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Jeannette Baxter: Over the course of your literary career you have pub-
lished 18 novels, a novella, nearly a hundred short stories, and over a 
hundred pieces of journalism. When and why did you first start writ-
ing, and what remains your motivation to write?

J. G. Ballard: I wrote a great deal of ‘fiction’ as a child, starting when 
I was seven or eight, short imitations of school texts that impressed me 
for some reason (Westward Ho! is one I remember), G. A. Henty, tales 
of the Spanish Main, American novels that my parents were reading, 
articles in Readers Digest and so on. But not the Arabian Nights Tales, 
which I found rather frightening, or the Grimm Brothers fairy tales 
with their weird sub-Beardsley, Pre-Raphaelite illustrations, close to the 
Surrealists but too airless and vaguely sinister. At the Cathedral School 
we were set lines for the smallest thing, and were expected to copy out 
five pages or more of some school text, Dickens or Kingsley. I discov-
ered that rather than copying the text it was easier and quicker to make 
it up myself. The day after handing in the sheets the master, a Church of 
England clergyman, said severely: ‘JGB, next time don’t copy out some 
trashy novel!’ My first review, as it were, and I remember feeling vaguely 
pleased (I must have been nine or ten). In my teens I was writing short 
stories, and by the time I became a medical student I already knew that 
I would be a writer, and that it would govern my life.

Why one is a writer at all is difficult to understand, and no doubt the 
neuro-scientists will explain it all one day soon. I suspect that it’s close 
to the need that actors seem to have to act all the time (people who knew 
him say there was no ‘real’ Laurence Olivier). There’s some defect in 
their sense of themselves that leads them to stress and extend the small-
est gesture. Writers in a sense are rewriting their own existences, since 
there is no repertory of available roles to draw on – no Lady Macbeth, or 
Norma Desmond. There’s an attempt to make sense of the world, espe-
cially if one feels a bit of a misfit, and few writers seem to have had 
happy childhoods. In my case the shock of coming to England in 1946 
was the Big Bang, from which I’ve never recovered. It was such a strange 
place, shattered by the war (mentally more than physically), scarcely 
able to face the future, entangled in a maze of archaic social delusions. 
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 AN INTERVIEW WITH J. G. BALLARD 123

The whole nation needed to be laid on the psychiatrist’s couch. It needed 
to free itself, and it needed to Americanize itself (as Shanghai had been 
Americanized). It needed to discover its future, and realise what was 
really going on in the world. This led naturally to science fiction. 
The shock has sustained me for 50 years. Contrary to what many people 
think, there’s a highly moralistic strain in my fiction. Too moralistic, 
I often think.

JB: To what extent would you say that your novels engage with what it 
is to be English? What qualitative shifts do you discern between our 
ideas of Englishness in the postwar period and in the present day?

JGB: I’m not sure that I have explored Englishness in the usual sense of 
social customs, manners, behaviour, dress and codes of conduct and 
so on, in a spectrum running from Mass Observation to Waugh and the 
whole U and Non-U business. I like to think that I’ve fled from all that 
and viewed it through the same exasperated eyes of any French or 
American visitor tired of having to decode our little ways. The behav-
iour of the characters in High Rise, Crash, The Kindness of Women or my 
last four novels has not been affected by their being English. Crash trans-
lated without any difficulty into Cronenberg’s generic North America. 
Most Americans who have read The Atrocity Exhibition assume that it is 
set in the USA. Not so – it’s mostly London and the Home Counties. 
Shanghai was not a British colony, and was nothing like Hong Kong or 
Singapore. It was a vast, polyglot international metropolis, 90 per cent 
Chinese and a 100 per cent Americanized – American cars, coca-cola, 
Hollywood films. I like to think that the ‘England’ and ‘English’ charac-
ters in my fiction have been internationalized in the same way, so that 
they can be themselves and not have to worry about whether they are 
wearing a brown suit or saying serviette (did anyone ever?). One reason 
why my novels have been published around the world is that Japanese 
or Polish or French readers can easily identify with the characters. I don’t 
think there’s much Englishness in Kingdom Come. There is England, the 
England of 2006 and the motorway towns, that new England of the retail 
park and CCTV camera that Thatcher and Blair both wooed. Once you 
get the specimen on the dissecting table, cut away the brown suit and 
throw the serviette into the pedal bin you can get down to exposing the 
real pathology, which is what I’m interested in, along with Drs Nathan, 
Vaughan, Wilder Penrose, Gould and Maxted. Brown suit or the best 
grey worsted, this man is dangerously drawn to a self-constructed 
madness. . . . Why, and is it perhaps to the good?

To answer your second question, there of course have been enormous 
shifts in notions of Englishness – higher expectations, better health and 
education, the serious prospect of an end to monarchy and the class 
system, but also a decline in patriotism and any sense of national 
purpose – in short, all the usual tick boxes. But they’re not really my 
concern. England has changed enormously, but it now seems to be on 

Baxter, Jeannette. J. G. Ballard : Contemporary Critical Perspectives, edited by Jeannette Baxter, Bloomsbury
         Publishing PLC, 2009. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/sfsu/detail.action?docID=601635.
Created from sfsu on 2019-02-21 10:22:44.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 B

lo
om

sb
ur

y 
P

ub
lis

hi
ng

 P
LC

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



124 AN INTERVIEW WITH J. G. BALLARD

the verge of becoming a country without a future – unlike the USA, 
France, China, India. What does the United Kingdom stand for? Noth-
ing as far as I can see. It’s a place that takes its cue from TV programmes. 
Big Brother is interesting because it suggests that we are drawn to the 
bizarre and sociopathic. The Blair premiership suggests that we will 
like being lied to, that we prefer promises that will never be kept. All 
this, I suspect, is preparing us for the ultimate adventure playground – a 
full-blown psychopathology that we will embrace with the eagerness 
that the Germans displayed when they embraced the Nazis. In the end, 
anything is better than being sane.

JB: Although much of your writing has been characterized as dystopian, 
it seems that your latest novel, Kingdom Come, explores the horror of the 
utopian, the horror of the ‘no-place’ in which time, history, politics and 
morality are absent. Could you elaborate on this?

JGB: I think you’re right. It’s an important point. People use the term 
dystopian about my fiction, but how true is that? Most of my so-called 
dystopias are rather pleasant places to live in. Nineteen Eighty-Four, 
Brave New World, Fritz Lang’s Metropolis are clearly hell on earth, but my 
novels, from Crash onwards, show places where the main characters 
are perfectly happy. Vaughan and his sex-crashing chums, the High 
Rise inhabitants happily tearing apart their up-market world, the crime-
wave enthusiasts in Cocaine Nights and Super-Cannes, the rebels of 
Millennium People and Kingdome Come, are all having a great time. Not 
only that, but the reader might suspect that the author rather approves 
of their ‘deviant’ new logic. Or does he? I think the whole of my fiction 
is poised on that balancing point. Sometimes it tilts one way, sometimes 
another. The ‘no-place’ where history, politics and morality are absent 
is certainly a special kind of nightmare utopia, and it’s one we have 
been moving towards for the past century. We have fewer and fewer 
moral decisions to make, whether driving our cars or raising our chil-
dren, treating our employees and ex-wives. In fact, one could live today 
without making any moral decisions at all – that part of our lives has 
been subcontracted to the DHSS and the Home Office. There is a huge 
vacuum in people’s lives, and what will fill it?

JB: Your more recent novels appear to be increasingly concerned with 
questions of complicity, of responsibility, as they provoke the reader to 
make a number of unsettling connections between euphemistic lan-
guage and ethical deferral. In Cocaine Nights, for instance, the word 
‘game’ substitutes for acts of violent gang rape. Can you say a bit more 
about this?

JGB: Language today is almost devoid of meaning, especially in the 
public sphere. One could almost say that communication is the last role 
that language is intended to play. Its real task is to blur and obscure, to 
blunt and defuse, to mothball anything with sharp corners. This has 
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 AN INTERVIEW WITH J. G. BALLARD 125

been going on for a very long time, ever since politicians noticed the 
power of mass-circulation newspapers, but it was always denied. Now 
we have a situation where those who speak this non-communicating 
language are quite open about it, and the public at large like it that way. 
The more blurred and meaningless a message, the more they respond. 
A statement such as ‘“Bird-flu is spreading rapidly through the British 
Isles and - in three months, half of you will be dead’” – would not cause 
panic because no one would grasp its meaning.

JB: While the inhabitants of Brooklands worship at the temple of con-
sumerism, orthodox religion exists merely as an expletive in Kingdom 
Come. Why is this? Do you anticipate a time ahead when fundamentalist 
religions might dissipate the forces of ‘Secular Consumerism’? 

JGB: England is largely a secular society today, and if the novel were 
set in the USA it would be very different. Huge numbers of Americans 
go to church, though Jesus is sold like a product and religion could be 
considered as a branch of consumerism. Years ago I used to be baffled 
by the Radio Church of God and similar radio churches in the USA that 
attracted hundreds of millions of dollars from American listeners. Why 
on earth did they send in their hard-earned dollar bills? The answer of 
course is that the money transaction authenticated the transfer of reli-
gious feeling from preacher to listener. Money alone had the power to 
do this, a power greater than mere faith.

It’s impossible to look very far ahead, because the placid surface of 
English life could be severely shaken by scarcely understood events – 
bird-flu, some kind of nuclear war in the Middle East, the collapse of oil 
supplies and so on. But I can’t see the English embracing any kind of 
fundamentalist religion, unless it’s based on Big Brother or the Premier 
League or a weird combination of both.

JB: You have long been keeping an eye on the consumer-capitalist 
machine and, in many respects, Kingdom Come can be seen as an exten-
sion of those 1960s consumerist critiques which included ‘The Sublimi-
nal Man’, ‘The Intensive Care Unit’ and The Atrocity Exhibition. What do 
you think are the main differences between the postwar and postmillen-
nial stages of consumercapitalism? 

JGB: There are huge differences. The postwar English public was 
exhausted by years of rationing, had never experienced the wonders of 
cars, washing machines, supermarkets and the entire mass-psychology 
of consumerism. We were all grateful for this cornucopia of possibilities 
that consumer-capitalism was bringing into our lives. Now all those 
riches are taken for granted, and the possibility that it might all end or 
be interrupted no more occurs to people than it occurs to a teenage girl 
that her mother might one day refuse to iron her shirts and cook her 
supper. People aren’t even upset by huge income disparities, the mil-
lion-pound City bonuses that are driving the public-sector middle class 
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126 AN INTERVIEW WITH J. G. BALLARD

out of London. Consumerism has shifted seamlessly into entertainment. 
Compare the cathedral-like atmosphere of 1950s Harrods with present-
day Selfridges. In the latter you’re clearly stepping into an entertain-
ment venue. In a big shopping mall everything is infantilized into a 
series of treats, and the functional aspect of plasma TV screens and even 
kitchen equipment is played down. Consumer capitalism is immensely 
flexible, and can adapt itself to anything.

JB: In some respects, your representation of the crowd in Kingdom Come 
engages with a number of observations which Wilhelm Reich made in 
his study, The Mass Psychology and Fascism. What do you make of Reich’s 
suggestion that fascism is not a specific characteristic of certain nation-
alities or political parties which is imposed on innocent people, but 
something resembling a tribal violence that is inherent in human 
nature? 

JGB: Yes, I completely agree with Reich. All my experiences during the 
war and countless horrors since, from the Congo to Yugoslavia to pres-
ent-day Iraq convinces me that human beings are deeply dangerous, 
and fascinated by violence and death (probably for sound evolutionary 
reasons). I’m sure that fascism wasn’t imposed on the German people – 
they embraced it eagerly and seemed ready to pay the price, as Maxted 
suggests in Kingdom Come. The Nazi era was an act of willed insanity 
which allowed the Germans to break free from the anger and defeatism 
that followed the Great War and reassert themselves as the dominant 
people of Europe. Could it happen again? Yes, as the founders of the EU 
well understood when they tried to bind France and Germany together. 
Could it happen here, in the United Kingdom? Yes, though we don’t go 
in for ranting fuehrer and jackboots. I can’t help but feel that a new Dark 
Age is upon us. The lights are still on, but we are retreating into an inner 
darkness, a deep cave filled with new age superstition, strange pseudo-
science obsessions, bizarre phobias about imaginary diseases and every-
thing else that the hell’s kitchen of the human psyche can dream up. 
Reason rationalizes reality for us, in the sense of providing a convenient 
explanation for things we would rather not look too closely in the face. 
But we’re tired of reason, and the great 250-year Enlightenment project 
is beginning to sink below the horizon. Future generations may see 
something almost autistic in our obsession with reason and view us as a 
race of obsessive trainspotters who only incidentally came up with 
modern science.

JB: Although your work can be read as a sustained critique of the aes-
theticization of violence within contemporary history and culture, it 
would appear that there is a shift in direction, say from Super-Cannes 
onwards, towards exploring specifically racially motivated forms of 
violence. Could you say more about this?
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JGB: I think this reflects the expanding size of the Asian and Black pop-
ulations. Thirty-five years ago, when I wrote High Rise, a luxury apart-
ment block for middle-class professionals would have had very few, 
if any, black or Asian residents. Today there would be a good number. 
The retirement complexes on the Costa de Sol were white only 10 years 
ago, and probably still are. Blacks and Algerians are now present in the 
South of France, and are targets of Le Pen’s bully boys. Asians and East 
Europeans have spread out to the London suburbs, and there are big 
concentrations around Heathrow and the M4 that constantly provoke 
racist attacks. I think I have faithfully represented this. In some ways 
these attacks are slightly different from old-style racism. The white 
working class is re-tribalizing itself, using sport and the union flag as 
catalysts. Asians, but also Poles and Kosovans, are seen as belonging to 
other tribes. They need to be attacked to emphasize one’s own tribal 
identity. Skin colour is a useful marker, but isn’t an essential element.

JB: Can you elaborate on the idea of ‘elective madness’ in Kingdom Come? 
How does an advertising executive fit into this psychopathology?

JGB: The point about elective madness is that it is a bottom-up phenom-
enon, as in the Nazi era. In Brooklands no leader is needed, so the chief 
analyst of the phenomenon can be a more or less neutral observer, or 
an active member (Maxted) of the group trying to short-circuit the phe-
nomenon, setting off bombs and staging a failed assassination attempt 
(the shooting that killed Pearson’s father) which they hope will provoke 
the creation of a fascist republic and force the government to intervene. 
Pearson is the equivalent of the narrators of the first three books of 
the quartet (Crawford, Penrose and Gould). Pearson loathes the racist 
violence, but his father’s apparent involvement with the rightist groups 
leads him to turn a blind eye to the racist attacks and concentrate on the 
positive features of the new regime – the self-disciplined and healthily 
glowing families, the sense of a revived community with a new confi-
dence and purpose in life (in short, that ‘accommodation’ made by so 
many in the 1930s in England and Germany who should know better). 
Pearson is about to leave them to it when he stumbles across David 
Cruise, and he sees a heaven-sent opportunity to put into effect the ‘bad 
is good’ marketing scheme that he once devised as a desperate way of 
reviving a stagnant consumer economy. Cruise becomes an afternoon-
TV fuehrer (all that we flaccid Brits can achieve). Then real violence 
breaks out, and the poison rapidly spreads through the motorway 
towns. Pearson is appalled, but the authorities intervene and the siege 
begins.

In effect, Pearson follows the same trajectory as the narrators of 
Cocaine Nights, Super-Cannes and Millennium People, outsiders beguiled 
into serving a regime that they dislike but which appeals to unsatisfied 
needs that they have long repressed.
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128 AN INTERVIEW WITH J. G. BALLARD

JB: Walter Benjamin once identified the true face of Surrealism with 
‘“the face of an alarm clock that in each minute rings for sixty seconds”’. 
This seems a particularly apt way of describing the obsessive and reiter-
ative nature of your own form of Surrealist writing. Why has Surrealism 
been such an influential source for you as a writer? Do you think surre-
alism survives in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries?

JGB: Surrealism certainly survives, and exhibitions of surrealist painters 
are hugely popular. Dali retrospectives in particular attract huge audi-
ences. People knew that the accepted view of the world as a realm gov-
erned by reason and largely explicable in terms set by rationality doesn’t 
exactly match the facts. Anyone involved in even a modest disruption of 
reality – a small fire in an office building, the failure of a lift filled with 
shoppers trying to leave a department store – knows the feeling that a 
parallel world has briefly revealed itself. More serious disaster – planes 
and car crashes – can leave that sense of dislocation for months, if not 
years. War, of course, is the ultimate Surrealist dislocation – buses on 
top of bombed buildings, and so on. Is there an alternative logic running 
everything, revealing the kind of meanings found in poetry and certain 
very special moments in life? Watching the birth of a child – and I speak 
as a father who saw two of his children born – is a profoundly Surrealist 
experience. Afterwards, reality seems a pale imitation.

In my own case I assume that my wartime childhood drew me pow-
erfully towards the Surrealist view of things. Even before the Japanese 
invasion in 1937 Shanghai was a pretty Surrealist place – the 50 Chinese 
hunchbacks lined up to greet the guests at the film premiere of The 
Hunchback of Notre Dame, and a 1,000 other examples. War and intern-
ment undermined the authority of my parents and the adult world who 
had failed to anticipate the disaster that had overwhelmed them. Given 
the world we live in, I have no doubt that Surrealism will survive and 
prosper in the C12st century as it did in the C20th, though it is puzzling 
that no great painters have taken the place of Ernst, Magritte, Dali 
and Delvaux. But then there are no great novelists either (at least in the 
English language), no great poets, philosophers or composers, despite a 
superabundance of universities and art schools, galleries and concert 
halls. I wonder why . . . 

This is an edited version of an interview which was conducted by fax 
on 2 March 2007.
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