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Books, art, movies, etc...

O F F  T H E  F L O O R

FIERY 
INTELLIGENCE
We caught up with Akala, arch-
spitter of lyrical fire...
MC AKALA, the stone cold power-fisted slayer 
of Charlie Sloth’s Fire In The Booth freestyle 
session, can also take down any quasi-
righteous, over-privileged member of the 
establishment on Question Time or Newsnight. 
OFF THE FLOOR worked on setting up this 
interview with him for a year, after seeing 
him outshine everyone at Grinagog Festival, 
and selling out Brixton Academy, smashing 
Shepherd’s Bush Empire, and taking over 
Saturday night on the BBC talking about Homer 
(not the yellow cartoon character). We finally 
caught up in his exceptionally well-shelved, 
Grenfell-shadowed music studio. Wearing 
camouflage sweats and dreads corn-rowed 
up from spectacular cheekbones, he swizzels, 
boylike, on the grand producer’s chair: less 
of a headmaster, more the brightest, most 
charmingly argumentative kid in the class of 
2018.
“The whole of society tells you being smart 
is for posh people,” Akala says. “I wanted 
to be an astronaut, I was a geek. And I got 
encouragement to pursue geekdom, even from 
my uncles, the ones who robbed banks. I knew 
I wasn’t born into a meritocracy, my parents 
taught me that — to suck it up, work harder.”
And he has. His masterpiece, Natives, Race And 
Class In The Ruins Of Empire has just stormed 
the Sunday Times Bestseller list, and it’s partly 
why this interview has taken a while to set up. 
The book comes as a fabulous two-fingered 
salute of threatening intelligence. There’s 
never been a more honest appraisal of growing 
up poor and mixed-race in broken Britain. 
This heartfelt polemic fights every excuse 
of racial ignorance, and is no road to riches 
autobiography. But superficially, having the 
elder sister of Ms. Dynamite must have helped, 
on the surface, just a little bit?
“Eighteen months before ‘Booo!’ came out, 
she was living in a hostel, that’s how fast 
it happened, the transformation,” Akala 
says. “She helped me start a record label, so 
there’s no doubt my sister helped change the 
possibilities for the family. She became really 
successful after I’d left school, she was on 
pirate radio in our local area. I’d become a bit 
of a naughty boy, we were on the periphery of 
being rude boys — two of us were into criminal 
activity, but me and Niomi were making music 
since we were seven or eight-years-old. The 
first time I went to the studio I was four, 
dropped a dubplate for my uncle in my little 
baby voice, and the first song I recorded, I 
was probably 14 or 15, so we always wanted 
to be musicians. Kids think they can become 
millionaires from music, and they don’t know 
how new that is.”

But it wasn’t just the family connections 
of having a stepfather working at Hackney 
Empire, and a phenomenal mother. Akala 
played football for West Ham as a teen: “Being 

good at football is major kudos at school.” 
And being 6ft at 12 does something for your 
confidence. Born Kingslee James Daley, he 
praises having a two-tone education — an 
Afro-Caribbean weekend school gave him 
ballast lost in the racism of having mainstream 
teachers making assumptions, putting him into 
the Special Educational Needs category early 
on.
He tells of dossing about in college: “I’m not 
so judgemental of people who have done bad 
things in their past, because imagine, one of 
those times when I was carrying a knife as a 
kid, or my best friend stole his dad’s gun from 
under the mattress, if we’d have got arrested 
and gone to prison, how differently the rest 
of my life would have gone: Feltham for three 
years, maybe you have to protect yourself 
there, you stab up two kids in Feltham, your 
whole life trajectory, you become an entirely 
different person. So I don’t believe in my own 
moral purity: I was very lucky, and part of my 
luck in life has hopefully allowed me to grow 
into being a better person. That doesn’t mean 
I’m inherently a good person: the danger, if 
we believe in our own inherent goodness, is we 
believe there are inherently bad people. If only 
the world was so simple.”

Labelling gets us all in trouble. Akala tells 
stories of himself and doctor mates getting 
pulled for driving nice cars as critical 
anecdotes, and explores the systems of 
profiteering policing, and shoddy media that 
preys on poverty and fuels systemic racism.
His book stands up to educational bigotry, 
and outlines how the state benefits from 

purposeful denial and oppression of post-
Windrush power. “Obviously I enjoy not being 
in the financial situation I was in growing up, 
but does that mean I need to have £10 million 
quid? No!” 
So the premise of the book is what exactly? 
“This sense that we [in Britain] are special 
and better than everyone else is rooted in 
the legacy of empire. I wanted to see how 
that shaped me. I’m not going to lie and say 
this book is going to resonate with all young 
working class black boys, but the human 
experience should relate. I don’t watch Lord 
Of The Rings and think I can’t relate to Gandalf 
because I’m not an old white guy. If you come 
to my music shows, you see I have a disparate 
audience, it reflects London. Art should 
transcend.”

The misfortune is, Natives may not reach 
kids living the first-hand experience of 
discrimination, to learn from Akala’s game of 
survival. It’s the same play he’s used to get 
into schools, creating his financial autonomy 
using Shakespeare as an exemplar of hip-hop 
in workshops. His comprehension of street 
apartheid leads him to floor-destroying 
debates, which lay out a truth that has taken 
him to lecture at Oxford Union at the famous 
university. He’s setting up his own production 
company, which builds on playwrighting, 
graphic novels, and recording five albums, two 
EPs and three mixtapes. Is he going to get into 
politics next?
“I am in politics,” he says. “As an artist our 
job is to critique, and as someone who does 
educational stuff with young people. It’s such 
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