own 
'making' as a black intellectual (like manyJamaicans ofmy generation 
and class background, I had never until then thought of myself as 
'black'); and also the firstencounterwith, what later came to be called 
Cultural Studies. All this no doubt explains how my perspective on 
'being a Caribhean intellectual' and my conceptualization of 'culture' 
acquired from its earliest point so disrupted and diasponcan inflexion. 

Subjectivity and Culture 

What we think of as our individuality - something given before 
culture, which we possess as a subjectjust by being born, after which 
we learn to use the tools of culture - is quite the reverse. This is part 
of what I meant by saying that identity is not settled in the past but 
always also oriented towards the future. We enter culture, and by doing 
so, appropriate a language, a culture, which someone else - many 
other people - created for us, and only in thatway gradually become 
subjects. Men and women make history, not on conditions of their 
own making, but with elements which are provided for them from the 
past, and which in some sense, are their conditions of existence, and 
they and shape and form them in ways that they have to live subjectively 
but for which they cannot be directly responsible. It is one of Michel 
Foucault'sgreatest insights that in order to become 'subjects'we must 
be 'subjected' to discourses which speak us, and without which we 
cannot speak. Of course, culture is also enabling as well as constraining, 

discipl~ning. Withiu culture, we can form intentions, make purposes, 
create the most extraordinary intuitions into life. We can produce 
great works of philosophy, of painting, oftiterature; but only because 
we have already subjected ourselves to the laws and conventions and 
meanings of a language, the circumstances of history and culture, 
without which we could not have made ourselves. This process is called 
'the decentring of the subject'. It reprcsents the dislocation of the 
subject from the position of authorship and authority. It is the 
dislocation from that humanist dream which, I think, is really a 
humanist fantasy, that actually Man (sic) is the centre of the universe, 
it all proceeds from us and we are the origin. I could say more about 
how that figure of the displacement from the position of origin and 
identity has recurred in my own thinking but this is not the place or  
the time. However, i t  represents the end ofa certain fantasy of romantic ,.. 

individualism to which I once subscribed (I went to England, after all, 
as a Romantic poet manque), and the starting-point in my thinking of 
a profound belief that 'the social' is more than the sum of individuals. 
it is what the early sociologists - Marx, Weber, Durkheim -called 
'society sui genmi.c: My critics would say this is how I fell prey to 
structuralism but i t  really preceded all that. It came in part fiom 
thinking about my own formation, my own subjecthood. I do  not apply 
this insight substantively. It is not what I think about but rather what I 
think with. When 1 think about a problem, 1 realize retrospectively 
that  I have d o n e  so by making this 'detour ' .  I am sure this 
'methodological presupposition' of my thinking has something to do 
with my own personal 'displacement', but thisis a connection I cannot 
spend time reflecting on -it is part of the unconsciousness of thought 
about which 1 was speaking earlier. 

Transdisciplinary Thought and Intellectual Activism 

I am trying to now respond or refer to things which have been said 
in the last couple of dayswithout actually being able to take on directly 
arguments which have been made. I am trying to share with you my 
thoughts, prompted by the last few days, about this strange object/ 
subject- 'the thought of Stuart Hall'. 1 have been describing a kind 
of 'thinking under erasure'. What I mean by that is simply that in 
intellectual thought there are rarely absolutely new paradigms, which 
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nobody has ever attended to before. We think within traditions and 
paradigms of thought- they think us -even when our intention is to 
break with and transcend them. But there are moments when the 
paradigms shift, when what David Scott calls 'the problem space' 
changes. We do live in a period when many of the existing paradigms 
established and developed within traditional intellectual disciplines 
either no longer in themselves adequately correspond to the problems 
that we have to resolve, or  require supplementing from other  
disciplineswith which they have not historically been directly connected. 
These are the openings for what is called a transdisciplinary field of 
inquiry. And I speak about it because 1 have - once again somewhat 
unconsciously - found myself in a transdisciplinary field. 1 have never 
been able to be satisfied with working from within a single discipline. 
It has nothing to do with not respecting what has gone on in the work 
of developing intellectual disciplines, but 1 am at the same time aware 
of the fact that the organization of modern knowledge into the 
disciplinary framework occurred at a specific historical moment. That 
historical moment may have passed, or may be passing, or  'on the 
wane'; or that particular way of organizing knowledge may no longer 
be adequate to the reality i t  is trying to analyse and describe. 1 feel a 
disjuncture between the disciplines, on the one hand, and the rapidly 
shifting and changing fragments of reality which confront us today. 
Again, I am not recommending to you an antidisciplinary pathway, I 
am simply saying that1 have not found it possible to thinksimplywithin 
the frameworkof the given disciplines. I started in literature and literary 
criticism but I never became a writer or a critic. 1 was a professor of 
sociology but 1 have no formal academic training in the field. Cultural 
Studies is a transdisciplinary field of inquiry, not a discipline. 

Now, that has had profound costs on my own thought. First of all, 1 
really arn not an academic in the traditional sense at all. 1 mean Barry 
Chevannes6 was very kind to refer to me as a 'scholar', hut 1 am not 
really in the true sense of the word a 'scholar'. That is not what 1 am. 
1 have lived an academic life and earned my living - not terribly well 
-from doing academic work. I love to teach. 1 wanted to teach from 
the earliest point that 1 can r emember .Ad  teaching goes on in 
academic worlds. 1 respect and defend the academy to the hilt and the 
capacity it gives to transmit knowledge to future generations and to 
pursue knowledge for its own sake. o n e  has to defend this arena of 
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critical thought - especially these days when it is under such attack 
from so many quarters -with one's life. But it does not mean that I 
want to be or  think of myself as having been an academic. 1 would 
claim, I would insist on, my right to the title of having done intellectual 
work. I am an intellectual. I am an intellectual in Gramsci's sense 
because 1 believe in the power and necessity of ideas. Of course, as a 
sort of materialist, I do  not believe ideas alone make the world go 
round. And 1 certairily do  not mean that I think my task is to produce 

! theory. I would do  without theory if I could! The problem is 1 cannot. 
You cannot. Because the world presents itself in the chaos of 

I 

appearances, and the only way in which one can understand, break 
! 

down, analyse, grasp, in order to do  something about the present 
conjuncture that confronts one, is to break in to that series of congealed 
and opaque appearances with the only tools you have: concepts, ideas 

1 and thoughts. To break into it and to come back to the surface of a ,- 

situation or  conjuncture one is trying to explain, having made 'the 
detour through theory'. Marx, in his 1857 Introduction, which is a 
wonderful methodological text about which I have written, as Larry 
Grossberg7 remarked the other day, describes exactly this process. I 
am talking-here about a working method of Marx. I am not talking 
about whether one subscribes to all the theories of Marxism or not. 
That is a different question. And what Marx says is you begin with an 
obvious fact: a social system is composed of people, and this gives us 

j our  first, what he calls 'chaotic' conception - the category of 
j 'population'. How far can you take this category of population? Well, 

! you can take it quite far. But really, you have to break with that 
descriptive approach at the moment when you understand that every 
population is always divided, it is not a homogeneous o r  multifarious 

i single object. Always within that population are relations between 
i 
1 

capitalists and labour, men and women, masters and slaves. Relations 
of difference are what matters. The social categories into which people ! 
are inserted are more important than the sum of the humanity- the 

! fact 'that we are all human under the skin' -which they constitute. 
And to make the move of analysing the population, as itwere, into its 

I particular categories, and the relations of similarity and difference 
I between them, seemsan abstract movement: the necessary moment of 
I 
I 

abstraction. However, as Marx says, you cannot stop there -which a 
j great deal of theory does. You know, it is  leased to produce the 


















