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Neelam: There is a clear connection between anticolonialism of the 1930s and of the 

1960s, to the present movement around decolonisation, for sure. It doesn’t spring out of 

nowhere.  

 

Female Voice: This is a UAL Decolonising Arts Institute podcast created as part of the 

Decolonising Archives Research Residency programme. This podcast is hosted by Dr Elisa 

Adami as part of her 2020 residency project, Decolonial Dovetailing.  

 

Elisa: Hello, my name is Elisa Adami, and I’m currently a researcher in residence at the 

University of the Arts, Decolonising Arts Institute, where I’m conducting research on 

Thorold Dickinson’s archive housed at the UAL Archive and Special Collections Centre. 

Titled Decolonial Dovetailing, my project zooms in on a micro event, a 1937 film 

screening organised by Dickenson, that dovetailed alternate reels from Italian and soviet 

propaganda films, depicting the brutal fascist invasion of Ethiopia, also known as 

Abyssinia back then.  

 

The Italian illegal invasion of one of the few black sovereign countries then existing, and 

a member of the League of Nations, triggered a wave of anticolonial demonstrations and 

insurgencies around the world, as well as serving as a galvanizing factor for the then 

growing pan-African movement. It is on this background that I read Dickinson’s 1937 

screening, as well as his later film production.  

 

Today, I’m delighted to be in conversation with Neelam Srivastava. Neelam is Professor of 

post-colonial and war literature at Newcastle University in the UK. She is the author of 

Italian Colonialism and Resistances to Empire, 1930—1970, published by Palgrave in 

2018. She has co-edited Indian Literature, and the World: Multilingualism, Translation, 
and the Public Sphere, also by Palgrave in 2017, and the Postcolonial Gramsci that was 

published with Routledge in 2012. She is the cofounder of the Postcolonial Print Cultures 

International Network, supported by Newcastle and New York Universities, and she’s 

Associated Editor of Interventions: International Journal of Postcolonial Studies.  

 

Her research interests span the history and legacy of Italian empire, Italian postcolonial 

cultures, postcolonial Indian literature, and postcolonial print cultures and book history. 



 

 

It’s a real pleasure to have you on, Neelam. I want to start with your book, Italian 
Colonialism and Resistances to Empire, a wonderful book, really, that has been very 

important for my research.  

 

And, this book centres around the critical event that was Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia in 

1935 that I just mentioned, and you helpfully characterise the fascist invasion of Ethiopia 

as an heteroglossia, an event whose interpretations have been multiple, and often 

irreconcilable, an event that represented different national and political groups, and 

competing interests.  

 

Can you sketch out for our listeners the importance of this historical event and its 

repercussions, particularly the international responses and the transnational resistances 

that it sparked, and that you very meticulously reconstruct in the book? 

 

Neelam: Yes. Thank you so much, Elisa, and as I was saying earlier, thank you so much 

for reading my book with such great attention because I felt that you really got to the 

heart of what I was trying to do in this book.  

 

I wanted to start by saying two things about this excellent question which was, one, that 

the event itself was – the invasion of Italy, on the part of Italy, of Ethiopia, is an event 

that had a huge impact at the time, and yet that is now relatively forgotten.  

 

So, on the one hand, it’s important to retrieve this history, and on the other, to 

understand why it’s important to retrieve it. So, the event was – Italy invaded Ethiopia in 

1935. Mussolini was in power, of course, and it was a move to strengthen and expand the 

Italian empire. But this was effectively a cornerstone of Mussolini’s fascist expansionism, 

so this was supposed to support and develop his fascist project.  

 

When the invasion happened, it had a galvanising effect on European audiences and 

American audiences, because fascism was becoming a real threat. With Hitler’s rise to 

power, obviously Mussolini’s rise to power earlier, there was a very strong reaction on the 

part of many metropolitan audiences to the invasion, and they saw Ethiopia, actually, as 

the victim country.  

 

So, this wasn’t just the antifascist or the more militant members of European publics, but 

actually the wider public opinion as a whole. Like, the British public was very, very 

supportive of Ethiopia, when it was invaded. So, you have that aspect of it. It was among 

the ten most-covered news stories in the world in 1935, so there were tons of journalists 

who flocked to Addis Ababa in the run-up to the invasion.  

 

Then, of course, it also had a huge effect on black diasporic publics and black diasporic 

activists. It injured the political, and even, sort of, like, human consciousness of many 

people of black descent, of African descent, around the world, African-Americans, 

Caribbean, colonial Subjects, West Africans, were all very, very supportive of Ethiopia, 



 

 

and felt it was an outrage. It became symbolic of European imperialism, at a time in 

which anti-colonial nationalisms around the world were rising and emerging, and 

becoming stronger, this invasion was felt as an example, as a perfect example of the 

repressiveness and racism of European imperialism.  

 

Which is why, at the time, it took on such a huge significance for various subaltern and 

colonial, colonised groups around the world. Fine.  

 

So, you get an international response, and you get, also, transnational resistances, as you 

mention in your question, namely, for example, the African diasporic response spanned 

the US, London, Jamaica, Trinidad, the Gold Coast, Sierra Leone, all these places felt very 

strongly a support for Ethiopia, a support for, again, what was being called the victim 

country. And it also had a huge impact on, say, African-American newspapers.  

 

So, one last thing I’ll add, and then maybe, obviously, we can say more about this, would 

be that the impact of the event on both black and white publics is probably comparable to 

that of the George Floyd murder in the summer of 2020, and the huge reaction it 

triggered in the Black Lives Matter movement. It gave a sort of new impetus to the Black 

Lives Matter movement. I think it’s a similar kind of event.  

 

Elisa: Yeah, that’s really interesting, that really global event, and the resonances that it 

had, and the way in which, as you say, was able to actually cross different political 

divides, and to unite people in a, kind of, indignation around this particular event, and an 

inflammatory response to it, and it’s really interesting, this parallel that you make with 

the present moment.  

 

One thing that I would like to touch on is actually a kind of recurrent argument that you 

articulate throughout the book, and maybe this could be, if you want, a more kind of 

politicised response to that fascist invasion of Ethiopia, and this is the connection 

between the anticolonial and antifascist commitments, that was explicitly forged around 

this moment in time. And part of this realisation was an understanding of colonialism and 

fascism as two linked ideological processes, where colonialism was seen as an historical 

precursor of fascism that was happening in Europe at the time.  

 

And this analysis was elaborated in particular, and maybe you can say a bit more about 

this, by pan-African intellectuals like CLR James, but also George Padmore, and it found 

space also in the pages of Sylvia Pankhurst’s broadsheet, New Times and Ethiopia News. 

Can you tell me a bit more about these radical critics of empire that point out the 

continuities rather than the differences between fascist colonialism and, say, British or 

French imperialism, for instance?  

 

Neelam: Yeah, this is such an interesting question, because again, what this event brings 

to the fore are the deep connections across political positioning, of forms of imperialism, 

so that there was a tendency in the 1930s, on the part of the British and French 



 

 

governments to condemn, obviously, Mussolini’s Government, to condemn Hitler’s 

regime, so that Italy and Germany obviously were seen as fascist states.  

 

There was also politics of appeasement, of course we know that, but at the same time, 

there was no sense that the ideological project of fascism had anything in common with 

the, quote, unquote, liberal democracies or liberal governments of, say, Britain and 

France.  

 

But, in fact, the attitudes to imperialism were what showed that deep connection, but 

those who were able to see those connections were not, obviously, within the 

mainstream, but they were among pan-African intellectuals, as you say, CLR James, 

George Padmore, they saw those connections very clearly, and so did a British activist 

like Sylvia Pankhurst, who’d militated as a suffragette; she’d militated in the – she’d been 

one of the cofounders of the British Communist Party in the early 1920s, and then she 

moved away from communism to some extent, or from official institutional communism, 

to develop an anticolonial position when she started campaigning in favour of Ethiopia.  

 

She was able, and there are specific articles, in her broadsheet, New Times and Ethiopia 

News, that she dedicated to supporting Ethiopia, where she tracks the history of fascism. 

And it’s interesting that this history of fascism in Italy appears in a newspaper that is 

defending Ethiopia, that is effectively an anticolonial newspaper. So, she’s making readers 

think about those connections.  

 

And Padmore and James were doing the same in their publication, which was called 

International African Opinion – though it was directed to a different public, slightly, 

because International African Opinion had an explicitly – an avowedly black-implied 

reader. There’s an article by Padmore called the ‘Record of Fascism in Africa’, so again, 

thinking about fascism in Africa, is seen as equivalent to a form of colonial – is 

colonialism, in other words.  

 

And of course, we should obviously remember people like Aimé Césaire, who said that 

fascism is colonialism brought home to Europe, and that of course is then picked up by 

Frantz Fanon in the 1950s and 60s.  

 

So among anticolonial writing of that era, that connection between fascism and 

colonialism is very strong, and between fascist colonialism, and liberal colonialism is very 

strong. We shouldn’t forget, of course, that fascism didn’t invent colonialism, that Italian 

fascism was simply, quote, unquote, developing an Italian Empire that had been started 

under a liberal government in 1890, under Crispi, in fact, in Italy.  

 

So, Italy becomes unified in 1861, and very shortly after unification, the Italian 

imperialist project starts, so that connection – the differences, many historians have 

noted, that the differences between Italian liberal imperialism and Italian colonial 

imperialism isn’t that big. So, we can see it within the Italian nation itself, really.  



 

 

 

But it’s one thing to notice those differences; it’s another to study the ways in which 

African intellectuals, pan-African intellectuals, British intellectuals on the left, saw those 

connections in the 30s, and they were probably much clearer to them in the 30s, than 

those connections are clear now.  

 

Elisa:  Yeah, that’s such a great point that you make about the Italian empire, and the fact 

that it was a project that was initiated much earlier than fascism itself, and it was kind of 

co-extensive, in a way, with the Italian independence, so the fact that Italy becomes like a 

nation state, and it has to kind of extend through this imperial project, which was 

obviously part of what Europe was doing at the time, so to prove its own standing in that, 

kind of, international community.  

 

And yeah, it’s really important, also, how you connect what Padmore and Sylvia 

Pankhurst were doing in the 30s, that was, in a way, anticipating, even, what Aimé 

Césaire  would say a bit later, in a way. And also, there was, like, this kind of really 

widespread, among colonial intellectuals, black intellectuals, really understanding of 

these connections between fascism and imperialism that, as you say, is less clear for us 

today, so it’s really fascinating to go back to these texts.  

 

Now I want to move a bit from this, kind of, black reaction to colonialism and to the 

Ethiopian war, and also British intellectuals like Sylvia Pankhurst, and I want to go to 

Italy instead, because one of the things you do in your book, which I find also very 

fascinating, is how you trace the genealogy of Italian anticolonial thinking, and you go 

from the writings of communist intellectual Antonio Gramsci in the 30s, in prison during 

the fascist regime, to the third worldist commitments of Italian left intellectuals that were 

ex-partisans that fought in the Second World War against the fascists, and in the 60s, 

they saw in the decolonisation movements of the period, an ideal continuation of that 

antifascist struggle.  

 

And yet in postwar Italy, we see the emergence, also, of a widespread amnesia when it 

comes to the legacy of the Italian Empire, and I wanted to ask you, how do you explain, 

really, these blind spots in intellectuals and activists that were otherwise strongly 

invested in struggles of national liberation in Algeria and Vietnam, for instance?  

 

Neelam: Yeah, thank you so much, again, this is a really great question because I felt that 

the third worldist movements, the support for liberation struggles in the 60s and 70s, was 

such an interesting phenomenon because you see so many European intellectuals in those 

years, in the 60s and 70s, really support Algeria, support Vietnam, support Cuba, support 

third worldism.  

 

Actually, what you see among these intellectuals, which we could say is also the 1968 

generation of intellectual and political and cultural renewal in Europe is a sense that these 

ideas, these political ideas coming from the global south, can help to renew European 



 

 

political thought. So there’s a real opening, also to ideas from – also from China. So, Mao 

had a huge influence on that generation.  

 

So, on the one hand, there’s an opening to the so-called third world; there’s a moving 

away from the slightly outdated, orthodoxies of European Marxism. There’s starting to be 

a bit of a suspicion of sort of institutional communist parties. So, many Italian left 

intellectuals were quite critical of the Italian communist party because they felt it was too 

linked to Moscow and to that kind of institutional communism, and they were the so-

called new left.  

 

So, they’re embracing these third world movements – many of these intellectuals had also 

been partisans, had also been antifascist partisans as you’ve said, so they had an 

experience of liberation struggles, and they sympathised with those third world 

movements because they saw them as liberation struggles that were similar to the ones 

that they had experienced during the Second World War. 

 

So, someone like Pontecorvo who makes one of the greatest anticolonial films of all time, 

The Battle of Algiers, dedicated to the Algerian revolution, had been a partisan himself, 

and he remembered the guerrilla movements – sorry, the – yeah, the guerrilla fighting, 

the way in which you fight a guerrilla war in an urban environment, was similar between 

Algeria and antifascist movements in Italy against the Germans and against the fascist 

occupying forces.  

 

So, in that sense, they felt a real solidarity with third worldist struggles for liberation. At 

the same time, you point to this amnesia, which is very true because Pontecorvo, though 

he made a film about Algeria, he never made a film about Italy’s African colonies, for 

example, and about the resistance against Italian colonialism. There was one film made 

about the Italian occupation of Libya, Lion of the Desert, but that film was banned for 

many years in Italy.  

 

So, the coming to terms with Italy’s colonial past, was not a central concern for these 

intellectuals. It was a forgotten episode, a shameful episode of fascist history. They didn’t 

see it as really questioning Italian identity, but they saw it as an aberration of the fascist 

period. They relegated colonialism to something that, you know, Mussolini’s crazy ideas 

about Africa, but who cares?  

 

And in fact, that failure to interrogate what a colonial project was for Italy meant that, in 

a way, the Italian left never really came to terms with, I guess, racial questions, and with 

a sense that anticolonialism was a legitimate and autonomous political movement, 

because they never saw African and Asian political actors as autonomous actors because 

there was never an explicit anticolonial war that Italy had to confront. Italy’s colonies 

were taken away from her, apart from Libya and places like that, but that was, again, very 

much in the past.  

 



 

 

So I would say that there’s two things here. One, a sense that Italian colonialism was done 

by the fascists, and two, that Italy’s colonies were taken away, or simply removed by the 

British in 1941 when they occupied all of Italian colonial possessions in the course of the 

Second World War.  

 

Elisa: Yeah, we just tend to forget, actually, things that happen in the postwar period, 

where you have still a presence in Somalia, for instance, so you have still a kind of 

trusteeship sort of model that, in a way is carried over in the postwar period. So, it seems 

to kind of forget that actual history that is continuing by this process, as you were saying 

very well there, this process of relegation of colonialism as something that is an 

aberration of those 20 years of fascism, but it’s not something that we have to confront 

because it’s actually kind of somehow bounded to that political moment, and so we don’t 

have to worry because we have now an antifascist country, so there is that kind of sense 

there.  

 

I want to move a bit from this historical context and reactions and political positions, to 

what are actually the objects that you analyse in your book. And I find it really 

fascinating, the range of material that you look at, and the fact that you pay so close an 

attention to cultural objects that are often excluded from historical research. You look at 

novels, you look at newspapers and films.  

 

And, you read these artefacts really as sites of resistance and struggle for agency, so there 

is this idea there of a kind of political agency, no, of these cultural objects? 

 

And can you tell me how this attention for what you term print activism, or what you 

term resistance aesthetics, can contribute to the writing of what you call in the book, 

invoking Gramsci ‘a subalternalist history’? 

 

Neelam: Yeah, thank you so much. Again, this is a really interesting question for me 

because I was intent on doing a cultural history of Italian colonialism and resistances to it. 

So, I guess there’s several things to be said. First of all, that what is missing is a holistic 

account of this war. I talked a lot about the different significance that the war had for, 

say, European audiences and pan-African audiences, or diasporic black audiences, but 

also, this war had huge effects on Italy, and on Italian audiences as well, because at the 

time there was a huge support for the invasion in Italy. So, there’s that other aspect.  

 

So, what I was trying to do, and this also relates maybe to further questions you may have 

about this is, create a bridged or a holistic history of the war, and one way to do that was 

to look at literary and artistic imaginings of this war, and how it was experienced.  

 

An author like Claude McKay, for example, writes this novel called Amiable with Big 

Teeth which, it’s a novel of ideas, right? It’s almost like roman-à-clef, and the political 

message is very explicit. But, artistically and aesthetically, it’s also fascinating, and it 

helps, that dialogic dimension of the novel, helps to restore the many conflicting and 



 

 

contradictory perspectives on the conflict.  

 

So, because it’s a novel about how Harlem reacted to the Ethiopian War, we get all the 

Harlemites going on marches, on demonstrations, creating committees in defence of 

Ethiopia, feeling it very much as their struggle, as their war, and then in come the evil 

communists who try to co-opt that struggle for the cause of international communism, 

which is in the novel, presented as inherently racist.  

 

So, in that sense, something like a novel, with that dialogic dimension, with the cast of 

characters, helps us to understand better how this event was an object of debate, of an 

ideological sparring, as well, between figures like McKay and Padmore, who had become 

disillusioned with the communist internationals’ reaction to the war. They weren’t 

supporting Ethiopia at all.  

 

And effectively, the growth of a pan-African consciousness, on the side of Ethiopians, and 

beginning to distance themselves from, supposedly, liberationist ideologies like 

communism, which weren’t really serving the black cause. And you trace this, then – so 

I’m making the example of McKay, but we can also think of other texts that celebrate 

liberation struggles like The Battle of Algiers by Pontecorvo, which I mentioned earlier. 

These texts are subalternist, both the McKay and the Pontecorvo, and other texts by, say, 

the intellectual, Giovanni Pirelli, who was also thinking about Algeria, because they’re 

trying to restore, or to retrieve, rather, the subaltern voice.  

  

Yes, these certainly – Pontecorvo and Pirelli are two Italian intellectuals, but both of 

their projects, so Pirelli had this project about Algerian testimony, and he asks his editor, 

he says, ‘I cannot speak on their behalf. I have to be able to publish their voices, their 

texts, and bring them to European audiences.’  

 

So in that sense, these are – they’re performing acts of, we could say – or also a form of 

subalternist aesthetics, as well, and similarly with Pontecorvo, he’s filming on location, 

he’s using Algerian extras, and in many cases, non-actors, in that film, trying to tell an 

Algerian history of the war, not a history of the Algerian Revolution through European 

eyes. And, that dimension can be restored through these various kinds of literary texts 

and visual culture.  

 

Another example is these novellas that George Schuyler published at the time of the 

Ethiopian war in African American newspapers. It was also a way to inhabit that 

perspective, right? So that African Americans could imagine themselves to be Ethiopian. 

This is what literature does, right? It helps you to imagine yourself into a different 

subjectivity, and that is such a crucial aspect for understanding the impact of this war.  

 

Elisa:  Yeah, that’s incredibly, incredibly fascinating. And this thing that you were saying 

at the beginning, that I think you were articulating now also, here, it’s like this holistic 

vision of the event, of the Ethiopian war, and this possibility, also, of creating kind of 



 

 

many different positions that are brought together somehow in this text, in this project, 

in the project of collecting testimonies that you were mentioning there, of Pirelli, so 

bringing together all these different voices, and also bridging, in a way, different, national 

partitions.  

 

And this goes, I think, to what is one of the central, kind of, methodological implications, 

or methodological things that you are doing in the book, really, which is going against 

what someone like Michael West, and William Martin, that you quote in your book, 

called the ‘intellectual segregation’ of stories and of knowledge’.  

 

And through offering this holistic perspective, you bring together and give an account of 

the Ethiopian war, and the reactions to it, which is much more rounded, and you bring 

together historical narratives that would otherwise be separated because that same event 

could be framed from the perspective of black history and pan-Africanism, or from the 

perspective of Italian Historical studies, and so these history is never, never meet in these 

kind of historiographical constructions.  

 

And it’s really interesting, as you were saying, with Pirelli and Pontecorvo, how in your 

reading, and by bringing side by side these fragmented histories, you’re also able to reveal 

these unexpected alliances and collaborations that cross also what would be the divide 

between the colonised and coloniser, and white and black, and so create a different kind 

of reading. Can you tell me more about this?  

 

Neelam: Yes, that’s really interesting. Yes, as you said, and as I was also saying, what I try 

to do in the book is to understand what this war meant to Italians in the 1930s, and it 

was, as I was saying, it was the moment of highest support for Mussolini in Italy, was 

when he invaded Ethiopia, and he announced the recreation of the Italian Empire in 

1935, in October 1935, that this was land that rightfully belonged to Italy, somehow, in 

his imagining, but he was able to convey this imagining to the whole nation.  

 

It was also, invading Ethiopia was a way to avenge the stain of the defeat at Adwa in 

1896, when Italy had tried to invade Ethiopia and had been rebutted, and had been 

rejected by Ethiopian troops. So, this was a way to avenge the honour of Italy, that had 

been beaten by an African nation already at the end of the 19th century.  

 

It was also a bolstering of national identity. So Italians were hugely supportive of the 

invasion, generally speaking, and there was a lot of – obviously, there was huge 

propaganda for it as well. So, there’s reams and reams of paper and publications dedicated 

to the Italian colonial project. Through print culture, in fact, this form of popular 

imperialism really flowered in the negative sense, but you had to establish a clear 

racialised rationale for that invasion, and for the right of Italy to occupy this part of 

Africa.  

 

So, the method was thinking about popular support for imperialism, alongside popular 



 

 

opposition to it, and one of the things that I brought to this project was my previous 

study, I guess you could say, of the impact of colonialism in South Asia. And, Italy’s 

colonial past has not really been compared in a sustained way to other forms of 

imperialism.  

 

And so, on the one hand, obviously, there is a need to retrieve that history of colonialism 

in Italy within itself, but it’s not just a national project. It is a transnational one, because 

we can learn a lot about imperialism generally by looking at Italy’s case. That’s why it’s 

important to have a bridged method of looking at Italian imperialism and the 

transnational responses to it, the fact that it had a huge impact on pan-African publics, 

something that, in Italy, doesn’t get talked about.  

 

But either the war is forgotten about, or it’s seen as some sort of aberration of fascism, but 

in fact, it had a huge impact outside of Italy, and that gets forgotten. And an 

understanding of how imperialism was working in the rest of the world, and its effects on 

anticolonialism helps us to understand Italy better, in that sense.  

 

So, yes, we do need to desegregate those histories, and also, to be quite honest, beginning 

to incorporate afro-centric narratives within mainstream historiography and within 

mainstream cultural studies. I mean, this process has started a long time ago, but we need 

to continue doing that. It’s not just about saying, ‘Oh, yeah, this is their history.’ No, it’s 

our history, right? So, afro-centric accounts are our history, our, whoever we are defining 

by ‘our’.  

 

Elisa: Yeah, and one thing that you were saying when we were speaking earlier, is how 

these connections between pan-African intellectuals, are present also in those archives 

that we study, as national archives, for instance, like British National Archives, for 

instance. I don’t know if you want to –  

 

Neelam: Yes, yes, that’s a really good point. So, on the one hand, yes, we do need to study 

these histories together. On the other hand, the connections between metropolitan 

anticolonial activists and third worldist or colonised colonial subjects writing, or 

militating against colonialism, were very clear at the time. So Pankhurst’s broadsheet, 

New Times and Ethiopian News, that she dedicated to supporting Ethiopia, constantly 

published African nationalist, Indian nationalist, like Jawaharlal Nehru wrote articles for 

the New Times and Ethiopia News, Marcus Garvey, many west African and Caribbean 

nationalists also wrote in the newspaper.  

 

So, she was a white editor who was publishing black voices, and those connections are 

very clear, and immediately spring to mind when you look at those archives. They’re not 

just a positioning of alliances after the fact. It’s not us as 21st century scholars, who look at 

those materials and say, ‘Oh, we want to say that there was that connection.’ That 

connection actually existed, and that white and black activists did ally, did create strong 

alliances. And also, this was also during the Algerian war, very strong alliances were 



 

 

created between the FLN and their European supporters.  

 

This is not in any way to create an equivalence between those projects, but it is important 

to recognise that those alliances are present in the historical record.  

 

Elisa: Yeah, and it seems that what happened is, instead, the erasure of those connections 

that were there.  

 

Neelam: Yeah, exactly.  

 

Elisa: Yeah, so it’s like recovering things that are already there, rather than making them 

over, in a way.  

 

Neelam: Yeah, we – yes, exactly, that those forms of – I guess, maybe – I don’t know if I’d 

want to use a strong word like ‘intersectional alliances’ were there, as well, and were very 

active in the 1930s. The 1930s emerged as a very interesting – it’s a teachable moment, 

really, for our own situation today.  

 

Elisa: Yeah, there is loads to learn, also in the problems of these relations, also in the 

contradictions that they somehow created. And this brings me to my last question to you, 

Neelam, which goes really to the present moment, and to the fact that in recent years, 

there has been this surge in popularity in the term of decolonisation, especially maybe in 

academia and in the arts, and a number of important calls have emerged for the 

decolonisation of school and university curricula, but also museums, archives, the public 

conversation more generally, really to bring back these stories that have been sort of 

erased or marginalised in the more mainstream historiography.  

 

So, I wanted just to ask how do you see the project of decolonisation, and maybe, how do 

you think it relates to previous academic and political formations such as anticolonialism 

or post colonialism, for instance?  

 

Neelam: Yeah, I think it’s – what I find so wonderful about projects like decolonising the 

curriculum, or Rhodes Must Fall, is the way in which – well, first of all, sort of, the 

afterlives of anticolonialism, and the sense that post-colonial studies, which has often 

been seen as quite esoteric, and quite bound by the ivory tower, and very academic, has 

real-life repercussions, and a sense that public history has retained an importance for 

younger generations of activists – the toppling of statues is an act of public history.  

 

The toppling of statues of slave owners is an act of public history, and so a discourse that 

seemed merely confined to the academy is now spilling out on the streets, or rather, that 

those connections between political activism and academic studies of decolonisation, have 

always been inherently linked. 

 

So, we were talking earlier about the third world, and about third worldism in the 1960s 



 

 

and 70s, which had this huge impact on intellectuals of that generation, on the 1968 

generation, they were activists, so they were reading anticolonial thinkers like Mao, like 

Che Guevara, like Fanon and Cabral, and they were reading them not only at the 

university, they were reading them as political activists, as texts that they could learn 

from for their own political struggles in Europe and in the US. Obviously, the 

connections with the Black Panthers, and third worldism’s really strong.  

 

So the Black Panthers were reading Fanon; they were watching The Battle of Algiers, this 

is well-known, and so they were bringing this textual understanding of resistance to the 

streets. And we see that connection with what’s happening with Black Lives Matter and 

decolonising the curriculum, that they’re reading the great black thinkers, the great 

anticolonial thinkers, and they’re thinking about, we could say, you know, the praxis, like 

the pragmatic applications of this radical thought.  

 

So, radical thought cannot just be consigned to the academy, and that’s an accusation 

that’s often been levelled at disciplines like post-colonialism, but in fact, radical thought 

can have a real effect, and there is a clear connection between anticolonialism of the 

1930s and of the 1960s, to the present movement around decolonisation, for sure. It 

doesn’t spring out of nowhere.  

 

There is an intellectual genealogy that it’s going back to, which is why I think so much 

scholarship has now emerged around the 30s and the 60s as these two key moments for 

decolonisation. And for thinking around it as well, because decolonisation was 

happening, and at the same time, that rich body of thought and literature that emerges 

around decolonisation, is now being sort of revalorised in these movements, I think.  

 

Elisa: Yeah, that’s a really great note, I think, to end this wonderful conversation, really 

tracing these connections between the past, and between these different decades that 

we’ve been talking about, the 30s, the 60s, and the present moment, and how there is 

this, kind of, return of radical traditions that are now still kind of pulsating in the public 

debate and in the struggles that are happening all over the world, really. So, I want to 

thank you very much. Neelam, for the really wonderful conversation.  

 

Neelam: Thank you so much, Elisa, for these really great questions, and it was a pleasure 

to talk to you.  

 

Elisa: My pleasure.  

 

Female Voice: This podcast series is brought to you by the Decolonising Arts Institute at 

UAL, University of the Arts, London. The institute challenges colonial histories and 

imperial legacies, disrupting ways of seeing, listening, thinking and making, to drive 

social, cultural and institutional change. Special thanks to our podcast host, and guests, to 

Brigitte Hart for the podcast production, and to you for listening. 

 



 

 

[End of recorded material 00:41:03]  
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