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Introduction 

There has been a lot of work recently on the gains and lessons learnt from Rock Against Racism.  It 

has a place in the canon of cultural history, and is perennially used as evidence that through music 

‘black and white [can] unite and fight’. But beyond the carnivals and marches, if we acknowledge that 

racism is everywhere, experienced individually, locally, nationally, and through international 

structures, then we might explore the  ways in which it was resisted everywhere too. Whole cultural 

forms had been defending black lives, speaking truth to power and forging collective identities for 

themselves, locally, nationally, across the post-colonial structures. Hall pointed out that Black popular 

culture has a particular politics. It does more than to bring an audience together or represent a 

particular group. Popular culture becomes the community, encompassing both performer and 

audience.  Hall wrote that black popular cultures ‘come to signify the black community’, represent 

experience and construct counter narratives.1 He understood the importance of black cultural 

experience, not as the ‘other’ but as the heart of the British context. 'This is the time of Brixton and 

the time of New Cross’, Linton Kwesi Johnston told Zig Zag magazine in 1981.2 ‘I think we have 

reached the stage now where reggae music is part of British popular culture’ LKJ continued. 

Yet black populist culture remains marginalised in histories of contemporary Britain. 

 

Similarly the history of the Commonwealth has been significantly overlooked, in work on 

Britain’s alignments during the second half of the twentieth century. 3 So a cultural history that 

takes reggae and rap seriously and understands the structures of feeling, and identities, around 

the Commonwealth, could be a way into what Stephen Howe has called Britain’s ‘internal 
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decolonization’  in the 1980s whereby individuals, communities, nations and transnational 

structures shifted to accommodate change, or defend the imagined old order. 4  So when 

Murdoch’s Sun backed Thatcher and declared ‘who cares if every single black nation walks 

out?’ of the Commonwealth, it might as well have been talking about black and ethnic 

minority communities in Britain. The same tensions around race, politics and the law were 

played out regardless of the scale of the stage; the Commonwealth, the nation, the community. 

9  

The legacies of empire, the policies of nationhood and everyday experience fed these tensions 

over race in Thatcher’s Britain. The growth of the far right, ever tightening immigration 

control, moral panics around black youth and experiences of racist policing built into a storm 

of street resistance.  Areas identifiable and connectable through their visible black and ethnic 

minority communities erupted in riots in in 1980, 1981 and 1985.  Fears over the economic 

implications of unemployment and immigration were used to legitimise racism when the 

National Front polled 18.5% of the vote in the Leicester by-election.    By 1976 the NF were 

the fourth largest political party.   In March 1977 they beat the Liberal Party to their traditional 

third place in the Stechford by-election in Birmingham.  Furthermore, they had gained a 

significant number of votes in the Greater London Council elections.  A decade later the 

Conservative Party picked up the mantle. In 1987, the Conservative Party manifesto Our first 

eight years, listed their achievements in office so far.  Under the heading ‘better race relations’ 

there was only one point made; fewer people had been accepted for settlement in the United 

Kingdom since the control of Commonwealth immigration in 1962.5      

In London the local and transnational were dialectically aligned as multicultural Britain was 

reciprocated Britain’s post-colonial decline. The New Cross Fire, policing of the Nottinghill 

Carnival, the racially applied use of the Suss laws all suggested an uneasy covenant; between 

the nation, the law, the far right and the police that excluded black and ethnic minority 

communities. Old orders were defended, but some were challenged.  Ideas of sovereignty were 

re-examined in Northern Ireland, Hong Kong, Gibraltar and the Falkland Islands. Meanwhile 

the Falklands War had ignited a form of jingoism that many had assumed to be long over and 

helped by the ‘Special Relationship’ with Reagan that had wiped out memories of the 
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humiliation at Suez. The Cold War maintained Britain’s military support role for the United 

States. All be it with the Queen’s annoyance at its the invasion of Grenada in 1983.  

In terms of the domestic politics of the Commonwealth, Thatcher’s relationship with the 

Commonwealth had been in the words of Derek Ingram ‘dark and stormy’.6 Her tenure had 

begun dealing with Rhodesia was dominated by divisions over South Africa. Thatcher rejected 

the Commonwealth nations’ use of economic sanctions against South Africa. The 

Commonwealth, as a concept, an imagined community and as a constitutional structure was re-

evaluated. In the cold war balancing act the Commonwealth ‘represented a global sub-system 

which both permitted and enabled multiple identities’.7 By 1989, it was ‘simply, not what it 

was’.8  It was no longer ‘Britain’s Commonwealth’9 

Just as the domestic issues of race had fragmented ideas of Britishness, and brought the legal 

and political structures under scrutiny, Commonwealth summits in 1985 and 1986 marked the 

end of any assumed Commonwealth consensus.10  Its cultural spaces reiterated the tensions. As 

Hall’s work on black popular culture suggested, cultural spaced did not just provide an 

audience for the Commonwealth message, they built the community. In the Gleneagles 

Agreement from 1977 Commonwealth countries agreed to discourage sporting competition 

between Commonwealth teams and countries where sports were segregated by race, colour or 

ethnic origin.  The 1986 Commonwealth Games held in Edinburgh explicitly ignored the 

Gleneagles commitment.  As a result, the Edinburgh games ‘ended in utter disarray – 

boycotted, broken and bankrupt’ with 32 out of 59 teams withdrawing.11  . The Games’ free 
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market funding had failed.   Robert Maxwell presented himself as the Games’ knight in shining 

armour. The English Games authority licensed two white South African athletes, runner Zola 

Budd and swimmer Annette Cowley  to break the anti-apartheid boycott. At a time when 

immigration controls set harder and harder targets and made more and more exclusions so that 

the Conservative Party could measure its success in developing ‘better race relations’. When 

Budd and Cowley’s applications were rushed through, the link between national identity and 

immigration policy seem uncomfortably self-serving.12 

The moratorium on South Africa’s participation in international sporting competition ended 

when South Africa made a late application for a desegregated team to be included in the 

Cricket World Cup in 1991, the year after Mandela’s release. In Mandela’s view cricket was 

the appropriate cultural space, with its particular Commonwealth connotations, through which 

to introduce the new South Africa back into the international community, in the hope that it 

would encourage other sports, like athletics, football, rugby, to ‘put their house in order’. As 

the chairman of the ICC pointed out, there was no way the ICC wanted to be seen to have 

‘knocked back Nelson Mandela’.13 A working party set out to strengthen the Commonwealth 

Games in the new configuration building towards the 1994 Games in Canada14.The 

relationship between the Commonwealth, government position and global mood on South 

Africa realigned.  

 

Whilst Budd and Cowley had been rushed through the system in the name of sporting 

competition, immigration policies were excluding rather than including Commonwealth 

communities. The 1981 New Nationality Act (which came into force in 1983) abolished the 

imperial concept of the British subject and created a separate citizenship of the UK for those 

who had a close personal connection with the UK (parents or grandparents who were born, 

adopted, naturalized or registered citizens of the UK) All others became Citizens of the British 

Dependent Territories, or British Overseas citizens.  Neither of which carried the right of entry 

or abode in the UK.  This became a major issue in 1989 with the crushing of the pro-

democracy movement in china and the impact on Hong Kong.  Visa requirements brought in 
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for visitors from Sri Lanka 1985, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nigeria and Ghana, (1986). In 

1987 airlines and shipping companies were made liable for enforcing visa regulations.  The 

1988 Immigration Act repealed rights of men settled before 1973 to be joined by their families. 

In a number of high-profile cases, Britain was seen to overturn pre-existing refugee status in 

order to repatriate individuals.  The right of appeal for deportees was removed in August 1989. 

So, throughout the period, there had been an consistently tough policy towards visitors, 

students, immigrants and asylum seekers.  As their Manifesto had explained ‘firm but fair’ 

policies were justified by the argument that they contributed to the good race relations.  

Beyond top down political accounts of Thatcher’s career, institutions like Europe, NATO and 

the Commonwealth mattered to people. They provided pockets of space.  They were ways of 

imagining communities, defending identity groups and sharing their stories. The hurt and anger 

surrounding the Windrush scandal, in 2018, when approximately 63 members of the Windrush 

generation were wrongly detained and deported, with many more threatened with deportation, 

got to the heart of the centrality of the Commonwealth as a historical imagined community; 

and the faultlines of hostility that cut across that community.  

  

Smiley Culture  
Smiley Culture’s career illuminates the formal and informal structures of identity in multi-

cultural Britain, and in the Commonwealth. Through his surprise break through singles, 

popularity in the press, and role as a figure head of the Commonwealth Institute, he tied 

together the everyday experiences of race in Britain, and the history and role of the nation on 

the global stage. He was the first black British MC to appear on Top of The Pops, moved from 

sound system culture to mainstream broadcaster, was a figure head of numerous campaigns, 

and brought the complexity of British Black identities into his lyrics, music videos and media 

interviews. Smiley Culture was born David Emannuel. He began developing his style when he 

started performing at 14 years old, practising with his friend Asher Senator copying Jamaican 

styles ‘chatting’.  He was part of the renowned Saxon Studio International sound system which 

had been going since the mid-1970s.  Saxon developed their own sound; it was rooted in their 

experiences growing up in London, avoided crude or ‘slack’ lyrics, and had a continuous 

narrative form, like poetry. 

 



In 1984, Smiley Culture released the single ‘Police Officer’. It was the first hit for a small-

scale specialist record company Fashion Records 15  Fashion Records succeeded in gaining 

impressive amounts of press coverage on a pretty non-existent promotion budget and a 

DIY/Make Do And Mend ethos produced from existing rhythm tracks.  The song, its success 

and its legacies all carry this blend of what is found, heritage, and what is new, context. 

Through the song Smiley tells a story about being stopped by the police in his car, a Lancia. 

Concerned that a search of the car would uncover his stash of cannabis, ganja, he considers 

bribing the police but thinks better of it. In the end the police officer recognises his name and 

lets him off with a different type of exchange; he asks for Smiley Culture’s autograph, ‘for his 

mother’. Like all of Smiley Culture’s work the track is ‘continuous verse’ with no repeated 

verses.16 Culture explained the role of person experience in the track, explaining that it ‘was a 

true story [he told Robin Denselow] – the police used to take my weed. It was better than being 

arrested, and I made that into a hit. 17  We could read this as a piece of cultural revenge, taking 

the everyday experiences of racist policing on the street, exposing it, ridiculing it and making 

himself a celebrity in the process.  Police Officer reached number 12 in the charts and stayed in 

the charts for 13 weeks.  Smiley Culture’s success raised the profile of Saxon Sound, Fashion 

Records and the British reggae scene more generally.  Police Officer was so successful that 

Fashion Records re-released his previous track ‘Cockney Translation’.   As Hall suggested, the 

song became a way in which communities could signify themselves, for themselves, 

particularly through the phrase “Police Officer no give me producer”. The ‘producer’ in this 

case was the police form HO/RT1. It was the short form, filled in at the roadside which 

required drivers to do produce their full driver’s license, and evidence of road tax and 

insurance, to an elected police station.  The term, ‘producer’, ‘ha[d] already become something 

of a London catch-phrase'. 18  
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The Power of laughing at power 

As Lez Henry’s work on sound systems shows, black popular culture could simultaneously 

document social experience and critique society, and at the same time speak into being a new 

form of community.19 In Gilroy’s terms black popular culture is therefore both ‘interpretive’ 

and ‘participative’ for ‘British blacks and their inner-city associates’.20  The London MCs were 

sometimes derided as politically lightweight compared to the US alternative of Public Enemy.  

Whereas in the US rap found an early market on college campuses the context and music 

markets in the UK were different, and cross over successes were often treated as novelty 

records, or as dilutions of a message and a style.  The Saxon sound was distinguishable from 

the US, and from other London MCs and the sounds of its Jamaican roots. Their work took 

inspiration from recordings of Jamaican dance hall sessions, Yard tapes, but combined these 

with their own style, subject matter, double time fast past, move away from sexually explicit 

lyrics (slackness). Levi emphasised the importance of brining the catchy Jamaican hook into 

English DJs’ style.  

In 1984 NME’s Paul Bradshaw hailed a new generation of MCs, the ‘young bucks’ associated 

with Saxon at that time; Smiley Culture, Asher Senator and Phillip ‘Papa’ Levi. Together they 

had fast built a name for themselves as the ‘vanguard of a new generation of supa-dupa 

dejays… playing reggae’s subterranean ghetto dance circuit’. Senator and Levi received NME 

muso plaudits as the sound of the ghetto. The inclusion of Levi’s track ‘Mi God Mi King’, on 

NME’s Department of Employment giveaway cassette had launched his career, (or at least as 

far as the NME were concerned it had).21 But it was Smiley Culture who crossed over in a way 

that Culture’s own Jamaican influenced roots had not. Culture moved beyond the gate keepers 

of the ‘serious’ music press, ‘the inkies’, and into teenage aimed glossies like Smash Hits.  

For Culture his light-hearted approach was a specific political tactic, an issue of the form and 

voice.  ‘He [was] convinced that making people laugh [was] the best way to deliver a globally 

serious message. ‘Life without humour is not life at all’, he told The Guardian.22  
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‘Police Officer’ was just one of numerous tracks that used humour, cartoon characters, to 

represent the structures of power, ridicule them, and bring them down a peg or two. There was 

a particular impetus to laugh at the police, as a way of speaking truth to power.  The official 

report on the Brixton Riots by Lord Scarman found incidences of misconduct by the police 

spiralled into total distrust.  John Fraser, MP responded to his visit to homes that had been 

raided by the police in Brixton.  He ‘I come to no conclusion other than that a large number of 

policemen had deliberately set out to wreck the houses, to make them uninhabitable, by taking 

up floorboards, breaking water pipes, removing gas and electric meters, handrails and banisters 

and smashing almost every window.’23  Such seeming contempt for local communities in their 

own homes was reiterated in Parliament, following the 1981 riots Kenneth Oxford, the local 

police chief, described the inhabitants of Liverpool 8 as 'the product of liaisons between white 

prostitutes and African sailors'.   

 

The police were also experienced as complicit in other attacks on black communities.  For 

example, in the New Cross Fire in 1981 where 13 young people died in a racist firebombing at 

a birthday party. Failures to adequately investigate, or take fears of far-right violence seriously, 

and the Coroner’s direction to push for an accidental verdict on the death, challenged the 

police’s commitment to the local community and the neutrality of the law. Linton Kwesi 

Johnson explained the community reaction ‘I mean, they found an incendiary device outside of 

the house! I mean how can they explain that away? They found this device and tried to cover it 

up. But it eventually came out in the inquest. And blacks are very very angry about this’ . 

There was a belief in a conspiracy between the Home Office and the Police to cover the ‘whole 

thing up’ 24  The poets and reggae wordsmiths like Johnson, Johnny Osbourne, and Benjamin 

Zephania used their words to call the police to account.  

LKJ’s Dread Inna Inglan exposed the police for framing of George Lindo and celebrated the 

local communities’ resistance and resilience in the face of racist police harassment in Bradford 

1979.  The poem helped to frame a successful campaign to release him. His Reggae fi Peach, 

called for the Special Patrol Group to be held accountable for the death of anti-Nazi  

campaigner Blair Peach in 1979. Sunny’s  Lettah, exposed the impact of SUSS and that the 

police defaulted to collective armed violence when dealing with black youth. . Benjamin 

Zephaniah asked ‘Who killed Colin Roach?’. Roach had died of a gunshot wound in the foyer 
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of Stoke Newington Police Station in January 1983.’25  In his work on hybridity, Les Back 

situates black music cultures that bear a complex history. As well as speaking truth to power, 

reggae artists, rappers and poets spoke truth as power. Papa Benjie’s inspector, Buster’s Judge, 

and Macka B’s job interviewer, or colonialist were all mimicked representatives of power (and 

all performed in particularly English accents).  In Police Officer Smiley Culture used the 

mimicked voice of the oppressor as a collective recognition of the institutional racism in 

Britain.  In his cockney voice Smiley Culture mimicked a disparity of power.  He also spoke of 

the duality of British working class experience.  This was more than impersonation.  It was 

political critique demonstrating, as so many black intellectuals had argued, that it is the 

subjugated who understand how a system works in its entirety. Smiley culture certainly 

understood the role of broadcast media in marginalising cultural representation and 

experiences of race in Britain, and in offering faultlines through which to intervene. 

Alongside the bastion of BBC’s pop programming, TOTP, he appeared on ITV’s less 

successful show Earsay, and Channel 4’s late night comedy and music show Saturday Live in 

1985.  Smiley Culture acted as a tourguide into a scene for the external viewer and offer 

collective self representation for those who were familiar with the scene, but who barely saw 

themselves represented in mainstream media in any positive light. For example, he was 

interviewed on Pamela Armstrong’s afternoon chat show for BBC 2 alongside journalist and 

author Robert Maccrum promoting his book The Story of English. He also appeared in Carol 

Jacob’s 1988 documentary Step Forward, about the South East London music scene, along 

side UB40, Courtney Pine, Jah Foundation and Maxi Priest.    The MC was therefore  bridge 

into subterranean scenes and politics, who mapped a sense of community and drew that 

community into broadcast media cultures. 

 

After the success of his appearances on TOTP and a well received cameo in Julien Temple’s 

film Absolute Beginners, Smiley Culture helped to develop Channel 4’s new music programme 

Club Mix.26  The programme, like Channel 4’s other music success 6:20 Soul Train put black 

musicians, producers and presenters to the front.  Channel 4 also recognised the attraction of 

reggae’s mega events.  It broadcast Reggae Sunsplash, when 250,000 people at the Crystal 

Palace ground in 1984 watched Sly and Robbie, Prince Buster and Black Uhuru.  The 
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following year Smiley Culture, Sugar Minott, Third World, and Maxi Priest appeared 

alongside Gregory Isaacs and Sugar Minnott.    As black programming grew Smiley Culture 

was there to host and represent.  He MCd at ‘cross over’ festivals like the Brent Show Alldayer 

at Roundwood Park where he appeared alongside folk punks the Men They Couldn’t Hang.  

He presented Club Mix with co-hosts Baz Bamigboye, David Grant, and Grace Bailey.  It was 

a ‘cocktail of black music, the arts, sport and politics’, a black lifestyle magazine show 

designed as a ‘showcase for black talent’.  One episode for example combined, Somalian 

model Iman, funk band Black Britain and performers of ‘black influenced music’ like Paul 

Weller.27 Other episodes included black writers and fashion designers, or sports personalities. 

In this context Smiley Culture’s police officer was not just poking fun at a generic 

representative of power, he exposed a particularly rooted embodiment of institutional racism.  

So as his song seeped into evening television, schools education and charitable organisation, it 

bore witness to accounts of racism, exposes and calls for justice . If the TOTP audience or 

tabloid readers could accept the narrative that the police stopped Smiley culture because he 

was black and had a nice car, and let him go in exchange for an autograph, then that was one 

first step nearer to acknowledging police set ups, complicity and cover-ups. 

Doubling audiences by doubling his voice worked well for Smiley Culture and for Fashion 

Records.  MacGilliverey told Earsay that any reggae record that sells over 10,000 copies on 

12” was doing very well on a 12”. At the point of one interview for Channel 4’s Earsay , 

Cockney translation had outsold 12,000 and still selling strongly28. As Lez Henry has shown 

black popular culture could simultaneously create an explicit political critique and counter-

narrative, and at the same time speak into being a new form of community.  When speaking in 

a white working-class cockney accent Culture was mimicking a disparity of power but he also 

voiced the duality of British working-class experience.  He is a cockney and he is Black British 

Londoner.  Although Police Officer was his breakthrough single, it was his first and third 

release, ‘Cockney Translation’, that many recognised as his ‘best piece’. 29  The song, set in a 

class room, plays with the different lexicon of youth, translating from patios to cockney, which 

he locates in East London. So a yardy ‘sticks man’ is a Cockney ‘tea leaf’, cockney ’wedge‘, is 

yardy ‘corn’ etc, 'This is extraordinary work, [argued Denselow, beyond its musical qualities, 
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this was social analysis and should be] recommended to sociologists and linguists, in which he 

rapidly translates between black London slang and cockney'. 30  What is shared by both 

however, is ’respect for the different style pronunciation’ - they share a position of recognition.  

 

Representing : London – Britain – Commonwealth - World 

The dub poet, rapper and sound system spoke of, and to, power, and built collective identities. 

They also stood as alternative role models. Smiley Culture’s performance as MC and his status 

as a community spokesperson were the same role.  Smiley Culture’s lyrics and videos often 

emphasised the role of school in identity formation. He told the press that he wanted to 

‘perform [his] songs and lecture in morning assemblies, starting in London’.  He thought that 

working-class kids, black and white should know about the evils of drugs and how important 

an education is31.  His songs like, School Days, encouraged listeners to stick with education. 

He supported the Youth Trade Union Rights Campaign who petitioned parliament against 

withdrawal of benefit for jobless teenagers if they didn’t take up YTS (Youth Training 

Scheme) .32 The way in which Smiley Culture negotiated the institutions of collective 

representations, education, broadcasting and Britain’s colonial past illuminated the formal and 

informal structures of identity in multi-cultural Britain. Although as Denselow noted, Smiley 

Culture was not going to be an easy figure to be incorporated into the traditional idea of ‘role 

model’. 

His relationship with one particular organisation, The Commonwealth Institute, shines a light 

on the slippery faultlines around being heard, and being seen that directly relate voice to social, 

political and cultural representation.  The Commonwealth Institute was independent but 

received substantial government funding. From its launch in 1962 it continued to balance 

education about the wider commonwealth and about the lives of black and ethnic minorities at 

home.  The overall aims were ‘to increase knowledge of and understanding for the 

Commonwealth, its nations and peoples, and the principles upon which it is based; to further 

educational and cultural co-operation and understanding within the Commonwealth’33.  It was 
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therefore simultaneously inward and outward looking, subject to the machinations of the 

politics of government funding in Thatcher’s Britain, changing media opportunities and 

understandings of race in Britain, as well as changing ideas of  the role and form of 

‘education’.  The Institute therefore offers a way into the layers of historical memory of the 

Commonwealth within everyday experiences of black Britain.  It also works as a useful lens to 

see the leaks between Britain’s past and its new global technological present.  

 

As the Commonwealth slipped into numerous discussions of national identity, post-colonial or 

decolonized repositioning, the spaces it created were re-evaluated.  The Commonwealth 

Games, the Commonwealth Institute and its once influential publication, Roundtable, and 

Royal Commonwealth Society, were ‘reduced in importance and became publicists’, for an 

organisation that seemed removed from the public.34 A Commonwealth Institute policy review 

in 1986 mapped the decline of Commonwealth values. It’s attempt to bond local, regional and 

global identities was ’a relic of the past with little or no contemporary value as a political 

association’. 35  However, the Commonwealth structures could still be used to raise issues, 

provide an arena to be heard and recognised, and, unlike Thatcher’s version of the 

Commonwealth perhaps, develop cultural spaces of resistance.  

 

The Commonwealth haunted Britain with the legacies of Empire.  It served to ‘complicate and 

confuse debates around citizenship, national identity and shared values’36.  The Imperial 

Institute, that had been founded in 1893, was reconstituted as the Commonwealth Institute by 

an act of Parliament in 195837 . Ninety per cent of its funding came from the Foreign and 

Commonwealth Office.  There were three stages in the Institute’s development which map the 

stages of the Commonwealth itself more broadly.  They also mark shifts in cultural spaces 

through which local, national, and global identities could be given voice. Up to the end of the 

1970s, the Institute’s role was largely to represent the Commonwealth as it grew from 15 

members in 1962 to 42 members by 1979.  Each new member of the Commonwealth was 

‘represented’ in exhibitions, cultural events and educational programmes. The major summer 

 
34 Srinivasan, Krishnan (2005) The rise, decline and future of the British Commonwealth (Springer) 127. 

35 Srinivasan, Krishnan (2005) The rise, decline and future of the British Commonwealth (Springer) 128 

36 Murphy, Philip (2011) ‘Britain and the Commonwealth: Confronting the past—Imagining the future’, The 

Round Table, 100, 414 280. 

37 Srinivasan, Krishnan (2005) The rise, decline and future of the British Commonwealth (Springer) 127. 



event in 1979 for example, was an exhibition on India designed and built by the National 

Institute of Design Ahmedabad.  Alongside the India exhibition was an exhibit on New Kenya 

– contrasting ‘scenes of Masai Warriors in the bush with the skyline of modern Nairobi.’38   

 

In the second phase from the late 1970s to the late 1980s, the Institute saw its role more as 

‘participation’ with, rather than ‘representation’ of, Commonwealth nations.  In 1979 CI 

appointed a Community Education Officer.   It was important, the Secretary-General of the 

Commonwealth, Shridath S Ramphal told those assembled to celebrate the Institute’s twentieth 

anniversary that the Institute was more than a ‘monument’ to the past.  It had to be a ‘tangible, 

practical, wholly modern symbol of commitment to the Commonwealth’.39 This meant moving 

away from gallery and exhibitions to participatory workshops, conferences and seminars.  The 

Commonwealth wasn’t something to be looked at, it was something to be experienced.  It was, 

however, experienced under specific policy and economic contexts.  

 

In 1980 the Institute’s budget suffered its most severe financial cut. That year’s Annual Report 

admitted that many of their services had been ‘inevitably … curtailed’, but argued that those 

that remained were of an ‘enhanced... quality’.40  The budget cuts brought a focus on 

innovation, particularly in the area of education structured around arts and education both 

within the UK and across the Commonwealth.  The Institute’s Arts Department was founded. 

The new Arts Department concentrated on experimental and innovative ways to engage both 

inward and outwardly.41 They began a tentative Curriculum for Commonwealth Studies, linked 

with Ministries of Education in Commonwealth countries and successful engagement with UK 

based schools. The 112,927 visitors who came to the School Reception Centre came from from 

secondary, middle and primary schools.  It seemed that formal educational provision was more 

successful than the more amorphous public engagement. Whilst the new A-level seminars were 

over subscribed, for example, more general events, such as a debate between journalists on 
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world media coverage, failed to attract an audience.42  In 1981 the Institute began working 

more closely with Commonwealth governments in close-co-operation and mutual benefit.43 

The shift from representation to participation was marked structurally when the Exhibitions 

Department expanded its conference and seminar service in 1985.44 This led the following year 

to a focus on Caribbean engagement specifically around word, voice, and music.  

Programming included, Horace Ove’s film of a Caribbean Music Festival at Wembley in 1970, 

Reggae, (1971)45, children’s film programming and a Caribbean Theatre Season, a Caribbean 

themed ‘Red and Green Christmas’, 46 numerous steel band and music concerts47 as well as 

scholarly publications on Afro-Caribbean literature.48 

 

1986’s ‘Caribbean Focus’ merged the global and domestic and the educational with the 

cultural.  The year that the Commonwealth was dividing over South Africa, the Institute drew 

together Caribbean histories and cultures. A collaboration with Commonwealth Caribbean 

governments and the Commission for Racial Equality in the UK included a performance from 

the Jamaica National Dance Theatre Company, intellectual history programmes and a writers’ 

conference.49  It also marked the growing significance of the Commonwealth’s Education 
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centres at the root of their public successes and a raised profile through the Commonwealth 

Games held in Edinburgh that year.  

 

When Smiley Culture became a public figurehead for the Commonwealth Institute in 1987 it 

was therefore at a moment where debates around the role of culture, poetry, voice, 

participation and new media opportunities intersected. The Mirror announced that ‘Diana likes 

Dire Straits, Edward bops to Marillion, but the Queen is a secret Smiley Culture fan'.  

Apparently, staff at Buckingham Palace ‘no longer [raised] an eyebrow when they hear 

Smiley's unmistakable rap music blaring from Her Majesty's quarters’. The article explained 

that Smiley Culture was working in the interests of the Queen herself.  He had been asked to 

record a special song to commemorate the Commonwealth Institute’s 25th anniversary.  The 

song, 'A Happen' Place', had been sent to the Queen and she had told Culture, ‘she'd really 

enjoyed my rap and said she was very impressed because I'd used my musical talent to help the 

Institute'.50  

 

The song was the result of a competition looking for a ‘Hapnin’[sic] Song’ about the 

Commonwealth to be recorded and released by Culture.  Entrants to the competition were 

limited to one entry per person, aged 8-16.  The song could be submitted to the 

Commonwealth Institute’s Public Relations Office either in written form or recorded on to a 

Cassette.51  The title came from a series of events ‘A Happening Place: The Commonwealth 

Institute Past, Present and Future’, which had been overseen by Reg Carney, the Deputy Head 

of the Information Division, and visited by the Queen in November 1987.52  The first stage of 

the campaign was a major corporate advertising campaign on behalf of CI.  The Institute then 

rolled out Smiley Culture as figurehead as a ‘conscious effort to target young people, hitherto 

addressed indirectly through parents or via the formal education system’.53  As well as leading 

the song competition visitors to the Institute could also go on a Treasure hunt around the 

exhibits with Smiley Culture. Previous PR and advertising had been used to recruit audiences 
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and interest in specific events organised by the Institute, in 1987 there was a shift instead to 

think more broadly about what it meant, and felt like, to be part of the Commonwealth overall.  

 

Competitions and celebrity endorsement were not new to the Institute, nor were they unusual 

for charities more generally, but shifts in their style and presentation track similar changes in 

the sort of voices that were valued and heard.  The Institute’s Poetry Prize was first initiated by 

in 1972.  Its original aim was to find the best volume of poetry that represented a 

Commonwealth country.  It evolved however into a broader and more complex engagement 

with poetry. Poetry was presented as a career and as a conversation, rather than as text bound 

words on a page.54 In 1985 the prize received corporate sponsorship. In 1986 the poetry prize 

gained significant television coverage.  The reach of the prize was extended not only through 

anthology publications and television broadcasts, there was a touring regional poetry event 

across the country. 55 The Institute’s 1987 Jubilee was marked with the publication of an 

anthology of all the winners up to that point.56 Australian poet Philip Salom was 1987’s winner 

of the then renamed British Airways Commonwealth Poetry Prize’57  

 

The Institute publicised its connections with a number of celebrities, often framed as a 

competition.  Rolf Harris opened the Young Artists of the Commonwealth completion in 

October 1979.58 In 1985 Jane Asher judged winners of an art competition around the theme 

‘Environment Under Attack’.59 Actor Art Mailik opened the Christmas exhibition in 1988 ‘The 

Moghul Art of Miniature Painting’.60  The Institute also plugged into the possibilities of 
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children’s broadcasting. The January exhibition in 1980 tied in with John Craven’s Newsround 

Africa for BBC2. 61 In 1988 the Institute joined forces with ITV’s more anarchic programming 

for children; Timmy Mallett’s Wide Awake Club.62  Craven’s programme had successfully 

raised the profile of the Commonwealth when read through the existing image of ‘Africa’. The 

festival celebrating the creative innovation of the commonwealth communities and black and 

ethnic minorities within Britain was less successful.  It seemed as though Commonwealth 

education was more popular when presented by a friendly but authoritative white man, than 

showcasing the artists representing themselves. 63   Smiley Culture, lyrical, local, and in good 

taste, however was the perfect celebrity showman and tour guide, this time acting for the 

Commonwealth. Again he worked in the faultlines of the corporate branding of the 

commonwealth with its dual facing educational goals.   

 

Smiley Culture’s participation coincided with a significant year for the Institute; its Silver 

Jubilee.  The highlight of the year was the Queen’s visit alongside the Jamaican Prime Minister 

Edward Seaga. New developments and restructuring also marked the jubilee year. New 

Officers were appointed in the Institutes three pillars: Arts and Adults, Education Centre and 

Outreach Unit. Alongside soul singer Chyna’s performance at a late night Jubilee dance Party 

(which the Queen did not attend), the architects plans for the Institute that would show in 

design form what a ‘Happening Place’ it would become64. Their headline events were the Year 

of the Rabbit, Trinidad Carnival, Eid-ul-fitr and Diwali Festival of Lights – the last of which 

coincided with the Queen’s visit.   The Institute consolidated its role as the go-to resources 

provider by building up the Education Resource Centre providing teacher’s guides to 

Caribbean Anansi stories, Geography packs on Ghanaian villages, conferences on specific A- 
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Level topics,65 or guides to fancy dress for example66.  The Institute produced guides to 

national costumes for adults and children from India, Ghana, Jamaica, Kenya and Nigeria. The 

Institute also organised a series of pedagogical workshops and training.67 This was aided by 

computerisation of the collections’ catalogue and databases, organising the loans of Teachers 

Packs and mailing lists.68   The model of participation in a ‘volatile climate’ was aided by new 

these media and technological opportunities69. 
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Despite the celebrations in 1987, 1988 was a ‘testing year’ for the Institute.  It struggled with a 

still further reduced budget.  The Institute was at risk of being a much less ‘Happening Place’. 

Reorganisation managed to maintain and increase visitor numbers for that year’s major event a 

Pacific Way exhibition.70  As funding, engagement with formal education became more and 

more central to maintaining the Institute’s role marked by a new post of Director of Education 

and an increase of staff.71  The government’s Educational Reform Bill both opened and shut 

these strategic doors. Whilst on the one hand the new National Curriculum, Foundation 

Subjects and Key Stages allowed the Institute to position itself as a key provider of Teacher 

Packs and learning resources, at the same time the Bill restricted schools charging for non-

essential school trips and changed the rules on collective worship in schools that had been the 

bedrock of the Institutes’ rotating festival celebrations72.   A series of teaching union strikes 

throughout the 1980s disrupted the Institute’s events.73 The Institute was attempting to ride the 

changing global and domestic cultural climate, as well as the ideological and economic shifts 

in funding possibilities.  By 1991 the Chairman began his annual statement by announcing that 

the ‘barometer [was] set to changeable for the Institute’.74   

 

The third stage in the Institute’s development followed. It was optimistically described as a 

period of ‘consolidation’ in the Director General’s Annual report in 1991, eventually ended 

with the removal of permanent displays followed by loss of government funding all together in 

1996.75  

 

 The tensions of its past were reproduced in the tensions around its heritage. A survey of 15-24 

year olds had found that 43% of them did not know what the Commonwealth meant to them. 
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Selling the building would release funds to redirect its work into educational projects across 

the Commonwealth, but the building’s significance had been such that it was listed as a 

national heritage site. The Commonwealth Trust argued for its own redundancy, that like the 

building, its time had past. The Institute was beyond repair and the job could be better done 

with funds released, English Heritage strongly opposed as did the Twentieth Century Society 

and Kensington and Chelsea council. The building was delisted and nearly demolished in 

2006. 76  

 

So which communities count?  

Whilst on the one hand Smiley Culture exemplified how the black British experience could be 

sold to white audiences and broadcasters as set out by Gilroy’s work on ‘marketing of hollow 

defiance’.77  But simultaneously he also demonstrates how the market, national and globally 

also 'enabled black music to travel' and enabled connection between dispersed peoples through 

place and time’. 78  Smiley Culture was well aware of this and analysed it for himself. He 

explained that he had ‘I've come across policemen who tell me that the whole station have 

bought it’, as if making music for police officers’ Xmas parties had been his intent. 79   Smiley 

Culture’s career, like his music showed the complex negotiations made by black British 

working class communities; moving between hybrid,  appropriated and re-appropriated 

cultures,  everyday experiences versus formal organisation, opposition versus homogenization’ 

80.  According to LKJ – they beat the Black Panther movement by giving ‘them all jobs in the 

CRE or something’. Resistance became ‘incorporated into the state’. Smiley Culture’s role in 

The Commonwealth raises similar issues. In order to find space to signify communities into 

being, and to demand that their heritage, and legacies are acknowledged, what incorporation 

must the tour guide need to accept. Smiley Culture suggests that the interloping MC, the tour 

guide, changes the structures through which voices can be heard, and can recognise one 

another.  
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 In many ways Smiley Culture sums up a Britain that blended Thatcherite entrepreneurialism 

with grassroots DIY subculture.  It is fitting therefore that he was the MC at Brixton 

Academy’s retrospective end of the decade party.81 By the end of the ‘90s Smiley Culture was 

a reference point for a decade past. He was used an example of a one hit wonder in the ‘decade 

that taste forgot’ and as a warning to other musicians ‘about the perils of being pigeonholed as 

a local reggae novelty’.82  However his death re-wrote his significance and  

suggests both the power and limits of cultural resistance. Whilst having a voice may build a 

community and challenge structures of representation, Culture’s death suggested a more 

structurally rigidly divided society than can be encapsulated in a lyric’s narrative structure or 

hook. On the 15 March 2011 Smiley Culture died.  His house was raided during an ongoing 

police investigation for a conspiracy drugs charge. Smiley Culture had been allowed to go into 

the kitchen to make himself a mug of tea during the interview following the raid.  A Police 

officer who had had dealings with the musician previously had found him to be ‘courteous, 

respectful, and compliant’ and therefore low risk.   However, once in the kitchen, Smiley 

Culture screamed ‘Do you fucking want some of this?’ as he stabbed himself in the heart using 

a knife from his kitchen. 83   

 

The IPCC ruled that police involved in the raid would not face charges but did raise concerns 

about several areas of the operation.  Smiley Culture’s family released a statement demanding 

that the police explain how he died and challenged the idea that he had been suicidal.  His 

death coincided with the thirtieth anniversary of Brixton Riots and the police shooting of Mark 

Duggan and the death of Grace Croce. 84 In echoes of the original response to the injuries that 

were inflicted on Groce in Brixon thirty years before, Smiley Culture’s friends and family set 

up a Justice for Smiley Culture campaign.  Experiences of racism past reiterated racism in the 

present. Marchers played Police Officer as they Marched from Wandsworth Rd to New 
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Scotland Yard under the slogan ‘No Justice, No Peace’.   Memorials for Groce and for Culture 

remembered and reminded the present of the past.85 They also marked the cultural routes, local 

and international, and global, through which race was experienced every day.  
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