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[0:00:00] 
 
Kieran Connell: So what I was going to ask first of all was what brought you to the Centre, if you can remember, in 

the first instance. 
 
Chas Critcher: Well, it was a kind of accident, really. I was originally going to read American Studies at Warwick, but 

I had a problem with one of my English exams, in which I got an E instead of an A, so I didn’t go to 
Warwick, I had to stay and retake that and a couple of other exams in the January. And in the 
meantime I’d slightly changed my focus. I’d kind of started to move leftwards, really. I’d become 
much more interested in social problems. And my understanding of a subject that was social 
problems was Sociology, but I also knew, and was familiar with, English and certain aspects of 
English were my thing. So what I ended up doing, to cut a long story short, was applying to do 
English and Sociology at Birmingham, because Birmingham had a huge, and I don’t know if it still 
has, combined honours programme, where you could do – not almost anything with anything, but 
across Arts, Social Sciences, Languages and odd things like PE, you could do any combination you 
wanted. I don’t know how they managed the timetable, but… So I looked at English and Sociology. 
In between retaking my A levels and coming to Birmingham, I spent four months in what was then 
called an approved school, which is a detention facility for serious youthful criminals under the age of 
17. That was life transforming, being there. That changed my life, my ideas, my sense of who I was. 
So I ended up doing English and Sociology at Birmingham University and I arrived in Birmingham 
University in ’65… Yeah, that would be right, ’65. So I started doing English and Sociology and I was 
taught by, amongst other people, Richard, Stuart, Michael and some people in Sociology that 
nobody else will remember, a man called Julian Nargell, who was a Hungarian refugee, Charles 
Madge, who was professor of Sociology, who used to give the most boring lectures but had actually 
been a member of Mass Observation in the 1930s and was a well known poet. A brilliant political 
theorist, who was an anarchist, called Geoffrey Ostergard and at one time I was also taught by Dick 
Atkinson. Do you know about Dick Atkinson? We haven’t got time today. Ask Stuart about Dick 
Atkinson sometime. So I went – I actually went – and I was just gobsmacked by all these people. Of 
course then, because I was doing English and Sociology, I started to connect the two together, 
although they weren’t – I mean, what you did was – I think you did eight courses a year, so you did 
four in English and four in Sociology. There were no joint courses and they weren’t really referring to 
each other. But over the course of three years, I started to put these two things together. And then 
when I rather unexpectedly got a first, because I shouldn’t have got a first, really, because I spent all 
my time – I skipped a load of lectures and spent all my time on university politics. Right at the end I 
put in a huge effort. But I remember [laughs] there was a conference on Culture Studies, I think the 
first year I was a PhD student, and Leslie Fiedler, who was a very important American at that time, 
wrote a book called The Middle Against Both Ends about popular culture, came over, and I took him 
on in a public forum. And I got a little note from Richard saying, ‘For someone who got a 2:2 in your 
finals paper in culture and society, I think you might be a little bit more reticent.’ [Laughs] But it was 
kind of natural. I was gravitating towards, you know, making the connections between English and 
Sociology when I was an undergraduate at Birmingham. It was just… 

 
Kieran Connell: So were you doing, as an undergraduate in English partly, the option that you could do an 

undergraduate in Cultural Studies as a student?  
 
Chas Critcher: No, there was no such thing when I was an undergraduate, no, no, no. There was no Cultural 

Studies undergraduate teaching. There were people like Richard Hoggart, but even he didn’t teach – 
I mean, the uses of literacy didn’t appear anywhere on either syllabus. Sociology, which I can talk to 
you about at length – the Sociology at that time was dominated by structural functionalism and talk of 
Parsons, or little empirical British studies like family and kinship in East London. And then the 
English, I avoided Medieval English. I did mainly the modern novel – not that I – I wasn’t happy with 
Shakespeare, so I did a load of handpicked things. Leavis, the other thing was Leavis of course, and 
that whole – there were certain connections that could be made. So I ended up at the Centre, partly 
because I was at Birmingham, I knew Stuart Hall, I know Richard. I applied to the Centre. I didn’t 
think I’d get there, but I got a first and I got a grant, so… 

 
Kieran Connell: To do a PhD?  
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Chas Critcher: Yeah, I got three years to do a PhD off what was then called the DES, Department of Education and 

Science.  
 
Kieran Connell: So that would have been in…what year roughly, late ‘60s? 
 
Chas Critcher: That was 1969, because the big student sit in that I was on the executive for was in ’68. 
 
Kieran Connell: Okay. Since you mentioned it, I mean, what was the political atmosphere around campus then?  
 
Chas Critcher: Well, ’68, I was on the students union executive. It was 1968 and there was – certainly across the 

developed world, in France and Germany and elsewhere, ’68 was the big year of student rebellion. 
And so there was a very strong sense of political change, political engagement, but also – this is also 
the time of hippies. So there was not only a political, there was also a kind of cultural… I mean, the 
‘60s get a bad press now, understandably so, but there was a real sense of, we are going to change 
things. We’re going to change universities, we’re going to change the bourgeois family and so on 
and so forth. So there was quite a strong sense of – and that’s where my involvement in Handsworth 
came in, because when I was an undergraduate, a few of us got to thinking we wanted to do 
something. And we weren’t in the IES or the IMG or any of those other kind of left wing sets, or the 
Labour Party, we just felt somehow we were left, new left but not old left and not a sectarian left. And 
at that time there was quite a lot of what was called community action, where, you know, 
undergraduates – graduates would go and plonk themselves in a deprived community and 
simultaneously do good and try and raise the consciousness of the local proletariat, which is why we 
ended up in Handsworth in 40 Hall Road, which we founded immediately on graduating. I think we 
started it the September after we graduated. 

 
Kieran Connell: Was Ranjit [Sondhi] someone you met in Handsworth or…?  
 
Chas Critcher: Ranjit came later. I can’t remember how we – I think we came across Ranjit because someone in the 

house – I mean, the house – and I can’t remember how long – it started in ’69 and it would have 
gone on to about ’77, ’78, so I guess it would have been about eight years, and there was a constant 
– not a constant turnover but various people came and went for different reasons. And I think 
someone else in the house met or knew about Ranjit and he came over and had a chat, because he 
was a brilliant physicist. He was supposed to go home and help build India’s bomb [laughs]. That’s 
what he was supposed to do, but he never did go home. I don’t know what happened to his sister. 
She got into – something bizarre, she got into an arranged marriage with a gay bloke so she could 
stay in Britain, but I never quite know what happened to her. I must ask him when I see him. 

 
Kieran Connell: How did that atmosphere of political radicalism on campus but then also in Hall Road in Handsworth 

that you were involved in, how did that relate to the atmosphere that you found when you began 
doing your PhD at the Centre?  

 
Chas Critcher: Well, it was really – it was about challenging orthodoxy. And what happened in the Centre in a 

curious kind of way is that the challenge to orthodoxy became itself anorthodoxy, which then became 
challenged, which is why I was saying to Stuart on Wednesday, I don’t know how he put up with it, 
really. I mean, we were a bunch of rebellious buggers and if you put - you know, if you put this thing 
in front of us, we would immediately challenge it. And if we had a meeting and we decided to do 
something else then somebody else would challenge that. So it was constant challenging of 
orthodoxy, almost, I think, at times for its own sake. And all these things I say I’m including myself in, 
right? It’s not them, it was really us. That’s how we behaved. So I think there was a very strong 
sense in the University, in the curriculum, in Sociology, which is why I mentioned how awful 
Sociology was, and in English Literature and other areas, of challenging the orthodoxy. And what 
came out – that’s the negative part of it. And the positive part is that out of those series of challenges 
there emerged a coherent alternative, which is what’s the alternative to this kind of Sociology, what’s 
the alternative to that kind of English, and that alternative came out to be different versions of 
Cultural Studies. So out of the big negative, which was the challenge to orthodoxy, came this ever 
changing dynamic but genuinely, in its own terms, revolutionary – I wouldn’t call it a discipline, field 
of Cultural Studies. And that – I mean, I cannot stress to you enough that we had no idea what we 
were doing. I don’t think we did. When I say we, it’s my assessment that I don’t think we understood 
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what was going on. We didn’t realise we were kind of founding something that would have, for a 
while, an enormous effect. We were just a bunch of rather rowdy opinionated postgraduates, 
knocking around in three rooms on the top floor of [laughs] the art block. I mean, people have this 
idea that it was some kind of, you know, glass and concrete building with a big notice out and 
dynamic things going on, teams of people working feverishly. It wasn’t like that at all. It was kind of 
ramshackle and we didn’t have any resources, we never got any funds. 

 
[0:10:36] 
 
Kieran Connell: You mentioned the challenging of authority. I mean, was that something that you found was, like, 

encouraged more at the Centre than it was, say, in Charles Madge’s Sociology? 
 
Chas Critcher: Oh yeah, absolutely. I mean, once Stuart had taken over from Richard, then fairly obviously the 

whole thing was open. And one of the things about the Centre, and it was a strength, not a 
weakness, was they were extremely democratic. I mean, Stuart was laughing the other night, nobody 
could do that now. Nobody could give two senior lecturers and a – which is all we had a lot of the 
time. There was Stuart and Michael, that’s all there was. And a wonderful secretary called Joan 
Good, who was a Daily Mail reader but ran the place, wonderful woman. And then just let them get 
on with this kind of - you know, have all these PhD students milling about and producing all this work 
and so on and so forth. I mean, it was, as they say, a space which opened up in the institution, which 
– as Stuart said, you couldn’t do that now. There’s no way that that would be permitted or allowed in 
any shape or form. And that was part of the whole ‘60s thing, as I said, with the spaces. And for me, 
community action was another space, which has also been closed down, because you can’t do this 
kind of stuff now because the rules have changed, about benefits and so on and so forth. So there 
were certain spaces where you could occupy and try and bring about change. So I think that’s why – 
that’s how the Centre was. It was this continuous engine of change. So once something threatened 
to become an orthodoxy, then in turn that was – and yet somehow out of all that there came this 
enormous intellectual creativity. I mean, it was just – looking back again, I don’t know how we did it. 
But we were young, I guess, that’s one of the things. 

 
Kieran Connell: In terms of the mechanics of the engine that you were just talking about there, I mean, in one sense 

you were describing it as being quite like – almost like a ramshackle operation to begin with in one 
way, but then also on the other hand there was certain characteristics that seemed distinct from - as 
you say, other ways of doing intellectual practice. For example, the subgroups, perhaps the 
subgroups. How did the subgroups and then the Tuesdays, the general meetings, the Monday 
seminars, how did that all – how did they all link together, would you say?  

 
Chas Critcher: I’m going to have to say something, Kieran. I can’t remember a lot of this, right? 
 
Kieran Connell: Okay. 
 
Chas Critcher: I really cannot. I mean, I looked at your list of questions and I thought, that is 45 years ago. 
 
Kieran Connell: Sure, that’s no problem. 
 
Chas Critcher: I’ve had three children, two marriages, you know, seven failed attempts by my football team to get 

out of Division One in the playoffs, and they did it again this year, and I really can’t remember. We 
did, when we met last week, have a bit of a reminisce about it. And I do remember certain kinds of 
things. I remember the structuralism and the cowboy. We did – we had read Levy Strauss and we 
analysed the western, which I think in retrospect was a terrific project, which I tried to sabotage, 
because structuralism seemed to me too much like the Sociology I’d been given. It was another 
abstract theory about the way human society worked and it didn’t seem to me to have anything to do 
with any recognisable human life, and of course, looking back now, it was about something else. It 
was about how to read societies in text, almost. So my recollection of it all, I was never really in a 
subgroup, because the only subgroup I was really in was the police and the crisis group. So I wasn’t 
in the literature subgroup or the youth culture subgroup. Because my relationship with the Centre 
was always slightly ambiguous because I always had one foot in it and one foot out of it. So I 
became very intensely involved for certain periods of time but then I’d be pulled back into 
Handsworth by something or other. So I was never in a subgroup. The theory seminars… I mean, 
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again, they were very… [Sighs] They were very intense. There was too much, I think, by all of us, an 
emphasis on trying to get things right rather than say, well, this is part of the mix, so, you know 
Gramschi and then Althusser and Levy Strauss or whoever was put up was probably knocked down 
and what we didn’t see, and I think probably only Stuart understood, was that these were all part of 
the mix, yeah, Richard Hoggart, Raymond Williams, EP Thompson, Levy Strauss, Althusser, 
Gramschi and then later on Lacan, yeah, they were all – what we were doing was kind of – well, 
without really knowing what we were doing, was trying to take the best from all of those perspectives 
in order to create something else. But if you ask me now, you know, which theoretical sessions had 
the most impact, I honestly can’t – I remember some of the external speakers. I remember Julia 
Mitchell. I’m afraid I sat there open mouthed because she was both brilliantly intelligent and 
stunningly beautiful, which wasn’t a reaction I was supposed to have to a feminist critic [laughs]. 
Don’t you dare put that anywhere, yeah? Howard Becker came and was how you would expect 
Howard Becker to be, slightly off the wall. And a lot of – as Stuart said the other night, anybody who 
was anybody came to the Centre at some time or another to give – Germaine Greer was there for a 
while.  

 
[0:16:16] 
 
Kieran Connell: Really?  
 
Chas Critcher: Yeah. 
 
Kieran Connell: I even saw in the archives that Mary Whitehouse was invited. 
 
Chas Critcher: Yeah. 
 
Kieran Connell: She said no [laughs]. But I mean – so in terms of – you mentioned the external speakers then. I 

mean, what was your – and you also talked before in different things that we’ve done together – 
about going – the different worlds of Edgbaston to Handsworth. And so what – can you say a little bit 
more about that process and how that all – did that make sense at the time?  

 
Chas Critcher: Well, to begin with it was a kind of – it was two parts of me and I didn’t know how they fitted together. 

Because clearly part of me was some kind of an intellectualist, whatever that is. That’s not a word I 
like, but some kind of an intellectualist or an academic, and I liked it and I enjoyed it and it was part 
of me, but it frustrated me because it didn’t give what I wanted, which was some kind of direct 
attempt to make a difference. For me, making an intellectual difference wasn’t enough. So they were 
really – and of course the people in Hall Road were not academics or - you know, they were all 
graduates but they had quite different interests and backgrounds. So it was only me that was going 
backwards and forwards. And then very slowly they started – and this was part of the thing that 
Policing the Crisis did, was that the two things came together, and the mugging case, which – of 
course I knew two of the three boys, because they lived quite near to Hall Road. And it was at that 
point I realised that actually the academic had something to say about what was going on in the 
community, because those sentences – I mean, it was a vicious crime. I still think, even in the new 
edition of Policing the Crisis, we underestimate the violence. I mean, they did permanently brain 
damage the man. Let’s be clear about it, he was already a – he already had a drink problem, so I 
think his brain was probably damaged already, but they did – I mean, they did seriously – it wasn’t 
just, you know, knocking him over and taking his keys. They went back and hit him with a brick, 
come on. But nevertheless, the sentences, even for a crime like that, were completely over the top. 
So we then realised something was going on here about a perception of crime in areas like 
Handsworth that needed an intellectual understanding. But then later on I kind of drifted out of the 
Centre. I mean, I became more and more involved in the community work, but also I started – 
because the grant ran out, I then had to earn some money and I started teaching for the Open 
University. So my commitment to the Centre – and I got a funded research job in the Sociology 
Department. So I kind of dipped in and out a lot of the time to begin with and over a period of time I 
dipped in and out less and less. I mean, it was really – Policing the Crisis was the big thing. I was 
absolutely committed to that. But I wasn’t a member of a subgroup. I dipped in and out of some of 
the other things. I was involved in the internal politics early on… and I think I was a pretty destructive 
influence. And I would – I mean, I was quite an aggressive bloke. I was very voluble. I had the, I’m a 
working class lad, you’re a load of middle class wankers, chip on my shoulder.  
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[0:19:45] 
 
Kieran Connell: That class thing though, I mean, that’s something that other people have also mentioned, about – it 

was a class thing, but you’ve also talked about wanting to make a difference and the sense maybe 
that making an academic difference wasn’t enough. 

 
Chas Critcher: Yeah. 
 
Kieran Connell: Was that a real frustration then with the work that was going on at the Centre, that it was – not naval 

gazing and not ivory tower, but it wasn’t grounded enough in the so-called real world?  
 
Chas Critcher: Well, yes and no. I mean, my PhD, which shamefully I never finished, of course was on football. So 

what I was trying to do was to use the intellectual tools to make sense of popular culture. So in that 
extent – I mean, I wasn’t reading Althusser and I’ve never been happy – I respect theoreticians but I 
don’t have that kind of a mind. But for me, it was - you know, my PhD, and I did write quite a lot 
about it, was about football, which became a concern with leisure, which in turn was a concern with 
political consciousness and popular culture. So to that extent I don’t think I could have been doing, 
you know, what the people in literature did, even though I have a lot of respect for Chris and other 
people, because that wouldn’t have been too far away. So there were all these points of connection, 
one with the other, for me and sometimes those points of connection were fairly loose and at other 
times they were very intense. So I mean, I must have wanted to do both. If I hadn’t wanted to do the 
intellectual thing, I’d have gone and become a community activist, wouldn’t I, or I’d have joined IS or 
something? So for me, the tension was a creative one. I think it was a creative one. Stuart once said 
to me, “You should have written up that community action experience,” because nobody ever did and 
it was a whole – I mean, it was a massive – I can’t describe to you how much work there was in the 
late ‘60s and 1970s going on in various deprived neighbourhoods up and down the country. I mean, 
now we don’t even have any advice centres, but there was an advice centre on every bloody corner. 
And had I written it up, that would have kind of closed another circle, because I’d have written it up, 
yeah – I was too exhausted by the end to do anything. I’d have written it up in a way that would have 
become an intellectual account of political practice. So though I had this persona of, you don’t know 
what’s going on in the real world, I do, right, which I regard as – I’m now ashamed of a lot of what I 
did in the ‘70s, I think, and hit people over the head with it, “You don’t know blah, blah, blah, blah.” 
Actually for me the connections were important and valuable, otherwise I wouldn’t have been an 
academic, would I? I’d have said, “Well, this is all bourgeois rubbish, I’ll go and go with the people,” 
which some people did. Some people who came in and out of the Centre did say, “I don’t want to do 
this. I’m going to go and sell Socialist Worker down at the Longbridge plant,” or whatever it was. So 
for me, I think it was always – there were always tensions, but they were more creative than not, I 
think, between the two. 

 
Kieran Connell: And what about the broader political atmosphere within the Centre then, particularly about – I mean, 

we’ve talked about the different strands of Socialism and Marxism that were active, but also the 
women’s liberation movement came in and race might have come in slightly later. 

 
Chas Critcher: Yeah. Well, there were the three great ways. One was the class, right? I mean, Tony and John and I, 

for instance, all came from respectable working class families, and I think that was true of a lot of – 
there was a Scots lad called Ian Connelly, who tragically later committed suicide, and Gregor 
McLelland, who was another Scots lad later on, very – I think Gregor might have been a bit 
bourgeois. But [laughs] … And it was young working class lads. We’d all been to grammar school. 
We’d got to university and we’d all got some money to do PhDs. We were the heirs apparent of 
Williams and Hoggart. We were the scholarship boys who’d made it, but we had a slightly different 
take on that experience, and so we kind of moulded Cultural Studies in our own image. You can 
trace that through the publications. And Resistance through Rituals is the marker of that, but it also 
has within it the marker of what was to come next, which is Angela and the feminism. And of course 
the feminism – that’s what I was saying about orthodoxy. As soon as there became an orthodoxy 
around class, along come the feminists, which is a burgeoning political movement, and say, “Hang 
on, we don’t accept this. There’s another way of looking at the world. This is our way of looking at the 
world.” And that inevitably caused personal tensions, sexual tensions, and they were as challenging 
to our orthodoxy as we’d been to the orthodoxy before us. And again, that was both negative, there 
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were lots of rows, there was lots of accusations of sexist language and behaviour and so on and so 
forth, but the women, in order to make their point, became enormously productive. I mean, there’s 
this negative polarity going on, you know. The positive meets the negative and the charge comes. 
And then later on, of course – this was then slightly after my time of really being involved, then you 
had the race thing, which again came along and said, hang on, this Marxist feminist thing is okay, 
because that was one of the variations of the compromise that came out of that, but what about 
imperialism and race and so on. And in a sense the Centre kind of floundered when there wasn’t 
anything after that, because what came after that was postmodernism, which is… [Laughs] You 
know, which is – none of this makes any sense, why are you worrying about it, etc. So I actually think 
that, though they were antagonistic and very negative and cost people a lot emotionally, each wave 
was enormously productive precisely because we’re going to make our case, women take issue, the 
empire strikes back, become indirect reposts to resistance through rituals, the working class culture 
and so on. So you’ve got those – each wave coming through. And the tragedy, in a way, was the 
next wave to come along wasn’t a wave at all but something else entirely, which for me, from where I 
sit, though I can see elements of it are important, was turning its back on the big structural questions 
and going back into a kind of concern with – an over concern with the dynamics of culture, which 
then – for me, what postmodernism does is to misread structure as culture and turn its back on the 
big structural questions in order to tackle what were real changes in the culture of post industrial 
capitalism. And they were real ones. And, you know, multichannel TV validates that. But out there in 
the real world, he said, the working class and women and black people are still getting screwed and 
even more so in the last five years. So I mean, there are other things that happened in the Centre. 
Once Stuart had left, I think, the – I mean, Richard was good. Richard in all kinds of ways was good, 
but I don’t – and I was really outside it by then, I don’t think he quite had the repertoire of skills that 
Stuart had, or the capacity to absorb conflict. I mean, Stuart just took – I mean, each time there was 
a rebellion, it figured on Stuart, he was to blame for. And I don’t know how he lasted as long as he 
did. It was enormous. 

 
[0:27:25] 

 
Kieran Connell: Just to follow up from that, I mean, what was the influence of the staff members? And obviously you 

were there when Hoggart was around as well. 
 
Chas Critcher: Yeah. He was on his way out literally. He’d got a UNESCO job. He was handing over the reigns. I’d 

encountered him as an undergraduate. 
 
Kieran Connell: So what was the influence of – 
 
Chas Critcher: I’ve read some of Hoggart’s accounts of it afterwards. I mean, he sounds as if, you know, he was let 

down by what came after, but he must have known what Stuart was. I mean, Stuart was the brightest 
of his generation. If you choose Stuart as your deputy, you must realise that if you go, what’s going to 
happen. And I think – he went off to UNESCO and he never came back. I don’t think we ever 
expected him to come back. He – I mean, but he created it. He created and used the space in the 
University to set up something, which – he later seemed to regret that it became what it was, but 
nevertheless he did that and he was in a position to do that as a professor of English and so on and 
so forth. So had he not done that, it would never have taken that form. So I know people have various 
views about it, but I thought - you know, from where I was, I thought he handed over fairly graciously, 
though Stuart may have a slightly different view of that. I know he then said things about various 
people, which in some accounts that I’ve read, my jaw dropped open. I thought, well, that’s not – that’s 
such an interpretation of what was going on. But from his point of view, you could see he wanted to 
set up a particular version of Cultural Studies, which these people were clearly intent on destroying. 
So I don’t blame him if he got a bit peeved about that because that wasn’t his project. But I guess – I 
don’t know, he’s now not compos mentis is he. I don’t know if he would have revised his view. But 
certainly from his writings, he remained in some ways quite bitter about it, I think, didn’t he, which I 
think is a shame. We need to get over our bitterness, really.  

 
Kieran Connell: But I mean, when he did leave and Stuart took over, not withstanding the kind of emphasis on 

breaking down those conventional barriers between professor and postgraduate, what was Stuart’s 
influence intellectually - given obviously you worked really closely with him on Policing the Crisis, what 
was his influence intellectually?  
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[29:55] 
 
Chas Critcher: Well, I mean, it was enormous. I mean, he’s without doubt one of the cleverest people I’ve ever met 

anywhere in any context, but also not – clever without any sense of his own cleverness. I think that’s 
very important. But I think actually – I mean, his intellectual leadership – he showed us the way to 
Gramschi and Althusser and later Lacan and so on. I mean, he really – he still reads evidently, 
voraciously, and he’d read in French and you’d sit there terrified. But he never tried to – I mean, he’d 
kind of show you. He’d say, “There are some interesting things here.” But he would never say, “And 
the right way to interpret these is…” Never, ever. Always open, open to revising his own position. But I 
think, and I said this when we were having this reminiscence evening, as important as that intellectual 
leadership was his ability to steer the Centre politically. I think that’s a very unusual combination, to 
have someone who’s a very, very clever intellectual but also able to absorb and run with the Centre 
politically, both internally and externally. Very unusual. And in a stat sense, I think, either people 
before or after couldn’t have done what Stuart did, looking back now. You could do one or the other. 
You could be a political animal or you could be intellectual, but to be able to do both I think was quite 
unusual. And of course, I mean, I think there was an enormous – I mean, I’m not into any species of 
Freudianism, but there was an awful lot of Stuart as daddy going on. We were young and here was 
this guy who was – I mean, what would he have been then? In 1970 he would have been in his late 
thirties. Bright bloke, handsome, personable, he was the figurehead, lots of ambivalence. I’m not 
lapsing here into psychology, I’m trying to look back and realise – and I said this the other night, there 
was an enormous amount of emotional energy – intellectual and emotional – and Stuart had to absorb 
a lot of that. Things were directed at him when they were nothing to do with him. People were 
projecting onto him all kinds of other things. So I think that’s my view of that is, yes, he’s a brilliant 
intellectual but also a brilliant leader, and I don’t think we appreciated that then. I don’t think we – I 
think we understood the intellectual thing. I don’t think we really understood how difficult it was to steer 
that ship. It really was. 

 
Kieran Connell: So in terms of the politics that you mentioned that you thought he helped to steer internally but also 

externally, do you think that means in relation to the wider university, like the relationship between the 
Centre and the…?  

 
Chas Critcher: Yeah. He did some of that and that was not visible to us. I mean, we couldn’t see what he had to go 

and talk to the Dean about. I mean, it wasn’t like it is today, so there was more room for manoeuvre. 
But he said at dinner the other night that there was a review of the Centre in the faculty at one stage 
and he was called in to see the head of the Centre for West African Studies, a Professor, who said, 
“We’ve had this review and we’ve decided to keep the Centre open. But,” he said, “Stuart, let me give 
you a piece of advice. You will never get a chair in this University.” And when Stuart told me that, I 
thought, I had no idea that that kind of thing – that he had to defend it, he had to negotiate with these 
people, but also in a way you didn’t feel challenged within the University. There was some hostility but 
we didn’t perceive it. But also it was the international thing, because Stuart had all these…there were 
people coming from America and France and Italy. One of the things he did was to activate this 
enormous intellectual network. So the Centre was not only Birmingham and British but became 
international. And again, that was a dimension that I think he brought to the whole enterprise, which 
again other people might have been able to do some of but not all of. 

 
Kieran Connell: Do you remember…have you got any recollection of – I mean, you’ve kind of touched a bit on this 

already, but do you have any recollection of the crises of the Centre, particular moments that stand 
out in your mind?  

 
Chas Critcher: No, I think I must have expunged them from my memory on the grounds of shame. I do remember – 

the thing I remember was one September, we came back after the summer - and there was a woman 
called Rachel Powell, who had written a satire based on the Centre, quite a vicious satire, and put it 
up on the wall. And I was…because at that time I said fuck a lot. This was my way of proving my 
working class credentials. And I thought that was, at the time, pretty horrible. And that was – for me, 
that was the lowest point I remember. And I also remember there were certain people – and I don’t 
think I want to say on the tape, but there were some people who came in at certain times, who I felt 
had an agenda that was a different agenda, that wasn’t an agenda about – we want to get this right, 
we’re in this together, we’re going to have collective arguments, but I have got a superior position and 
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I don’t really know why I’m worrying about all you people because you’re clearly not up to it and I am. 
They were – my word would be precious. And I think those people were as debilitating, I think they 
were debilitating to Stuart, as the fact that feminists came along and said, you know, “We’re not 
having this male hegemony anymore.” And you kind of argued about it but they were right [laughs]. So 
in the end - you know, not right about everything but right in principle. But I don’t remember the great 
stormings out or manifesto pieces or… Because I thought those were normal behaviour. I mean, it 
seems to me the Centre was in a permanent state of crisis. There might have been times when we got 
on and did some work, but when we had our meetings they were always acrimonious. There was 
always someone shooting a line. I thought that was normal behaviour. Now,I think it’s bizarre. But no, I 
don’t, I don’t, but again that’s partly because I was in and out. So if there was a big theoretical – big 
meeting, I might get there, but if there was something in Handsworth, if someone was sick and 
couldn’t do their duty in the shop front, then I’d do that. So I kind of dipped in and out. So I’m probably 
not the best person to ask about that because I often wasn’t there when these things happened and I 
heard accounts of them afterwards.  

 
[0:36:39] 
 
Kieran Connell: I mean, one of the things that’s interesting is the current climate within academia obviously is all about 

REF and publishing for the sake of REF. What was the motivation, if you remember, behind the 
publishing of Policing the Crisis, but then also (overspeaking 0:36:54). 

 
Chas Critcher: I was reading that thing, that Fads and Fashions, and I can’t remember writing – I wrote the 

introduction and the conclusion. I say I wrote it, I drafted it and then various people commented on it, 
but I actually did write the – I can’t remember writing it. But it wasn’t – we weren’t thinking, oh, we’re 
going to put our names on the map or get half a million pounds from the Social Science Research 
Council. It was just in there. It was an intellectually creative urge. We had things to say. We wanted to 
say them and we thought we were trying to challenge the orthodoxy. Well, you can’t challenge the 
orthodoxy unless you engage with it, and that meant thinking, writing, doing things. And so I couldn’t 
say. And somewhere between – where did Resistance through Rituals come from. I don’t know. There 
were some stencilled papers, one about teddy boys, one about mods and one about skinheads, and 
they became a kind of field there that became – who decided to write Policing the Crisis? I have no 
idea. I honestly can’t remember. But in that atmosphere you just did it.  You wrote Fads and Fashions 
or, in my case, Race in the Provincial Press. You were always writing anything, except your PhD, in 
my case [laughs]. You were always writing, always writing, always engaged in something, an article or 
a chapter or something else, and that was just part of the Centre. And as I’ve already said off record, 
there were some people who didn’t write in that way but who made other kinds of contributions to the 
Centre. But what I remember most about the Centre is the sound of the Gestetner. Has everybody 
said this to you? The Gestetner was a hand – you did a stencilled paper and you typed it on a carbon 
and if you made a mistake you had to correct it with an ancient version of Tippex, and then if you 
produced some of those reports, you would just produce each page – you’d put the stencil on the 
drum, you’d turn it round. You want 50 copies, it would go around 50 times, that’s it and then you’d 
collate them at the end. It was all done by hand. But that Gestetner never stopped. It was always – so 
Ros’ 30 pages would have been – because there were no photocopiers or anything, would have been 
done on a Gestetner and she’d have stood there and done that with it. But that was a kind of – if 
you’re looking back, that’s a symbol of the productivity, it was always going. There was always 
something, an internal paper, a chapter of a PhD, something - there was always something being 
produced. It was a very – it’s part of that energy, it was a very febrile atmosphere, which – you were 
constantly engaged with producing something. If you were in a subgroup or you were writing a 
stencilled paper or an addition – Working Papers in Cultural Studies came out of the fact that we had 
so many stencilled papers coming out that we thought, well, can’t we – there are all these other 
journals that we think are largely rubbish, can’t we set up our own. And again, I can’t tell you who – 
you may know who made that decision when, where and how. I guess it was at the collective meeting, 
somebody said, “Why don’t we put them all together and bind them, and what shall we call it, Working 
Papers in Cultural Studies.” So you didn’t have a strategy. It was all improvised. None of these things, 
Resistance Through Rituals, Policing the Crisis, Women Take Issue, were planned in any long term 
way that you’d have to have now your five year REF plan, all of that bollocks [laughs]. We didn’t have 
any of that, we just kept going, and as long as you were engaged and committed, the work came out.  
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Kieran Connell: What the process of group work actually like on a practical level? I mean, that’s another thing that 
goes against the grain of the contemporary climate. 

 
[40:31] 
 
Chas Critcher: Yeah. 
 
Kieran Connell: Can you remember – does anything…?  
 
Chas Critcher: Well, the main thing I – as I say, I wasn’t really in a subgroup. I mean, the Resistance Through Rituals, 

they used a bit for the pamphlet that I wrote on structures, guts and biographies, which I wish in 
retrospect I’d done more of, but that’s neither here nor there. But writing Policing the Crisis was a very 
particular kind of activity, I think reflecting the Centre, that it could not have been without Stuart, but he 
couldn’t have written it on his own, right? He’s still – I mean, you’ve seen the new edition, I suppose, 
the introduction, the new part that he’s written at the beginning - he wrote and other people he 
commented on and made quite extensive comments, particularly Tony and John, particularly around 
the theory stuff about the changing nature of the state. I was – I didn’t, partly because theories of the 
state are not my bag, but partly because I was busy with family stuff. And it was my idea then that the 
way we should handle the rest of us was to write very short pieces. I said, “Look, we’re not going to 
get – we can’t write collectively, we’re all over the place.” It’s alright saying the word comments, but I 
know how busy these guys are and you can’t – or some of them are. But I mean, if you read Policing 
the Crisis, there are bits – I can remember sitting in the British Museum Library at Colindale, going 
through editions of the Sunday Express, looking for references to mugging. I mean, we did that kind of 
hard graft. And I remember arguing in Stuart’s garden at Prospect Road over tea, the using moral 
panics as part of Chapter 9, which people weren’t much committed to. So it’s difficult to describe, but 
really it… Certainly in that case, and I imagine in some of the others, there were arguments. It 
warranted a huge amount of trust in each other. Nobody was going to – I mean, when we did the new 
edition of Policing the Crisis, I said, “Why are we named in this order?” And they said, “Do you not 
remember, we couldn’t do it any other way so we put it in order of age.” 

 
Kieran Connell: Oh right, I didn’t know that [laughs]. 
 
Chas Critcher: And I saw that and I couldn’t remember. I thought it was Stuart first and then alphabetical. They said, 

“No, we had a long discussion, how do we put Stuart…” It was no doubt about Stuart’s name being 
first. And I thought that was a classic collective decision, yeah, we’ll put it in name and age, then the 
baby’ll come last, that’s fine. And that’s what we did. So that – I think that Fads and Fashions, I always 
remember, I edited some of that and some of the people – I remember some of the people were very 
sensitive about my suggestion. Because it’s got a series of case studies in it and I asked people to 
write them according to a certain formula and some of them didn’t. So I wrote back and said, “Look, 
we did agree that you would write according to this formula.” And they then said, “Well, why?” I said, 
“Well, because we’ve got six case studies and they need to be consistent. If we have six idiosyncratic 
case studies, how can we compare them?” 

 
Kieran Connell: So these are the skateboarding, pool, kung fu, disco and things like that?  
 
Chas Critcher: Yeah, that’s right, and they were written by named people. And it says in the acknowledgements what 

various people did and it said I had overall editorial responsibility. So it was quite difficult – if you were 
exchanging your opinions as equals and trying to make something better, that was okay, but if at any 
stage someone thought they were pulling some kind of editorial authority then it became difficult. And 
again, it was a strength and weakness. I mean, it was completely democratic. I remember I’d been 
there a year and I ended up interviewing people who’d applied to be PhDs. What happened was, you 
couldn’t imagine it happening now, a group of PhD students sat round deciding who the next PhD 
student should be. I interviewed Tony Jefferson and Gerald Clarke and I’d only been there a year. And 
Stuart would be outvoted at the meetings. So there was always that very strong sense of democracy, 
which you tried to take into your writing practice but there were limits and there were some people, I 
think, who were more sensitive about their autonomy as writers than others. 
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Kieran Connell: Right. I mean, just finally then, just again a very broad question to end on, what do you think were the 
historical structures of the conjuncture, to coin a phase, that made – whilst you were there anyway, 
that made the practices that were developing in the Centre possible? 

 
 
[0:45:06] 
 
Chas Critcher: Well, I think it was the space, as I said, and I think Hoggart, and other people as well, opened up a 

space in the university and in academia. [Phone rings] Let me just answer that. [Interruption – phone 
call] It’s a whole range of things. I mean, there was a whole political atmosphere of students, descent, 
hippies, the sense that the whole culture was undergoing a huge shift. Then it was thinking about 
universities as places where there spaces which could be colonised, which, as we know, has now 
changed. So there are other kinds of things going on at the same time. But also, you know, as in any 
account of history, there were individual agents, and clearly Hoggart was important and Stuart Hall 
was important, as indeed were other people in other places, the Glasgow Media Group, the Centre for 
Mass Communication at Leicester. They were opening spaces up of different kinds that were also 
connected and there were individuals there who were and are, like Halloran and so on, extremely 
important. So it’s always a mixture of what’s going on in the culture as a whole, what’s going on in 
universities and which people are motivated to open up spaces and open those spaces in a genuine 
way rather than just as a kind of imperial adventure. So I think those are – that’s how I would see it. 
And I think in a way that’s also what followed, for instance, feminism also has, the sense of change in 
the culture and politics, the spaces open up in universities, which eventually become Women’s 
Studies, and specific women, who in Britain and elsewhere help to make that space and make certain 
kinds of decisions at certain kinds of institution. So looking back, I think that’s how I would see that. 
And of course what happens over the years, and has happened since, is that each of those – the 
sense of change in the culture, the space in the university and individuals who are willing and able to 
do something other than teach and publish for the REF, those things have progressively closed down. 
And I can’t imagine that happening now. I can’t imagine any circumstances under which that would 
now be enabled to happen by the culture, by the universities or by individuals. That was a moment 
and it was a great moment, but it’s gone and we now occupy a rather different kind of culture. 

 
 [End of Transcript] 


