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Abstract
This thesis examines the debut novels of three contemporary British Asian authors and identifies the
way they can be differentiated from earlier texts which consider Indian identity. I argue that these
texts act as a repudiation of Rudyard Kipling’s Kim (1901), as well as of many other early twenty-firstcentury novels concerning minority ethnicity communities in London. The chapters of this thesis
follow a trajectory of characterisations in these novels which indicates an increasing demand for
British Asian identity to be freed from mainstream audiences’ desire for texts which depict the
ethnic subject as an exotic Other.
In my examination of these texts I employ a methodology which works from a postcolonial
theoretical basis, but I combine this analysis with a new formalist approach. Understandings of the
ethnic subject produced by theories of hybridity and mimicry, particularly those theories articulated
by Homi K. Bhabha, have begun a process of emancipation of this subject from essentialist and
stereotypical depictions. But I argue that in some cases these approaches have themselves led to
characterisations that are prone to predictable and restricting tropes and motifs. In my readings of
Hanif Kureishi’s The Buddha of Suburbia (1990), Gautam Malkani’s Londonstani (2006) and Nirpal
Singh Dhaliwal’s Tourism (2006), paratext and metatext are closely examined to reveal complex and
ambivalent notions of ethnic identity. I argue that the formal techniques used by the contemporary
authors examined here expose a tendency towards persistent and insidious racism in depictions of
British Asians, depictions which have often been produced by minority ethnic authors themselves.
The representations of British Asian youth produced by Kureishi, Malkani and Dhaliwal either
employ parody as an indication of the redundancy of stereotype in providing authentic portrayals of
the ethnic subject, or rely on what are often confronting and offensive characterisations, which
expose the mainstream reader’s expectation of depictions of an assimilatory and worthy migrant
figure. These novels mark a new direction in British Asian fiction, one in which there is a demand for
portrayals that reject the exoticisation and essentialisation of the migrant figure, and also relate the
inherent complexity and contradiction in writing ethnic minority characters. This demand is part of a
broader social context in which gender, sexuality and class might be considered just as influential on
social mobility as is ethnicity, and in which minority communities are empowered to assert their
right to contribute to an ongoing redefining of Britishness.
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Introduction
In Nirpal Singh Dhaliwal’s debut novel Tourism (2006), protagonist Puppy describes hip London
suburb Notting Hill as ‘a miscegenist heaven: white women clung to well-wrought ethnic studs who
pushed tricycle pushchairs laden with fat brown babies; demure young white men guided Asian
girlfriends through stalls selling hookahs, avant-garde sneakers and sun-dried tomatoes’ (Dhaliwal,
Tourism 52). Puppy’s somewhat cynical observations go to the heart of what I explore in this thesis.
In examining the depiction of identity in contemporary British Asian literature, I identify the
exoticisation and commodification of ethnicity, and the methods that some British Asian authors are
employing in order to bring this to light. I trace the changing approach of British Asian authors who
have portrayed young British Asian men, beginning with Hanif Kureishi’s The Buddha of Suburbia
(1990), and then focusing on Dhaliwal’s Tourism, as well as Gautam Malkani’s Londonstani (2006). In
order to set a foundation for this analysis I begin by examining Rudyard Kipling’s depiction of
Indianness in Kim (1901), and consider the way Kureishi rejects Kipling’s characterisations and gives
a voice to those who are not white. All four of these novels present identity as performance, and
portray characters that choose elements from multiple cultural influences in order to construct their
personas. While Kipling can only permit the white Kim to successfully inhabit hybridity, Kureishi,
Malkani and Dhaliwal demonstrate the empowering, complex and sometimes flawed nature of the
British Asian character as a culturally hybrid subject. These latter authors acknowledge the
fetishisation of the ethnic minority protagonist. They employ irony and pastiche in their depictions
of ethnicity, using formal devices to nudge the audience towards recognition of the way narratives
of ethnicity often reinforce stereotype. The Buddha of Suburbia, and then sixteen years later,
Londonstani and Tourism, alert their readers to the changing but persistently racist essentialisation
of ethnicity in novels. These authors present new approaches to the depiction of ethnicity, and in
doing so mark the old ways as redundant.
The surprising portrayals of British Indians in Kureishi, Malkani and Dhaliwal’s novels were all
unorthodox for their time. However, despite the innovative approaches of their authors, many
readings of these novels have been made through established theoretical approaches of identity and
postcolonial theory (on The Buddha of Suburbia see Schoene 1998, Ranasinha 2002; on Londonstani
see Paganoni 2008, Liao 2015; on Tourism see Albertazzi). And when form has been considered it
has often been through a consideration of these novels’ potential investment in the genre of
Bildungsroman, itself a traditionally Western genre. While the postcolonial approaches have
provided some insight into the ways the authors have attempted to emancipate their characters
1

from stereotype, I argue that they do not allow for a more complex understanding of the ambivalent
and unstable positioning of British Asian characterisation in contemporary novels. Consequently,
this thesis approaches British Asian novels from a new perspective, one which builds on emerging
work which ‘insists on the materiality of the text as an object, a commodity, and an artifact, and
reads the ‘whole beast’ from snout to tail: cover to cover, peritext and paratext’ (Whitlock 6). Here I
combine postcolonial approaches of hybridity and mimicry with new formalism, and in doing so
illuminate the inadequacy of contemporary British Asian novels which provide narrow formulations
of the ethnic subject. New Formalism has been described as a way of ‘bring[ing] together
structuralist technique and the historical concerns of critical theory from the last 50 years’ (Felluga
195). Following the sentiment of Ellen Rooney, Susan Wolfson claims that reading for form ‘is not
the naive counterpart of theory but its interlocutor, its dark interpreter, its illuminating ally’
(Wolfson 16). In my examination of the novels included here I employ formalism as an aid in
interpretation, not independent from postcolonial theory, but working alongside it to enhance
readings. In closely reading these texts, and placing emphasis on their formal strategies, I reveal the
way that paratext and metatext provide illuminating perspectives on the societal forces that
influence the formulation of identity in contemporary British Asian novels.
While paratextual or metafictional analysis is paramount in this thesis, Kipling’s Kim, with its
Bildungsroman structure, is also suited to a new formalist approach. The Bildungsroman genre
provides an intertextual point of comparison for these novels, with each of them following a
Bildungsroman form to varying extents. In Kipling’s novel Kim formal aspects reflect Bildungsroman
conventions as described by Franco Moretti: an ethnically white British boy leaves his adopted home
of Lahore on a journey of discovery in which he finds a ‘sense of belonging to a wider community’
which provides the ‘comfort of civilisation’ (Moretti 19, 16, Moretti’s italics). Through the novel Kim
is educated in what it means to be British and he finds a way to synthesise this with his desire for the
more traditionally Indian way of life with which he has grown up. Although his future is left unclear
at the end of the novel, he has found a ‘serene and trustful feeling-at-home’ and resolution of his
sense of self (Moretti 23). Moretti claims that ‘capitalist rationality cannot generate Bildung,’
suggesting that for Kureishi, Malkani and Dhaliwal’s respective protagonists, Karim, Jas and Puppy,
resolution is unlikely because they exist as part of a society in which capitalist forces perpetually
demand further development and productive potential (26). Kim too is subject to the forces of
capitalism and is a part of the capitalist endeavour that is colonialism, but he is not so overtly
concerned with the consuming of products as a marker of his social mobility as are the other
protagonists discussed here. While the closing pages of the three latter novels do explore a
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tentative sense of resolution, the self-conscious acknowledgement of their status as postcolonial
artefacts throughout the texts emphasises the continued mainstream consumption of the ethnic
subject. In their varying resemblances to the traditional Bildungsroman form, these four novels
evince a changing approach to the depiction of the ethnic subject, a subject that has been wellmined in the years since the publication of The Buddha of Suburbia.
Kim provides an important starting point for the analysis I undertake in this thesis. It might be
considered a foundation to which the later novels I examine here react. This does not mean that
Kipling’s novel is an originary model of which the others are simply corruptions. Rather, these later
authors demonstrate their dissatisfaction with Kipling’s narrative of race, and provide their own
unique versions. Kureishi provided one of the earliest British Asian reactions to Kipling’s formulation
of the ethnic subject, and many more were to follow. In order to set the scene which evolved
following the success of Kureishi’s debut and into which Londonstani and Tourism were published, I
explore the broader publishing context surrounding these later texts, and the hunger for insight into
London’s minority communities, as evidenced by the large sales of novels such as Zadie Smith’s
White Teeth (1999) and Monica Ali’s Brick Lane (2003). These novels have been read as attempting
to ‘(re)define [the British] space as a hybrid location that is an inherent part of British contemporary
society,’ something which might be considered a positive development which ‘challenge[s] the view
of a homogenous British society’ (Fernández 144). However, the success of these novels in reaching
such a large audience has been identified by some as a result of their predictably essentialised
portrayals of various ethnic groups, portrayals which might meet readers’ expectations, but which
fail to challenge the sometimes problematic preconceptions about minorities. They are part of a
proliferation of writing by authors of minority descent during the 1990s and early 2000s, which
explored the experience of growing up as part of a minority culture in a sometimes hostile, but often
ultimately accepting, British society. Authors such as Meera Syal, Atima Srivastava, and Nikita
Lalwani wrote novels that examined the phenomenon of inbetweeness and featured a young
protagonist torn between the culture and customs of their parents and those of white British
society. The British Asian novel was becoming a recognisable and marketable product. As Bourdieu
observes, the ‘enterprise moves closer to the “commercial” pole the more directly or completely the
products it offers on the market respond to a pre-existing demand, and in pre-established forms’
(142, Bourdieu’s italics). The public developed a preconceived idea of what the British Asian novel
consisted of – both in terms of the content and the book’s cover – and these ideas were exploited by
publishers. In contrast Londonstani and Tourism present surprising and often unlikeable versions of
British Asianness, providing an opportunity for readers to consider their expectations concerning the
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portrayal of British Asian characters. As products which might themselves capitalise on the
contemporary hunger for tales of British Asian minorities, these novels indicate through prolific
metafictional and paratextual intimations, the narrow conventions of the genre they might have
belonged to, but whose rulebook they transform.
This argument builds upon critical work that has begun to question how the British Asian novel
depicts its subjects and has criticised the unusually optimistic outcomes that some examples offered.
Brick Lane does depict ethnic tensions in London’s Tower Hamlets, however, the novel ends with
protagonist Nazneen being told, on what might be considered a rather sanguine note, ‘“This is
England […] You can do whatever you like”’ (Ali 492). Michael Perfect notes that, ‘White Teeth and
Brick Lane could be accused of being somewhat teleological, seeming to announce that twenty-firstcentury London is a city in which multiculturalism has already happened’ (152). As Daniel Soar
observes, Smith’s ‘multicultural, teeming Willesden [the north-west London suburb in which the
novel is set] is its own kind of fantasy’ (30). Caryl Phillips recognises a tension in White Teeth that
the characters try hard to hide: ‘White Teeth is full of false smiles and contrived faces, masks that are
repeatedly donned in order to better hide the pain’ (np). Smith herself is aware of the problematics
involved in depicting minority communities: ‘“I was expected to be some expert on multicultural
affairs, as if multiculturalism is a genre of fiction or something, whereas it's just a fact of life – like
there are people of different races on the planet”’ (Smith in Hattenstone np). She does acknowledge
latent racism when she has an old lady on a bus remark that, ‘“If you ask me […] they should all go
back to their own…”’ (163). Smith unsettles the power of this racism by relegating it to the bus floor
with the rubbish: ‘this, the oldest sentence in the world, found itself stifled by the ringing of bells
and the stamping of feet, until it retreated under the seats with the chewing gum,’ but there
remains an underlying lack of resolution in the ‘retreat’ of this racist comment (Smith, White Teeth
163).
Other critics are concerned that depictions such as those in White Teeth and Syal’s Anita and Me
(1996) capitalise too readily on the consumer value of comic appeal. Wachinger claims that, ‘White
Teeth showed that a writing career (and a fortune) can still be made with posed in-betweeness’ with
Smith’s characters engaging ‘in a plethora of burlesque’ (196, 195). The danger is that Smith’s
humorous presentation of Indian and Afro-Caribbean characters risks perpetuating the reduction of
ethnic minority characters to condescending caricature. Rajeev Balasubramanyam contends that,
‘[i]n multiculturalist propagandas, the cultural habits of black and brown people are frequently
satirised, using caricature and stereotype in a light, amusing way’ (‘Rhetoric of Multiculturalism’ 36).
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Wachinger and Balasubramanyam reject the ‘amusing comedy of manners,’ as portrayed in novels
such as White Teeth and Anita and Me, and refuse the suggestion that we should accept it as an
improvement from a time when ‘images of black and brown people are no longer as explicitly
derogatory’ (Balasubramanyam, ‘Rhetoric of Multiculturalism’ 36). Balasubramanyam observes that
‘laughter arises because Asian or Black culture is presented as being inherently risible, and this is the
same technique used in the explicitly racist comedies of the seventies and eighties, except that
today, the actors or writers are themselves black and brown (‘Rhetoric of Multiculturalism’ 37). He
takes a stand against British Asian authors who themselves perpetuate the reduction of characters
from minority backgrounds. In their respective debut novels, Malkani and Dhaliwal can be read as
similarly exposing this tendency and in doing so they mark a new development in British Asian
fiction, one which exposes the latent racial tension present in many of the tropes which earlier
examples by minority authors had grown to rely on.
Kureishi, Malkani and Dhaliwal can be seen to speak back to the racism inherent in both earlier
versions of Indianness, such as that in Kim, and to more assimilatory tales of British Asian cultures,
many of which can be read as offering oversimplified and unsatisfactory resolutions of racial
instability and tension. The characterisations in The Buddha of Suburbia, Londonstani and Tourism
are a rebuttal of those found in novels such as Syal’s Anita and Me, and Srivastava’s Transmission
(1992) and Looking For Maya (1999), all of which employ humour and a gentle mocking of cultural
habits. And they also reject the journey towards cross-cultural mixing and assimilation that are
found in novels such as White Teeth (1999) and Brick Lane (2003). Malkani and Dhaliwal’s characters
are second-generation Londoners, not struggling with their cultural positioning as does Kureishi’s
Karim in 1970s suburbia, but rather dealing with the racism inherent in London society of the early
2000s, which still relies on essentialised versions of ethnicity and in which ethnicity is persistently
considered a commodity. Malkani’s Londonstani and Dhaliwal’s Tourism are unsettling because they
portray an unprecedented dissatisfaction with British society and a forthright and derisive attitude
towards gaining equality. Kureishi’s Karim challenges stereotypes in that he is a bisexual, drugtaking, school drop-out who wanders London with no fixed abode. In Londonstani this challenge to
stereotype is taken further as members of the ‘desi’ crew are represented as racist, materialistic and
hypermasculine, and showing little respect for British institutions and traditions. And Dhaliwal’s
Puppy is equally as subversive of the earlier British Asian archetype of the assimilated ‘good
immigrant,’ visiting prostitutes, deliberately flunking his A-levels and existing on a diet of alcohol and
drugs supplied by his wealthy white girlfriend.
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Londonstani and Tourism present what are often provocative, and sometimes shocking, depictions
of young British Asian men. Londonstani’s gang of middle-class wannabe gangsters projects race and
class prejudice, judging according to the way others dress and speak and the types of cars and
mobile phones they own. They actively encourage tensions between ethnic groups and adhere to a
narrow and, some might say, shallow version of ‘desiness’. ‘Desi’, a term used by many South
Asians, especially those in the diaspora, to describe themselves, derives from the Sanskrit word for
land or country, and is usually translated to mean ‘countryman’. However, for gang leader Hardjit, it
appears that desiness is determined by style and swagger, by one’s capacity to act in the consumer
market and by outward symbols of adherence to religious practice. In Tourism discrimination
according to race and class is equally present. Dhaliwal’s British-Punjabi protagonist identifies the
positions of privilege enjoyed by the wealthy and expresses vitriolic resentment for those who take
this privilege for granted, seeing it as his right to claim ‘a slice of Whitey’s pie’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism
236). Meanwhile, he equally rejects the lifestyle of working-class white Londoners who he believes
are ‘stupid and useless’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 115). Misogynistic attitudes are adopted alarmingly
frequently by the young men in both of these novels. Women are perceived by these characters in
terms of their appearance, and often as a means to prove virility or to gain social position.
Hypermasculinity is revered by many of these British Asian characters, as they aim to dismantle the
‘binary of the ultra‐masculine white man and the effeminate native man’ constructed by colonial
discourse (Nayar 59). While Malkani and Dhaliwal might have been expected to contribute to what
Sara Upstone observes some have labelled ‘the glorious future of black British fiction,’ in fact they
break with convention in that their characters are largely unappealing and offensive (‘“Same Old,
Same Old”’ 336). However, the disagreeable nature of these characters is potentially a powerful
device in unsettling preconceived notions of ethnicity. Mark Stein has described novels such as The
Buddha of Suburbia as novels of transformation which have ‘a dual function: [they are] about the
formation of [their] protagonists as well as the transformation of British society and cultural
institutions’ (22). Londonstani and Tourism mark a next stage in this transformation, building on the
foundation set by Kureishi in refuting received notions of ethnicity, destabilising white narratives
about minority communities, and providing an opportunity for British Asian characterisations to be
interrogated.
Homi K Bhabha’s groundbreaking work on mimicry and hybridity has informed my readings of the
novels examined in this thesis, but I complicate these readings by examining the way that authorial
paratext and metatext critique these approaches’ emancipatory claims. Considering the emphasis
on role play and performance in these four novels, theories of mimicry are useful in illuminating how
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the characters’ performances might be read. For Bhabha, mimicry signifies what is ‘almost the
same, but not quite’ – where in its subtle differences from the original, mimicry of that original
draws attention to its absurdity or injustice (123, Bhabha’s italics). Mimicry becomes, as Bhabha
describes, ‘at once resemblance and menace’ (123). This same formulation can be identified when
pastiche is employed. According to Richard Dyer an author ‘selects a number of traits and makes
them the basis of the pastiche,’ as Dhaliwal does when he creates a mother figure that is based on
the essentialised characteristics that are most often present in stereotyped versions of the Indian
matriarch (56). Dhaliwal’s version of the Indian Other is so exaggerated that it is clear that he is
creating, ‘a kind of imitation that you are meant to know is an imitation’ – one way in which Dyer
defines pastiche (1). The subtle (or in the case of Tourism and Londonstani, often not so subtle)
differences between the mimicked and the mimicker inform the reader that they ‘are meant to
know’. The imitation in all of the texts analysed in this thesis is there to highlight the untruth of that
which is imitated. In Bhabha’s words, the mimicked identity becomes ‘rupture[d]’ as its
implausibility is exposed (123).
The concept of hybrid postcolonial identities is reflected in the multiple cultural influences the
authors discussed here choose to depict in their characters. When Bhabha discusses hybridity, he
emphasises the fluidity that is essential to the evolution of new identities, and the ‘negotiation of
contradictory and antagonistic instances’ (25). So, for example, the boys in Londonstani refuse to
display solely traditional ‘Indian’ or ‘British’ markers of identity choosing to also incorporate
influences from hip hop culture and from the video clips they watch on MTV Base. Just like
Kureishi’s Karim, Hardjit and his crew use their hybrid identities as a way of asserting themselves
against definitions that others might make of them. Bhabha describes this process as ‘the historical
movement of hybridity as camouflage, as a contesting, antagonistic agency’ (277). The boys employ
hybridity in their claiming of their own type of Britishness. But, as is seen in Londonstani, hybridity is
sometimes employed at a superficial level in clothing and other consumer goods, while deeper
cultural beliefs follow more traditional lines.
Amar Acheraïou offers a critique of hybridity, reminding us of the limitations of relying on a singular
theoretical approach. He claims that while, ‘hybridity represents a crucial emancipatory tool
releasing the representations of identity as well as culture from the assumptions of purity and
supremacy that fuel colonialist, nationalist, and essentialist discourses,’ there is a risk that ‘hybridity
is loaded with the unrealistic expectation of providing “utopianism”’ (5-6, 6). In resting so heavily on
hybridity as a counter to binaries of black and white, factors such as wealth and class, which also

7

influence identity, risk being neglected. Aijaz Ahmad also questions Bhabha’s ‘celebration of cultural
hybridity,’ and is concerned that ‘in Bhabha’s writing, the postcolonial who has access to such
monumental and global pleasures is remarkably free of gender, class, identifiable political location’
(‘Politics’ 13). Ella Shohat recognises that, ‘[i]t is largely diasporic Third World intellectuals in the
First World, hybrids themselves, not coincidentally, who elaborate a framework which situates the
Third World intellectual within a multiplicity of cultural positionalities and perspectives’ (108).
Shohat’s intellectuals represent a privileged minority and are not reflective of the larger migrant
community. For Vivek Chibber, postcolonial studies has, ‘stepped quite consciously into the vacuum
left by the decline of Marxism in both the industrialized West and its satellites,’ leading to the
neglect of examinations of the relationships between class, wealth and power (2). This all suggests
that hybridity is not an appropriate or sufficient approach with which to describe the characteristics
or experiences of the broad and heterogeneous diasporic communities which exist in the Western
world. And such a conclusion is consolidated by the unstable and, at times, comical portrayals of
hybridity in Londonstani and Tourism.
In Kureishi, Malkani and Dhaliwal’s novels, the adoption of hybrid identities makes transition across
social boundaries somewhat available to their protagonists; however, it does not remove all barriers
to their social mobility. Malkani and Dhaliwal’s characters defend narrow and shallow versions of
ethnicity, which may contain some elements of hybridity but do not do so in a manner that makes
for a congenial co-existence of minorities. In this way Londonstani and Tourism respond
emphatically to the hailing of hybridity as a way of emancipating the migrant from essentialist
notions of identity. Identities are portrayed in these novels not as innate and ‘mysterious inner
essences,’ but instead ‘causal explanations of our social locations in a world that is shaped by such
locations, by the way they are distributed and hierarchically organised’ (Alcoff and Mohanty 6).
These novels reflect the way that capitalism ‘serves […] as the structuring principle of global
relations’ (Dirlik 54). What separates Malkani and Dhaliwal from many earlier British Asian authors
is that they employ literary devices in order to highlight the vulnerability of minority texts to the
demands of a capitalist society which requires that ethnicity be described in particular ways.
Londonstani and Tourism are examples of literature in which formal aspects of the novel are
particularly illuminating in the formulation of broader and socially progressive readings. Layering
theories of hybridity and mimicry with a close reading of these texts exposes a new direction in
British Asian writing, one which rejects the demand for an exotic Other, and highlights the
improbability of depicting what might be considered an authentic British Asian identity.
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Wolfgang Funk suggests that ‘a foregrounding of formal aspects is an indispensable procedure for
any cultural and literary analysis’ (64). I argue that for the novels examined in this thesis, formal
analysis illuminates the critique they make of the British Asian novel. Caroline Levine asks whether a
critic, on approaching a literary text, might ‘keep [their] formalism and [their] historicism analytically
separate’ (15). I suggest that Levine’s consideration of the separation of the two approaches
highlights the ways in which an analysis of form is often neglected, leading to less illuminating
readings of novels, and I argue that a collaboration of the theoretical and the formal might be a
fruitful endeavour in uncovering the complexity of the novels I examine here. Levine argues for a
broad definition of form as something which ‘indicates an arrangement of elements— an ordering,
patterning, or shaping,’ claiming that ‘hierarchies structure even the most politically progressive
writing in literary studies, including postcolonial, Marxist, and feminist criticism’ (15-16; Levine after
Bruce Robbins 94). Accepting this, the approach of this thesis is ‘not always to find a way beyond
hierarchies, but to figure out how to work productively with them’ (Levine 94). In the varied senses
by which Levine defines form, I claim that the formal devices within The Buddha of Suburbia,
Londonstani and Tourism, such as their meta- and paratexts, and their self-consciousness as postcolonial texts, allows one to read the novels as a critique of hegemonic social forms, such as the
exoticisation of ethnicity (which indicates a social hierarchy of consumer over consumed), and the
privileging and assumed authority of white narratives.
The examination in this thesis of the formal aspects of the British Asian novel builds, in part, on the
innovative work done by Mark Stein on humour in texts concerning minority communities, and also
on the black Bildungsroman. In Black British Literature: Novels of Transformation (2004), Stein
considers The Buddha of Suburbia as well as novels such as Syal’s Anita and Me and Diran Adebayo’s
Some Kind of Black (1996) as ‘novels of transformation,’ a genre which he views as developing out of
the Bildungsroman form but in which a protagonist might be more productive in influencing the
society around them (31). Stein suggests that such novels of transformation ‘describe and purvey
the transformation, the reformation, the repeated coming of age of British cultures under the
influence of what I call “outsiders within”’ (36). In this way, novels such as The Buddha of Suburbia
provoke a dialogical relationship with the society within which they are published: in depicting
change in the perception of ethnic minorities, they have the potential to change real life situations.
Stein examines the way that form, and the distortion of traditional form, is able to make a political
critique. He goes so far as to see this as ‘using, if not hijacking, the novel as a machine of cultural
representation and reproduction’ (42). His work establishes a basis on which this thesis expands –
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that is, that postcolonial readings of contemporary minority-authored novels can be enhanced and
deepened by an examination of those novels’ structural devices.
In Stein and Susanne Reichl’s collection of essays Cheeky Fictions: Laughter and the Postcolonial
(2005), Helga Ramsey-Kurz observes the way humour has been employed by minority writers in
order to avoid narratives which might be read as depicting an ungrateful migrant: ‘humour provides
a most effective means of forestalling the censoring without which, postcolonial writers know, their
demonstrative siding with malcontent and rebellious elements of their societies might be considered
offensive or even dangerous’(74). Tourism is one novel that might well have caused offense to some
because it refuses to hide much of its rebellion behind humour (although, as this thesis highlights, it
instead employs other formal strategies which deflect some of this rebellion). Ramsey-Kurz also
observes that:
In typically postmodern defiance of the formal virtue of generic purity, they endorse a
method of shifting freely and abruptly between diametrically opposed styles and genres, of
moving unexpectedly from comedy to melodrama or from comedy to tragedy, thereby
assaulting their texts’ logic. (79)
While Ramsey-Kurz refers to texts which consider Islamic fundamentalism through a (sometimes)
comedic frame, her observation could easily apply to the twist endings and juxtapositioning of
violence and humour in Londonstani. She ‘posit[s] humour both as a viable political stance and as
powerful, if not even as the only antidote to dogma’ and observes that humour is employed by the
authors to avoid both a ‘stereotyped interpretation’ and an interpretation which would likely
‘constrict the narratives’ scope to a single trajectory’ (85). So the employment of humour, a formal
device, can lead to ambiguous and multiple interpretations of postcolonial texts, which question
more conventional readings. In the Introduction to Cheeky Fictions, Reichl and Stein claim that their
book ‘not only works towards closing some methodological and conceptual gaps; it also adds new
facets to postcolonial studies and humour theory’ (3). It is my intention that this thesis make a
similar contribution to postcolonial studies, in that it brings under the spotlight the potential of new
formalist readings to broaden examinations of minority texts.
According to Dirlik, postcolonial theory assumes as its goal ‘the abolition of all distinctions between
centre and periphery, and all other “binarisms” that are allegedly a legacy of colonial(ist) ways of
thinking,’ (52). The examination contained in the following chapters demonstrates that a focus on
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formalism can become part of such a postcolonial approach, complicating postcolonial readings, and
indicating the complex nature of the ways in which ethnicity is depicted. According to Marjorie
Levinson, a new formalist approach aims to ‘reinstate close reading both at the curricular center of
our discipline and as the opening move, preliminary to any kind of critical consideration’ (560).
W.J.T. Mitchell sees a formalist approach as ‘insist[ing] on paying attention to a way of being in the
path rather than to where the path leads’ (324). I would say of Londonstani and Tourism that paying
attention to the nature of the path is imperative in reading its final destination. I attempt to employ
a ‘multilayered and integrative responsiveness to every element of the textual dimension,’ which
allows close analysis of the text to complicate the perspective provided by postcolonial theory
(Levinson 560). My reading of the novels therefore reveals that:
complexity (a leitmotif throughout new formalism), which is attributed to the artwork and
recoverable only through a learned submission to its myriad textual prompts, explains the
deep challenge that the artwork poses to ideology, or to the flattening, routinizing,
absorptive effects associated with ideological regimes. (Levinson 560)
Londonstani and Tourism can be read as not entirely rejecting, but rather as complicating the
claimed emancipatory role of notions such as hybridity. Mitchell holds the ‘conviction that a
commitment to form is also finally a commitment to emancipatory, progressive political practices
united with a scrupulous attention to ethical means’ (324). I see an attention to form as an
approach which allows for readings of Londonstani and Tourism which go beyond the assessment of
minority characters as stable and reliable informants about diasporic cultures.
The employment of new formalism is most evident in this thesis in my focus on paratext and
metatext as devices which alter readings of Londonstani and Tourism. Gerard Genette defines
paratext such as that offered by Malkani and Dhaliwal as constituting:
a zone between text and off-text, a zone not only of transition but also of transaction: a
privileged place of pragmatics and strategy, of an influence on the public, an influence that
– whether well or poorly understood and achieved – is at the service of a better reception
for the text and a more pertinent reading of it (more pertinent, of course, in the eyes of
the author and his allies). (2)
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Both authors are keen for their novels to be understood in particular ways; they disregard the fact
that many readers might prefer to read without a commentary. Dhaliwal and Malkani both ignore
‘the presumption of noncompetence, prohibiting authorial interpretation’ and feel obliged to convey
to the reader the ways in which they believe their respective texts should be read (Genette 369).
Admittedly, and according to Genette, because the authors’ commentary is ‘materially independent
of the text’, it is ‘offered but not imposed: the text and its paratext go their separate ways, and the
reader of the former is not under any obligation to deal with the latter’ (370). But the emphatic
tone of Malkani and Dhaliwal’s commentary on their texts and on social issues surrounding these
texts, makes them, once read, hard to ignore especially considering these authors’ presence as
journalists in prominent British newspapers. Their paratexts contribute to what Matt Cohen would
term a ‘publication event,’ which he defines as ‘an embodied act of information exchange […] which
presumes that its participants are aware that an act of communication is intended’ (7). Cohen’s
context is seventeenth-century New England, but when he identifies the ‘complex narrative and
political matrices of literature,’ which contribute to reception of that literature, he could just as
easily be talking about twenty-first-century Britain. I take Cohen’s understanding of publication as a
site at which ‘each communication was understood as interpretable both at the level of a particular
physical instantiation and in terms of its relation to simultaneous and past representations in other
media,’ and transfer it to a new context (7). In the case of the contemporary novels examined here,
the publication event includes paratexts as well as the metatextual acknowledgement of other
postcolonial texts, and of a capitalist system which considers Other as a product in the marketplace.
An acknowledgement of publication as merely one part of a much bigger ‘event’ allows for broader
understanding of the political implications of the text itself.
Unlike many of the British Asian authors who went before them, Malkani and Dhaliwal claim the
authenticity of their portrayals of ethnicity via sources that are readily accessible in their twentyfirst-century context, such as websites and newspaper articles. These two authors comment on the
way their own novels might be read. They also use paratext as a way of performing ‘selfconstruction and critique, and to explore the significance of authorship itself’ (Brouillette,
Postcolonial Writers 2). In aligning themselves with particular institutions or disassociating
themselves from other authors, Malkani and Dhaliwal claim a superior ability to depict true and
gritty pictures of ethnicity. Rather than the paratexts being concerned with, as Sarah Ilott suggests,
‘creating an image that is worthy of subcultural capital,’ I read them as seeking to assure the reader
of the potential insight by outsiders into the particular British Asian subculture that each of their
novels offers (103). As Sarah Brouillette observes, Malkani employs paratextual sources in order to
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justify his ‘fictional encapsulation of his ethnographic research on the interconnections between
ethnicity and masculinity in the Desi community’ (‘Creative Class’ 3). Malkani informs the reader on
his website, and in a newspaper article, that his research was conducted while he attended
Cambridge University as an undergraduate and was completing a dissertation on ethnicity as a proxy
for ‘the reassertion of masculinity’ (‘Mixing and Matching’ np). In doing so he attaches himself to an
‘established unit of meaning,’ implying that the reader can expect a high quality, sagacious and
authoritative text (Malkani, ‘About Londonstani’ np; Gray 29). Some of Dhaliwal’s newspaper
columns allude to his working-class upbringing, a testament to his claimed ability to write authentic
depictions of a gritty urban existence. He describes his schooling in ‘an all-boys comprehensive
school in Ealing [where] the pupils were overwhelmingly black and Asian’ (‘My week’ np; ‘Wet white
liberals’ 5). In this way Dhaliwal implies the status of his novel as ‘real’ or as providing an
authoritative portrayal of minority groups in London. In these ways both authors represent their
novels as portraying a more legitimate-because-authentic picture of young British Asian men than do
those authors who rely on narratives in which assimilation neatly overcomes racial or ethnic tension,
or inequity.
Rather than suffering the ‘anxiety’ any writer might suffer because ‘[a]s their books reach a variety
of audiences with conflicting tendencies and interests, writers are unable to determine how exactly
the attachment between authorial persona and text is constructed or received,’ Malkani and
Dhaliwal make concerted efforts to shape perceptions about their relationships with their novels
(Brouillette, Postcolonial Writers 4). While their paratexts don’t always provide stable or consistent
messages about how they should be considered in relation to their texts, and sometimes even
amplify the ambiguity portrayed within their novels, these writers show no hesitation in making
their presence felt as authors seeking a voice in the literary marketplace. We might ask of authors
such as Kureishi, Malkani and Dhaliwal: ‘how do postcolonial ‘writers/thinkers’ establish themselves
as gatekeepers to any presumed authentic access, or, alternately, disavow the very requirement that
they take on such roles?’ (Brouillette, Postcolonial Writers 25). For Malkani and Dhaliwal there is no
disavowal of such roles; rather, they seem to embrace opportunities to act as gatekeepers.
Brouillette observes of authors that their:
gestures of selfconsciousness, spanning the spectrum from abject self-critique to
triumphant self-authorization, arise in market conditions that are defined by significant
political strain. It is precisely such conditions that make declarations of self-awareness so
pressing, but also largely inadequate, or at least problematic. (Postcolonial Writers 4-5)
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The status of the postcolonial novel as a valuable consumer product, more valuable because of its
author’s perceived exoticness, mean that the author’s presence in the public sphere can contribute
greatly to way their novel is perceived. But despite the demands placed on them to demonstrate
their innate exoticness and ability to tell authentic tales of ethnicity, what they say in that public
sphere is always subject to questioning and critique, largely by a metropolitan audience. Malkani
and Dhaliwal present ambiguous messages in their paratexts, and these messages sometimes
contradict the content of their novels. A new formalist analysis is indispensable in revealing the
multiple contradictions present in these authors’ self-conscious positioning.
Somewhat paradoxically Dhaliwal couples his paratextual attempts to communicate the authenticity
of his novel with a persistent metatextual drawing of attention to its status as a text – a text which
might prove untrustworthy. Patricia Waugh defines a metatext as ‘fictional writing which selfconsciously and systematically draws attention to its status as an artefact’ (2). Dhaliwal creates
instability as Tourism is presented as consisting of both a reliable version of the real life of a specific
young British Asian Londoner, alongside a metatext which constantly reminds the audience of its
novelistic, and therefore potentially unreal, nature. Funk describes the way that:
reconstructive texts use the formal technique of metareference, which can be imagined as
tangling and invalidating traditional hierarchies within a given text, to generate ontological
and epistemological paradoxes that are irresolvable within the logic of the text itself.
These paradoxes challenge and require the reader’s response and responsibility to recreate
a coherent act of literary communication. (6)
Funk describes a dynamic in which the reader must pay an attention to form in order to identify and
reformulate metatextual references so that those references might reveal something meaningful. I
argue that Tourism does exactly as Funk describes: in its self-conscious acknowledgement of itself as
a postcolonial novel, it tangles the expectations of the genre and challenges the audience to read it
in a different way. Funk conceives of the ‘reconstructive text’ as a text which inhabits ‘an attitude of
confidence in the power of sign systems to actually convey experience’ (5). In the case of Tourism,
its metatextual devices alert readers to Dhaliwal’s understanding of the expectations of minority
writing, prompting us to question his portrayals (and, as a logical progression of this, the portrayals
of other authors). In doing so, Dhaliwal conveys the ambiguity inherent in depicting the ethnic
minority subject.
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For Funk, ‘metareference constitutes an appropriate formal approach to authenticity’ (64).
Authenticity is at the core of Funk’s concerns and he observes that ‘authenticity is seen as both the
ultimate goal and a major impediment to contemporary configurations of identity’ (7). He
determines that metareference might provide the best path towards uncovering authenticity, and
that an ergodic text (that is a text which ‘requires a certain amount of physical and mental struggle
and agility on the part of readers to navigate their way through it’) might open such a path (101).
Funk concludes that, ‘[o]nly a metareferential fragmentation and refraction of form can eventually
reunite form and matter and transform authenticity from a hermetic aesthetic exercise into an
interactional process’ (191). In the novels examined here, formal elements, especially metatextual
elements, expose hermetic attempts at authenticity and leave space for new authenticities to
transpire. If, as Werner Wolf suggests, ‘[n]arrative is a form of world building: it creates miniature
worlds with modelling function,’ then narrative provides the opportunity for versions of reality to be
created that will help us to understand real world situations (260). Wolf claims that ‘we can – and
like to – experience narrative worlds because they appear to us as meaningful representations of
concrete “slices of life” that address, through their modelling function, interesting aspects of reality’
(Wolf 260). The risk of this is that, despite these narrative worlds being fictional, audiences interpret
them as representative of reality. This is where a formal examination becomes crucial in producing a
more transparent understanding of the text, an understanding that acknowledges the unreliability of
texts in their attempts at authentic portrayals. As Funk claims: ‘metareference constitutes the most
appropriate aesthetic device for evoking, enacting or at least investigating authenticity’ (64).
Reading these texts through a combination of new formalist and postcolonial approaches allows for
a broader conceptualisation of each novel’s positioning, one which is free from the potentially
restrictive nature of single-method approaches.
Postcolonialism’s emphasis on the theoretical over the formal has sometimes led to narrow readings
of these novels. The limitations of this approach are evident in attempts to make sense of Malkani’s
Jas as an unreliable white protagonist in what is ostensibly a novel about a British Asian gang, via
optimistic understandings of his identity as a hybrid mimic. Reading Jas, and the gang into which he
is only partially and temporarily accepted (as does Liao), as validation of the ‘evidently […] common,
everyday practice for people to identify and interact with others across the borders of ethnicity,
culture, and nationality,’ fails to account for Jas’s denial of his whiteness, his persistent questioning
of the crew’s cultural beliefs, and his subsequent ostracisation from the gang (Liao 40). Maria
Cristina Paganoni and Roberto Pedretti describe Londonstani as ‘the momentary point of arrival of a
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coherent and fruitful description and interpretation of the processes of hybridisation Great Britain
has experienced since the arrival of the first waves of immigrants’ (435-6). But again, this reading of
Londonstani does not allow for Jas’s rejection of much of the gang’s ideology, or for his ejection from
the gang when this is revealed. Similarly, readings of Tourism which summarise it as ‘a very
politically incorrect but extremely “authentic” picture of reality’ (it is not clear whether these
inverted commas indicate a questioning of that authenticity) fail to allow for the complications that
Dhaliwal’s paratextual and metatextual content provide, and which a new formalist reading might
illuminate (Albertazzi 175). Graham Huggan has said of postcolonial scholars that they have
‘recognised the need to question ‘theory’ itself as an instrument of intellectual mastery and as a
paradoxical medium for the maintenance of institutional hierarchies, even as it posits a challenge to
critical standards and the academic status quo’ (257). New formalism, I suggest, offers a way of
combating the ‘maintenance of institutional hierarchies’ when postcolonial theoretical approaches
alone, are employed.
***
As much of the analysis I make here is concerned with the novel as a product and the reader as
consumer, it is crucial to ask who that reader might be. As Brouillette observes, according to
Graham Huggan’s understanding of the exoticism of ethnicity, there is an implicit assumption of a
‘global market reader’ who, in their choice of reading material, is ‘unwittingly reifying constructed
categories’ (Postcolonial Writers 15, 26). This is a reader who exoticises ethnicity and who hopes to
learn something of society’s minority communities via a kind of armchair ethnography. Such an
assumption is clearly problematic in that it assumes a homogenous Western consumer. If we
assume such a reader exists, then ‘[t]he strategies and techniques of some postcolonial texts are
thus taken as designed to respond to the existence of a certain kind of consumer, and their very
material is comprised of attempts to reorient and reeducate an unsophisticated reader’ (Brouillette,
Postcolonial Writers 26). While some authors might understand and capitalise on the exoticism of
ethnicity, others take it upon themselves to challenge the preconceptions of Huggan’s market
reader, and this thesis argues that Malkani and Dhaliwal are doing this is in challenging and
unconventional ways.
Ilott suggests that novels such as Londonstani and Tourism are ‘subcultural urban novels,’ which
‘critique the construction of multicultural Britain by focussing on the problematic topics of violence,
hypermasculinity, gangs and misogyny that are often passed over by more utopian (political and
literary) accounts of multiculturalism’ (96). She then extends her argument to claim that these
16

subcultural urban novels are written for an audience which is a ‘subcultural minority’ (95). Ilott
conceives earlier minority-authored novels such as The Buddha of Suburbia and White Teeth as
written for a ‘projected audience [that] is largely white, middle-class and mainstream’ (95). But in
her formulation, Londonstani and Tourism shift ‘the conventional paradigm of postcolonial fiction, as
rather than ‘writing back’ to the (former) colonial centre, it is produced for the consumption of a
community of insiders’ (95). Ilott observes that ‘paratextual accompaniments are far from neutral
supplements but instead frame and position the novel’ (102). However, she claims that the
marketing of Londonstani and Tourism ‘does not mark them for consumption by a pre-dominantly
white, middle-class audience’ (103). ‘The garish yellow cover, pink font and demotic title of
Malkani’s Londonstani,’ she argues, ‘suggests that it is aimed at a younger audience, self-consciously
marketed as low-brow with street cred’ (103). But, as Ilott herself admits, this is not the way
Londonstani was initially marketed: according to Sarah Brouillette, the novel ‘captured the feverish
interest of Britain’s largely white, middle-aged literati’ (‘Creative Class’ 4). Although Malkani has
claimed that, ‘“I was trying to do an SE Hinton for Asian teenagers: a book anyone into urban youth
culture, where you don’t read books, might want to read,”’ it seems unlikely that publishing house
Fourth Estate would advance ‘in excess of £300,000’ for a novel that they intended for a minority
audience (Malkani in O’Connell np; McCrum np). Fourth Estate clearly anticipated a wide
mainstream audience and expected that, as Perfect notes: ‘Londonstani would follow in the
footsteps of Brick Lane by offering the British literary mainstream a portrait of a minority community
whose existence it was hazily aware of but whose customs it was very much unfamiliar’ (138). It was
only after the novel failed to meet sales expectations that the cover was changed to the one
described above:
the paperback publication [issued a year after its initial publication] was not so much a relaunch as a re-branding […] with a renewed digital campaign and carefully positioned
advertising in Time Out, The Times and The Guardian Guide […] In addition to a vivid new
cover […all of which was] clearly intended to develop a brand ‘community’ for the book.
(Graham np)
So the new marketing approach (itself including advertising to a broad market) only occurred when
the novel failed to find success in a mainstream audience, and a subcultural audience was not the
initial ‘imagined audience’ at all.
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Of Dhaliwal’s novel’s cover, Ilott claims: ‘Tourism has the kind of front cover that makes the novel
embarrassing to read in public, comprising a close-up of a woman’s breast exposed in a see-through
blouse and an overlaid tag line in red, “sexy… shocking and touched with genius”’ (103). Although
this might be true, Tourism’s cover is not the sole piece of paratext by which it was marketed. Ilott
fails to address Dhaliwal’s promotion of his novel in The Times and The Sunday Times – newspapers
which, one would assume, would reach beyond a small, subcultural readership. Also, Tourism’s
cover bears some resemblance to that of several of the publications of Michel Houellebecq’s novels
such as Platform (2001), Atomised (2000) and Lanzarote (2002), which feature bikini-clad or barelycovered, topless women. Houellebecq had a large media profile in the mid-2000s and had found
considerable success in the marketplace. As one reviewer in the New York Times states:
‘Houellebecq’s name is so rich with associations — it has become one of those names in the arts that
are replete with meaning; everyone knows who he is and what he writes about’ (Knausgaard np). If
the intention was to associate Dhaliwal with Houellebecq, then the marketing was certainly not
aimed at a small subculture, but instead at a much larger audience with a more populist taste, which
was attracted to the often sensationalist content of novels such as Houellebecq’s. I suggest that,
in line with Brouillette’s understanding of the way an author might attempt to ‘reorient and reeducate’ the reader, Londonstani and Tourism are very much written back to the colonial mindset. I
read these novels as attempting to destabilise mainstream preconceived notions of ethnicity; they
are written, therefore, not for a subcultural audience who likely already perceive the problematic
exoticisation of ethnicity, but rather for the consumption of a much broader metropolitan audience.
Kureishi, Malkani and Dhaliwal are not the first British Asian authors to depict ethnic tensions and to
question the positioning of young British Asian men within British society. Several other authors,
such as Suhayl Saadi (Psychoraag 2004), Niven Govinden (Graffiti My Soul 2006) and Sarfraz
Manzoor (Greetings from Bury Park 2007), focus on inter-racial relationships, drug use and the
influence of contemporary popular music on their protagonists. Their characters display hybrid
modes of speech and cultural influence, and are often cynical about their parents’ religion and
culture. Govinden portrays violent ethnic tensions between young British men, but his protagonist
Veerapen, ‘the only kosher Tamil in Surrey,’ does not judge others purely by their race or ethnicity
(Govinden 19). Nadeem Aslam’s Maps for Lost Lovers (2004) portrays violence motivated by what is
claimed to be a strict adherence to Islamic codes, but the novel balances the violence and prejudice
in some characters with complex, nuanced characters who are determined to find stability within
their isolated community. Unlike Malkani and Dhaliwal, these authors describe women in sensitive
and subtle ways, and their protagonists’ relationships with women are complex. Examples of racial
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violence and prejudice towards white characters do exist in novels written by and depicting black
British characters other than those who are Asian. Victor Headley’s Yardie (1992) focuses on young
Jamaican and British-born Afro-Caribbean men, who aim to gain money and status through their
membership of drug-dealing gangs in London. Adebayo’s Some Kind of Black follows the story of
young Oxford student Dele, the descendant of Nigerian migrants to London, who experiences racism
in both the way he is exoticised as ’undisputed number one negro’ in the majority white Oxford
where he ‘indulge[s] their romance of the real nigga,’ and when he and his sister become victims of a
racist police force in London (Adebayo 19, 20). Dele admits, in a tone reminiscent of Dhaliwal’s
Puppy how, ‘he wanted to fuck [white girlfriend] Helena, he wanted to fuck English history, like
some horn of Africa’ (Adebayo 38). In her two novels Moss Side Massive (1999) and Full Crew
(2004), Karline Smith writes about gangs in Manchester and depicts the ‘disenfranchisement and
attendant alienation of migrant groups’ although, according to Ilott the gang warfare it portrays ‘is
not carried out across ethnic lines’ (118). Building on the nascent impulses of these texts, Malkani
and Dhaliwal are the first to depict an assertive racial prejudice displayed by British Asian characters
towards those of other ethnicities, and their novels are distinctive in the sustained and confronting
misogyny that they attribute to the majority of their male characters.
Londonstani and Tourism explore the hypermasculine British Asian in a way that isn’t seen in the
minority novels listed above. The assertion of masculinity by Hardjit in Londonstani is motivated,
according to Malkani, by a need to ‘”define himself as a man against the overbearing mother”’ (in
Graham np). But I read the hypermasculinity in Londonstani and Tourism, exemplified in the
violence Hardjit’s crew displays, and in Puppy’s misogyny and claims at sexual prowess, as a
rejection of colonial representations of the Asian male. Historically, and in the context of
colonialism, the Asian male has been aligned with the ‘notion of the weak and passive Hindu, so
perfectly suited to the discursive conditions of colonialism’ (Teltscher 159). As Mrinalini Sinha
dicsusses ‘gender was an important axis along which colonial power was constructed’ (11).
Colonialists found ways to justify their hegemony, based on the production and development by the
British of two figures: the ‘manly Englishman’ and the ‘effeminate Bengali’ (Sinha 1). This is
evidenced in comments made by British colonialist Thomas Macaulay, that the Indian male’s
‘pursuits are sedentary, his limbs delicate, his movements languid. During many ages he has been
trampled upon by men of bolder and hardy deeds. Courage, independence, veracity, are qualities to
which his constitution and his situation are equally unfavourable’ (in Gandhi 99). The Otherness of
the Indian male is taken by the white colonialist and used to create a discourse of effeminacy in
which that which is observed, or assumed, to be different becomes a sign of weakness. In this
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discourse ‘the native male [was] weak and consequently unable to take care of his woman – a lacuna
that the masculine Englishman would fill’ (Nayar 59). As a remedy to this historical racism, in his
home suburb of Hounslow Malkani observes ethnic identities now being employed as ‘tools or props
for the bolstering of boys’ gender identities’, with a resulting ‘new model of British Asianness that
was much less vulnerable to emasculation by any racism in the dominant culture,’ and this is
reflected in charcaters such as Hardjit (Malkani, ‘Mixing and Matching’ np). I read Dhaliwal as also
attempting to remediate discourses of the emasculated Asian male: Puppy’s assertive courting of
white women can be seen as a fervent response to Macaulay’s ‘lacuna,’ and a reclaiming of the
discourse around Asian sexuality. The refusal of the effeminate Asian male is part of these author’s
questioning of what ‘authentic’ portrayals of British Asian males might consist of and their offering
of alternative models of British Asian identity.
Malkani and Dhaliwal take up Kipling and Kureishi’s preoccupation with the theme of authenticity
and the search for truth in novelistic depictions of ethnic minority communities. Despite the
‘structurally ambiguous, paradoxical and oscillating’ nature of authenticity, there is no end, it would
seem, to readers’ desire to discover it and authors’ attempts to portray it (Funk 64). Examining the
way these novels make claims to, or refute the possibility of, authentic portrayals of ethnicity reveals
a shifting perspective in the way ethnicity is read by audiences. In Kim, Kipling portrays Kim’s
usefulness to the British spies who employ him as due to his ability to apparently authentically
inhabit various Indian personas. And yet, Kim is ethnically white. In The Buddha of Suburbia,
Kureishi explores the notion of what real Indianness might consist of and whether it may be
performed by recreating stereotypical tropes. In employing irony to suggest that essentialised
notions of Indian identity are racist, Kureishi opens the door for multiple and fluid versions of Indian
identity to exist. Londonstani stretches the notion of the way ethnicity might be inhabited even
further. It is revealed at the end of Malkani’s novel that protagonist Jas is white, not British Asian as
readers are led to believe for the majority of the novel. Malkani uses this device to explore the way
ethnicity might be performed, and asks whether its authenticity can be reliant not on skin colour,
but rather on assumed cultural markers and behaviours. Tourism focuses on exoticised versions of
ethnicity and the way these preconceived forms of ethnicity, irrespective of their perhaps tenuous
relationship with authenticity, are desirable products in the consumer marketplace. Even more
controversially, Tourism considers the possibility of accessing an authentic Other via art or literature,
and questions the trustworthiness of texts as providing insight into minority cultures.
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The notion of authenticity is key to the criticisms that Dhaliwal makes about other minority British
authors. He has openly stated his distaste for being associated with other British Asian and minority
authors simply because of his ethnicity. He is explicit about his desire to make it ‘in the big league,
competing with everyone else,’ rather than being subject to ‘the condescending hand of bourgeois
liberalism’ (‘Gosh’ 25). Dhaliwal describes Meera Syal’s television work as ‘junk’ which is ‘naff and
unfunny’ and not reflective of his own experience (‘Gosh’ 25). And, according to Dhaliwal, Zadie
Smith is an ‘unremarkable’ writer, her success merely a product of the ‘woolly sentimentalism of
London’s literati’ (‘Gosh’ 25). Dhaliwal is equally as disparaging about Malkani, whose novel he
reviews in London’s Evening Standard, describing it as ‘an inadvertently gay, stupidly written tale of
teenage inanity’ in which ‘None of the characters has depth or complexity’ (‘Nitwits on Nokias’ 35).
Dhaliwal is cynical about the reasons behind Londonstani’s publication:
I can imagine the orgasmic squeal that rang through the offices of Fourth Estate on
procuring 30-year-old Gautam Malkani's debut novel, Londonstani. The moment for
gushing, middle-class liberals to connect with the "real" Asian experience had arrived. Via a
Cambridge graduate who is an editor at the Financial Times, that is. (‘Nitwits on Nokias’ 35)
Dhaliwal expresses cynicism about whether Londonstani might offer any insight into the particular
desi subculture it explores. For Dhaliwal this appears to be connected with Malkani’s affiliations
with Cambridge University and the Financial Times which he suggests are an impediment to
Malkani’s ability to portray ‘realness’. He claims that Malkani chose ‘to write a tale that panders to
cosseted middle-class notions of edginess’ (‘Nitwits on Nokias’ 35). With this comment, Dhaliwal
suggests that Malkani capitalises on the exoticisation of ethnicity. It is paratextual commentary such
as this which indicates Dhaliwal’s determination to uncover and loudly announce the problematic
nature of the way he perceives ethnicity as being depicted.
Dhaliwal’s argument can be situated alongside those of critics such as Graham Huggan, whose
understanding of the dynamics surrounding the consumer market and ethnicity rests on an
assumption of the ‘distinctly fashionable’ nature of all that might be considered postcolonial (1).
Huggan writes that ‘exoticism describes […] a particular mode of aesthetic perception,’ one which
‘manufactures otherness’ (13, Huggan’s italics). Exoticism, then, is not inherent, but is instead a
label formulated by those who don’t categorise themselves as Other, and then applied to all they
consider to be Other. As it is a quality imposed from the outside, Huggan considers that ‘it may
serve conflicting ideological interests, providing the rationale for projects of rapprochement and
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reconciliation, but legitimising just as easily the need for plunder and violent conquest’ (13). Here
Huggan identifies the ambivalent and contradictory nature of the exoticism of ethnicity, and his
observations reflect the problematic nature of the portrayal of ethnicity that Kipling, Kureishi,
Malkani and Dhaliwal all employ. These authors employ a ‘strategic exoticism’ as they ‘attempt to
show that they understand the ways in which they are being asked to present the Third World or
global South [or British ethnic minorities] to a presumably apolitical metropolitan audience’
(Brouillette, Postcolonial Writers 5). But in their paratextual and metatextual responses to the
exoticism of ethnicity, Malkani and Dhaliwal’s texts express a compelling dissatisfaction with the
exoticisation and fetishisation of ethnicity, while at the same time laying claim to their own version
of it.
Huggan claims that postcolonial writers, ‘make their readers aware of the constructedness of […]
cultural categories; their texts are metacommentaries on the politics of translation, on the power
relations that inform cross-cultural perception and representation’ (26, Huggan’s italics). My reading
of these texts through their respective author’s employment of paratext and metatext, is closely
aligned with Huggan’s observation of them as metacommentaries. But I would take Huggan’s
observation further, and claim that Malkani and Dhaliwal appear to be railing against postcolonial
writers who, instead of attempting to communicate to their audience the implausibility of narratives
in which neat, essentialised ethnic categories exist, actually perpetuate these categories. In their
determined employment of paratext and metatext, Malkani and Dhaliwal forgo subtle attempts at
providing a metatcommentary on portrayals of ethnicity. The vitriol and violence in Londonstani and
Tourism, and these novels’ bold depictions of homoerotic fetishism and graphic sex scenes,
insistently assert the fact that the exoticism of ethnicity has not gone away. Their narratives of
ethnicity suggest that the employment of hybridity and mimicry is not sufficient in emancipating
minority characters from neo-Orientalist narratives. Londonstani parodies postcolonial theoretical
approaches such as hybridity and mimicry, using exaggerated depictions of hybridity and ridiculously
ineffectual attempts at mimicry to demonstrate the inadequacy of these approaches in portraying
ethnic minorities. In Tourism characters such as Puppy’s friend Michael mock the fetishisation of
ethnicity, and capitalise on white middle-class tastes for the Other as Puppy ridicules politically
correct attempts at ‘empower[ing] the disenfranchised’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 72). Malkani and
Dhaliwal resort to essentialised and offensive characterisations, employing humour to reveal
uncomfortable truths about the seemingly inescapable exoticisation of ethnicity in contemporary
British Asian novels.
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The Buddha of Suburbia, Londonstani and Tourism all, to varying extents, play with the structure of
the novel, utilising formal devices to reinforce their unsettling of the conventions of British Asian
novels. As a repudiation of Kim, The Buddha of Suburbia is ‘self-consciously post-colonial,’ and
makes clear its status as a reformation of Kipling’s imperial narrative (Stein 115, Stein’s italics). As
Stein observes, ‘the expectations of the field are neither rejected wholesale nor noiselessly imbibed.
Instead, these expectations are embraced, parodied, and tampered with,’ a process which draws
attention to Kureishi’s dissatisfaction with Kim’s characterisations (115). Kureishi’s metatextual
references to Kipling, and to The Buddha of Suburbia as a postcolonial artefact, alert the reader to
his intention to disturb expectations of the form. Malkani employs an unreliable narrator, casting
into doubt any sense of the reader gaining an authentic insight into desi culture. Jas self-consciously
draws attention to his inability to coherently verbalise his experiences – a hint at his inherent
untrustworthiness. In Tourism, Dhaliwal deliberately foregrounds his novel’s status as a fictional
work, leading the reader to consider the reliability of its portrayal of British Asianness. These literary
devices assist Malkani and Dhaliwal in questioning assumptions about happy, multicultural
communities and stories of successful, worthy migrants by complicating narratives which might
suggest that the positioning of London’s minority communities is stable and resolved. These authors
focus the reader’s attention on the incorrect assumptions that might have been drawn from novels
about the positioning of British Asian communities in London, and they bring under the spotlight
conceptions of ethnicity which express a muted or latent racism.
Londonstani and Tourism present ambiguous and sometimes contradictory versions of ethnicity,
which are most clearly identifiable in the way that both novels, in their final pages, reveal what
might be read as a restoration of Orientalist discourse. Orientalist discourse, according to Edward
Said, assumes that ‘the Orient was not (and is not) a free subject of thought or action,’ but is, ‘an
idea that has a history and a tradition of thought, imagery, and vocabulary that have given it reality
and presence in and for the West’ (Orientalism 3, 5). Londonstani and Tourism both suggest that
narratives written by the West continue to influence the ways in which ethnicity is read, by
portraying their protagonists as ultimately adhering to a European discourse about ethnicity. The
revelation that Jas is white means that all his apparent insights into Hardjit’s gang are filtered
through a white gaze. In hindsight, we can see that Hardjit’s desiness has been represented to the
reader as a ‘contrasting image, idea, personality, experience,’ against which Jas defines his own
European self (Said, Orientalism 1-2). Early in his novel, Malkani has Jas complain that, ‘[p]eople’re
always tryin to stick a label on our scene’ (Londonstani 5). Malkani suggests the embeddedness of
this labelling when he reveals that Jas is white, and indeed an actor in the very hegemonic narrative
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which he claims to reject. Dhaliwal also juxtaposes the assertive departure from received narratives
of ethnicity that make up the majority of his novel, by concluding Tourism with an assimilatory twist
ending. In the final pages of Tourism the formerly rebellious protagonist concedes to the previously
refused narrative of the happy family, and reveals a longing to return to ‘Punjab and the village that
[his] mother left’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 245). Despite having only visited India once, and rejecting his
mother’s devout Hindu beliefs, Puppy is depicted as not being able to deny his suggested innate
connection to his spiritual homeland. This sudden apparent epiphany strikes the reader as false, an
indication that Dhaliwal himself suggest that this is not a believable outcome for Puppy. So although
these twist endings in Londonstani and Tourism might appear to indicate a ceding to traditional
British Asian novelistic conventions, I argue that instead they indicate the unjustified dominance of
white and assimilationist narratives and draw our attention to the unsatisfactory nature of such
narratives. These endings are actually part of a process of ‘unfixing the discourse of empire, opening
it up, and interpreting its history and its current efficacy’ (Stein 144, Stein’s italics). These novels’
formal devices unsettle received understandings about the portrayal of ethnicity and demand that
new versions of ethnicity must emerge.
Huggan claims that, ‘[i]t has arguably become more fashionable to attack postcolonialism than to
defend it – a sign perhaps, rather less of the conceptual inadequacies of postcolonial studies than of
its increasing commodification as a marketable academic field’ (3). While this thesis might recognise
the commodification of postcolonialism, it does not reject it outright. Rather, I examine the ways in
which Kureishi to an extent, but Malkani and Dhaliwal far more forcefully, question the persistent
commodification of ethnicity in novels. Malkani and Dhaliwal are aware that, ‘[w]ithin a fragmented
market defined by the proliferation of choices, selling specific identities to distinct consumers
facilitates the process of consumption’ (Brouillette, Postcolonial Writers 66). My reading of their
novels, as well as their paratextual sources, reveals a discontentment with this dynamic. These
authors are not content to allow the proliferation of ‘specific identities’ – that is essentialised and
socially acceptable versions of minority ethnic British subjects, whether these subjects be the
authors themselves, or their characters – to continue to be sold to specific groups of consumers.
While marketing campaigns which present the author as an assurance of authenticity aim to
‘“disguise the systematized commodification of literary production,”’ Malkani and Dhaliwal use their
public profiles to unsettle notions of authenticity (Juliet Gardiner in Brouillette, Postcolonial Writers
66).
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In the seventeen years since Huggan wrote The Postcolonial Exotic, the market for the minority
novel has remained undiminished, but perhaps the nature of some of these novels has altered. In
1990, when The Buddha of Suburbia was published, it was considered by one reviewer to be
‘sexually explicit, pointedly political and highly critical of both British racism and Muslim – or more
generally, Indian – repressiveness’ (Blaise 20). It was a novel whose audience, The New York Times
assumed, would be ‘the gay, the arty and the third world’ (Blaise 20). Blaise didn’t predict the wide
readership which The Buddha of Suburbia would reach, or the long-lasting impression it would make.
Kirkus closed their favourable review of Kureishi’s debut with the rather ominous conclusion that the
novel made ‘a memorable contribution to that other English literature--that of the immigrant’ (np).
These reviews reveal that in 1990, The Buddha of Suburbia was considered part of a niche genre,
something set apart from the mainstream, something Other. Little did the Kirkus reviewer know
that the English literature of the immigrant would morph and adapt, finding appeal with a significant
proportion of the British readership, especially, perhaps, with those considered to be part of the
middle-class mainstream. In 2006 reviews of Londonstani and Tourism recognised the allure of the
minority novel. Of Londonstani the Independent had this to say: ‘[t]oo often the latest groovy writer
of South Asian origin comes to be worshipped by the (white) gatekeepers of the literary salons as a
(bogus) cipher for colonial redemption’ (Saadi np). The Telegraph’s review of Dhaliwal’s debut
claimed that ‘[m]y objection to Tourism wasn't that it thrust unpalatable truths in my complacent
middle-class face. It was that it was callow, derivative and not very well written’ (Leith, Sam np). The
reviewers of 2006 demonstrate an understanding of the complex and controversial nature of racial
and class divides in early twenty-first-century London. However, just as reviewers of The Buddha of
Suburbia did not grasp the potential for Kureishi’s novel to promote change in the social positioning
of British Asians, so reviewers of Londonstani and Tourism seem to miss the political critique of
British society made by these novels. Whether there is potential for continued change, inspired by
pioneering protagonists who, as Stein puts it, have a ‘dual function’ and are able to influence ‘British
society and cultural institutions’ in ways that further emancipate the British Asian subject, will be
evidenced in the types of British Asian novels that follow these 2006 publications (22).
***
The chapters of this thesis trace a changing approach to depictions of Indians and British Asians. The
authors examined here exist in a dialogical relationship with their audience. They create a product
which they deem will appeal to the market at the particular time of production. But from another
perspective, these novels become agents in the changing expectations of mainstream society
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concerning the exoticism of ethnicity, and the question of who rightfully speaks for whom. This
thesis examines several questions about the way the ethnic Other is depicted in novels. It asks
whether the exoticism of ethnicity identifiable in Kipling’s Kim remains as prevalent in the twentyfirst century. It considers the genre that evolved after the publication of The Buddha of Suburbia,
and asks whether the conventions of that genre aided or hindered the conveying of authentic
versions of British Asian identity. And it questions readers’ expectations of the genre, and ability to
accept portrayals that lie outside preconceived ideas of worthy and exotically appealing migrants. In
these chapters, I am interested in questioning the viability of postcolonial theory alone in
emancipating the ethnic subject from stereotype and binaries of black versus white, and in
highlighting ethnicity as an exotic product. I propose a new, hybrid approach, in which close
readings deeply interrogate form and in doing so augment, broaden, and ultimately strengthen
postcolonial analyses. This new perspective reflects the demands of an ever-changing British
society, one which is continues to be involved in discussions about what might be considered
Britishness.
The first chapter of this thesis examines Hanif Kureishi’s novel of 1990, The Buddha of Suburbia, as a
repudiation of Rudyard Kipling’s Kim, published in 1901. Despite the nine decades between them,
Kipling’s novel is vital in my examination of Kureishi’s text, as it provides a template for depictions of
hybrid British/Indian characters. Kipling describes hybridity from a white perspective, a perspective
that cannot imagine Indian identities as anything but fixed. I explore Kipling’s depictions of late
nineteenth-century India and Indians in the light of early twenty-first-century depictions of British
Asians and ask what has changed about the way that ethnic Others are portrayed. Kureishi
illuminates Kipling’s essentialised depictions of Indianness, I argue, by mimicking Kim’s themes of
performance, adopted identity and the exoticisation of ethnicity, but then rejecting wholeheartedly
Kipling’s racist schema. By portraying multiple and fluid ethnic identities, Kureishi brings to light
Kipling’s stereotyped depictions of ethnicity and rejects Kipling’s Orientalist discourse. This chapter
scrutinises Kim and The Buddha of Suburbia through the lens of Bhabha’s concept of mimicry – one
in which representations of ‘almost but not quite’ unsettle the status quo. In The Location of
Culture, Bhabha identifies the way that imperfect mimicry of those in powerful positions can
unsettle the authority of that power. While in Kim, mimicry is only advantageous to white
characters, in Kureishi’s novel the Indian character Karim performs Indianness in a way that
empowers him. In this way, The Buddha of Suburbia demonstrates how mimicry can be used
subversively in a way that undermines Orientalist narratives. In Karim, Kureishi provides an ‘almost
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but not quite’ rendering of Kim’s experiences in Kim. This exposes Kipling’s novel for what it is – a
fetishised, white perspective of an India that Kipling failed to fully comprehend.
Chapter Two leaps forward from Kureishi’s London of the late 1970s to Malkani’s London of the
early 2000s. Londonstani is examined as a rejection of the assimilation narrative which was told in
many of the British Asian novels published during the 1990s and early 2000s. Malkani depicts
Hounslow as the domain of British South Asians, presenting desi characters such as Hardjit and his
crew as a permanent and powerful presence. In Malkani’s novel, attitudes towards non-desis are
hostile and sometimes violent, and mixing with those of another religion is forbidden. Mimicry is
employed by the white Jas, who is determined to emulate an ‘authentic’ desi identity – one which he
believes will earn him kudos and respect. Performance is a key theme in Londonstani and it
frequently consists of elements borrowed or bought from multiple cultures, emphasising the ways
that identity can be a product of consumerism. This chapter will examine hybridity through
Bhabha’s notion of identity as fluid phenomena, borrowing from multiple cultures. While Malkani’s
paratexts suggest his characters successfully inhabit such hybrid spaces, in fact Jas fails to employ
hybridity successfully. Furthermore, any attempt at an emancipating hybridity for Hardjit and his
crew is undercut by Jas’s essentialist and Orientalist descriptions of these young, British Asian men.
The revelation of Jas’s whiteness at the end of the novel confirms his status as an outsider and an
unreliable narrator. This novel is indicative of the unjustifiable but yet continued assumption of the
superiority of white narratives.
Chapter Three extends my examination of the rejection of traditional British Asian narratives
through consideration of Nirpal Singh Dhaliwal’s novel, Tourism. I investigate working-class
protagonist Puppy’s racist and misogynist attitude, and his disdain for almost all of London’s social
classes and ethnic backgrounds. However, this attitude is complicated by Dhaliwal’s use of frame
narrative, and in the way that Tourism employs metafictional devices in order to refer to its own
status as a postcolonial text. Dhaliwal communicates his own rejection of essentialised ethnic
characterisations by employing pastiche in Puppy’s descriptions of various ethnic groups. These
descriptions are often superficial and stereotyped, drawing attention to Dhaliwal’s awareness of the
racism still present in depictions of South Asian migrants in contemporary novels. I argue that
consumer culture dominates in Dhaliwal’s London with characters portrayed as capitalising on white
Londoners’ fetishisation of ethnicity and politically correct positive discrimination. Puppy and
Michael manipulate the exoticisation by others of their ethnicities, finding ways to use their cultural
backgrounds to improve their social position and wealth. The work of critics Graham Huggan and
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Tobias A. Wachinger, who both focus on the commodification of ethnicity, aids in my examination of
the exoticisation of the Other in this novel. This chapter also identifies Puppy’s treatment of women
as another facet of his compulsive consumption. I consider whether there is inevitability in Dhaliwal
closing Tourism with a happy ending, and whether this is indicative of the impossibility of escaping
narratives of assimilation, or instead, whether this novel is something of a call to arms in a battle
against dominant white narratives surrounding ethnicity.
These chapters show a trajectory in the characterisations of British Asians, which marks a rejection
of the essentialised ethnic subject. But this thesis illuminates a far more complex picture than one in
which racist portrayals have been simply pushed aside in favour of more emancipating and
egalitarian narratives of ethnic minorities. The vast differences in depictions of ethnicity between
those contained in Kim in 1901, and those made in 2006 and beyond, indicate the constantly
evolving nature of portrayals of London’s minority communities. However, even the most recent of
the novels examined here allude to the presence of persistent racist narratives. The years which
have seen the publications of these four novels make up merely one small part of a much longer and
constantly vacillating process in which multiple positionings of ethnicity and race occur, and the
novels examined here in no way mark a beginning or an end of this process, but merely a
momentary snapshot. However, this snapshot reveals a potential for change, and space for
reconfigured notions of the way in which the ethnic subject might be portrayed.
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1) ‘Almost But Not Quite’: Role Play and Recalcitrance in Rudyard Kipling’s Kim and Hanif
Kureishi’s The Buddha of Suburbia
Rudyard Kipling’s 1901 novel Kim and Hanif Kureishi’s The Buddha of Suburbia, published in 1990,
are set in different continents and in different times. But these novels share several themes, and
their protagonists multiple characteristics, which make it difficult to ignore Kureishi’s reference to
Kipling’s novel. Ruvani Ranasinha and Bart Moore-Gilbert both identify the similarities in the
protagonists’ names – Kim and Karim – but the parallels between the two texts extend far beyond
this (Ranasinha 72; Moore-Gilbert Hanif Kureishi 125). These protagonists share a tendency to adopt
different roles, enacting multiple identities throughout the novels, and they are both keen to explore
society beyond the one of their childhoods, soon learning of their homelands’ multiple cultures and
social classes. As Ranasinha observes, the ‘search for a coherent sense of self forms the thematic
link between Buddha and Kipling’s Kim’ with both encountering a guru figure who offers spiritual
guidance in this search (72). Both Kim and Karim mimic those around them in order to gain status or
to be accepted into particular groups. Costume and props aid the transformation of Kim, ‘Hindu
street child’, to Kim ‘Sahib,’ just as they aid Karim to inhabit different social worlds within London. In
another parallel, also observed by Moore-Gilbert, these novels can both been described as
Bildungsroman, as they follow the path of their protagonists through challenges and uncertainty,
towards a level of maturity and resolution (Hanif Kureishi 126). However, I argue that Kureishi does
more than simply refer to Kipling’s novel; in fact he writes back to Kipling, asking the reader to
question Kipling’s Orientalism, racism and endorsement of empire. In The Buddha of Suburbia,
Kureishi cleverly follows Kim’s structure in such a way that his unpredictable and fluid depiction of a
1970s British South Asian teenager draws attention to Kipling’s essentialist portrayal of ethnicity.
In referencing Kipling’s novel, Kureishi explores a ‘textual self-awareness’ something which
Hutcheon observes alerts the reader to an author’s questioning of approaches to, for example,
characterisation (Hutcheon 1). The Buddha of Suburbia can be read, then, as a metatextual critique
of Kipling’s Kim. Moore-Gilbert has briefly examined the connections between two of Kipling’s
novels and The Buddha of Suburbia, but I suggest that he underestimates the extent to which
Kureishi rejects the colonial narrative underlying those novels. Moore-Gilbert describes The Jungle
Book (1894), a theatre production of which is presented in The Buddha of Suburbia with Karim
playing Mowgli, as ‘a template’ for The Buddha of Suburbia in which ‘London is presented as a
similarly ambiguous kind of jungle to Kipling’s’ (Hanif Kureishi 125). This is a tenuous link, and one
that could perhaps be identified in any novel depicting a protagonist exploring new and unfamiliar
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locations. Moore-Gilbert sees Kureishi’s depiction of The Jungle Book as more critical of the play’s
director than of the play itself (Hanif Kureishi 125). However, when Kureishi has Karim’s father,
Haroon, criticise Kipling as ‘[t]hat bloody fucker Mr Kipling pretending to whity he knew something
about India,’ he reminds the reader that Kipling did speak from an imperial viewpoint (Buddha 157).
Moore-Gilbert identifies many ‘parallels’ between Kim and Kureishi’s novel, but he does not see The
Buddha of Suburbia as a repudiation of Kim:
Kureishi’s recourse to Kipling does not bespeak a desire simply to disavow colonial
discourse in the manner of more obviously cultural nationalist postcolonial writers, like
Ngũgĩ. […] The Buddha’s quotation of Kipling attests rather to a desire to ‘hybridise’
colonial discourse by adapting it ‘catachrestically’ to address new cultural problematics.
(Hanif Kureishi 127)
While authors such as Ngũgĩ critique the effects of colonialism in countries once colonised by
Europe, Kureishi’s perspective is of a diasporic citizen, the son of a white mother and Pakistani father
born and brought up in Britain, and therefore inherently different to Ngũgĩ’s. But just because he
doesn’t take a nationalist approach, it doesn’t mean Kureishi is sympathetic to colonial discourse.
Kureishi might well ‘address new cultural problematics,’ ones faced by a diasporic population that
did not exist in Kipling’s time, but it is his rejection of colonial discourse that allows him to do this.
Moore-Gilbert appears to view The Buddha of Suburbia as an updated version of Kim and of colonial
discourse. He praises Kim as ‘Kipling’s masterpiece’ and, as is explored below, does not perceive
Kipling as coming from a strictly Orientalist perspective, as other critics do (Hanif Kureishi 125).
Moore-Gilbert does argue that, ‘Kureishi seeks to recuperate and develop Kipling’s interest in crosscultural transactions, seeing in this aspect of his work a precedent for explorations of the
contemporary predicament of cultural ‘in-betweeness’’ (Hanif Kureishi 127). And he does
acknowledge that Kureishi references Kipling and E.M. Forster as he is ‘motivated by a desire to
reinscribe the experience of the (formerly) colonised in a fuller, more empowering and less distorted
way,’ (Hanif Kureishi 200). But this line of argument does not go far enough in expressing Kureishi’s
reformulation of ‘cross-cultural transactions,’ or to acknowledge his important commandeering of
the protagonist as British Asian, rather than relying on a white protagonist as Kipling does.
I argue that in The Buddha of Suburbia Kureishi does not simply reinterpret colonial discourse – in
fact his refusal of it marks the arrival a new era in the depiction of ethnicity. With The Buddha of
Suburbia, Kureishi plays with and distorts the traditional Bildungsroman form. He depicts a British
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Asian protagonist – a bisexual, drug-taking actor, who doesn’t leave home to escape his father, but
rather follows him when he commits adultery and flees the suburbs. Mark Stein has explored the
black British Bildungsroman and examines The Buddha of Suburbia as a novel which ‘can be
considered an anti-bildungsroman’ due to the ‘lack of progression’ Karim is shown to make as he
decides to accept the role of the Asian character in the soap opera at the end of the novel (117).
Karim cannot escape being defined by society according to his Asianness. But this does not mean
that Kureishi’s novel is not subversive in ways that Kipling could not have conceived of. Kureishi
unsettles narratives of Empire by undermining Kipling's depiction of British Raj-era India and giving a
voice to a British Asian rather than to a white protagonist. Kureishi’s very mimicking of Kim focuses
the reader’s attention on the differences in the way Indianness is portrayed by the two authors, and
the way that Kureishi endows a British Indian with qualities that Kipling can only depict in a white
character. When Kureishi’s The Buddha of Suburbia was published in 1990 it made a striking impact
on the contemporary British literary landscape. Its success and its subsequent adaptation into a
1993 BBC television series markedly increased the profile of British Asian stories. And it had a huge
impact on the lives of many British Asians. As author Nikesh Shukla says: Kureishi’s debut ‘changed
my life: it said everything I felt, saw things through a lens I recognised, made me feel less like a
weirdo […] I became a citizen the moment I found The Buddha of Suburbia.’ (‘How the Buddha’ np).
Kureishi challenges the reader to accept a hero who represents a modern kind of Britishness in
which sexuality, class and ethnicity are in flux and through which British Asians are in a position to
claim their own identities.
Both Kim and Karim find a sense of potency in their ability to perform, and they sometimes use their
performances to unsettle the status quo or to gain the upper hand. For Kim and Karim, role play or
performance are often based on mimicry of those around them. Both Kureishi and Kipling portray
protagonists who have learnt that mimicking might appear on the surface to be an act of obedience,
one that reduces their Otherness and allows them to assimilate. But Kim and Karim are also aware
of the opportunity to use mimicry in ways that upset the status quo: they have learned the potential
strength that lies in Homi K. Bhabha’s ‘almost but not quite’ (129). For Bhabha, the power of
mimicry lies in the subtle differences between the act of mimicry and the nature of that which is
mimicked. He identifies the way that mimicry has the potential to unsettle the mimicked ethnicity,
‘disrupt[ing] its authority’ by allowing imperfect impersonation to draw attention to the imposed
authority of the hegemonic ethnicity (126). Kim uses his performances of ethnicity to mimic various
types of Indianness, hiding from British authorities and making a living acting as a spy for an Indian
horse trader. But while Kipling may depict him as being variously immersed in multiple Indian
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cultures, in fact Kipling’s versions of Indianness are narrow and restrictive. Rather than using
mimicry as a subversive tool, Kipling simply has Kim enact versions of Indianness that perpetuate
stereotype and bolster white narratives. Kureishi, however, employs mimicry subversively, as
Bhabha describes, with Karim able to employ mimicry from a British Asian perspective. In what can
be read as a reply to Kipling’s Orientalist depictions of Indianness, Kureishi has his protagonist
employ mimicry in a way that questions white narratives and disturbs the fixed nature of the
identities he attempts (whether permanently or not) to embody. This can be seen in Karim’s parodic
version of Mowgli. In The Buddha of Suburbia, then, mimicry becomes a tool that is be used in the
unseating of historical notions of fixed and stereotyped ethnicity.
In his important essay, ‘Of mimicry and man: The ambivalence of colonial discourse,’ published in
1987, Bhabha discusses mimicry as a ‘double articulation,’ a ‘complex strategy of reform, regulation
and discipline, which ‘appropriates’ the Other as it visualizes power’ (122). Bhabha describes this in
the context of the British colonisation of India, in which the British aimed to train a class of Indians, a
troop of ‘mimic men,’ who understood and enacted British ways, and who acted as native enforcers
of a European ideal. These ‘mimic men,’ often selected from the high caste Brahmins, would act as
agents of control, their Indianness making them less intimidating to Indians than were the British,
and their learned Britishness making them useful messengers of imperialism. Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak notes the way that, under British rule, ‘a version of history was gradually established in which
the Brahmans were shown to have the same intentions as (thus providing legitimation for) the
codifying British’ (‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’ 282). While these Brahmins were expected by the
British to mimic European attitudes and manners, Bhabha is interested in what happens when
mimicry is claimed by the ‘Other’ as a tool of subversion. He recognises that, ‘[m]imicry is also the
sign of the inappropriate, however, a difference or recalcitrance which coheres the dominant
strategic function of colonial power’ (Bhabha 122-3). The gap between coloniser and colonised (for
example, the ‘almost but not quite’ between the British and their ‘mimic men’), alerts the coloniser
to the need to bolster their position of authority, to ‘intensify surveillance’ (Bhabha 129, 123). This,
in turn, is a reminder to the colonised of their ‘inferior’ status and subordinate position. In its
imperfection, mimicry can alert society to the ill intentions of the hegemony.
In this way, Bhabha claims mimicry can draw attention to the suspect intention of the coloniser,
‘disturbing’ the coloniser’s authority as that mimicry ‘alienates its own language of liberty’ (123).
The colonisers’ claim of bringing enlightenment and civility to the colonised is undermined by ‘this
area between mimicry and mockery, where the reforming, civilizing mission is threatened by the
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displacing gaze of its disciplinary double’ (Bhabha 123). Drawing attention to the gap between what
is deemed authentic, and what is mimicry, can lead to a questioning of the ‘authentic’. Kureishi’s
very writing of The Buddha of Suburbia, his ‘almost but not quite’ rendering of Kipling’s novel, invites
the reader to focus on the differences between the novels, despite their obvious parallels. And the
gap between Karim’s Indianness and Kipling’s more essentialised versions of Indians undermines the
potency of Kipling’s portrayals.
Kipling: ambivalent champion of the imperial
Kim is the creation of a white author, born and primarily raised in India, while Karim was created by
a British citizen with a Pakistani father and a white British mother. Kipling and Kureishi both write
from their perspectives as members of the minority ethnicity in their country of birth, but Kipling’s
position is as one of the ruling class and race. Kipling’s world was one of relative privilege, where the
colour of his skin afforded him advantages that many Indians never experienced. Like his character
Kim, Kipling’s early childhood was spent in the company of Indian children, but his whiteness would
always have set him apart from these playmates. Because of his whiteness, Kipling sees only a
portion of the India that he believes he knows entirely, an India that Kipling ‘loved but could never
properly have’ (Said, ‘Introduction’ 46). In the words of Edward Said in his Introduction to the
Penguin publication of Kipling’s novel:
Kim is a master work of imperialism: I mean this as an interpretation of a rich and
absolutely fascinating, but nevertheless profoundly embarrassing novel […] The variously
qualified pleasure we can derive from reading Kim today, therefore, is that in it we can
watch a great artist blinded by his own insights about India. (‘Introduction’ 45)
Said does not deny Kipling’s love for the land that was his birthplace, but he does deny Kipling’s
ability to understand the positions of Indian people.
Said reads Kim as a novel that failed to question whether Britain’s intentions in India were anything
but benevolent, and that sometimes relied on misleadingly favourable accounts of the relationship
between coloniser and colonised. Mark Kinkead-Weekes notes that ‘the world is strangely
disinfected as it passes through Kim’s eyes’ (217). Kim describes little of the poverty, illness, or
suffering at the hands of the British that existed in late-nineteenth-century India. Kipling portrays a
benevolent Britain; when a Jat farmer brings his sick child to the temple, the white Kim is able to
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cure him with Western medicine; and the only reference to the 1857 Mutiny comes from an old
native officer who had supported the British, turning against the ‘madness [that] ate into all the
Army’ when both Hindu and Muslim soldiers turned (with good reason) on their British superiors
(Kipling, Kim 100). The old man mocks his fellow Indians who had claimed that ‘“The time of the
English is accomplished,”’ and is proud still of his rescue of an English woman and her baby (Kipling,
Kim 101). Kipling sets the decency of the British against the ungrateful nature of the Indian soldiers
who rebelled, reinforcing the ‘good British’ versus ‘uncivilised Indian’ dichotomy. This is an example
of the narrative around race that makes Kim, according to Shashi Tharoor, ‘racially repugnant’(69).
Other critics describe a more complex relationship between Kipling and India. Zohreh T. Sullivan
argues that Kipling’s portrayal of India wasn’t always simplistic:
What the community at home and in India generally chose to see in their enterprise was
not what Kipling saw: they chose to see history and the work of imperialism in […]
relatively static and glorified terms […]. [But] Kipling could provide […] only a proliferation
of fictions, anxieties, and ambivalent modes of discourse. (8)
This suggests that Kipling’s eyes were open to the complexity of the India of the British Raj. Sullivan
claims that Kipling’s work belongs to Bhabha’s colonial discourse of ambivalence rather than to
Said’s discourse of binary. By this, he means that instead of representing the binary between East
and West described by Said, Kipling can be read in terms of:
a more dynamic, slippery and sometimes oppositional discourse which, while mimicking
the varied voices of its uneasy and half-denied ideology, […] questions official structures
and raises the possibility of repressed and alternative rereadings of official imperial
mythology (Sullivan 10).
Sullivan reads Kipling as caught in the space between the dominant ideology of the British and ‘the
slippery, interrogative voices of evasion and resistance’ to that dominance (Sullivan 9). MooreGilbert also believes that Kipling was ambivalent about British rule in India: for him, Kipling could
only make sense of India as a British colony, and yet he ‘was unable to participate in the confidence
which underlay the strategies of metropolitan “Orientalism”’ (Moore-Gilbert, Kipling and
“Orientalism” 175). Moore-Gilbert imagines Anglo-Indians such as Kipling, as occupying a different
position than did European Orientalists. He distinguishes between a ‘metropolitan’ Orientalism
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emanating from Europe, that was imagined by those not privy to first-hand experience of India, and
a more ambivalent ‘Anglo-Indian’ Orientalist discourse developed by Europeans born or living in
India (Kipling and “Orientalism” 5). Moore-Gilbert expounds Kipling’s Anglo-Indian ambivalence
thus: ‘[s]uspicious of westernised Indians, sceptical about traditional rulers, Kipling is unable to
foresee a satisfactory alternative to the status quo. Yet that status quo is scarcely in itself morally
tenable’ (Moore-Gilbert, Kipling and “Orientalism” 176-7). As Moore-Gilbert has it, Kipling believed
in the value of Britain’s presence in India, especially if it was managed from an Anglo-Indian
perspective, but he could not justify entirely its means or ends. This formulation is more complex
than that which critics such as Said suggest, and it does allow for the heterogeneous attitude of
Europeans in the colonies, but it also somewhat excuses Kipling’s irrefutable racism. MooreGilbert’s belief that Kipling wasn’t fully committed to the tenets of Orientalism explains his
reluctance to view The Buddha of Suburbia as a rejection of Kim. If Moore-Gilbert does not conceive
of Kim as the ‘master work of imperialism’ that Said describes, then he would find a repudiation of
Kim to be redundant.
Despite any questions Kipling might have had about Britain’s rule over Indian people, when we read
a poem such as ‘The White Man's Burden’ (1899), there is no denying his belief in empire. Although
written at the time of the Phillipine-American War, Kipling’s poem reveals his belief that natives, due
to what he saw as their inferior ethnic background, needed the assistance of Western societies. This
poem calls for those of European origin to live up to their responsibilities to, as Kipling would have it,
improve their ‘captives’: Kipling believed that the West must save the ‘silent sullen peoples’, ‘Halfdevil and half-child’ of the non-white world (Kipling, ‘The White Man's Burden’ 55-6). Kipling
validates empire, perpetuating the notion that Britain’s continued presence in India was a necessity.
As well as this, the title of his poem indicates Kipling’s belief in the dominance of race over all other
factors in his categorisation of the world’s people. In Kim race always weighs more heavily as a way
of describing or assessing the status of individuals, than do culture or wealth. Kipling undeniably
views race as the principal determinant of identity; while Western language and culture, or wealth
might be acquired by Indian characters, they are never able to overcome what Kipling portrays as
the crippling handicap of their Indianness. Examples of this in characters such as Hurree Babu are
explored below. This is where Kureishi’s approach departs so significantly from Kipling’s. Kureishi’s
twentieth-century postcolonial perspective (the ‘post’ here referring to both the pastness of the
particular colonialism depicted in Kim, as well as Kureishi’s anti-colonial stance) takes into account
the multiple societal influences on identity. In The Buddha of Suburbia, characters are described as
much by their class, wealth and sexuality as by their race or ethnicity. In depicting race as merely

35

one aspect of describing identity, Kureishi allows his characters to develop in more fluid and
unpredictable ways, less encumbered than Kipling’s Indian characters by their racial and ethnic
background.
If Kipling became by the early twentieth century, an ‘unofficial laureate of empire,’ as critic John
McBratney calls him, then it seems Kureishi makes it his mission to alert readers to the racism
inherent in this role (23). Writing some ninety years after Kipling, Kureishi’s approach to writing
about race mounts a challenge to Kipling’s tendency towards championing imperialism and
challenges the dichotomies embedded within Kim’s imperialist framework. Kureishi presents late
twentieth-century Britain with a new picture of British-Indian relations, and portrays a London
where identity is not determined by race or ethnicity alone. In The Buddha of Suburbia,
opportunities to capitalise on the performance of identity are available as much to immigrants and
their families as they are to the white British.
A reconceptualising of the hybrid character
Kipling’s main exploration of inbetweeness is in his white character Kim. As a white man Kim
possesses a ‘source of freedom that only whites have the capacity to enjoy’ (Christensen 23). When
Kipling does describe the traditionally ‘white’ characteristics taken on by some of his Indian
characters it is merely to mock them. By contrast, Kureishi chooses to portray inbetweeness in a
British Asian protagonist. He places Karim in a world where fixed cultural identity is beginning to
erode and where Kipling’s essentialised versions of Indianess no longer make sense. Karim freely
explores his sexuality and is a Rolling Stones fan, a pot-smoker and a school truant – his Indian
background is only one factor in the myriad influences that contribute to his hybrid identity. Karim
celebrates the multiple elements that contribute to his identity and this echoes Kureishi’s claims
about the emergence of his own self: ‘I wasn’t a misfit; I could join the elements of myself together’
(Laundrette and Rainbow Sign 11). When it came to identity, Kureishi took inspiration from David
Bowie (they both went to the same high school, although at different times), who he admired
because Bowie inhabited ‘“this idea that you could make yourself up, that identities weren't
fixed”’ (Kureishi in Brown, ‘A life Laid Bare’). In Karim, Kureishi embodies this new confidence about
the formation of identity. Kureishi endows Karim with the boldness to create his own identity and in
doing so lays the foundations for new ways of portraying Britishness.
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This is not to say that the Britain that Kureishi grew up in, nor the one he depicts in The Buddha of
Suburbia, is free of racism. In his essay ‘The Rainbow Sign,’ published in 1986, Kureishi describes
how, despite being born in Britain, he and other Pakistanis ‘were a risible subject in England, derided
on television and exploited by politicians’ (My Beautiful Laundrette and The Rainbow Sign 9). As I
mention in my Introduction, British Asians were often assumed to be inherently comical, their mere
presence enough to raise a laugh. Previous depictions of South Asians and other minorities in British
television shows such as It Ain’t Half Hot Mum (which ran from 1974-79) and Mind Your Language
(1977-79) were predictably essentialised and caricatured (Thomas, Hanif Kureishi 1). Kureishi’s
writing is a medium through which he describes the racism, such as that on British television, which
he has experienced and observed. But it also enables him to demonstrate his awareness of the
impact of other social divisions, such as class, on British society. Kureishi considers class as equally
as pervasive a force as race, and Karim’s struggles to fit in with the well-educated and cultured
actors he meets in London reflect this.
The Buddha of Suburbia brought Kureishi to a wide audience and, according to critic Susan Alice
Fischer, ‘remains a key work in redefining our sense of what it means to be English’ (1). Kureishi’s
protagonist Karim suffers from what might be seen by some as the double disadvantage of growing
up Indian, as well as living in a largely working-class suburb. But what Kureishi brings to life in Karim
is that, while his ethnicity and class do influence the way he is perceived by society, it is possible to
dismantle stereotypes and subvert expectation. With The Buddha of Suburbia, Kureishi wanted to
‘“write about the way race in Britain was developing and changing”’ and to present an ‘“empire
strikes back picture, what it was like to be an immigrant, to come here to build the new economy
and so on. The point really was to hear from people who hadn’t really spoken”’ (Kureishi in Kehoe
np). Critic Amitava Kumar relates his astonishment at reading Kureishi for the first time: ‘Kureishi’s
writing announced a different confidence, an almost pugnacious sense of belonging’ (Kumar and
Kureishi 117). He recounts the way that Kureishi’s work encouraged him to explore the possibilities
of life in Britain for young South Asians: ‘I wanted to read him in order to discover what experiences
could also be mine’ (Kumar and Kureishi 117). Characters such as Karim came to signify the
emergence of a new trend in the way ethnicity would be portrayed: ‘[a] whole generation of writers
who had dutifully written about race suddenly seemed dated’ (Kumar and Kureishi 117). In the
screenplays for My Beautiful Laundrette and Sammy and Rosie Get Laid, and his first novel, The
Buddha of Suburbia, Kureishi was describing a world previously unseen on the screen or in print, a
world unacknowledged by the white British. As Kureishi famously puts it in his 1986 essay ‘The
Rainbow Sign’:
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[i]t is the British, the white British, who have to learn that being British isn’t what it was.
Now it is a more complex thing, involving new elements. So there must be a fresh way of
seeing Britain and the choices it faces: and a new way of being British after all this time.
(Laundrette and Rainbow Sign 38)
Kureishi announces in ‘The Rainbow Sign’ that the time has come for British people to reconsider
what it means to be British, and the characterisation in his debut novel is a reflection of this.
Kureishi’s novel reflects the fact that by the 1970s there was, for the first time, a generation of
British born, minority background youth ready to participate in British society. By then, Britain’s
colonial greatness had passed and Britain had to consider ‘the momentous effects that postwar
migrations have had on the revisioning of vernacular cultural identities in post-imperial Britain’
(Nasta 175). Earlier postcolonial fiction such as that by V.S.Naipaul and Salman Rushdie focused on
first-generation immigrant characters that had travelled to Britain from the Caribbean and India. In
The Satanic Verses Rushdie does include two teenage sisters who could be said to display hybrid
influences, rebelling against their parents’ culture and speaking and dressing in ‘English’ ways which
offend their mother. But Rushdie’s protagonists are more likely Indian born, searching out a better
life in the seat of what was once a colonial power. In contrast to this Susheila Nasta described The
Buddha of Suburbia as ‘a counter-discourse penned by one of the “empire within”’ (183). Karim’s
origin is the London suburbs: his ‘grand journey is not across the globe but merely across town’
(Trimm 56). He is presented not as an isolated immigrant, trying to assimilate into British life, but is
situated among other British-born characters, both white and Asian, who all experiment with their
identity by trying on different roles. Rather than being confined to ‘cold temporary lodging’ in the
city like the immigrants in novels such as Sam Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners, Karim traverses
between many households in both suburban and central London (Trimm 55). Because of this,
Kureishi ‘not only inspired young British Asians and altered the popular perception of Asians in
mainstream culture; he has also been hugely influential in changing monocultural definitions of
British national identity’ (Thomas, Hanif Kureishi 2). As critic Mark Stein asserts, Kureishi’s early
novels ‘embraced, parodied, and tampered with’ the post-colonial mould, providing a new British
Asian perspective in postcolonial literature (115).
Kureishi’s depiction of Karim as a young man who readily experiments with new personas, serves to
highlight the way The Buddha of Suburbia speaks back to the trope of role-play so intrinsic to Kim.
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Kim is the story of a poor white boy, Kimball O’Hara, orphaned and left in the care of a ‘half-caste
woman’ in a Lahore ruled by the British Empire (Kipling, Kim 49). Kim lives not as most Sahibs in
British Raj-era India, but with Indian children, running the streets and possessing an intricate
knowledge of how to survive as an orphan who is reluctant to end up in a British-run institution. Kim
loves adventure, and relishes opportunities to meet people of different castes and ethnicities. His
inquisitiveness is what leads him to meet the Lama who becomes his friend and benefactor. The
Lama has journeyed from Tibet in search of a river upon whose discovery he believes he will find
enlightenment. Kim’s travels with the Lama bring him into contact with a British regiment camp,
where he is caught and, once his British identity is discovered, kept in the care of the regiment
chaplain. Kim, although wary, considers this all part of his life’s learning: ‘this was the newest of
experiences. Sooner or later, if he chose, he could escape into the great, grey, formless India […]
Meantime, if the Sahibs were to be impressed, he would do his best to impress them. He too was a
white man’ (Kipling, Kim 143). Kim recognises the value inherent in his white skin and the
opportunity it can provide him. He senses the potential his whiteness offers for him to gain status,
and to be accepted by the ruling class and race. Kim wants to discover what can be gained by being
an obedient Sahib. In the regiment camp he gains a British education and this, combined with his
knowledge of the streets, means he is considered a perfect candidate for employment in the British
Secret Service. His role as a spy, a participant in what insiders call the Great Game, is the perfect
outlet for his love of performance.
Kureishi takes this trope of role play and transposes it to the mid-1970s and south London’s lowermiddle-class Bromley. The Buddha of Suburbia traces the emergence of punk from the earlier hippy
movement, and then, in the final pages of the novel, sees Karim observe on his return to London
from New York, ‘[h]ow London had moved on in ten months. No hippies or punks: instead, everyone
was smartly dressed, and the men had short hair, white shirts and baggy trousers held up by braces’
(Kureishi, Buddha 270). A more conservative and capitalist trend is emerging in Britain. The novel
culminates on the night a new Prime Minister is announced, an event the reader assumes alludes to
Margaret Thatcher’s May 1979 win in the British general election. Brought up in the suburbs but
keen for adventure, Karim tries to find his place in a suburban London that does not always embrace
his ethnicity. Karim has met with overt racism in the suburbs, being told by the father of a potential
girlfriend, ‘We don’t want you blackies coming to the house’ (Kureshi, Buddha 40). At school Karim
is ‘affectionately called Shitface and Curryface’ and he regularly comes home ‘covered in spit and
snot and chalk and woodshavings’ (Kureishi, Buddha 63). His teachers and fellow pupils behave so
aggressively towards him that Karim claims: ‘Every day I considered myself lucky to get home from
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school without serious injury’ (Kureishi, Buddha 63). Karim is clearly made aware of his ethnicity
every day by hostile suburbanites, threatened by what they consider his Otherness. He dreams of
life in London, a place he imagines ‘bottomless in its temptations,’ and when his father Haroon (the
Buddha of suburbia of the novel’s title) leaves his mother for the social-climbing Eva, Karim follows
them and Eva’s son Charlie, to London (Kureishi, Buddha 8). In the city, Haroon, Eva, Charlie and
Karim all explore new identities. Karim meets a group of struggling actors and is drawn into a
cultured world that he had previously only dreamed of. He continues to be confronted with racism
but he finds the racism of the educated upper classes more subtle, and often more calculated, than
that which he faced in Bromley. Despite the challenges that his protagonist faces, with The Buddha
of Suburbia Kureishi mounts a campaign to change the way the identity of British South Asian
characters is depicted. His novel takes a stand against the racism inherent in previous depictions of
British South Asians and announces a new way of writing British South Asian characters.
Hybridity as emancipation
While critics have commonly drawn comparisons between Kim and Rabindranath Tagore’s Gora,
which also describes a white boy coming of age in India (although unlike Kim, Tagore’s boy believes
that he is Indian), less attention has been paid to the parallels between Kim and The Buddha of
Suburbia. Critical comparisons between Kim and The Buddha of Suburbia generally identify ‘the
analogies between Kim’s role as chela to the Lama (his principal father figure) and Karim’s service to
his guru parent’ (Moore-Gilbert, Hanif Kureishi 126). A chela is a disciple or follower of a guru or
lama who both assists in practical ways, and learns from, their spiritual master, something which can
be said of both Kim and Karim. Kim and Karim both provide the street smarts that their more
spiritually knowledgeable elders lack. In Kureishi’s novel, Haroon ‘stumbled around [London] like an
Indian just off the boat, and asked questions like, ‘Is Dover in Kent?’’, while Kipling’s Lama describes
Kim as one who ‘came upon me to show me a road which I had lost’ (Kureishi, Buddha 7; Kipling, Kim
64). Kim and Karim’s attractiveness to women also makes them comparable (Moore-Gilbert Hanif
Kureishi 125). Kim is described towards the end of Kipling’s novel as ‘a young man […] of singular,
though unwashen beauty’ (Kipling, Kim 288). Karim has no trouble attracting women, and is not
afraid to use the perceived exotic nature of his background to encourage attention. One girlfriend
Helen, is drawn to Karim, telling him: ‘“You benefit our country with your traditions”’ (Kureishi,
Buddha 74)). When Helen makes this comment Karim’s friend, and sometime lover, Jamila is said to
‘raise her eyes to heaven’ recognising that Helen is drawn not to a tangible ‘tradition’ but rather to
what she perceives as an exotic unknown (Kureishi, Buddha 74). Kim’s fair complexion, and Karim’s
darker one, make them attractive in their Otherness, their appearances taken to indicate something
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unfamiliar yet valuable in their personalities. Kureishi demonstrates, through Karim, that British
Asians are able to utilise their ethnicity, just as Kim uses his in Kipling’s novel.
Kipling’s portrayal of Indian characters offers less variation and fluidity. As Christensen claims, ‘static
boundaries define all […] Indian ethnicities’ (23). Kim encounters the Lama, an esteemed Buddhist,
when he arrives in Lahore after a long journey from Tibet. He is presented as a guileless innocent,
‘delighted as a child’ by the wonders of the Lahore Museum, and wakes ‘simply as a child bewildered
in a strange bed’ from his sleep (Kipling, Kim 56, 118). Unlike Kim, ‘[the Lama] does not know how to
lie’ (Kipling, Kim 68). His naivety extends even to commonly known religious matters in India, and in
a train carriage fellow travellers ‘titter’ when the Lama reveals that he does not know the name of
the holy river, the Ganges, that passes through Benares: ‘[t]he carriage looked at him in amazement.
It was inconceivable that anyone should be ignorant of Gunga’ (Kipling, Kim 80). Kipling endows the
Lama with spiritual wisdom but does not allow him any practical or scientific knowledge. The Lama
is described as a man who ‘mooned through [Lahore] like a man in a dream’ and who is frightened
by the squealing brakes of the tram-car. He struggles to survive on the streets and yet ‘is holy and
thinks upon matters hidden from [others]’ (Kipling, Kim 77). Kim is portrayed as essential in ensuring
the Lama’s safety. Kim also appears to sometimes doubt the Lama’s sanity telling Mahbub Ali that
the Lama is ‘“quite mad”’ (Kipling, Kim 67). Later on their journey Kim tells some villagers: ‘“[h]e is
mad – many times mad. There is nothing else”’ (Kipling, Kim 97). Whether or not Kim sincerely
doubts the Lama’s sanity, (perhaps Kim exaggerates this madness in order to make himself
indispensable) Kim continually protects him. When a village priest tries to steal the Lama’s purse,
Kim foresees the situation and temporarily takes the money himself. Kim takes the role of the
honourable white boy protecting the travelling Lama from the greedy and immoral Indian priest.
Like the Lama, Kureishi’s Haroon is of another world, although his world is very different to the
Lama’s. Having been born into ‘aristocratic uselessness’ in a rich Bombay family, he has been used
to having servants, and travelling to school in a ‘horse-drawn rickshaw’ (Kureishi, Buddha 24, 23).
Haroon arrived in London, unaware of how ‘complicated practical life could be’ and could not cook
or clean for himself (Kureishi, Buddha 23). Haroon’s ‘disorientation with buses and telephones
recalls the Lama’s bafflement by train and telegraph’ (Moore-Gilbert, Hanif Kureishi 126). But
Haroon’s sons Karim and Allie are far more adept at surviving in their London home. Karim
demonstrates his connection to the London suburbs by his ability to navigate them as well as any
white Londoner might. Kureishi changes the dynamic between father figure and son that Kipling
portrays, by making both father and son Indian, but endowing them with very different versions of
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Indianness. Gone is the white/Indian and scientific/spiritual binary that Kipling relies on. Kureishi
has his father figure morph from a bored civil servant into a Buddhist guru. But Haroon is a fake, his
knowledge gleaned from books from the ‘Oriental Bookshop in Cecil Court, off Charing Cross Road’
(Kureishi, Buddha 5). Haroon is, as Karim describes, ‘a renegade Muslim masquerading as a
Buddhist’ (Kureishi, Buddha 16). When Eva tells her visitors that Haroon will ‘show [them] the Way’,
Karim scoffs ‘remembering how Dad couldn’t even find his way to Beckenham’ (Kureishi, Buddha
13). But Karim also doubts his father’s proficiency to direct spiritually. Haroon is portrayed as
almost clown-like: to his son, Haroon is ‘certainly exotic, probably the only man in southern England
at that moment (apart, possibly, from George Harrison) wearing a gold and red waistcoat and Indian
pyjamas’ (Kureishi, Buddha 31). Haroon’s outfit bears little resemblance to the Lama’s outfit of
‘dingy stuff like horse-blanketing’ and appears to be put together quite arbitrarily with the sole
intention of communicating exoticism (Kipling, Kim 52). Although Haroon has ‘spent years trying to
be more of an Englishman, to be less risibly conspicuous,’ he is now ‘putting it back on in spadeloads’
(Kureishi, Buddha 21). But Haroon’s new ‘Indianness’ is a recent creation, as Buddhism has never
previously been part of his identity. There is some irony in Haroon buying his Eastern spiritual
knowledge from a bookshop in London, all the while encouraged in his pursuit by his white middleclass girlfriend Eva, a breast cancer survivor and single mother, whom Haroon met at a creative
writing class. Kureishi’s rendering of an artificial Buddhism is a hint to the reader that it is worth
considering the potential instability of Kipling’s portrayal of a Buddhist. The authenticity of the Lama
is entirely reliant on Kipling’s white interpretation of a foreign philosophy, and might indeed be just
as unreliable as Kureishi’s.
Despite the constructed nature of Haroon’s spirituality, Kureishi describes an innate unworldliness to
him: ‘his naïveté made people protective, and women were drawn by his innocence’ (Kureishi,
Buddha 7). Haroon is well aware of the way his ‘lost and boyish’ appearance attracts women.
Kureishi alerts the reader to Haroon’s role play by informing us that his guilelessness is not ‘entirely
uncontrived, or unexploited’ (Kureishi, Buddha 7). Haroon is entirely capable, like Kim and Karim, of
taking advantage of others’ perception of his ethnicity. But by the end of the novel, Haroon seems
to be living his Buddha role full time, rather than just when Eva has organised public appearances.
He seems to have convinced himself that he can enact the role of guru in order to give purpose to
his life and to others. He sees himself as a spiritual guide to those who Karim describes as ‘lonely,
unhappy, unconfident people who required guidance, support and pity’ (Kureishi, Buddha 279).
Haroon resigns from his civil service job and teaches meditation: ‘“I aim to encourage people to
think, to contemplate, to just let go their obsessions […] I want to live intensely my own life!”’
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(Kureishi, Buddha 266). Performance, the very element that Haroon claims to help people escape
from in their lives, becomes the basis of his own life. Haroon has utilised the stereotypical view that
many white people in Kureishi’s novel have of Indians, to become an embodiment of the guru that
Westerners seek out. But in doing so, he claims to have discovered ‘“the meaning of my life”’
(Kureishi, Buddha 266). Haroon is a reminder that being Indian is no guarantee of ‘authentic
spirituality’ in The Buddha of Suburbia. While Kipling’s guru figure is depicted as innately innocent
and unquestionably spiritual and non-materialistic, Kureishi’s guru figure is ambiguous, complex and
not necessarily trustworthy. Kureishi endows Haroon with an ambivalence and contradictory nature
that Kipling does not allow in his Indian characters, pointing to the problematically fixed nature of
Kipling’s Indian characters and the potential unreliability of Kipling as a reporter of Indian stories.
Kureishi tweaks interactions between these characters in ways that shift the power dynamic
between those who are possessors of knowledge and those who are reliant on them. Haroon is
portrayed in such a way as to acknowledge his similarity to Kipling’s Lama, but also to reformulate
the way Kipling portrays the Lama as reliant on his white guide. The Lama and Haroon are depicted
as almost otherworldly in that, unlike their guides Kim and Karim, they don’t quite fit in to the
bustling modern world of their contemporaries. In Kim, the white boy leads the ‘Oriental,’ educating
the Lama about an India that Kim is not connected to by his ethnicity. Kim assumes a sound
knowledge of Asiatic people but his very first impression of the Lama is that ‘“he is no man of India
that I have ever seen”’ (Kipling, Kim 52, Kipling’s italics). This gap in his mastery of Indian identities
unsettles Kim. As discussed above, Kim feels he must absorb the Lama’s identity into his own
picture of India in order to validate the Lama’s presence. Also, just as Creighton identifies Kim’s
potential usefulness, Kim sees opportunity in the Lama, the opportunity to discover more of the
world: ‘The Lama was his trove, and he purposed to take possession’ (Kipling, Kim 60). Kipling
portrays Kim as entitled to ransack the Lama’s identity and help himself to the knowledge and
experience within. In The Buddha of Suburbia, Kureishi responds to this power imbalance by having
a boy of Indian descent lead his father through a European city that the boy considers home. While
Moore-Gilbert recognises Haroon as a proxy for the Lama (he views Haroon’s moral instruction of
Karim as ‘a pastiche of the Lama’s instruction of Kim), he does not note that Haroon does not
require a white guide (Hanif Kureishi 126). Kureishi rejects the need for a white guide and endows
Karim with a sound geographical knowledge of what has historically been an almost entirely white
city, but is now becoming a home for those of many ethnic backgrounds.
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Kureishi also uses other characters in The Buddha of Suburbia to speak back to apparent
counterparts in Kim, highlighting Kipling’s tendency to stereotype and essentialise, and opening new
opportunities for minority characters. Kipling’s Hurree Babu, ‘a hulking, obese Babu whose
stockinged legs shook with fat,’ is reinvented by Kureishi as Changez, a man in possession of a
‘stomach that rode out before him’ and thinning hair that ‘was sparse, dry and vertical, as if he
brushed it forward every morning’ (Kipling, Kim 207; Kureishi, Buddha 78). Hurree Babu is fascinated
by European culture and encourages Kim to study hard at his school and learn French and Latin, the
plays of Shakespeare and the poems of Wordsworth. Britishness is an inherently superior culture to
Hurree, one that he emulates as best as he is able. Mrinalini Sinha observes that the term ‘babu’
came to be ‘associated with Bengali parvenus who had adopted Persianised and later Anglicised
manners for upward economic and social mobility’ (17). I read Hurree as emblematic of such social
aspiration. Kipling has one of the Russians who Hurree Babu and Kim pursue in their roles as spies
describes Hurree Babu as representative of, ‘“India in transition – the monstrous hybridism of East
and West”’ (Kipling, Kim 288). This comment suggests that the Russian perceives Hurree’s behaviour
as a kind of trespass of the Indian into Western culture, an overstepping of a line that he deems
inappropriate. It is unclear whether this reflects Kipling’s own thoughts, or whether in fact Kipling
condemns the Russian’s opinion (Wachinger 145). Hurree Babu cannot become European within
Kipling’s narrative of empire, and Kipling’s portrayal of his comically resistant Bengaliness
emphasises his futile attempts.
Wachinger calls Hurree Babu’s mimicry of the British ‘Babooism’ rather than hybridity, and sees it as
a ‘Macaulian attempt to become more British than the British’ (146). ‘Baboo’ (or Babu) is used to
describe someone educated or to whom respect is due, the type of individual that Hurree desires to
become. Thomas Macaulay was a British politician who wrote in his 1835 ‘Minute on Education’ of
his desire to see ‘“a class of interpreters between us and the millions whom we govern – a class of
persons Indian in blood and colour, but English in tastes, in opinions, in morals and in intellect”’
(Macaulay in Wachinger 60). Bhabha models his concept of mimicry on Macaulay’s Minute, and
emphasises that ‘to be Anglicized is emphatically not to be English’ (Bhabha 125, Bhabha’s italics).
Sara Suleri notes that Kim is, ‘the mirror image of such an interpreter’ (122). Unlike Kim, Hurree
Babu enacts this description quite convincingly ‒ his mimicry of the British actually undermines his
attempts at Britishness, as it simply draws attention to his lack of Britishness, but at the same time
he is useful to the British as a spy. Like Kureishi’s Changez (who is brought from India by Jamila’s
father for her arranged marriage), Hurree Babu is a man desperate to be accepted by the British.

44

But unlike Changez who is altered by his encounters with the British, Hurree Babu’s identity remains
fixed: he is always restricted by his ethnicity.
In Changez, Kureishi creates a character whose ability to adapt and to engage in a fluid
interpretation of Britishness far exceeds Hurree’s. As well as their shared physical attributes,
Kureishi alerts the reader to Changez’s connection to Kipling’s Hurree when Changez expresses to
Karim his love of Conan Doyle, P.G. Wodehouse, Mickey Spillane and television detective series The
Saint, all examples of detective fiction and possible allusions to the British spies in Kim. But
Changez’s observations of British society do not reflect what he has read of in his beloved novels.
He observes those around him and wonders, ‘[a]m I the one single normal person left in England
now?’ (Kureishi, Buddha 277). Changez must adapt his vision of British life in order to find his place
in late 1970s London. But this does not mean that Changez assimilates in such a way that he adapts
himself entirely, rather he learns to question the Britishness he had read about in books and begins
to forge his own unique role. Changez (whose very name implies his flexibility) turns out to be
accepting of many roles that he never would have considered prior to his arrival in England (Wille
465). He ‘becomes increasingly open to the new roles and identities which are thrust upon him’
(Moore-Gilbert Hanif Kureishi 128). Like Karim, Changez exists outside of the parameters of
essentialised Indianness, and his identity is in flux, responding to what occurs around him. Unlike
Hurree Babu, Changez is able to shed his idealistic view of the British. He says of London: ‘“Here, in
this capitalism of the feelings no one cares for another person […] Everyone is left to rot alone”’
(Kureishi, Buddha 215). Changez is able to question British society and its obsession with material
outcomes. He takes the parts of London life that suit him and rejects others. This means his identity
becomes hybrid and fluid, and not based on an Indianness, or a Britishness, that has been
formulated by others. Changez is the creator of a new British South Asian identity which exists, as
Stuart Hall expresses, not merely in opposition to white Britishness, but as constituted by Changez
himself (‘New Ethnicities’ 443).
Who has the right to role play?
Kipling and Kureishi demonstrate very different understandings of who is entitled to the freedom
inherent in inhabiting varying identities. Kim reverses and complicates Bhabha’s concept of mimicry
in which Indians mimic white colonialists by portraying a white boy impersonating ‘Indian’
characteristics. Kim has a tendency to behave subversively towards most of the British he
encounters despite the fact that he is considered, due to his whiteness, to be ‘one of them’.
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Conversely, Bhabha assumes that only the non-British would disturb the authority of the coloniser:
Bhabha’s thesis does not make room for the anomaly that is Kim. Kim has grown up ostensibly as an
Indian boy, but:
Though he was burned black as any native; though he spoke the vernacular by preference,
and his mother-tongue in a clipped uncertain sing-song; though he consorted on terms of
perfect equality with the small boys of the bazar; Kim was white – a poor white of the very
poorest. (Kipling, Kim 49)
Kim’s language, dress and behaviour mark him as Indian, not white. Even when he is caught at the
regiment camp, the priests Bennett and Victor assume he is a ‘native’ until they open the neck of his
clothing and assert: ‘“he’s not very black”’ (Kipling, Kim 134). Spivak has claimed that Kim is in fact
‘more “Indian” than any of the natives, who remain irretrievably local’ (An Aesthetic Education 304).
Spivak alludes here to the universal ‘Indian’ that Kipling has created in Kim, which is different to the
more localised versions of Bengali or Pathan, for example, embodied in the Indian characters. Kim is
able to replicate many types of Indianness, while the Indian characters are more closely tied to the
dress and language of their localities, and are unable to morph their identities. But Kim’s Indianness
is false, partly because he is white, and partly because a universal Indianness does not exist.
Interestingly, this reductive Indianness is the type of Indianness that Karim is asked to enact by
director Shadwell when he plays Mowgli in a production of Kipling’s The Jungle Book. To return to
Kim, because of his whiteness and his ambiguous Indianness, Kim’s mimicry is similar to what
Bhabha describes, but also different: Kim’s enactment of mimicry is ‘almost, but not quite’ the same
as the one that Bhabha describes.
As the novel progresses, we learn that for much of his childhood Kim has preferred the anonymity of
being perceived as Indian, but as the opening scene described below emphasises he is willing to use
his whiteness, and mimic white behaviours, when it suits him. Kim, in fact, has perhaps always
benefited from the fact of his white skin. As Said states in his introduction to the novel:
[Kim] is endowed, through natal prophecy, with a unique fate of which he wishes to make
everyone aware. Later this develops explicitly into his awareness of being a sahib, a white
man, and whenever he wavers there is someone to remind him of the basic fact that he is
indeed a sahib, with all the rights and privileges of that quite special rank. (39)
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The opening sentence of the novel informs us of the boy’s ‘defiance of municipal orders’ (Kipling,
Kim 49). Kim impudently sits on the cannon outside the museum, but his defiance is justified (at
least to the British) by his ethnicity. The cannon (known as the Zam-Zammah) is symbolic of power
in the Punjab and whoever holds it is assumed to be in charge. Kipling explains Kim’s ‘superiority’:
‘the English held the Punjab and Kim was English’ (Kipling, Kim 49). Kipling conflates Englishness and
Irishness here, as despite describing Kim’s Irish parentage, Kipling refers to Kim as English. It is
unclear whether Kipling cannot properly conceive of endowing power to any character who is not
English or whether this is a simple mistake on his part. Either way, Kipling permits Kim his own
particular form of subverting authority, suggesting that his whiteness entitles him to it. Kim reminds
the other children in this opening scene of the novel, one Hindu and one Muslim, that regardless of
their parents’ wealth, Kim’s whiteness – his racial status – trumps their material status (KinkeadWeekes 216). He reminds them that the reign of both Hindus and Muslims in the Punjab is over:
‘“All Mussalmans fell off the Zam-Zammah long ago! […] The Hindus fell off Zam-Zammah too. The
Mussalmans pushed them off”’ (Kipling, Kim 52). Before Kim attends the British School, Kipling’s
narrator describes him as relying on ‘time and chance’ in ‘Oriental fashion’ – as if intellect and
reason were alien to the Oriental and to the uneducated Kim (Kipling, Kim 154). But those he has
grown up around in Lahore have always been aware of his whiteness. Although I would argue that
Kim does not always want his whiteness to be obvious, it is clear from this opening scene that he
knows that being white is often advantageous.
Kipling endows Kim with a remarkable ability to ‘enter another’s soul’ and he is credited by a fellow
Indian spy, Hurree Babu, with a ‘“most extraordinary and effeecient [sic] performance”’ (Kipling, Kim
207). Hurree Babu’s attempt to Anglicise his speech is evidence of the way Kipling mocks Indian
pronunciation of English words. His eagerness to please inadvertently makes Hurree appear comical
making him a perfect example of the ‘inherently risible’ minority character. Unlike Hurree, the white
Kim’s role play skills mean that Kim can transform himself into any Indian character, as desired. But
as and when he chooses, Kim can return to the security of life as a Sahib, safe in the social position
this assures him (as I discuss with regards to Malkani’s Jas in Chapter Two). As a spy, his adoption of
many Indian guises ultimately secures his position as a Sahib: his ability to mimic is valued by the
British, and his Sahib status is boosted by this talent. Kim is able to capitalise on the benefits of
enacting both Indian and white roles, and his knack for racial passing is valuable to the British as part
of their Great Game (the British Secret Service’s project to keep the Russians out of India). But Kim
is also drawn to disguises that conceal his whiteness and allow him to enter a world otherwise
hidden from the white British. Kim has regularly subverted the supposed ‘superiority’ of his
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whiteness by adopting the guise of an Indian boy and eluding capture by the British who would have
him placed in a British orphanage: ‘[Kim] learned to avoid missionaries and white men of serious
aspect who asked him who he was, and what he did’ (Kipling, Kim 50-1). This subversion of his
whiteness is recalcitrant in the sense of Bhabha’s use of the term as it draws attention to British
surveillance and to its less than benevolent intentions. Kim’s whiteness alerts white authorities to
the boy’s status as ‘almost the same, but not quite’(Bhabha 123, Bhabha’s italics). The white
authorities assert their power over him, reminding Kim of the authority that he has spent his life
avoiding becoming subject to.
Kipling portrays Kim as wary of the apparent benevolence of white authority, and this distances Kim
from other whites. In this way Kim is white, but not white in the same way as other white characters
in the novel. He is also Indian, but not the same kind of Indian as the other Indian characters. Kim
both subverts and utilises the powerful positioning of the white British in Raj-era India. He inhabits a
space that is not clearly white or Indian, and he manages to appease both groups with his strategic
adoption of roles. Unlike other white characters in Kim such as Bennett, who ‘cling to rigid
essentialist notions of whiteness,’ Kim knows that ‘whiteness is not an immutable quality’
(Christensen 14). He understands that it is not enough to just be white, and that for whiteness to
carry weight its claimed superiority must be consistently proven. As critic Tim Christensen writes,
native-born whites such as Kim might more successfully maintain influence in India because they
possess a ‘more fluid, adaptable, and sympathetic understanding of their Indian subjects’ (15). Kim
is so valuable to Colonel Creighton, who recruits him into the British spy network, because he
ostensibly understands the subtle nuances of Indian people and is able to adapt his performance of
whiteness in order to best suit his purpose in any particular setting. Kim exemplifies why Kipling saw
Indian-born whites as superior imperial leaders and is presented as the author’s ‘imaginative ideal of
the English ruling-class’ (Christensen 15). Kipling clearly recognised the need for those in power to
act fluidly and responsively to maintain that power, and because he could not conceive of Indians as
possessing such fluidity, he could not conceive of them successfully holding positions of power.
Kipling portrays Kim as understanding the complex and varied nature of Indianness, something that
has been used by some critics as evidence of Kipling’s non-racist attitudes. Kipling’s appreciation of
the heterogeneity of Indianness is demonstrated by the cultural variety of Indian characters in the
novel: we meet Punjabis, Bengalis, a Jat farmer, a wealthy old lady and hill people. Patrick Williams
notes that much of the critical work on Kipling written in the 1980s claims that Kim ‘repudiates racist
modes of characterisation’ (Williams 33). For example, Abdul R. JanMohamed claims that Kim
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contains ‘a positive acceptance and celebration of difference,’ without ‘moral disapproval or a
preponderance of colonial humor’ (78). I disagree with this; as Williams puts it, to describe Kim as
‘free of stereotypes is to make a very large claim indeed’ (34). On the whole Kipling’s Indian
characters are more two dimensional, fixed and based on stereotype, than are his white characters.
As critic Matthew Fellion describes: Kim ‘abounds with examples of ethnic stereotypes and stock
information from the archive Edward Said has named “Orientalism”’ (897). Despite their
differences, all the Indian characters seem to share particular qualities such as foolishness and
superstition, or they are described by their physicality alone: a Hindu boy Kim encounters has a ‘little
mind’, an Akali Sikh is ‘wild-eyed [and] wild haired’ and has a short temper and quick arm, a Jat relies
on a spell rather than medicine to cure his child, and a ‘troop of long-haired, strong scented Sansis
[carry] baskets of lizards and other unclean food [with] their lean dogs sniffing at their heels’ (Sansis
are one of the ‘untouchable’ castes) (Kipling, Kim 207, 109, 243, 109). Kipling depicts many of these
characters travelling along The Grand Trunk Road as ‘little clumps of red and blue and pink and
white and saffron’ and existing in a ‘happy Asiatic disorder’ (Kipling, Kim 111, 112). These
descriptions hint at Kipling’s paternalistic perception of Indian people as uncivilised but happy in
their ignorance. The army chaplain Bennett claims, ‘“one can never fathom the Oriental mind,”’ and
the narrator describes ‘the Oriental’s indifference to mere noise,’ and that ‘[a]ll hours of the twentyfour are alike to Orientals’ (Kipling, Kim 136, 188, 74). Kipling suggests a mentality present in all
‘Orientals,’ one that can be observed, but never fully understood, by Europeans. His descriptions
reveal his appreciation of India’s diversity, but emphasise his impressions of India as exotic, colourful
and almost carnival-like, rather than portraying any particular culture or identity in depth. As Said
argues, Kipling describes India ‘from the dominating viewpoint of a white man describing a colonial
possession’ (‘Introduction’ 10). Kipling does not endow his Indian characters with fluid or
unexpected character traits and repeatedly refers to ‘Orientals’ and their supposed common
characteristics.
Kipling’s focus on the apparent commonality of ‘Indian’ characteristics is compounded by his
tendency to fetishise India as everything that Europe is not. India and Indianness are exoticised by
Kipling in descriptions such as that of the ‘wonderful walled city of Lahore’ where Kim ‘lived in a life
wild as that of the Arabian Nights’ (51). Oriental characters such as ‘holy men, ash-smeared fakirs’, a
lama with a ‘thousand-wrinkled face,’ and an Afghan horse trader ‘his beard dyed scarlet with lime’
who ‘pull[s] lazily at an immense silver hookah,’ abound (Kipling 51, 58, 66). Kipling dwells on the
exotic otherness of India, and sets his British characters off against this exoticism. His formulation of
a dichotomy of ethnicities is similar to the one that Said quotes Lord Cromer (England’s
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representative in Egypt in the late nineteenth century) as describing, ‘“somehow or other the
Oriental generally acts, speaks, and thinks in a manner exactly opposite to the European”’ (Cromer in
Said, Orientalism 39). Kipling’s novel undoubtedly appealed to the British audience at home due to
his portrayal of ‘the colour, the glamour and the romance of the British overseas enterprise’ (Said,
‘Introduction’ 9). Kipling was essentially selling his version of India to a British audience who desired
a taste of the Orient.
Kipling positions Kim ambivalently within his ‘happy Asiatic disorder’ (Kipling, Kim 112). Kim
sometimes possesses ‘Oriental’ characteristics, and ‘the Oriental in him’ allows him to see from an
‘Oriental’ perspective (Kipling, Kim 268). But Kim is simultaneously white. As a low-caste sweeper
who encounters Kim when he is dressed in Western clothing describes: ‘“There is a white boy by the
barracks waiting under a tree that is not a white boy”’ (Kipling, Kim 148). In his Sahib clothes Kim is
almost, but not quite, white. But his speech and knowledge of the caste system imply he is Indian: a
letter writer asks, ‘“who art thou, dressed in that fashion, to speak in this fashion?”’ (Kipling, Kim
149). The parts of Kim do not appear to add up: there is anomaly in his hybrid nature. Father Victor
predicts that, ‘“They’ll make a man o’ you, O’Hara, at St Xavier’s – a white man, an’, I hope, a good
man”’ (Kipling, Kim 165). The inference is that an Oriental, unavoidably bearing, due to his birth, the
‘Oriental’ characteristics described above, could never become a real man. Kim, however, is free to
‘evolve’ white characteristics. Critic Andre Viola comments that Kipling’s other white characters
assume that due to his whiteness Kim is ‘endowed with the right imperial kind of eye’ and that ‘the
school and the attendant holidays merely develop potentialities that have been present in Kim from
the start’ (163). In the racial scheme of the novel, Kipling’s protagonist cannot help but to possess a
‘superior’ mentality because he has been born white. In fact, according to JanMohamed, Kim ‘is a
world of infinite concrete potentiality […] endowed by the narrator with special talents, he can do
anything and become anybody’ (78).
Because of this potential, Kim is the embodiment of the perfect spy. He is a ‘“[q]uite unique
specimen”’ (Creighton uses the term ‘specimen’ to describe Kim, positioning him as an object to be
observed in an anthropological sense), able to travel between the two worlds of Kipling’s
white/Indian dichotomy (Kipling, Kim 232). When Kim enters St Xavier’s, the school at Lucknow,
Creighton warns him, ‘“There is a good spirit in thee. Do not let it be blunted at St Xavier’s”’ (Kipling,
Kim 167). Creighton warns Kim not to allow his British education to destroy the very qualities that
the head spy admires, or in fact requires, in Kim. He continues:
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thou art a Sahib and the son of a Sahib. Therefore, do not at any time be led to contemn
the black men. I have known boys newly entered into the service of the Government who
feigned not to understand the talk or the customs of black men. Their pay was cut for
ignorance. There is no sin so great as ignorance. (Kipling, Kim 167)
Kim’s knowledge of Indian customs is valuable because it allows the British to access and attempt to
control Indian society. Creighton values Kim’s ability to appear Indian, but the fact that he ‘is not
quite’ Indian means that Creighton can tap into the inherent imperial perspective he believes that
Kim must possess. Creighton ensures that Kim possesses a careful balance of Indianness and
whiteness, one that will not impact on his usefulness.
During the events of the novel, Kim occasionally experiences moments of confusion about his
identity. As he travels to the British school at Lucknow (Nucklao to Kim and to Indians – yet another
articulation of ‘almost but not quite’), with Creighton, Kim ponders who he is: ‘“I am to pray to Bibi
Miriam [the Virgin Mary] and I am a Sahib.” He looked at his boots ruefully. “No; I am Kim. This is
the great world and I am only Kim. Who is Kim?” He considered his own identity, a thing he had
never done before, till his head swam’ (Kipling, Kim 166). The overt recognition of his whiteness by
the British has stirred in Kim an uncertainty over identity that he has never previously experienced.
Kim has, until now, lived a life untroubled by any complications associated with the duality in his
ethnic identity. But he is not about to let this confusion break his positive spirit. Later in the novel
he asks: ‘“Who is Kim – Kim – Kim?”’, but he soon pushes his confusion aside:
[i]n a minute – in another half-second – he felt he would arrive at the solution of the
tremendous puzzle; but here, as always happens, his mind dropped away from those
heights with a rush of a wounded bird, and passing his hand before his eyes, he shook his
head. (Kipling, Kim 233-4)
Unlike the Lama, Kim is always able to distract himself from such existential questions and he once
again returns to the practicalities of his performance. Kim remembers the fun to be had in
‘“wear[ing] many dresses and talk[ing] many tongues,”’ and his questions about identity slip away
(Kipling, Kim 208). He soon realises that Creighton has a use for him in mind: ‘“He will use me as
Mahbub Ali employed me, I think. That is good, if it allows me to return to the Road again”’ (Kipling,
Kim 167). Mahbub Ali is an Afghan horse-trader, and a member of the Great Game, for whom Kim
has unwittingly been spying and delivering messages for some time: Kim doesn’t mind his dual
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ethnicity being utilised by characters such as this, so long as he is free to roam. The freedom to
change and play with his identity is what Kim desires, and this same desire is what Kureishi depicts in
his British Asian Karim.
In The Buddha of Suburbia, Kureishi’s Karim similarly finds it challenging to position himself in a
society that understands the categories of ‘Indian’ and ‘white’, but has difficulty identifying anything
in-between. Karim declares: ‘I am an Englishman born and bred, almost. I am often considered to
be a funny kind of Englishman, a new breed as it were, having emerged from two old histories’
(Kureishi, Buddha 3). This ‘almost’ can be read yet another iteration of Bhabha’s ‘almost, but not
quite’. But although Karim is aware that to others he is caught between the cultures of his parents,
it is his class background, and the limitations that it seems to bring, that bother him more. Karim
does partly attribute his restlessness and ennui to his mixed ethnicity, but he equally blames ‘being
brought up in the suburbs’ where ‘education wasn’t considered a particular advantage’ (Kureishi,
Buddha 3, 177). When Karim moves to London it becomes clear that as a working-class suburbanite
he lacks the knowledge of books and the arts that wealthier and better educated Londoners might
possess: ‘I knew nothing; I was empty, an intellectual void’ (Kureishi, Buddha 177). Karim’s cultural
ignorance limits his social mobility and marks him as ‘inferior’ to his more privileged friends. This is
one example of how Kureishi depicts structural influences such as class as just as divisive as
ethnicity.
Through characters such as actress Eleanor, Kureishi explores the dynamic between the privileged
and mainly white upper-classes and the working class and minority-ethnic individuals who they
choose to associate with. When Karim meets Eleanor, he is alienated by her assumed upper-class
superiority, which he finds far more intimidating than her whiteness. For Eleanor and her friends,
racism is inherent in the fact that non-whites, such as Eleanor’s black ex-boyfriend, are seen as what
might be termed ‘projects’ rather than as equals. Eleanor toys with Karim treating him more like a
plaything or an accessory than a partner. But Eleanor also ‘adopts’ the white working-class man
Heater whom Karim describes as ‘the local road-sweeper, a grossly fat and ugly sixteen-stone Scot in
a donkey jacket whom Eleanor had taken up three years ago as a cause’ (Kurieshi, Buddha 175).
Karim explains that, ‘Heater was the only working-class person most of them had met. So he
became a sort of symbol of the masses’ (Kureishi, Buddha 175). Eleanor and her friends appear to
take on individuals whom they consider to be interesting and disadvantaged, and, in the Orientalist
style of the colonial era, profess their motivations as benevolent rather than patronising or
voyeuristic. Eleanor handpicks and ‘helps’ those who she sees as less fortunate than herself, but
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Kureishi also illuminates the way in which she gains artistic credibility by being seen to embrace
diversity. Ultimately, Eleanor’s adoption of those she might see as misfits or exotic outsiders is
purely for her own benefit.
Whether he feels judged for his ethnicity or his class, Karim does not concern himself with searching
what he calls ‘the inner room’; he favours action over introspection and is more interested in
‘looking for trouble, any kind of movement, action and sexual interest’ (Kureishi, Buddha 3). As in
Kipling’s Kim, it seems that it is not the protagonist himself, but rather the characters around him,
who are concerned about his ethnic background. As discussed above, Karim describes some of the
racism he experiences at school, but even when he is called a wog, a blackie, a coon and a nigger by
Helen’s father, Karim appears to be more concerned about the man’s dog messing up his outfit, than
by his racism (Kureishi, Buddha 40). Karim is accustomed to racism, but this does not mean that
Kureishi depicts his protagonist as possessing a sense of deference to the white British. Karim
believes that he can rightfully call England home and that because of this all the opportunities that
London has to offer are his to explore. Karim’s attitude is perhaps indicative of Kureishi’s own – he
sees no reason that he should be considered ‘a misfit’ and feels as entitled to his Britishness as
anyone else (Kureishi, Laundrette and Rainbow Sign 11). Kureishi has Karim’s white mother tell him:
‘“you’re not an Indian. You’ve never been to India. You’d get diarrhoea the minute you stepped off
that plane […] You’re an Englishman, I’m glad to say […] Be what you are”’ (Kureishi, Buddha 232).
There is no doubt for her about Karim’s Britishness, and his ‘Indian’ roles are therefore somewhat
perplexing to her. When he reminds her that he is ‘“part Indian”’ she asks ‘“What about me? […]
Who gave birth to you?”’ (Kureishi, Buddha 232). For his mother, Karim’s Indian background is
incidental, and does not contribute meaningfully to his identity. Kureishi reinforces here that Karim
is firmly rooted in Britain. Even if his ethnicity is frequently noticed by others, Karim does not
believe that his ethnicity defines him or marks him as something other than British.
Like Kipling’s protagonist, Karim positions himself beyond the boundaries of any particular ethnicity.
According to Berthold Schoene, Karim ‘inhabits an ethnicity-free no-man’s-land between the polar
opposites of Englishness and Indianness’ (117). While Karim is more interested in fashion and music
than in his ethnicity, it would be incorrect to claim his identity as ‘ethnicity-free’. Due to the racism
he encounters because of his skin colour and to cultural customs his friends practice, he is unable to
move beyond ethnicity entirely. However, I would agree with Schoene that: ‘instead of choosing, or
feeling obliged to choose, between two diametrically opposed possibilities of ethnic selfauthentication, Karim explores a third reservoir of identity sited in the interstices between different
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self-contained reservations of culture’ (117). As the novel progresses we see that this interstitial
identity is one in flux, with different elements contracting or emerging in response to different
stimuli. Karim is someone who Bhabha might say was ‘free to negotiate and translate [his] cultural
identit[y]’ (Bhabha 55). Karim discovers the ‘productive capacities of [the] Third Space’ and his
‘willingness to descend into that alien territory’ means he sees no value in ‘the historical identity of
culture as a homogenizing, unifying force’ (Bhabha 56, 54). Karim has never envisaged himself as
anything but ‘a new breed,’ an ‘odd mixture of continents and blood, of here and there, of belonging
and not’ (Kureishi, Buddha 3). And he seems to enjoy the possibilities that this uncertainty creates.
While he learns that others’ use of his ethnicity might promote his acting career or his social
positioning, Karim is not interested in fixing himself along particular ethnic lines.
There is only one scene in which Karim feels he may have betrayed his ethnic background, and
neglected the culture into which his father was born. At his father’s friend Anwar’s funeral Karim
watches as ‘five Indians shifted the coffin a little and murmured verses from the Koran’ (Kureishi,
Buddha 212). Karim suddenly recognises himself in the Indians:
I did feel, looking at these strange creatures now – the Indians – that in some way these
were my people, and that I’d spent my life denying or avoiding the fact. I felt ashamed and
incomplete at the same time, as if half of me were missing, as if I’d been colluding with my
enemies, those whites who wanted Indians to be like them. (Kureishi, Buddha 212)
For the first time Karim wonders about whether, in neglecting his Indian heritage, he has been
playing into the hands of a white British hegemony that champions assimilation (Moore-Gilbert,
Hanif Kureishi 129). Karim has never been encouraged by his father to explore his Indian identity,
and has never been motivated to do so himself. But he is not prompted by what he observes at the
funeral to ‘revert to his ‘roots,’’ as he considers himself ‘culturally distinct’ from the Indians
(Ranasinha 72). These men do not represent to Karim something that he has strayed from and
should return to, instead they simply enact a different kind of Indianness to his own. He considers
the way his father ‘wasn’t proud of his past, but he wasn’t unproud of it either; it just existed, and
there wasn’t any point in fetishizing it, as some liberals and Asian radicals liked to do’ (Kureishi,
Buddha 213). Haroon in fact does fetishise another type of Indianness, Buddhism, but he doesn’t
idealise his old life in India or long for a lost home.
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Karim, too, is more interested in who he is in the present moment and in the potential of the fluid
identity he is exploring. Karim knows that ‘if [he] wanted the additional personality bonus of an
Indian past, [he] would have to create it,’ and this is something he is content to pursue if he deems it
necessary (Kureishi, Buddha 213). Spivak describes Karim as ‘creatively happy when he puts
together his stage Indian’ (An Aesthetic Education 50). Karim does not see his character’s
‘Indianness’ as innately present within him, and so he has to work at creating it. He needs to
perform ‘Indianness’ as he feels that he hasn’t inherited traditionally ‘Indian’ characteristics. He is
not averse to this idea, but only plays the role of ‘Indian’ if and when it suits his purpose. Kureishi’s
novel responds emphatically to Kipling’s, declaring that characters of South-Indian descent are
equally entitled to the strategic use of their Indian heritage, as Kim is to the use of his white
heritage. The Buddha of Suburbia makes the claim that ethnicity needn’t be identity-defining and
that its elements might be chosen at will rather than always enforced by society.
Almost the same, but not quite
Key scenes in Kim and The Buddha of Suburbia reinforce the relationship between the two
protagonists and are used by Kureishi to demonstrate the differences between Kim and Karim,
despite their apparent similarities. In one such scene, Kim and Karim both ‘black up’ in order to be
seen as, what is considered by some to be, more authentically Indian. For Kim this moment occurs
when he is released from school for the summer break. As he has no family to return to, Kim is
expected by his school masters to attend a barrack-school in the hills. However, Kim is keen to
escape the confines of institutional life:
Kim yearned for the caress of soft mud squishing up between the toes, as his mouth
watered for mutton stewed with butter and cabbages, for rice speckled with strongscented cardamoms, for the saffron-tinted rice, garlic and onions, and the forbidden greasy
sweetmeats of the bazars. They would feed him raw beef on a platter at the barrackschool, and he must smoke by stealth. (Kipling, Kim 173)
While acknowledging the Orientalist binary Kipling sets up here between an exotic and alluring India
and a dull and restrictive European institution, I want to focus on how Kim re-enters what he
considers ‘his’ world – the trains and roads of India. Kim considers the possessions he has
accumulated at the school and decides: ‘“Sahibs are always tied to their baggage […] You [his bags]
will stay here”’ (Kipling, Kim 174). He then visits a local prostitute in whose room he squats ‘native
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fashion’ while she paints his body brown before adorning him with a turban (Kipling, Kim 174). Kim’s
ease in the environment of poor Indians is contrasted with the constrictions of life as a Sahib. His
knowledge of who will be able to help him create a disguise, his ability to converse in the vernacular,
and his physical demeanour (the ‘native’ squat) all align him with Indians, and this is the very
outcome that Kim desires. His disguise means he can retain anonymity when he travels. Kim does
not want to be associated with his schoolmates, and he can’t wait to slip back into the world on the
streets of India where he has become known as ‘Little Friend of all the World’ (Kipling, Kim 51).
The term ‘Little Friend of all the World’ reinforces Kipling’s depiction of Kim as a universally liked and
trusted young man. It is first used by Kipling’s narrator when he tells us of Kim’s role executing
‘commissions’ for ‘sleek and shiny young men of fashion’ in Lahore (Kipling, Kim 51). The name
refers to the way Kipling is accepted by those of any caste or religion. Disguised as ‘a low-caste
Hindu boy,’ Kim is free to entertain his fellow train travellers with stories of many imagined
identities: ‘[a]s the occupants of the carriage changed, he varied [his] tale, or adorned it with all the
shoots of a budding fancy, the more rampant for being held off native speech so long’ (Kipling, Kim
175). Kim relishes the freedom that being perceived as an Indian boy provides. His ‘blackness’
allows him to re-enter a world which he calls home. As Kinkead-Weekes argues: ‘Kim’s more-thanchameleon ability to change, not only his clothes, but his voice and mannerisms, his whole identity,
represents […] not merely the observer’s sharp eye, but the dramatist’s longing to get into the skin
of many “others”’ (217). Kim loves to feel that he has stepped into another’s shoes: ‘a demon in Kim
woke up and sang with joy as he put on the changing dresses, and changed speech and gesture
therewith’ (Kipling, Kim 207). Kipling implies that Kim is possessed by the characters he inhabits,
entirely leaving behind the stability and safety that Kipling portrays as part of his whiteness, in order
to inhabit an ‘Oriental’. This accentuates Kipling’s Orientalist alignment of play and ‘joy’ with Indian
characters and more rational behaviour with white characters, reinforcing the white/Oriental binary.
In The Buddha of Suburbia, Karim has a very different reaction to ‘blacking-up’. Karim lands the role
of Mowgli in a play of The Jungle Book, a direct reference from Kureishi to the work of Kipling.
Kureishi, as Tobias A. Wachinger notes, chooses to reveal his awareness of the way Otherness is
exploited by exploring it in ‘explicitly performative or even theatrical situations’ (106). The play’s
white director Shadwell asks Karim to apply ‘shit-brown cream’ to his body so he can portray a
‘truer’ Bengali in his role as Mowgli (Kureishi, Buddha 146-7). Karim is offended that his Indianness
is not deemed sufficiently authentic to Shadwell. The application of the brown cream and
Shadwell’s insistence that he speak with an ‘authentic accent’ are offensive to Karim who protests,
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‘“It’s a political matter to me”’ (Kureishi, Buddha 147). But Shadwell persists, making his position
clear when he asks Karim,
“Where was our Mowgli born?”
“India”
“Yes, Not Orpington. What accent do they have in India”
“Indian accents.” (Kureishi, Buddha 147)
Shadwell’s use of the word ‘our’ emphasises his assumed ownership over Mowgli, and over how
Karim should play him. Shadwell tells Karim: ‘“Everyone looks at you, I’m sure, and thinks: an Indian
boy, how exotic, how interesting, what stories of aunties and elephants we’ll hear now from him.
And you’re from Orpington”’ (Kureishi, Buddha 141). Karim’s ethnicity, in what Shadwell believes is
a watered down or impure state due to his suburban upbringing, is a disappointment for the
director; he requires what he believes to be ethnic purity for his Mowgli.
Kureishi makes explicit the problematic dynamic of the portrayal of Indian characters by a white
author, with white director Shadwell essentialising Mowgli and compounding the influence of white
narratives. Shadwell condescendingly explains to Karim that his destiny is to be a ‘“half-caste […]
belonging nowhere, wanted nowhere,”’ stripping Karim of any agency to describe or position himself
(Kureishi, Buddha 141). Shadwell’s incivility stuns Karim: ‘I was shaking with embarrassment that he
could talk to me in this way at all, as if he knew me, as if he had the right to question me’ (Kureishi,
Buddha 142). But Karim is not equipped with the political understanding to argue with Shadwell. He
considers his position and instead of ‘run[ning] out of the room, back to South London, where I
belonged, out of which I had wrongly and arrogantly stepped,’ he concedes to using the Indian
accent (Kureishi, Buddha 148). His friends and family are equally unsupportive. Jamila is
disappointed by Karim’s Mowgli and believes he has been taken advantage of: ‘“no doubt about it,
the play is completely neo-facist […] And it was disgusting, the accent and the shit you had smeared
all over you”’ (Kureishi, Buddha 157). Haroon feels just as strongly: ‘“Bloody half-cocked business,”
he said. “That bloody fucker Mr Kipling pretending to whity he knew something about India! And an
awful performance by my boy looking like a Black and White Minstrel!”’ (Kureishi, Buddha 157).
Karim knows he is the victim of racism but he doesn’t yet know how to articulate his position. His
working-class upbringing and limited education contribute to his lack of power in his interaction with
Shadwell.
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Although Karim agrees with his father and Jamila, and admits to her that he is ashamed of his use of
an ‘Indian’ accent and brown body paint, he is beginning to be able to conceive of himself in a new
and emancipating way:
they weren’t ready to see me as an actor but preferred me in my old role as a useless boy.
Yet the play did good business […] and I started to relax on stage, and to enjoy acting. I
sent up the accent and made the audience laugh by suddenly relapsing into cockney at odd
times. ‘Leave it out, Bagheera,’ I’d say. I liked being recognized in the pub afterwards, and
made myself conspicuous in case anyone wanted my autograph. (Kureishi, Buddha 158)
Karim begins to develop an ownership over Mowgli, and subverts Shadwell’s authority by creating
an Indian/cockney hybrid for Mowgli’s accent. His playful tweaking with the way he enacts the
character of Mowgli draws attention to Shadwell’s racism. According to Wachinger, Karim ‘deploys a
more disruptive strategy of ‘exhibiting’ his self as other, clearly foregrounding the artificiality of his
performance’ (109). Karim draws attention to the ridiculousness of Shadwell’s request for Karim to
be more ‘Indian’ and ultimately undermines the ‘director’s cliché-ridden left-wing attitudes’
(Wachinger 109). Sarah Ilott describes Karim’s enactment of ‘overblown stereotypes‘ as ‘a parody of
audience expectations’ (105). Karim has realised that in entering into the stereotype game, he can
undermine its power, employing a recalcitrant act of mimicry in order to unsettle Shadwell’s
authority and draw attention to his suspect motivations.
In the sense that it gives him the freedom to explore multiple identities, acting becomes, ‘the
ultimate refusal of the identity that British culture imposes’ on Karim (Romanow 150). Although
Shadwell attempts to tightly control Karim’s portrayal of Mowgli, the director’s racism actually
motivates Karim, and acting is depicted as making it possible for Karim to claim some ownership
over what ‘Indian’ means:
I started to make little demands of Shagbadly. I required a longer rest; and could I be
driven home by someone, as I felt so tired? I had to have Assam tea (with a touch of
lapsang souchong) available at all times during rehearsal. Could that actor slide a little to
the right; no, a little further. I began to see that I could ask for the things I needed. I
gained confidence. (Kureishi, Buddha 150)
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Shadwell (who Karim now refers to as Shitwell, Shadshit or Shagbadly) has exploited Karim, just as
he will be exploited by his next director Matthew Pyke. But at the same time, Shadwell’s rejection of
Karim’s own Indianness has led Karim to a greater understanding of how he wants to define himself.
Rebecca Fine Romanow writes that: ‘Karim begins to see the ways in which acting defines what he is
not, and foresees the ways that performance can be used to rewrite and, literally, perform his
rejection of subjectifying identities’ (151). In the opening pages of The Buddha of Suburbia Karim
declares he is ‘going somewhere’ and that he is ready for ‘movement, action and sexual interest’
(Kureishi, Buddha 3). Karim has been searching for opportunity, and now he has found it, making
Kureishi’s novel a refusal of Kipling’s assumption that Indian characters must remain fixed and
essentialised.
Just as we see Kipling’s Kim gain confidence and an awareness of his own potential, so Kureishi leads
the reader through the slow evolution of his protagonist’s increased agency and belief in his own
capabilities. Karim notices how those around him are ambitious in their desire for transformation
and he realises that the same opportunities are also available to him. His confidence grows as he
watches his step-brother Charlie reinvent himself and fool people into believing that he is a punk
rock star, rather than an indulged and talentless middle-class boy:
Until this moment I’d felt incapable of operating effectively in the world; I didn’t know how
to do it; events tossed me about. Now I was beginning to see that it didn’t necessarily have
to be that way. My happiness and progress and education could depend on my own
activity – as long as it was the right activity at the right time […] soon eyes would be on me;
it was a start, and I felt strong and determined. It would lead upwards. (Kureishi, Buddha
155)
Although naïve to the realities of the power structures within the world of theatre and broader
society, Karim begins to gain confidence. Class and racial prejudice persist, but in Kureishi’s London
it is possible for a British Asian boy to slowly infiltrate and influence the very societal structures from
which he previously felt excluded.
The political versus the personal
In The Buddha of Suburbia, several scenes depict ongoing debates over how identity might be
constructed, and who, if anyone, has the authority to name the identity of others. In Kureishi’s
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portrayal of 1970s London those brought up in the city are depicted as more politically aware, with
Karim’s suburban upbringing leaving him naïve to the emergence of identity politics. The political
repercussions of race in Britain are not apparent to Karim until he encounters Tracey, a black actress
from a working class background. Kureishi portrays the actors stumbling across Tracey’s mother
cleaning the steps of a house near their rehearsal space, illustrating her status as a domestic servant.
Theatre director Matthew Pyke later invites Tracey’s mother in to the rehearsal space ‘to talk to the
group during lunch break’, presumably to allow some kind of ‘insight’ into the black working class
(Kureishi, Buddha 180). Kureishi illuminates the strategic use of ethnicity in the arts when he has
Pyke carefully contrive the inclusion of multiple ethnicities in his cast: ‘two of us were officially
‘black’ (though truly I was more beige than anything)’ (Kureishi, Buddha 167). When asked to
develop his own character for a new production, Pyke encourages Karim to employ his ethnic
background: ‘“We need someone from your own background […] Someone black”’ (Kureishi, Buddha
170). But to Karim, ‘black’ indicates someone of African background. He recalls, ‘I’d been at school
with a Nigerian’, but considers himself ‘more beige than anything,’ a hue he appears to find
particularly unexotic (Kureishi, Buddha 170, 167). Kureishi highlights Pyke’s questionable
motivations for employing Karim and his tendency towards exoticising ethnicity: ‘“What about your
family?…Uncles and aunts. They’ll give the play a little variety. I bet they’re fascinating”’ (Kureishi,
Buddha 170). The ever-present trope of the Indian aunt is wheeled out once again, employed by
Kureishi in communicating Pyke’s Orientalist attitude.
When Tracey questions Karim’s choice of Anwar as the character he would like to portray in Pyke’s
production, she introduces the question of representation. Anwar has recently begun a hunger
strike, with the intention of persuading his daughter Jamila into an arranged marriage. For Tracey,
Karim’s portrayal of Anwar would only exacerbate ethnic prejudices:
Your picture is what white people already think of us. That we’re funny, with strange
habits and weird customs. To the white man we’re already people without humanity […]
You show us as unorganized aggressors. Why do you hate yourself and all black people so
much, Karim? (Kureshi, Buddha 180)
Karim is somewhat bewildered by Tracey’s comment. He is oblivious to the notion of identity
politics and the idea that he and Tracey might be somehow united in their struggle for freedom from
oppression. Although he is unable to articulate it, Karim’s belief that his portrayal of ‘One old Indian
man’ could be taken as indicative of the behaviour of all black people, reflects critiques of identity
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politics which claim that such an approach risks ignoring differences in economic, class and gender
positioning and instead might assume that all migrants, despite their gender, sexuality or economic
privilege, have suffered the same barriers (Kureishi, Buddha 180). Karim might agree, then, that
ignoring the heterogeneity of migrant groups highlights the fact that ‘racial categories are specious
ways to categorize human beings’ (Alcoff and Mohanty 3). Ilott believes this scene is a ‘metafictional
aside regarding the burden of representation perhaps experienced by Kureishi’ (106). This is quite
possible, as Kureishi has claimed that he felt early in his career that ‘I wanted to tell people about
racism,’ and that as his career progressed he still wanted to write at least ‘partly, about race’
(Kureishi in Thomas, ‘Something to Ask’ 5). It is as if Kureishi felt, especially during the time period in
which he wrote The Buddha of Suburbia, that it was important for somebody to bring racism into the
spotlight. Although Kureishi uses this novel to repudiate Kipling’s versions of Indianness, and indeed
bring racism to the audience’s attention, he does not make a claim about any ‘correct’ way of
portraying Indianness. Instead he implies through the struggle between Tracey and Karim, that
there are multiple truths in the representation of ethnicity.
In having Tracey refer to Karim’s status as a black man, Kureishi acknowledges blackness as a way of
identifying with others. Stuart Hall claims, in his well-known 1989 essay ‘New Ethnicities,’ that using
the term black is a ‘way of referencing the common experience of racism and marginalization in
Britain’ (441). Hall continues, explaining the way ‘the black experience’ became hegemonic over
other ways of describing ethnic or racial identities, despite the fact that it has been used to describe
‘groups and communities with, in fact, very different histories, traditions and ethnic identities’ (Hall,
‘New Ethnicities’ 441). Hall goes on to describe the emergence of a new phase in black cultural
politics – one that is not only a reaction to ‘the dominant [white] regimes of representation,’ in
which blacks are ‘the objects, but rarely the subjects,’ but one that gives ‘a formative, not merely an
expressive, place in the constitution of social and political life’ (‘New Ethnicities’ 443). For Hall, part
of this is ‘the recognition that ‘black’ is essentially a politically and culturally constructed category,
which cannot be grounded in a set of fixed trans-cultural or transcendental racial categories’ (‘New
Ethnicities’ 443). Hall calls for a ‘constitutive’ role in ‘regimes of representation’ for black Britons,
allowing the possibility for black Britons to act as creators of their own positions within social and
political Britain, rather than existing merely as that which is not white (‘New Ethnicities’ 443). Tracey
claims that Karim’s version of blackness relies on ‘white truth,’ and that he is simply replicating a
stereotype created by the white hegemony. She believes his portrayal is a reaction to white
constructions of ethnicity, rather than being a contribution to a more dialogical formation of society
(Kureishi, Buddha 181). Ironically, it is actually Karim who knows that, as Kureishi himself claims,
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‘“There isn’t such a thing as an essential Asian experience any more than there is any other essential
experience”’ (Kureishi in Kureishi, Chadha and Chua 53).
In ‘New Ethnicities’, Hall refers to Kureishi’s 1985 film My Beautiful Laundrette, describing it as:
one of the most riveting and important films produced by a black writer in recent years and
precisely for the reason that made it so controversial: its refusal to represent the black
experience in Britain as monolithic , self-contained, sexually stabilized and always ‘right-on’
- in a word, always and only ‘positive’, or what Hanif Kureishi has called, ‘cheering fictions.’
(449)
Hall goes on to quote Kureishi from a magazine article from 1985 in which Kureishi despairs at the
expectation of:
the writer as public relations officer, as hired liar. If there is to be a serious attempt to
understand Britain today, with its mix of races and colours, its hysteria and despair, then,
writing about it has to be complex. It can’t apologize or idealize. It can’t sentimentalize
and it can’t represent only one group as having a monopoly on virtue. (in Hall, ‘New
Ethnicities’ 449)
That Hall chose to close his important essay with this quote from Kureishi indicates his belief in
Kureishi as an important part of the evolution in 1980s British black cultural politics. Hall also alludes
here to Kureishi’s refusal to advance the role of the ‘good migrant’ in the way that he avoids
depicting all migrants as simply good, honest and hardworking citizens. By avoiding the depiction of
the ‘good migrant’ in his writing, Kureishi steps away from the ‘good migrant’ role himself, and
renounces the responsibility some place on him to redeem the migrant figure in literature.
Kureishi has Karim represent the fluidity of black politics and the movement from ‘the essential black
subject,’ towards recognition of the diversity within black British populations. Karim is aware of the
multiplicity of identities present within black Britain, and he is not sentimental or idealistic about
these various identities. He feels no more capable of representing ‘“[t]hem blacks,” who his Uncle
Ted observes in the slums of Herne Hill and Brixton, than he does of representing Charlie or any
other white character (Kureishi, Buddha 43). And Kureishi also makes Karim a reminder of the fact
that, as Hall puts it, ‘the question of the black subject cannot be represented without reference to
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the dimensions of class, gender, sexuality and ethnicity’ (‘New Ethnicities’ 444). As the commonly
recognised founder of intersectionality, Kimberlé Crenshaw states, ‘“the problem with identity
politics is not that it fails to transcend difference . . . but rather the opposite, that it frequently
conflates or ignores intragroup difference . . . ignoring difference within groups contributes to
tension among groups”’ (Crenshaw in Wilson 1). Rather than race being conceived of as a master
status, Kureishi defines Karim as much by his suburban origins, education and his sexuality as by his
Indian ethnicity. But the reader is reminded by director Pyke’s support for Tracey’s objection that
those with a vested interest might prefer to distinguish by race alone. Pyke takes advantage of the
fact that Karim is not yet politically astute or eloquent enough to make his opinions clear, and in
doing so the director is able to both make himself appear sensitive to racial issues, and also get
Karim to play the type of ethnic character that Pyke wants. Ultimately, and ironically, the white
‘Judge Pyke’ (as Karim labels him) makes the final call on the way blackness is represented (Kureishi,
Buddha 181).
The varying and evolving ways that Kureishi’s characters consider their ethnicity demonstrates
Kureishi’s perception of ethnicity as internally heterogeneous. Karim’s younger brother Allie
represents just one ‘black’ opinion, emphasising the way Kureishi rejects a monolithic black
experience. Allie says of Pyke’s play: ‘“The politics got on my nerves. We all hate whingeing lefties,
don’t we?”’ (Kureishi, Buddha 267). Just because, as Tracey might assume, Allie shares blackness in
common with her, it doesn’t mean he agrees with ‘whingeing leftie’ politics such as hers. He
disparages left-wing ‘hippies’:
Their clothes look like rags. And I hate people who go on all the time about being black,
and how persecuted they were at school, and how someone spat on them once. You
know: self-pity […] They should shut up and get on with their lives. At least the blacks have
a history of slavery. The Indians were kicked out of Uganda. There was a reason for
bitterness. But no one put people like you and me in camps, and no one will. We can’t be
lumped in with them, thank God. We should be just as grateful we haven’t got white skin
either. I don’t like the look of white skin. (Kureishi, Buddha 267-8)
Allie is not interested in the kind of race politics that Tracey champions. He doesn’t deny his Indian
ethnicity and is glad of his darker skin, although he has changed his name from Amar to Allie to, as
Karim informs us, ‘avoid racial trouble’ (Kureishi, Buddha 19). We do not learn why Allie doesn’t like
the look of white skin, but perhaps he is aware of the fact that his skin colour might represent an
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exotic otherness to white Britons, however racist this perception might be. In Kureishi’s 1970s
London this may might mark Allie apart from others and be beneficial to his career in fashion. Karim
describes Allie as ‘zooty,’ explaining that ‘his clothes were Italian and immaculate, daring and
colourful without being vulgar, and all expensive and just right’ (Kureishi, Buddha 267). Allie has
positioned himself within fashionable society, spending time with ‘fashion designers, photographers,
graphic artists, shop designers’; his girlfriend is a model, ‘a thin black girl’ (Kureishi, Buddha 270).
Like Karim, Allie does not define himself by his ethnicity, but he is both proud of and willing to
exploit his ethnic Otherness.
Allie is portrayed not as a victim of racism or prejudice but as a young British Asian man who intends
to take advantage of any opportunity that being a Londoner can offer. He believes that he and
Karim have not suffered and so they shouldn’t complain: ‘“Let me say that we come from privilege.
We can’t pretend we’re some kind of shitted-on oppressed people. Let’s just make the best of
ourselves”’ (Kureishi, Buddha 268). Karim attempts to bring Allie’s attention to the need to address
the racism in British society: ‘“Shouldn’t they – I mean we – talk about it, Allie?”’ (Kureishi, Buddha
267). But Allie rejects this and will not complicate his position with arguments about race. He
echoes the sentiment of another of Kureishi’s characters, successful businessman Nasser in My
Beautiful Laundrette: ‘“In this damn country which we hate and love, you can get anything you want.
It’s all spread out and available. That’s why I believe in England. You just have to know how to
squeeze the tits of the system”’ (Kureishi, Laundrette and Rainbow Sign 57). However misogynist
this comment might be, Nasser recognises the opportunities that England has to offer and he
doesn’t see why his ethnicity should define him: ‘“we’re professional businessman. Not professional
Pakistanis. There’s no race question in the new enterprise culture”’ (Kureishi, Laundrette and
Rainbow Sign 82). My Beautiful Laundrette portrays the way that Margaret Thatcher’s neoliberalism
encouraged private business, assisting some immigrant entrepreneurs to become successful. Nasser
and Allie represent the right and ability of all British people to embrace individualism and capitalism
if they so choose. Kureishi does not make all his black characters feel a sense of responsibility in
breaking down the racism inherent in British society. He challenges the image of the disadvantaged
immigrant, by depicting class and wealth (and in the case of Nasser, gender) as more divisive than
race. Here, just as Hall describes, we see Kureishi rejecting the notion of portraying only stabilised,
positive depictions of blackness. To add to this, in My Beautiful Laundrette Kureishi has the white,
gay, working class, previous skinhead Johnny employed by Pakistani entrepreneurs and involved in a
sexual relationship with his British-Pakistani boss. Kureishi’s characters may not be ‘right-on’ or, in
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some cases, even remotely likeable, but they do question the fixed and essentialised notions of
ethnicity in Kipling’s Kim.
The notion of engaging with ethnicity as a type of ethnographic work exists in both Kipling and
Kureishi’s novels, with differing results for those considered ethnographic subjects. Kureishi uses
the theme of ethnography to reveal the racism inherent in Pyke’s control over what blackness
means in his play. He depicts Pyke as capitalising on the cultural clout of portraying ‘ethnic’
characters, with Pyke promoting the idea that he is giving opportunities to actors from all walks of
life and contributing to the breaking down of essentialised identities, when in fact he exerts tight
control over the characters his actors play. Pyke has expectations about the elements of their
backgrounds that each actor will explore. He assumes that exoticism is inherently present in nonwhites, has preconceived ideas about how their ethnicity should be expressed, and displays a
voyeuristic interest in the ‘Other,’ which is illustrated in the episode when Tracey’s mother is invited
to chat to the actors. Pyke uses his interest in the anthropological as an excuse for sexual
promiscuity and harassment, inviting Karim and girlfriend Eleanor to an orgy at Pyke’s house in
which Karim is convinced to have sex not only with Marlene, but with Pyke as well. Karim notes the
power imbalance in this dynamic and the fact that he is a subject being investigated with Pyke and
Marlene, ‘more like intrepid journalists than swimmers in the sensual’ (Kureishi, Buddha 191). He
describes the impolite ‘imposition’ of intercourse with Pyke, and he warns Pyke that the director is
overstepping the mark, although not so forcefully as to ‘have my part in the play reduced’ (Kureishi,
Buddha 203). Pyke echoes Kipling’s Creighton’s interest in the anthropological or ethnographic, with
both men positioning themselves within Karim and Kim’s social grouping (the group of actors, and
the spies of the Great Game respectively) while simultaneously remaining ‘outsiders’ due their
positions of authority. Pyke and Creighton can be seen to colonise their assumed subjects, using
them as resources to promote their reputations and powerful positions.
Pyke’s exploitation of Karim is a reminder that in Kureishi’s 1970s London there are still echoes of
the dynamic between white and Asian men that Kipling portrayed in Kim when he has Creighton
procuring Indian men such as Hurree Babu to act as spies for them (Kipling, Kim 161). Creighton
takes advantage of Hurree’s hunger for all that is British in order to gain his loyalty. In a dynamic
that is slightly different due to Kim’s whiteness, Creighton also procures Kim as a useful subject and
suggests that other Europeans would also value him: ‘“we Ethnological men are as jealous as
jackdaws of one another’s discoveries”’ (Kipling, Kim 161). Jackdaws are birds known to be attracted
to shiny objects which they will steal and hide: Kim is such a valuable discovery, not just because of
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his talents at mimicry (and hence spying) but because he is poor, uneducated and unchaperoned,
making him usefully malleable. Kim himself might himself be considered an ‘amateur ethnographer’
because of his interest in a multiplicity of different Indian identities (Suleri 118). Both Kim and The
Buddha of Suburbia examine the ways in which Otherness can be a commodity which is sought out
by those in powerful positions, but also used as a path to social mobility. Kim and Karim both
experience new and challenging roles as a result of their ethnicity, and both enjoy the improved
conditions they gain. Kureishi’s novel marks a new development as it allows a non-white character
to choose a new social positioning, although as Karim’s role in a television soap shows, this
positioning is still partially restricted by social and market expectation. If, as critic Claudine Raynaud
claims ‘“Coming of age” should signal “emancipation” from the “childhood” ascribed by the master
to the slave, from servitude and its traces,’ then Karim does not fully come of age, as he is forever
tied to performing the ‘master’s’ (white Britain’s) idea of Indianness (107). My later chapters show
that such restriction remains unresolved in depictions of ethnicity written in the mid-2000s.
The ambiguous relationship between subject and ethnographer can also be found between Karim
and Changez. Perhaps Karim considers his portrayal of Changez in Pyke’s play as a way for him to
explore his own Indianness, something, as noted above, that Karim feels he needs to ‘learn’. Karim
faces a moral dilemma – he is unsure whether to see Changez as a friend, or as an ethnographic
subject, someone who represents ‘Indianness’. Kureishi illustrates the way that a British Asian
protagonist might enjoy the freedom to experiment with various roles, but that Karim, like Kim,
sometimes finds that experimentation complex and challenging. Kureishi uses Karim’s performance
of Changez to highlight the impossibility of capturing entirely another cultural identity. Changez
watches Karim’s performance and does not recognise himself at all, telling Karim: ‘“You realized
clearly that I am not a person who could be successfully impersonated”’ (Kureishi, Buddha 231).
Changez believes his identity lies outside of what can be mimicked. He does not recognise Karim’s
version of him, but we cannot tell whether this is because Karim has misread him, or whether
Changez imagines a different version of himself to the one he himself enacts. Kureishi brings to light
the way identity is read differently by different people, and the way that identity is perpetually in
flux, unable to be pinned down and accurately portrayed. Kureishi complicates Bhabha’s concept of
mimicry, in which the Other mimics the coloniser, by having Karim, himself of Indian descent, mimic
Changez, who is considered by most characters in the novel, to be more ‘Indian’ than Karim. In
contrast to this, Kipling can only allow the Indian spy Hurree Babu to mimic other Indian identities,
and these attempts are consistently portrayed as comical. In The Buddha of Suburbia, the binary of
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Indian versus white is complicated, and the Indian characters comprise a disparate collection of
individuals who often misread each other and have varied motivations and desires.
Kim might be seen as a fictional representation of Kipling in that he collects stories about Indians,
building his own repertoire of knowledge, and so claiming an ownership over India. This can be seen
when, on meeting the Lama, Kim’s instinct for exploring new cultural identities prompts him to
‘investigate further’ (Kipling, Kim 60). Kim, ‘plans to own the lama’s story and to recast its plot in the
image of his own excitement’ (Suleri 118). He desires knowledge of this stranger, but also wants to
make the Lama’s story part of his own. As a novelist, Kipling does a similar thing, laying claim to
Indian characters and entwining their stories intricately into Kim’s. In fact, the Indian characters only
become significant when they come into contact with Kim, their usefulness to him or to the broader
imperial cause ensuring their stories are told. The Lama becomes an ethnographic subject for Kim, a
specimen of interest with whom he can travel and learn. But while Kim initially views friendship
with the Lama as an opportunity to expand his repertoire of identities, this dynamic changes as Kim’s
‘initial desire for possession is transmuted by the bonds of affection’ (Suleri 118). Kim comes to see
the Lama as companion and guide: ‘“Thou leanest on me in the body, Holy One, but I lean on thee
for some other things”’ (Kipling, Kim 321). This affection complicates Kim’s position as ethnographer
and contributes to his ambivalent white/Indian status, but the dichotomy of white rationality versus
Indian spirituality persists: as JanMohamed observes: ‘Europeans are rational and intelligent, while
Orientals are emotional and sensuous’ (80).
The fate of the Other
Ranasinha claims that by the end of both Kim and The Buddha of Suburbia, ‘the question ‘who am I?’
remains unanswered,’ for both Kim and Karim (73). Neither Kipling nor Kureishi offer clear
resolutions for their protagonists, instead leaving them with options to consider – something which
is a positive outcome in itself. The ambiguity at the end of Kipling’s novel, in which it is unclear
whether Kim will continue his work as a spy, or remain with the Lama as his chela, suggests that
Kipling does not feel obliged to restrict Kim to any particular fate. The Lama has found
enlightenment, but has returned to earthly existence so that he may guide Kim along ‘the Way’ – he
will serve his white companion if Kim so desires (Kipling, Kim 337). But Kipling also has Creighton
speak of Kim’s long-term potential as a British spy. Kim’s ethnic position has not been resolved, but
Kipling closes the novel with the suggestion that this positioning is far from problematic. Kim
awakes from a deep sleep, announcing that he is ‘all well now,’ and finds that the Lama has reached
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enlightenment (Kipling, Kim 334). While the Lama believes Kim ‘must go forth as a teacher’ and
Mahbub Ali sees him working for Creighton, either way the Lama claims that Kim ‘“will have attained
Freedom at the end. The rest is illusion”’ (Kipling, Kim 334). Kim is provided with choice and
opportunity – the implication is that he will be content whichever path he takes in life. In contrast,
the potentiality of the Indian characters is limited and they face stable and predictable outcomes.
We leave Kureishi’s Karim as he is about to embark on a new direction in his acting career, one that,
being part of a television soap, gives Karim the chance to bring race issues to the mainstream. Karim
will sneak into the living rooms of potentially thousands of white British families who might not
encounter (or indeed might even intentionally avoid encountering) South Asian immigrants in their
everyday lives. There is a sense of the subversive in Karim’s recognition that his role might be a
landmark in finding a place for immigrants on British television. The value of the soap opera lies in
its mass appeal and accessibility. The soap opera:
would tangle with the latest contemporary issues: they meant abortions and racist attacks,
the stuff people lived through but that never got on TV. If I accepted the offer I’d play the
rebellious student son of an Indian shopkeeper. Millions watched those things. I would
have a lot of money. I would be recognized all over the country. My life would change
overnight. (Kureishi, Buddha 259)
Karim notes that the others actors were ‘boring people’ and that compared to his work with Pyke,
the soap opera is aimed at a less sophisticated audience: ‘five minutes told me that these were
trashy, jumped-up people in fluffy sweaters. They spoke as if they were working on something by
Sophocles’ (Kureishi, Buddha 259). But these people are not part of Pyke’s ‘combination of class,
culture and money’ (Kureishi, Buddha 174). This means that Karim bypasses one establishment’s
control over the depiction of immigrants. Kureishi depicts a shifting hegemony over the way
ethnicity is portrayed: control over the depictions of minority communities is dispersed into broader
sections of society. Allie makes the claim on hearing Karim’s soap opera news that ‘“[t]elevision’s
the only medium I like”’ (Kureishi, Buddha 268). It is safe to assume that Allie is not alone in his
preference for television, and this means that Karim will become part of a new medium through
which mainstream audiences will encounter minority communities in Britain.
Kureishi’s protagonist is not immune to the appeals of capitalism, where one must utilise one’s
resources in order to create wealth, whether those resources are skills, contacts or ethnicity. A large
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audience could mean a higher profile and larger income for Karim. Haroon claims that in this role
Karim will become ‘“something visible at last,”’ a reflection of the way that Britons of Asian descent
have gradually become more visible in the British media in general (Kureishi, Buddha 280). The type
of Indianness that becomes visible in the soap opera will be determined by the show’s producers,
not by Karim himself, but in his portrayal of a ‘rebellious student son’ perhaps Karim sees potential
for the dismantling of stereotypical Indian characters. Karim is aware that even if the storylines tend
towards essentialist depictions, that at least Indian people, those who usually ‘never got on TV’
would have a presence in the minds of the audience (Kureshi, Buddha 259). While in the past Karim
has been ‘frightened of [upper class] confidence, education, status, money’ and has struggled to
‘locate [him]self’ in a world ruled by the rich, Karim believes the soap opera role is an opportunity to
secure his own position in London (Kureishi, Buddha 174; 283-4). Kureishi portrays London as a
place of emerging potentiality for second-generation immigrants, a city which both changes, and is
changed by, its cultural multiplicity.
Kureishi’s approach to characterisation, and the way it repudiates the Orientalism of Kipling’s novel,
has influenced the fate of British Asian characters beyond his novel alone. He has contributed to
changes in both portrayals of British South Asians and also to the very concept of Britishness.
Kureishi has been questioned about his role in bringing Asian or diasporic faces to British screens. In
an interview with Kureishi, Kumar tells Kureishi: ‘When I saw your films, I thought to myself, “Yes!
Now we can see ourselves on the screen.”’ (Kumar and Kureishi 123). Kureishi denies having the
intention to ‘give voice to the “diasporic experience”’ and states that ‘I was just telling the stories
that were close to me’ (Kumar and Kureishi 123). But although Kureishi’s motivation may have been
personal rather than political, in telling his own stories he has, according to critics such as Kumar,
played a role in changing the way that British Asians are depicted in film, novels and on television.
This is mirrored in his protagonist Karim when he accepts a part in a television soap opera. Karim
does not take on the role for political reasons, but he does acknowledge that increasing the
presence of Asian faces on television might be an important by-product of his participation in the
soap. Kureishi suggests here that there is no reason why Karim should feel obliged to act politically
just because he is from an ethnic minority.
In Karim Kureishi appears to have consciously mimicked Kipling’s protagonist in order to make clear
that it is possible in his 1970s London, to move beyond ethnic binaries. In Schoene’s words:
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It seems as if Kipling’s Kim has become Kureishi’s K(ar)im, that is, an intrinsically
polycultural subject who has internalized, and now exudes, a multitude of cultural
differences, deconstructively proliferating identities beyond restrictive binary oppositions
whilst remaining ultimately indeterminate himself. (120)
Schoene identifies the ‘deferred identity’ journeyed towards, but perhaps never fully discovered, by
both Kim and Karim, and notes their similar struggle in being ‘torn between their desire for personal
freedom on the one hand and the attractions, demands and imperatives of a system intent on
employing and, if needs be, exploiting their singular talents on the other’ (119). Both novels focus
on a process or journey rather than a clear outcome or sense of arrival. Neither Kim nor Karim ‘fully
resolves the issues of cultural belonging’ (Moore-Gilbert, Hanif Kureishi 126-7). That being said,
neither protagonist appears to be unsatisfied with this outcome. I would argue that both Kim and
Karim find solace in their ‘deferred identity,’ and that their passion for performance means that
instead of searching for a final fixed identity, they instead enjoy, and profit from, their fluid
identities. What Kureishi makes possible, is for a British Asian character to have the same freedom
of choice in choosing his identity as a white character.
The Buddha of Suburbia considers ethnicity and race as two aspects of the way structural forces
shape British identities. Through Karim, Kureishi explores what ethnicity means to British South
Asians and how it will influence their path through life. Karim considers the fate of Eleanor’s
previous boyfriend Gene, who was black and committed suicide. Gene ‘killed himself because every
day, by a look, a remark, an attitude, the English told him they hated him; they never let him forget
they thought him a nigger, a slave, a lower being’ (Kureishi, Buddha 227). Karim knows the acute
effect that racism can have. But he does not react to it in the same way that Gene did:
we stared defiantly into the eye of the Empire and all its self-regard – into the eye of Hairy
Back [the racist father of Karim’s girlfriend Helen], into the eye of the Great Fucking Dane
[this man’s dog]. We became part of England and yet proudly stood outside it. But to be
truly free we had to free ourselves of all bitterness and resentment, too. How was this
possible when bitterness and resentment were generated afresh every day? (Kureishi,
Buddha 227)
On his return from New York, Karim visits a dentist. As he sits in the chair, the dentist, an immigrant
from South Africa, we assume a white one, asks the nurse, ‘“Does he speak English?”’ (Kureishi,

70

Buddha 258). This incidental racism seems to be unavoidable and Kureishi’s placement of this scene
at the end of the novel reminds the reader that racist attitudes are still rife. Karim does not find this
racism acceptable, but he does seem to be able to put it aside, in order to focus on other parts of his
life.
Whether he is hired for his skin colour or for his acting talent, Karim will benefit hugely from the
soap opera role, and he decides that he must capitalise on the positives of his new role. Just like
Nasser and Allie, Karim has to survive in London’s capitalist society, and he decides to use the
resource of his ethnicity in order to do this. Interestingly, Kureishi refers to the famous and wealthy
actor Karim Amir in his more recent novels Gabriel’s Gift (2001) and Something to Tell You (2009). In
these novels, Karim makes cameo appearances and provides Kureishi’s later protagonists a brush
with the rich and famous. Kureishi’s imaginings of the longevity and material success of Karim’s
career are striking. Perhaps Karim Amir lives on in Kureishi’s fiction as a symbol of what might
happen when Britain finally accepts that there is ‘a new way of being British after all this time’
(Kureishi, Laundrette and Rainbow Sign 38). Fielding claims that in the final scene of The Buddha of
Suburbia Karim resolves his tensions with mainstream society by becoming ‘fully English, where
being English has to do with an open-minded, inclusive, multi-cultural love that can accommodate
Indian immigrants of different generations, classes, and sexual orientations; a Japanese prostitute;
and a middle-aged, social-climbing white woman’ (210). While this scene does offer some evidence
for optimism, The Buddha of Suburbia does not depict the complete dissolution of ethnic prejudices
that Fielding implies. Kureishi’s protagonist is emblematic of the fact that British South Asians are
now a permanent presence in British fiction, but Karim’s acting career is still dependent on roles
which meet mainstream expectations of ethnicity.
The closing words of The Buddha of Suburbia in which Karim claims that, despite the ‘mess
everything had been,’ he knows that ‘it wouldn’t always be that way,’ appear to describe not only
Karim’s personal positioning, but also the condition of flux that Kureishi identifies in British society
(Kureishi, Buddha 284). As editor of literary magazine Granta Bill Buford claims, ‘“the imagination
[now] resides along the peripheries; it is spoken through a minority discourse, with a dominant
tongue re-appropriated, re-commanded, and importantly re-invigorated”’ (Buford in Moore-Gilbert,
Hanif Kureishi 108). Moore-Gilbert claims that, ‘Kureishi’s vision of identity is […] anti-foundational:
the self is always seen as mobile, fissile and plural’ (Hanif Kureishi 10). There could be no better
description of Karim than the one of flux that Moore-Gilbert describes here. The Buddha of Suburbia
delivers to the reader a protagonist involved in a constant process of modification and refashioning.
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And in describing Kureishi’s vision as ‘anti-foundational,’ Moore-Gilbert also touches on the
subversive nature in the development of Karim’s identity.
Kureishi’s creation of Karim demonstrates a kicking against tradition on two levels. Firstly, at the
narrative level, Karim refuses to be contained by society’s expectations. He willingly breaks
traditional rules concerning sexuality, education and ethnicity. Karim gains confidence as he finds
success, and, by the end of the novel, claims London as his own. Secondly, in the very writing of The
Buddha of Suburbia, Kureishi speaks back to class and race divisions of the past. Kureishi’s writing is
a call to British society that it is time for change. In echoing so many elements of Kipling’s Kim,
Kureishi writes an indignant late-twentieth-century reply to Kipling’s imperial discourse of almost
100 years before. While racism might not be dead in Kureishi’s 1970s London, the author takes the
trope of acting and applies it to a plot where not only white, but British Asian characters too, are
free to take on multiple roles and to enjoy the rewards, and also sometimes suffer the costs, of
performance. Kureishi hands the voice of his novel to a newly emerging voice in British society –
the voice of a British born Londoner of South Asian descent. Kureishi takes Kipling’s categories of
‘Sahib’, ‘Indian’ and ‘poor’ and, in an act of recalcitrance, entangles them, allowing race to
complicate class, pairing Indian with white and speaking overtly about the uncategorisable
complexity of sexuality. Kureishi’s novel suggests that Kipling’s ways of describing are no longer
useful and declares Kim a novel of the past. The Buddha of Suburbia marks the emergence of new
portrayals of ethnicity and the arrival of characters who, like Karim, celebrate all their subversive
eclecticism.
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2) Inauthenticity as the New Authenticity: Navigating Unreliable Narration in Gautam Malkani’s
Londonstani
Londonstani is a novel concerned with the ambivalent relationship between a young white man in
London’s Hounslow and the group of body-building, mobile-phone obsessed desi men that become
his idols. This chapter explores the tensions that are created by a narrative that considers desis as
an integral part of London society, but which unsettles our understanding of desi subculture by
delivering the story from the perspective of a white narrator. Protagonist and narrator, Jas, reports
the events of the novel in such a way that we are led to believe that he is also of South Asian ethnic
background, with his whiteness only revealed in the closing pages of the novel. While all the
characters in this novel are involved in performances of identity, Jas’s is the most brazen. I contend
that Malkani makes Jas white in order to critique a broader trend that sees white narratives of
minority ethnicity assumed as comprehensive and reliable. In making the reader complicit in Jas’s
potentially unreliable interpretation of the crew, Malkani brings to light the multiplicity of narratives
that surround all stories, specifically deploying this mechanism to destabilise received views
surrounding race, class and ethnicity in the United Kingdom.
In this chapter I examine Malkani’s use of Jas as a device through which the reader is led to believe
they are privilege to an authentic insight into desi rudeboy subculture. The assertion of
‘authenticity’ is central to this novel, with multiple characters making the claim that they enact
authentic desiness. But as Malkani states on his website, the novel is ‘all about pretence, so that
each of [the characters] is as inauthentic as the other’ (‘About Londonstani’ np). For Jas, Hardjit’s
crew represent an ideal desiness, and we see him attempt to mimic their version of desi, to adopt
their swagger, and to overcome his ‘former state of dicklessness’ (Malkani, Londonstani 12). In a
reversal of the colonial emasculation of the Asian male, ‘dicklessness’ is associated here with
whiteness, while the British Asian characters are admired for their proud masculinity. Mimicking this
masculinity enables him to gain Hardjit, the crew leader’s ‘designer desiness’ and ‘front’ (Malkani,
Londonstani 4). Malkani depicts Jas’s homoerotic admiration for Hardjit’s, ‘perfectly built body, his
perfectly shaped facial hair and his perfectly groomed garms’ (Malkani, Londonstani 4). The novel is
at times something of an ode from Jas to Hardjit, but as the narrative progresses we learn that Jas’s
devotion is not without limitation. While Hardjit’s physicality is Jas’s obsession, he is not convinced
of Hardjit’s intellectual capabilities. When Jas’s whiteness is revealed, the complexity and
ambivalence of Jas’s devotion is rendered even more significant. The apparent insider information
that Jas has shared takes on new meaning as the potential unreliability of his reporting is revealed.
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Perhaps because of the way Malkani’s paratexts lead readers away from the topic of narration and
instead towards the possibility of a post-ethnic society, the fact of Jas’s unreliable narration is little
discussed in existing literature on Londonstani. In this chapter I examine the way that Jas’s potential
unreliability as a narrator affects what this novel has to say about the ways in which contemporary
minority stories are told.
Sarah Ilott is one critic who delves briefly into the complexity inherent in Jas’s whiteness. She
observes that Jas being white does problematize Malkani’s claims of identity being constructed and
performed independently of race: as she states, ‘race is deliberately foregrounded as an important
feature in the performance of identity by being hidden until the end’ (129). However, instead of
examining the significance of Jas’s whiteness more deeply she simply states that ‘Jas’s performance
provides the key for understanding the inherently performative nature of all of the characters that
populate the novel’ (129). Still, Ilott rightly notes that Londonstani raises important questions
‘regarding identity and authenticity’ (127). Dave Gunning similarly downplays the influence of Jas’s
ethnicity on readings of the novel when he claims: ‘[i]f Jas ultimately fails to belong with Hardjit and
the others, it is not because he is white, but a matter of his failing to ‘attain the right level a rudeboy
finesse’’ (Gunning, Race and Antiracism 121). In fact, it is Jas’s whiteness which, while not stopping
him from inhabiting the superficial traits of Hardjit’s ‘rudeboy finesse,’ mean that he doesn’t grasp
the deeper elements of Hardjit’s cultural identity. My analysis furthers Ilott’s and Gunning’s by
examining more closely the significance of Jas’s disparate ethnicity within Hardjit’s crew. My
approach to ethnic performance in Londonstani echoes Judith Butler’s formulation of the
performance of gender. In her seminal work Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of
Identity (1990), she claims: ‘In imitating gender, drag implicitly reveals the imitative structure of
gender itself’ (187). I read Butler as suggesting that a predetermined conceptualisation and
enactment of gender that must exist in order for drag to be able to create a recognisable
performance. In the case of Londonstani, it is Jas’s imitation of a prescribed and fixed version of desi
that makes his performance so obvious: he imitates Hardjit’s desiness, but the elements of Hardjit’s
desiness that Jas identifies and enacts, are actually imitative themselves. Butler’s formulation aids
us in identifying the way ethnic identity, like gender, is often based on preconceived models.
The unappealing nature of the way Jas and Hardjit choose to perform identity is central to James
Graham’s examination of Londonstani. Graham looks for an explanation for the failure of Gautam
Malkani’s Londonstani to capitalise as profoundly on the contemporaneous trend for British Asian
and British-Afro-Caribbean, as have novels by authors such as Monica Ali and Zadie Smith (np).
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According to newspaper critic, Robert McCrum: ‘everything about its [Londonstani’s] short life has
been a disaster’ (np). The novels by Ali and Smith meet the expectations of the reader and confirm
pre-existing ideas about migrant populations. They answer what Nunius terms ‘interest in the
(‘palatable’) exotic’ (Coping with Difference 89). Graham suggests that in contrast to this,
Londonstani ‘explores multicultural society in a style that […] does not appear to have matched the
prevailing taste of [the] audience’ (np). As we have seen, Malkani’s novel describes a group of desis
who seek an increasingly segregated society in which ‘real’ desis adhere to a strict lifestyle and are
unwilling to mix with Muslims or whites. Londonstani stands apart from many earlier novels by
British Asians because its characters are unappealing – they are vain, greedy misogynists, suspicious
of, and aggressive towards, any social group outside their own. In other words, Londonstani fails to
adhere to the convention in which ‘the value attached to a certain (often manufactured) Otherness
depends on its serving function to particular reading desires’ (Wachinger 103). Londonstani refuses
to reproduce an appealing kind of Otherness. For Ilott Londonstani has not:
received the critical attention that it deserves, because it has been misunderstood in
relation to its multicultural predecessors and presents a vision of multicultural Britain that
has a problematic relationship with money and hypermasculinity, making it unpalatable to
the market at which it was initially directed. (129)
I agree that, due to its misogyny and violence, the novel has not appealed to such a large audience
as previous British Asian novels. But I extend this observation and claim that the potential of this
novel to disrupt mainstream expectations and draw attention to persistent Orientalist depictions of
ethnicity makes it an important contribution to British Asian writing. Instead of ‘courting favour with
the traditional market for multicultural fiction,’ Malkani positions his novel outside of the particular
publishing niche which we might expect, and in doing so unsettles the narratives within that niche
(Ilott 126).
Ilott closely examines Londonstani’s intended audience. She suggests Londonstani was not written
for the same audience as Kureishi’s The Buddha of Suburbia, and claims: ‘Kureshi’s novel appears to
be addressing a white, mainstream audience; if it were not, his critique of white middle-class ‘exotic’
consumerism would be pointless’ (128). If Ilott assumes that Londonstani is not aimed at a white
mainstream audience then it seems logical to conclude that she assumes that it does not contain a
‘critique of white middle-class ‘exotic’ consumerism,’ as, in her formulation, this would be pointless.
I would counter this and suggest that Jas’s whiteness and his fetishisation of Hardjit unequivocally

75

reveal him as a white middle-class consumer of the ‘exotic,’ and that the narrative style and twist of
the novel indicate Malkani’s critique of Jas. The exaggerated nature of Jas’s admiration of Hardjit,
and the comical way in which the boys’ bravado is depicted, indicates an ironic rendering of ethnic
exoticism. And, as Michael Perfect observes, ‘Unlike the novels its publishers hoped it would
emulate, Londonstani usefully draws attention not just to performances of ethnicity, but – crucially –
to textual performances of ethnicity’ (141). Malkani employs portrayals of performed ethnicity in
such a way as to acknowledge that his portrayals imitate narratives about ethnicity, rather than
searching for nuance and subtlety. As Dave Gunning suggests ‘Londonstani asks its readers to
question how and why ethnic identities are performed and, in doing so, unsettles assumptions about
the types of authority attached to the notion of ethnicity in contemporary Britain’ (Race and
Antiracism 118). This leads me to contend that Londonstani was intended to highlight for a white
mainstream audience, the persistent essentialisation of ethnic minorities in British Asian literature,
and that the novel is directed towards unsettling that audience’s expectation.
The elusive nature of authenticity
Sarah Brouillette explores the notion of authenticity in depth, connecting debates about authenticity
to the marketing of Londonstani. Brouillette identifies the:
glaring reality that has somehow escaped the notice of other commentators: the novel is
itself fundamentally interested in the problem of authenticity – specifically, the difficulty of
attaining it when seeking access to and then speaking for a group to which one both does
and does not belong. (‘Creative Class’ 8)
Brouillette suggests that Malkani’s non-membership of the subculture which he depicts is irrelevant
because ‘the author suggests that anything inauthentic in his own behaviour finds its mirror in the
performing masculinities of his characters’: according to this the novel is in fact about the
inauthentic , rather than the authentic (‘Creative Class’ 9). Brouillette further posits that Malkani
encouraged responses in the media that questioned his authority to write about desi subculture as
this attached him to a ‘debate proven to help one enter the limelight and stay there longer than it
might otherwise be possible’ (‘Creative Class’ 8). In other words, Malkani strategically jumped on to
the ‘authenticity bandwagon,’ secure in the knowledge that it would gain him critical and media
attention.
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Malkani claims in one interview that ‘the search for authenticity is kind of meaningless,’ adding that:
The authenticity hurdle that reviewers have required me to jump implies that Thomas
Harris should have been disqualified from writing ‘Silence of the Lambs’ because he’s not
an authentic criminal or serial killer. It also implies that there’s a single authentic British
Asian experience and that authentic experience can’t be shared by someone who went to
Cambridge and works for the FT. (‘Interview’ np)
Malkani touches here on questions regarding who has the right to represent subcultures, and about
society’s assumptions as to what, to use Jas’s term, a ‘proper’ British Asian experience might look
like. He indicates that ‘the literary establishment’ rejected the novel as inauthentic because ‘as far
as they were concerned, the only authentic British Asian experience is that of the ghetto and
anything more complicated than that is invalid’ (‘Interview’ np). To add to this, Malkani does not
make claims to authenticity, instead stating that ‘the characters in Londonstani are basically defined
by their differing levels of inauthenticity’ (‘Interview’ np, my italics). In fact, ‘[t]he novel can be read
as a parody of the stereotyped tale of Asian immigrants growing up in the midst of poverty and
violence in the ghetto’ (Liao 47). It is Malkani’s intention to portray inauthenticity because this
highlights the way white narratives, which rely on narrow depictions of ethnicity, are often assumed
as authoritative. In this way, Londonstani highlights questions of representation.
The above discussion about authenticity does not focus on the problematic nature of Jas’s whiteness
as a reporter of a desi subculture – something which is imperative to my reading of Londonstani.
Brouillette claims that what separates Jas from the other boys is ‘his intelligence and education, and
his willingness to use these things in order to arrive at a better understanding of something that he it
once a part of and separate from’ (‘Creative Class’ 15). I would add to this that Jas’s whiteness
always marks him apart from the others, and that if Londonstani subscribes to the notion, as
Brouillette claims, that ‘universally, the self is a performance’ Malkani denies the historical impact of
being British Asian (‘Creative Class’ 15). While Jas’s reversal of traditional narratives of mimicry in
which British Asians mimic Europeans might seem progressive, Jas’s performance involves mimicry
of a narrow and fixed perception of British Asianness. Just as Butler’s drag queen mimics a narrow
and preconceived idea of the feminine, so Jas’s mimicry of desi is without nuance and subtlety,
relying on outward markers such as clothing and hairstyles. Malkani positions Jas similarly to the
way he positions the literary establishment: both can only imagine a very limited type of British
Asian. In fact, in Jas’s conception of desiness, ‘the required performance needs only to tally with the
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predetermined codes to be considered authentic; its correspondence to a ‘reality’ outside of its own
structure becomes irrelevant’ (Gunning, Race and Antiracism 121). Authenticity proves to be
simultaneously elusive and yet easy to achieve. Jas believes he successfully inhabits desiness,
because he learns to behave in desi-appropriate ways, but at the same time he fails to become a
permanent member of the crew. Londonstani raises questions about the authenticity of Jas’s
reporting of what it is to be desi: about whether there are any truly authentic versions of desi, or
whether all the various versions of desi, even the narrow ones, are authentic.
Stephen Hong Sohn complicates notions of authenticity, as explored by the critics above, by
examining the complex dynamic that authors such as Malkani set up by using a white narrator,
despite their own minority backgrounds. Sohn notes that in Chang-rae Lee’s novel Aloft (2004), the
Italian American narrator (who aligns himself with whiteness) ‘conceives of his suburban life through
a specific set of norms and regulations that place whiteness at the center and racial minorities as
deviant bodies on the periphery’ (26). Sohn claims that the narrator’s whiteness in the context of a
novel authored by an American Asian writer, ‘dynamically spotlights narrative perspective and mode
to erase a clear definition of racial authorial authenticity, to show how issues of race and identity
unfold in specific formal and contextual registers […and this] allows the writers to illuminate how
whiteness operates with respect to minority racial formation’ (26). This formulation of narrative
perspective and its relationship to what Sohn terms minority racial formation, is clearly transferrable
to Malkani’s novel, in which Jas’s whiteness affects the way British Asianness is described. While
Sohn does not explicitly suggest that a narrator’s whiteness can lead to his or her unreliability, I
claim that in Londonstani Jas’s whiteness (and the fact that it is hidden until the very end of the
novel) highlights the significant impact the assumed ethnicity of a narrator might have on the way
we read. The complexity of Malkani’s novel goes beyond those such as Aloft, which Sohn analyses,
because we are misled about Jas’s ethnicity for the majority of the novel.
Because of its white narrator, Londonstani is involved with what Sohn terms the ‘intricacies of his
white consciousness, which exhibits a coded and perhaps more sophisticated form of racism’ (26).
While, at one level, Jas idolises Hardjit and all of his desi ways, suggesting that Jas believes that
desiness is an equal or even superior representation of ethnicity than his own whiteness, Jas also
questions and maligns many of Hardjit’s beliefs. Jas might admire Hardjit’s finely tuned physicality
and be in awe of the crew leader’s beauty and strength:
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winding down the tinted electric window, resting his elbow on the door frame, flashin his
Tag Heuer, sovereign ring an Karha bracelet [indicating he is Sikh]. Grabbin the top a the
door frame with his left hand, he straightened his shoulder so that his upper arm snapped
into place, his tight back D&G vest givin everyone outside an even better view […] some
seriously sharp manoeuvres […] gave Hardjit an excuse to grip harder on the door frame an
tense his arms up more. The engine an drivetrain connected to his biceps, the brake pads
connected to his pecs. (Malkani, Londonstani 18-19)
But this admiration is unsettled by Jas’s claim that listening to Hardjit talk is a waste of his time: ‘gym
geeks like Hardjit were full a clever but basically boring shit. The guy’d talk for hours bout the
correct way to grip weights, calculate different kinds a body mass ratios an measure the relative
performance a your thyroid an hypothalamus glands’ (Malkani, Londonstani 192). Jas admits: ‘Forty
minutes a Hardjit being a brainy, boffiny geek was bout all I could handle’ (Malkani, Londonstani
193). Jas’s obsession with desiness is partial, and is subject to his own perspective about the
significance of the things that Hardjit finds interesting. Jas might not appear racist, but his selective
approval of Hardjit’s qualities reveals the presence of Sohn’s ‘more sophisticated’ racism. To
compound this, unlike the way this form of racism might be identifiable throughout a novel with an
openly white narrator, it is not until the reveal at the end of Londonstani that we realise we have
been exposed to such racism. This is what makes Malkani’s use of a white narrator more powerful
than the narrators that Sohn discusses. It is the way we are duped into complicity with Jas’s racism
that is so jarring to readers and so significant in illuminating the pervasiveness of white narratives.
Unreliable narration begets secret communion
The unreliable narrator is one literary device which Malkani employs in indicating the instability of
any attempts at portraying authentic ethnicity. The gaps in Jas’s storytelling draw readers into a
level of deception which leaves us disoriented and suspicious of the possibility that there exist
further layers of unreliability in his narrative. Although it is easy, in hindsight, to spot the hints of
Jas’s whiteness throughout the novel, for this first-time reader his whiteness is successfully
concealed until is explicitly revealed on his medical record at the end of the novel. He is in fact:
‘Jason Bartholomew-Cliveden, aged nineteen, white, male’ (Malkani, Londonstani 340). It is only
then that Jas’s claims that he won’t reveal his surname as it’s ‘one a them extra long surnames that
nobody’d ever pronounce proply’ and that the name is ‘so fuckin shameful’, take on significance
(Malkani, Londonstani 24). And his reference to the fact that ‘a couple a people had said I looked a
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little like Justin Timberlake, only skinnier’ suddenly seem pertinent (Malkani, Londonstani 28). The
ease with which Malkani enables Jas to deceive alerts readers to the potential for him to have
hidden or mislead us on matters beyond his ethnicity.
Wayne Booth first coined the term ‘unreliable narrator’ in his book The Rhetoric of Fiction (1961). In
this book, he explains: ‘I have called a narrator reliable when he speaks for or acts in accordance
with the norms of the work (which is to say, the implied author’s norms), unreliable when he does
not’ (158-9, Booth’s italics). Booth assumes the implied author is ‘an ideal, literary, created version
of the real man [the real author]; he is the sum of his own choices’ (Booth 75). The nature or norms
of this implied author can be construed by ‘the intuitive apprehension of a completed artistic whole;
the chief value to which this [Booth’s italics] implied author is committed’ (Booth 73). The audience
is able to interpret the values of the implied author from the norms of the work. James Phelan
expands this to say that when unreliable narration occurs, ‘the narrator’s reporting, reading (or
interpreting,) and/or regarding (or evaluating) are not in accord with the implied author’s’ (219). In
relation to Londonstani, Jas’s unreliability is made clear to readers in the way that he renders such
exaggerated and narrow versions of Hardjit’s ethnicity. His childish obsession with Hardjit’s ‘bling’
and shallow understanding of the violence inflicted on others by Hardjit is clearly at odds with the
norms of the implied author, who ultimately exposes Jas’s whiteness and reveals the superficial
nature of his relationships with the gang, with Samira and with wealthy criminal Sanjay.
In this way Malkani forms what Booth terms ‘a secret communion of the author and reader behind
the narrator’s back’ (300). Malkani allows us to understand, even before the revelation of his
whiteness, that Jas’s versions of Hardjit are skewed. As Booth describes:
we travel with the silent author, observing as from a rear seat the humorous or disgraceful
or ridiculous or vicious driving behaviour of the narrator seated in front. The author may
wink and nudge, but he may not speak. The reader may sympathize or deplore, but he
never accepts the narrator as a reliable guide. (300)
Although we might sympathise with Jas (who does after all ‘have some redeeming qualities of mind
or heart’), we observe him from a distance, often amused, sometimes disgusted with his
interpretation of events and behaviour (Booth 300). Perfect claims that Jas, while ‘juvenile and
insecure’ and sometimes ‘deceptive’, is ‘seemingly completely open with the reader’ (150). But I
suggest that although we might not predict Jas’s whiteness, the audience is aware of his selective
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sharing and unstable commitment to the tenets of desi rudeboy subculture. We believe that, along
with the implied author, we ‘belong to an in-group that shares values, judgements and meanings
from which the unreliable narrator is ousted’ (Olson 94). Malkani has Jas speak to the audience as if
he is telling us everything but we congratulate ourselves on being a ‘savvy reader’ and ‘recogni[sing]
irony in fiction,’ therefore suspecting he is untrustworthy to an extent (Olson 95). His concealment
of his ethnicity, however, is, as Malkani states, ‘a slap in the face,’ because Jas has actually had the
upper hand in the relationship between narrator and audience all along (‘About Londonstani ‘np).
Jas is evidence that, as Booth suggests: ‘Sometimes it is almost impossible to infer whether or to
what degree a narrator is fallible’ and, in the case of Londonstani that: ‘If [the narrator] is discovered
to be untrustworthy, then the total effect of the work he relays to us is transformed’ (160, 158). As
Perfect claims, the twist indicates Jas’s status as an unreliable narrator, which in turn ‘immediately
destabilises’ any optimism that his cross-cultural passing may have implied (151).
Expanding Booth’s work, James Phelan is interested in the ‘underreporting’ and ‘underreading’ that
often occurs as part of unreliable narration (34). Underreporting reflects the narrator’s intentional
failure to share something with the audience. This can be identified in the way that Jas obviously
knows that he is white and yet willingly conceals this from the audience – he is an untrustworthy
narrator ‘in his concealment of facts’ (Goh 340). Phelan adds to this the possibility that a narrator
may ‘underread’; that is, ‘he does not consciously know – or at least is not able to admit to himself’
something which affects his own interest (34). Phelan therefore proposes a new type of unreliability
– that is an unreliability in knowledge and perception. In the case of Londonstani, it is possible that
due to his infatuation with Hardjit’s physicality, Jas ‘underreads’ the performed nature of Hardjit’s
ethnicity. While Jas apparently faithfully reports to us clear guidelines about the expected behaviour
of a ‘proper desi,’ he may actually be oblivious to the fact that Hardjit performs a self-serving and
largely physically enacted version of desi, or he may not be able to admit that he suspects Hardjit’s
desiness is such. (This is not to say that Hardjit’s version of desi is not authentic, but that Jas has a
constricted idea of what desi might mean to others because he takes Hardjit’s interpretation of desi
as the only ‘proper’ one.) In postcolonial theory, the question of what has been excluded from a
narrative has been explored by Edward Said who in Culture and Imperialism (1993), discussed the
idea of contrapuntal reading. By contrapuntal reading Said means that the reader must ‘take
account of both processes, that of imperialism and that of resistance to it, which can be done by
extending our reading of the texts to include what was once forcibly excluded’ (Said, Culture and
Imperialism 66-67). Said’s approach to reading is especially pertinent in the case of Londonstani
because of Jas’s whiteness and the historical potential unreliability of white narration. This is an
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example of the way postcolonial and formal analyses can work together to illuminate racist
portrayals.
Lisa Lau takes the notion of the unreliable narrator and examines it specifically in the context of
Indian writing in English. Although her work primarily focuses on writers who are Indian residents
much of her approach can also be applied to the British Asian context that I take as the focus of this
thesis. She usefully demonstrates how the unreliable narrator has the potential to act as an
emancipatory device and unsettle ‘representation of the East,’ because ‘the reliability and faithful
mirroring of society via those [unreliable] narratives are always in question’ (Lau, ’Introducing ReOrientalism’ 2, 20). Lau employs the term ‘re-Orientalism’ to refer to the process in which, ‘the East
has increasingly seized the power of representation; however, this representation is not exempt
from being partial and skewed, and, moreover, it is still Western-centric and postcolonial’ (Lau,
‘Introducing Re-Orientalism’ 2). The term re-Orientalism, then, describes the persistent hegemony
of Western academic perspectives, and the Western lens through which representations of the East
are often viewed. However, she identifies the opportunity that the unreliable narrator might
provide in countering such re-Orientalism:
The unreliable narrator, in pulling the rug from under the reader’s feet to an extent, may
be devolving the re-Orientalism process, by insisting – even while a single version is being
presented – that there can be no single version of reality, calling into question the whole
notion of authenticity as a result of the unreliability of the narrators. (‘The Re-Orientalising
Strategy’ 29)
An unreliable narrator calls into question the validity of claims at ‘authentic’ storytelling, unsettling
any claims of ‘true’ stories. Londonstani might be said to differ from the novels on which Lau
focuses because Jas appears to possess a double unreliability. Firstly he is unreliable in the sense
that throughout the novel he questions, doubts and contradicts himself, suggesting that he is not
always sure about what he reports. Secondly, he is unreliable in the sense that he conceals his true
ethnicity from the audience for almost the entire narrative.
For Lau, ‘The unreliable narrator permits the author greater freedom to be elusive and inconsistent,
creating a space in which to deconstruct notions of authenticity, realism, and truth claims’ (‘The ReOrientalising Strategy’ 28). This summary resonates keenly with Malkani’s ambivalent and
sometimes confused Jas. Jas is frequently trapped in conflict between his own thoughts and
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Hardjit’s philosophy. When Hardjit is involved in a fight with a Muslim boy, Jas describes the action
in great detail, obsessing over Hardjit’s every perfect move before claiming somewhat
contradictorily, ‘I don’t approve a all this violence, a course. I think all fights should be settled in a
more Gandhi-fied way’ (Malkani, Londonstani 108). Similarly, Jas listens to Hardjit’s warnings to
keep away from Muslim girl Samira: ‘“Bottom line, da bitch is a ho n u best stay clear,”’ but he can’t
help but try to get close to her (Malkani, Londonstani 61). In another scene Jas is at his old school
and despite his attempts to deny his intellectual abilities in front of the crew, when he sees his GCSE
History certificates on the wall he proudly states: ‘I din’t get an E or a D in GCSE History, you see. I
got me a muthafuckin A class, innit’ (Malkani, Londonstani 133). Jas’s persistent battle with the
person he was, and the person he wants to be, leaves gaps in his ability to reliably report elements
of his own and others’ identities.
To add to this, Jas’s questioning of his own ability to communicate well suggests to the reader that
he is not a reliable story teller. On his website Malkani himself refers to the fact that Jas‘s ‘constant
insistence that “I in’t lyin to you,”’ is part of the way he set up the twist at the end of the novel
(Malkani, ‘About Londonstani’ np). Here Malkani uses his website as a paratext in which to explicitly
state Jas’s unreliability. Other comments from Jas throughout the text are hints that he is an
untrustworthy narrator. Jas admits he ‘still can’t attain the right level of rudeboy authenticity’ and
instead uses ‘poncey words’ to express himself (Malkani, Londonstani 6). Jas doubts himself and his
capabilities: ‘you sad, sad, gimpy sap. I’m such a fuckin pehndu that not only can’t I decide what to
say but I can’t decide what to daydream bout either’ (Malkani, Londonstani 32). Jas cannot seem to
trust himself to make the right decisions; according to Brouillette ‘his various voices are jostling for
position’ (‘Creative Class’ 13). Jas describes internal conversations with himself in which he hears
himself stammer and tells himself to stop, leading him to conclude of himself, ‘you look like you
can’t even talk. Which you can’t, you stammerin piece a wasted shit’ (Malkani, Londonstani 30). As
Ilott claims: ‘different factions of his personality go to war, leaving him stammering and helpless’
(128). When Jas forgets to watch for a traffic warden, and friend Davinder consequently gets a
parking ticket, the crew start ‘layin into [him] for being dickless’ and as he stammers through a
response, ask ‘“how can anyone argue wid’chyu if you can’t fuckin talk?”’ (Malkani, Londonstani 38).
Jas’s persistent questioning of his own ability to communicate places doubt over his authority to act
as an informer about the subculture of the crew.
Even when Jas seems certain about what he is reporting, his unwavering conviction suggests a level
of blindness to a bigger picture. Interestingly, he appears more sure of himself when he speaks
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directly to the audience, rather than when in conversation with the other crew members, around
whom he often stammers, indicating his nervousness. This might, of course, be related to Jas’s
status as a minority in the crew, while his audience (whom he is instructing in desi etiquette) are
assumed to be outside this subculture, like him. However, the more adamant Jas is, the less
convincing are his claims. When Hardjit fights Tariq, Malkani has Jas launch into sixteen pages of
overblown hyperbole about the apparently awe-inspiring spectacle he beholds. Malkani himself
admits that ‘the narrator is exaggerating the violence he is seeing’ (Malkani, ‘Interview’ np). Jas
begins by describing the crew’s Reservoir Dogs style arrival at the overgrown wasteland on which the
fight takes place:
Me on the left, Amit next to me, Hardjit next to him an Ravi flanking on the right.
Badasses. Appearing over the horizon in a fly film with Vin Diesel in it. Fire, foiled feds an
fifty burnin baddies behind us. Rescued females in front a us. Fit, fine females, their long
hair blowin in the helicopter wind, walkin towards us with their tight skirts and hips riding
in time with our shoulders. (Malkani, Londonstani 99)
Malkani parodies the action movie genre, ticking the boxes of violence and misogyny, and
communicating to the reader Jas’s obsession with escapist fantasies. The performative nature of the
fight and the importance of the audience is explicitly verbalised by Jas who claims: ‘people’d come a
long way to see this’ (Malkani, Londonstani 109). Hardjit begins by donning his orange bandana
(which signifies his Sikh background) and removing his Karha which, Jas tells us, Hardjit has
previously used on someone’s else’s face with ‘fucked up’ results (Malkani, Londonstani 9). We are
then subject to a blow by blow description of the fight and Hardjit’s fearsome but gracious
performance: Hardjit ‘doesn’t knock [Tariq] for six to finish him off’, instead ‘he just stands back
again to let Tariq get back on his feet. Even helps him up, which makes his arms look even greater
cos he uses Tariq’s body weight to proply pump up his biceps an make them shudder an quake’
(Malkani, Londonstani 109). In letting his imagination run wild, Jas betrays to the reader his
unreliability as a narrator. The fight actually finishes in unimpressive style when a single police
hatchback arrives to stop the action. Malkani snuffs out Jas’s dramatic excess with a dull dose of
reality ensuring the reader maintains their ‘communion’ with him behind Jas’s back.
Jas’s myopic vision of the crew also becomes apparent when he talks about his notion of a ‘proper
desi,’ all the while assuming that only one type of desi is valid (Malkani, Londonstani, 23). Jas’s use
of the word ‘proper’ is part of the discussion about authenticity that is central to this novel. His
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insistence on a restricted idea of desi, despite his knowing other South Asians who do not conform
to this idea, alerts the audience to his underreading and unreliability. One example of this is in a
scene in which the boys pull up at the traffic lights alongside what they term a ‘coconut’ – a British
Asian who the crew believe behaves like a white person (he is ‘white’ on the inside) rather than a
‘proper’ desi (as he appears on the outside). Jas relates that: ‘You could tell from his long hair,
grungy clothes, the poncey novel an newspaper on his dashboard an Coldplay album playin in his car
that he was a muthafuckin coconut’ (Malkani, Londonstani 21). Hardjit then goes on to explain that
the ‘coconut’ is denying his desiness: ‘“Fuckin batty boy, u sound like a poncey gora. Wat’s wrong
wid’chyu, sala kutta? U 2 embarrass’d to b a desi? Embarrass’d a your own culture, huh? Thing is, u
is actually an embarrassment to desis”’ (Malkani, Londonstani 22). Hardit implies that there is only
one ‘proper’ way to be desi and that all other ways of being desi deny ‘true’ desiness. Jas continues
this rhetoric:
God had given him brown skin an so he could be a proper desi if he wanted to. He’d made
a choice just like I made a choice when I started kickin bout with Hardjit. But the coconut’s
choice was the wrong choice. In’t no desi needin to kiss the white man’s butt these days
an you definitely don’t need to actually act like a gora. Fuckin bhanchod. (Malkani,
Londonstani 23)
In this framework desi and gora are both fixed and narrow, and exist as binary opposites, and Jas
denies the validity of anything in between. But we know that Jas interacts with other desis who do
not fit this framework.
Crew member Amit’s brother Arun is an example of a character who inhabits desiness as a complex
and unstable concept, and because of this Jas is unable to acknowledge Arun as entirely desi. Jas
tells us that Arun, ‘weren’t exactly a proper rudeboy cos he had these boffiny tendencies, but he
weren’t a coconut either’ (Malkani, Londonstani 82). Jas repeatedly employs the word ‘proper,’
reiterating the importance to him of someone achieving his version of authentic rudeboy status.
Arun unsettles the desi/gora binary because, according to Jas, he lies somewhere between the two:
despite his less than ‘proper’ rudeboy status, Jas claims that Arun is ‘a safe guy’ (Malkani,
Londonstani 82). His ability to relate to Arun seems to make Jas unsure about his own enactment of
‘true’ desiness. Perhaps he suspects that Arun sees through the crew’s (and especially Jas’s)
rudeboy act. Jas observes that Arun, ‘din’t normly use words like innit. An whenever he did, I
weren’t sure whether he was makin fun a rudeboys or just tryin to be like us’ (Malkani, Londonstani
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188). Arun is an uncomfortable reminder to Jas that being desi is more than just having the correct
facial hair and mobile phone, and might involve aspects that Jas simply cannot understand, or
chooses to ignore. Jas summarises these aspects as ‘complicated family-related shit,’ and tries to
minimise Arun’s wedding problems, typically underreading the situation in which the organisation of
Arun’s wedding is being taken over by his mother (Malkani, Londonstani 189). In a metatextual turn,
Malkani has Jas describe the plot of Bollywood film Devdas, as he ‘comments dismissively’ on a
storyline which reflects his own friend’s dilemma (Nunius 89). Arun’s response to Jas’s dismissive
attitude neatly summarises Jas’s entire reading of desiness: ‘“C’mon, Jas, he goes, ‒ you know it ain’t
that simple”’ (Malkani, Londonstani 196). It is as if Arun speaks to Jas’s unreliability as a narrator,
calling him out on his inability to admit to himself, and to the audience, that he relates only a narrow
version of desiness. This is one example of Malkani’s communion with readers, and
acknowledgement that Jas cannot be fully trusted.
Claiming Hounslow as home
Malkani’s Hounslow is bound within a contradictory narrative in which assimilation has occurred but
is also being rejected, and in which the crew’s identities are ‘marked by hybridity and syncretism and
yet ha[ve] become reified, closed and prescriptive’ (Perfect 155). In order to establish the
ambivalent status of desis in Londonstani’s Hounslow I would first like to establish the ways in which
Malkani communicates the established presence that South Asian communities have in this WestLondon suburb. Rupa Huq points out one of the most significant differences between the characters
in Kureishi’s The Buddha of Suburbia and Malkani’s novel, published sixteen years later, is that:
‘[w]hereas Karim is a rarity in Kureishi’s historical account of 1960s/70s Bromley, in Londonstani’s
twenty-first-century Hounslow, Asians are the norm’ (9). Despite the narrow version of desiness
which the crew members inhabit, Malkani persistently portrays heterogeneity within and between
ethnic groups. He cements Asian cultures firmly within Hounslow society by depicting their
embeddedness on the streets and the prominence of their homes, and he employs hybridity in his
creation of characters. Michael Mitchell identifies the ‘kaleidoscope of identities’ depicted by
Malkani (329). And in a review of Londonstani Gary Younge observes that Malkani depicts London as
a:
universe where nonwhites are so tightly interwoven into the fabric that to try and pick
them out would make the whole weave unravel. There is neither racial harmony nor
animosity but a banal, occasionally volatile coexistence of various traditions that rub up
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against one another because they have done so and they have to continue to do so.
(Younge 38)
This suggests that Hounslow is a successfully multicultural London suburb, whose tensions are
simply a normal part of suburban life.
The embeddedness of the South Asian community in Hounslow is described in detail by Jas as he
cruises the streets. Trees that would have dominated ‘in the olden times’ are now ‘castrated’ and
bare: ‘[s]tanding there like giant, upright versions a the dried-up sticks a dogshit that lay at their
feet’ (Malkani, Londonstani 16, 17). As Jas puts it: ‘[t]he world going by outside the window tells me
that in the olden times, before the airport, Hounslow must’ve been one a them batty towns where
people ponced around on cycles instead a drivin cars’ (Malkani, Londonstani 16). Instead, in the
early 2000s, when the novel is set, it has been adapted to suit the needs of residents who drive
rather than walk or cycle. These roads now carry traffic to nearby Heathrow airport where many
‘Good desi boys […work] helpin goras catch planes to places so they could turn their own skin
brown’ (Malkani, Londonstani 23). Posters advertising bhangra nights, Punjabi MC songs and
Bollywood films are plastered all over the trees, and front lawns have been concreted to provide
driveways. Jas knows that many of these changes have been brought about by South Asian families
because of the Om symbols, Khanda Sahibs, Muslim crescent moons and numerous satellite dishes
displayed on almost every house. Jas describes a world dominated by the undeniable presence and
material success of upwardly mobile South Asian Brits.
In having Jas persistently reciting the names and places that Hardjit’s crew travel across, Malkani
indicates the crew’s feeling of ownership over Hounslow, and the way the South Asian community is
inextricably linked to this part of London. Londonstani presents a generation who, unlike their
parents who were born overseas, are connected by their birth to these streets. As Ravi reminds Mr
Ashwood, the boys’ ex-teacher, ‘“We din’t fuckin come here, innit […] we was fuckin born here”’
(Malkani, Londonstani 127). British institutions, such as those represented in Malkani’s Hounslow by
the Church and Police Station, do not intimidate the boys. Hardjit dismisses the church with his
usual eloquence: ‘“Why da fuck’d I wanna know bout some church’s history 4? Do I look like vicar?”’
(Malkani, Londonstani 79). This is the boys’ territory and the places within it have particular
significance to them – in the case of the church, it is just a meeting point. Jas names the various
roads and in doing so marks the boys’ presence on them. As the boys cruise around Hounslow in
Amit’s mother’s lilac BMW M3 E46, Jas name checks Hounslow Manor School, the Treaty Centre, the
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Yates pub, Hounslow West tube station and the Green School, allowing the reader to follow the
boys’ path across the suburb. In namechecking these locations, and even bus routes and tube lines,
Jas implies a sense of authenticity to his mapping of Hounslow.
Malkani undercuts this rootedness of the crew by juxtaposing it with their unease when they leave
familiar territory, reminding us that their performed swagger and bluster is only effective under
certain conditions. This contributes to the unreliability of Jas’s rendering of the crew’s ‘perfectly
authentic rudeboy front,’ because their fallibility is exposed (Malkani, Londonstani 5). Hounslow’s
particular social and economic positioning creates a context in which the crew’s bravado is accepted,
but this might not be so beyond Hounslow’s borders:
we couldn’t go south cos that was Richmond. Too swanky, too poncey. To the east was
Brentford, but that was going the way a Richmond now. To the north it belonged to the
Southall desis an all the land to the west had anti-terrorist police cos a Heathrow airport –
an those muthas got guns. (Malkani, Londonstani 112)
As critic David Tavares claims, the suburban boundaries of Hounslow ‘place limits on the everyday
inhabitation of public space by Malkani's second-generation characters’ (198). The boys might think
of themselves as ‘top dogs’ within their Hounslow peer group. However, in the context of broader
society their crew is not so powerful, and their confidence plummets. On a trip into the city with
wealthy friend Sanjay, Jas struggles to navigate the streets: ‘“[y]ou weren’t joking when you said that
you weren’t good at driving in places you don’t know”’ (Malkani, Londonstani 139). And in a city
nightclub the boys feel uncertain and rely on Sanjay to show them the ropes (Malkani, Londonstani
204).
The crew’s first encounter with Sanjay highlights their small-time status and naivety about broader
London society. The boys are instantly made aware of their suburban manners and middle class
mundanity: ‘Going to Sanjay’s flat you feel like you were at some full-on Indian wedding with
chandeliers, champagne an fit, fair-skinned women. An you were the scrawny, dark-skinned waiter
with a saag stain on your collar a your tutty BHS shirt’ (Malkani, Londonstani 151). Here Jas
arrogantly assumes to know what being a dark-skinned waiter would be like, again exposing his
assumed knowledge of the experience of being ethnically Indian. In invoking class and traditional
Indian prejudices about skin tone Malkani positions the crew as possessing little status in Sanjay’s
affluent world. Sanjay remarks that the boys wouldn’t know any of the nightclubs that he frequents,
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and tells them he only stocks reserve and black label whiskeys, though he suspects the crew ‘“are
Jack Daniel’s men”’ (Malkani, Londonstani 157). He asserts his material superiority immediately, his
yellow Porsche in the underground carpark making Amit’s mother’s lilac BMW look tame. Jas might
describe the crew as ‘like a bunch a badass Reservoir Dogs’ when they are in Hounslow’s abandoned
BMX track, but here in Sanjay’s apartment they appear inconsequential and try-hard. Ravi attempts
to raise the crew’s status: ‘“we got our own business goin on, we got enuf bucks to make, we got
places to b, we got people to see, we got ladies to entertain. An top a dat we got our A-levels goin
on, you get me […] Man’s [Sanjay] probly just a pimp lookin for more rent boys, innit”’ (Malkani,
Londonstani 163). But Sanjay puts him straight back in his place: ‘“Retaking your A-levels, I think is a
more accurate description, goes Sanjay. – And don’t flatter yourself, Ravi: even if I did have some
pimping interests, you’re not good-looking enough to be a rent boy”’ (Malkani, Londonstani 163).
Sanjay can see the boys are ‘“always so full of hot air”’ (Malkani, Londonstani 308). He is not
convinced by their performance or impressed by their ‘front,’ saying of them: ‘“Truth is you’re just
wannabes like most kids”’ (Malkani, Londonstani 167).
Despite using Sanjay to mock the crew, Malkani also creates communion with the audience by
alerting us to Sanjay’s weaknesses. Malkani ensures that the reader understands that Sanjay also
undertakes a performance, and adopts a slick superficiality designed to gain status – Sanjay, after all,
went to the same local comprehensive school that the boys attended and does not come from a
wealthy background. Despite the ‘aquamarine glass flooring’ and ‘shiny silver oval’ with an ‘inside
wall [consisting of] a plasma TV screen showin the new J-Lo video’ that is the building’s lift, Sanjay’s
apartment is not without its faults (Malkani, Londonstani 154, 152). He admits that the builders
made a mistake, meaning that his bedroom is a mezzanine instead of a proper room. And ‘pigeons
seem to prefer [Sanjay’s] balcony to Trafalgar Square’: ‘the chairs were covered in birdshit, the fresh
slimy green oolti type stead a the white, dried up Tipp-Ex type’ (Malkani, Londonstani 155, 158). In
the kitchen, Jas notices that some dishes left on the side belong to Sanjay’s mum, who apparently
still feeds him. So Sanjay, too, is fallible, victim to an apartment developer more powerful than him
(a player in the consumer culture that Sanjay lauds), as well as the pervasive and messy force of
nature.
Sanjay is an ambivalent presence in the novel, on one hand offering to make the boys rich, and
helping Jas to seduce Samira, but on the other always keeping his own (criminal) agenda on track. In
fact, Sanjay admits to Jas near the end of the novel that the only reason he agreed to meet the boys
in the first place is because Jas’s father owns a mobile phone business and he knew he could make
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use of Jas; he also admits that Sanjay and Hardjit have been talking privately about Jas’s precarious
status in the mobile phone scam all along. As well as this, Sanjay’s entire income is earned by
creating and dismantling ‘phoney’ companies and claiming VAT on phones as they pass from one of
his companies to another (Malkani, Londonstani 311). In presenting himself as someone who can
help the boys and teach them something of the ‘real’ world Sanjay provides just one more of the
novel’s elaborate performances. Sanjay utilises consumer products to suggest wealth and status,
vying for a prestige in London’s upper echelons: ‘“You will forever be judged and judge yourselves by
your luxury consumerist aspirations”’ (Malkani, Londonstani 167-8). But he achieves this prestige by
undertaking tax fraud, undermining the establishment who have long held Britain’s wealth. Sanjay
holds an ambiguous position in British society – both a Cambridge graduate and a successful city
banker, he is also a criminal. The respect he earns from Mr Ashwood, the boys, and his nighclubbing
friends, is due to his ability to perform the particular version of Sanjay that they each admire.
Malkani alerts the audience to the way all of the boys enact particular aspects of their identities by
having Jas describe their rituals of preparation and their public performances in Hounslow. Hardjit
readies himself for the outside world in a ‘king-sized’ bathroom, which has been set aside by his
family specifically for ‘shaping, shaving, plucking or waxing facial hair’ (Malkani, Londonstani 59).
The bathroom, with its ‘big magnifying mirror above the sink’ is something of a backstage dressing
room (Malkani, Londonstani 59). The boys perform in might be considered their favourite set,
cruising Hounslow in the lilac BMW, their use of which is a performance in itself, as it does not even
belong to them. Here their perfectly considered costumes – outfits modelled on those they see rap
stars wear on MTV Base – are complemented by their props, the latest models of mobile phone. Jas
describes his own role: ‘[w]hen you’re in the back seat a some pimped-up Beemer its basically your
job to be cool. To just chill, listen to the tunes an stare out the window like some big dumb dog with
a big slobbery tongue’ (Malkani, Londonstani 16). Jas explicitly states his prescribed role, Malkani
communicating the falseness in his behaviour. Friend Amit is involved in a two-fold performance in
conversation on his Nokia 6610: ‘He’s being all polite an in’t using no swear words or nothing so is
clearly chattin to his mum. But he makes sure he don’t look like he’s chattin to his mum, narrowing
his eyes, suckin in his cheeks an noddin as he stares out the window’ (Malkani, Londonstani 16). The
politeness Amit performs for his mother is layered with the nonchalant phone face he puts on for
those who can see him, both his friends inside the car and those on the streets outside. Malkani’s
communion with readers is cemented in scenes such as this, where Jas’s descriptions allow us to
infer the performative nature of the boys’ identities.
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Paratext: all part of the performance?
Malkani’s own status as a performer of various identities is an essential part of examining the way
Londonstani probes notions of authenticity. Malkani has written several paratexts, the most
comprehensive being his website, which attempt to guide the audience’s reading of Londonstani. As
Marie Maclean claims, ‘the paratext is shown as the place where the author displays intentions,
where he or she speaks to the reader as sender to receiver’ (278). It is then up to the reader to
interpret the paratext as they choose. Being alert to Malkani and his publisher’s intentions is vital,
for ‘the paratextual may be patently insincere or ineffective’ (Maclean 274). There is no reason to
assume that the paratext is more authoritative or authentic than the text itself – it must always be
‘subject to reading and hence to interpretation’ (Maclean 278). In his own paratexts, Malkani
demonstrates instability and contradiction, which lead one to question his trustworthiness. His
paratexts indicate that, like his characters, Malkani adopts particular roles, and displays an
ambivalent attitude towards those he might assume to be his audience. While the style and tone of
much of his website appears to target a young audience, an article published in the Financial Times
(his employer) would clearly not reach a large teenage readership.
The paratexts that occur within the 2007 paperback edition of Londonstani (as I discuss above, this
was not the original version), referred to by Genette as peritexts, include the bright yellow and pink
cover featuring a young man of Asian background, multiple positive quotes from reviews and a
photo and short biography of Malkani (Genette 5). The image of a young Asian man on the cover
exemplifies the way a paratext can prompt a particular reading. This image ‘undermines the novel’s
twist by suggesting, before the novel has even been opened, that protagonist and narrator Jas is of
South Asian origin’ (Perfect 139). Another page features links to Malkani’s website and a myspace
page for Londonstani, implying a social media fluency that is a part of younger readers’ social fabric.
This paperback publication of Londonstani also contains several photos of street scenes, featuring
mobile phones, Bollywood films, cars and ‘gangster’ clothing, all symbolic of the crew’s lifestyle. A
list of ‘Jas’s favourite websites’ exists outside of the text and after the street scene photos,
seemingly intended to create a broader picture and context for Jas’s life, and lend it authenticity
(Malkani, Londonstani np). As Nunius comments, the listing of these websites ‘can be seen as a
crossing over from ‘fiction’ into ‘reality’, which lends the novel an ‘authentic’ tinge as it implicitly
claims to cite real life sources’ (87). These paratexts all contribute to make this paperback version,
as Ilott claims, the ‘most conspicuously marketed for an urban teen audience’ (127).
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There are multiple paratexts that occur outside of the material novel itself, described by Genette as
epitexts, and these offer an often contradictory impression of Malkani’s attitude to race and
ethnicity (Genette 5). In an article in the Financial Times, published contemporaneously with
Londonstani in April 2006, Malkani discusses his research at Cambridge University – research which
informed the writing of his novel. Malkani:
wanted to know why brown-skinned kids back home in the west London borough of
Hounslow were suddenly choosing not to integrate with white-skinned kids. Why they
were discarding the British Asian youth stereotype of disciplined, academically and
grammatically conscientious citizens and instead asserting their ethnicity with an
aggression usually associated with black-skinned kids. This was ironic given the prejudices
Asian families have typically had against black communities. (‘Mixing and Matching’ np)
Malkani makes some anecdotal observations and broad generalisations here, admittedly claiming
that he has observed some changes, but also ‘employing (and somewhat propagating) traditional
stereotypes’ about both British Asian and black British people (Perfect 144). He claims that:
sometimes stereotypes exist for a reason. Indian boys are renowned for being mummy’s
boys; Indian dads are renowned for being emotionally detached patriarchal figures; while
Indian mums are renowned for being domineering, emotionally involved patriarchal [sic]
figures. Although prescriptive hypotheses like this have a tendency to prove self-fulfilling,
the usefulness of this theory seemed to be confirmed during interview after interview.
(Malkani, ‘Mixing and Matching’ np)
Malkani appears to be involved in one of what Anamik Saha describes as ‘those troubling instances
when minority authors appear to be behind the production of problematic and stereotypical
representations of “race”’ (‘“Benny Hill Theatre”’ 239). Malkani takes his own subjective
interpretation of a small sample of one section of Hounslow society and generalises it to all ‘Indians.’
It is possible that Malkani does this in order to build rapport with a Financial Times reader whom he
assumes has a narrow understanding of ‘Indians’; or perhaps he is ‘setting aside ethics for the sake
of commercial gain,’ hoping to gain the loyalty of readers who will reward him by buying his novel
(Saha, ‘“Benny Hill Theatre”’ 239). When Malkani resorts to essentialised and disempowering ethnic
tropes he contradicts his implication earlier in the article that the term ‘desi’ is admirable because it
offers a ‘self-determined alternative’ describing a ‘loose subculture rather than a rigid identity’
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(Malkani, ‘Mixing and Matching’ np). Even within this one paratext Malkani offers ambiguous and
contradictory opinions about race and ethnicity.
Malkani sidesteps issues about racism in the article (as he does on his website), by claiming that his
supervisor at Cambridge advised that his work should focus on the way that ‘the assertion of ethnic
identities is sometimes better viewed as a proxy for the reassertion of masculinity’ (Malkani, ‘Mixing
and Matching’ np). Malkani claims that ‘cultural stuff was being used by brown-skinned boys as a
way of helping them stand taller, speak up louder and strut their stuff with greater gusto’ (Malkani,
‘Mixing and Matching’ np). Although this statement may be true for some individuals that Malkani
interviewed, he doesn’t acknowledge in this article the multiple and nuanced ways in which ethnicity
and masculinity are expressed, as well as the continued presence of racism. Malkani is not writing
an academic paper, rather an opinion piece (while quietly promoting his novel), so he is not obliged
to justify his claims in the same way as he might have in his dissertation. But there is an unsettling
lack of consistency in his paratexts. Malkani states that in choosing to focus on masculinity he was
not ‘downplaying the relevance of what many of my friends saw as a perennial fight against racism
and discrimination – it was simply about deciding that those things should not be the focus of my
work’ (Malkani, ‘Mixing and Matching’ np). This decision can be seen as related to problems of
representation. As Saha states, ‘minority authors are vulnerable to the ‘‘burden of representation’’
which places on them an expectation of the kind of narratives that they should be telling’ (‘“Benny
Hill Theatre”’ 240). Malkani is not obliged to write about racism just because he is of Asian
background. But when he claims that he does not focus on racism, and then uses a white narrator to
tell a story about desi youth, he brings racism to the fore because he highlights the way that white
narratives about minority groups persist. The article is unreliable because it leads potential readers
of Londonstani away from thinking about white narratives of ethnicity, when this is, in fact, what the
novel presents.
Paratext has been described by Raúl Rodríguez-Ferrándiz as ‘an undecided space between the inside
and the outside of the text, between strictly literary, rhetorical, stylistic and genre regulations, and
social, economic, industrial and advertising regulations; it is a transaction area’ (167). This is a useful
way of considering Malkani’s website, which relies on giving the impression that it is independent of
regulation and therefore able to express Malkani’s apparent everyman status. Malkani capitalises
on the internet as what has been termed ‘paratext paradise’: a place in which ‘Paratextuality is not
an abnormal or paranormal, but a very normal activity’ (Rodríguez-Ferrándiz 170, 171). The internet
has altered Genette’s initial conception of paratext because the alongsidedness indicated by the
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‘para’ prefix occurs so prolifically and so immediately. Text and paratext are merely clicks away
from each other, often creating a situation in which a question is raised over ‘which product will be
the text and which one will be the paratext for each visitor and for each visit’ (Rodríguez-Ferrándiz
171). Indeed, Malkani’s own website’s plentiful and detailed content make it a contender for being
considered both a text and a paratext simultaneously.
Malkani’s website is the most comprehensive of his paratexts, and provides information about his
various writing projects. There was previously a video of him discussing his new novel Distortion,
which provided a guide for reading his work in progress. There is now a link to Amazon where the
new novel is available for pre-order before its publication in September 2018. There are also links
from the website to several newspaper articles Malkani has authored. The website contains a guide
to Londonstani, consisting of thirteen pages, the first three of which contain glittering reviews of the
novel, with the remaining ten consisting of Malkani’s own commentary. The pages concerned with
Londonstani are decorated with graffiti style images of street scenes and phrases in the type of
language used in the novel which is described by Malkani on this site as ‘a mash-up of London street
slang; popular Americanisms (such as “feds” or “bucks”); Panjabi slang and hip hop slang’ (Malkani,
‘About Londonstani’ np). Like the brightly covered paperback book cover, the website foregrounds
the street style so admired and emulated by the crew. Malkani associates himself with the youth
subculture he depicts, aiming to lend authority to both his text and his paratext.
Who speaks for whom?
The potential effect of Malkani’s large paratextual presence is to alter the way the voice of the novel
is understood. His attempt to tightly control the way the novel is perceived by readers of his website
is reflected in the questions he informs us he will answer in relation to it. These questions are not
attributed to anyone (despite his claim that he is commonly asked them) and simply operate as
subtitles to the three sections: ‘1) Why the lingo?’, ‘2) Why the title?’, and ‘3) Why the twist at the
end?’ offering Malkani the opportunity to focus only on the devices and themes in his novel which
he finds important (Malkani, ‘About Londonstani’ np). If we consider his website as a text in its own
right, then within it Malkani speaks with the authority of an omniscient narrator and, as Kasim
Husain claims, 'conspicuously sanctions a particular reading of the text’ (554). He betrays a need to
control his novel in his detailed explanation of everything from the title to individual versions of
slang that the boys use. The way Malkani speaks of Londonstani is as an author who is ‘desperately
clinging to a placental rapport with a text that has passed irrevocably beyond [his] control’ (Maclean
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278). He defies the assumption of the intentional fallacy, and appears determined that Londonstani
be read in the way he dictates. This extends to the themes he claims as most important in the novel.
Just as in his newspaper column, Malkani focuses on masculinity and distracts the audience from the
impact of his choice to tell this story through a white narrator.
The use of language to indicate status and ethnicity and as a marker of identity is a major theme of
Londonstani and this is reflected on Malkani’s website. He introduces his commentary in this way: ‘I
reckon the most useful (and least wanky) thing to do in this, the “About Londonstani” bit of my
website, is to answer the questions people normally ask me about the book’ (‘About Londonstani’
np, Malkani’s strikethrough). The inclusion and strikethrough of ‘and least wanky’ is an indication of
Malkani’s need to convince his readership both of his ease with slang, but also that he is aware that
this language is deemed by some to be inappropriate. Malkani jumps from the informal to the
formal frequently within the text on his website. He seems to want to stick to the vernacular,
aligning himself with the man on the street by employing phrases such as, ‘general fucked-upness,’
‘allergic reaction to his parents,’ ‘I was trying to bin words’ and ‘this caused a nightmare for my
publisher’ (Malkani, ‘About Londonstani’ np). But at the same time he attempts to keep the more
intellectual audience on side by using terms like ‘self-referential’ and ‘didactic’ and name-checking
sociologist Erving Goffman. He leaps from the informality of saying ‘bollocks to that’ to ‘On a less
polemical note’ within a few sentences. In another example, he offers a translation of what he
appears to deem formal language: ‘Mobile phones become the book’s phallic symbol (that means
symbols for the characters’ dicks)’ (‘About Londonstani’ np). Malkani speaks down to those he
assumes will not understand him, while simultaneously choosing to still include the term phallic,
assuring others that he does know the ‘proper’ term.
The control of language and the way Malkani has created his own version of slang for the boys is a
significant element of the debate about who gets to speak for whom in this novel. It is one example
of the way that ‘The adoption of this rudeboy desi-ness consists of an eschewal of agency; decisions
are taken away from the individual who may find solace instead in predetermined codes of
behaviour’ (Gunning, Race and Antiracism 120). Gunning refers to the codes set out by Hardjit, but
Malkani himself is explicit about the rules he chose to demarcate the behaviour and speech of his
characters. On his website, he describes in detail the way he formulated the particular versions of
slang that each crew member employs. Malkani claims that ‘”proper English” is a symbol of the
dominant culture,’ so he portrays his characters as ‘carefully pulping the English language’ in order
to demonstrate their ‘disrespect for mainstream society’ (Malkani, ‘About Londonstani’ np). On the
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surface, this seems an empowering way of emancipating the boys from restrictive assimilatory
pressures. However, as Perfect observes, although the boys might appear to be speaking ‘a
vernacular that very clearly embraces hybridisation and syncretism,’ actually ‘far from being open to
new influences, [their language’s] rules are to be strictly obeyed at all times’ (154). The boys’
language is not open and fluid, and is, in fact, contrived. Malkani himself admits that it is
inauthentic: ‘What I didn’t want to do was capture an exact picture of the way people talk by writing
it just as I was hearing it. That would have been dumbass-ingly pointless because slang changes all
the time and words and phrases would’ve been out of date by the time the book was published’
(Malkani, ‘About Londonstani’ np). Instead he attempts to create a ‘kind of futureproof, timeless
slang’ made up of words that he felt would remain understandable (Malkani, ‘About Londonstani’
np). For example, he used the word ‘beef’ instead of ‘arms’ because he felt it would ‘stand the test
of time’ (Malkani, ‘About Londonstani’ np). Malkani also made each boy’s version of slang a little
different to the others because ‘if there’s difference in the language then the voice is different and
the character is different’ (Malkani, ‘Interview’ np). This forms part of his portraying the boys as an
internally heterogeneous group – something that might be admirable but that is compromised by
each character being so firmly stuck within their own narrow linguistic code. Malkani admits he has
created a language that ‘nobody ever really used’ (Malkani, ‘About Londonstani’ np). This seems
ironic considering that the novel ostensibly gives a voice to a subculture that mainstream audiences
might otherwise never hear. Malkani researched the way these boys might speak, but then chose to
modify what he discovered to suit his own purpose, effectively silencing the true voices of the boys
that he interviewed.
I explain all this at length because the relationship between Malkani and Mr Ashwood, and the way
language is appropriated and accorded value by each of them, is worth examining more closely. Mr
Ashwood, described by Mitchell as ‘representative of Britishness in Londonstani,’ might be better
imagined as a ‘pastiche of white liberalism’ (Mitchell 337; Younge 38). If Mr Ashwood represents
Britishness, then it is a narrow and paternalistic type of Britishness. He sees it as his role to
enlighten the boys: ‘all I wanted to do was to turn you boys into great people – future newspaper
editors, director-generals of the BBC, Cabinet members, even a prime minister’ (Malkani,
Londonstani 127). Mr Ashwood’s white, middle-class, neo-liberal positioning is clear in his attitude
towards language:
I don’t mind you using your mother tongue. In actual fact I’ve often thought it admirable
the way you boys mix up Hindi with Urdu and Punjabi to create your own second-
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generation tongue. It’s the English code words I can’t stand. It’s ironic, isn’t it? The way
your use of English makes you look like you’re some kind of Asian mafia rather than your
use of your mother tongue. (Malkani, Londonstani 125)
He is unsettled by the disparity between the crew’s version of the English language and the version
he sees as the correct one. He fears they will not be understood and therefore will not become (in
his terms) successful members of society unless they enact language in the way that he considers
acceptable. Similarly, Malkani fears the boys’ slang will not be understood by his audience if they
speak as the kids on Hounslow’s streets speak, and that this will render them unsuccessful
characters. Malkani has admitted that the boys are inauthentic, and so perhaps the inauthenticity of
their slang is irrelevant – after all their ‘swearing is a performance,’ their ‘natural way of speaking is
with their mums’ (Malkani, ‘Interview’ np). Nevertheless, he imposes his own opinions over what
kind of language will be most recognisable, shaping their language in a way he deems appropriate.
Both Mr Ashwood and Malkani could be said to possess a paternalistic attitude, believing that their
own version of language will prove superior.
This alignment of Malkani with Mr Ashwood is significant as Malkani renders Mr Ashwood as
representative of the establishment, displaying what might be called Orientalist attitudes. This is an
example of the way Malkani emerges as an ambiguous figure, sometimes aligning himself with the
desi youth he depicts, and in other instances speaking from the perspective of the establishment.
Just as Said describes the Oriental as something ‘contained and represented by dominating
frameworks,’ so Mr Ashwood can only conceive of the boys within particular boundaries
(Orientalism 40, Said’s italics). His own positioning of himself in relation to the crew might be as ‘a
hero rescuing the Orient from obscurity, alienation, and strangeness which he himself had properly
distinguished’ (Said, Orientalism 121). In his role as a teacher, Mr Ashwood has a particular, but
limited insight into the lives of the British Asian youth in Hounslow; he observes what the students in
the school permit him to see. Similarly, Malkani has observed British Asian youth on the streets of
Hounslow, not by hanging out with his ‘mates,’ but by distancing himself and interviewing
‘ethnographic informants’ (Malkani, ‘Mixing and Matching’ np). As a Hounslow-raised British Asian,
Malkani is aligned with the young people he interviews. But as a representative of Cambridge
University and later the Financial Times, his positioning is far from the youth he is observing. As
such, Malkani is an unstable narrator himself, his positionality impossible to decipher.
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Although I have focused above on the parallels between Malkani and Mr Ashwood, Malkani can
clearly also be aligned with his narrator Jas. Malkani is ‘somewhere between belonging and not
belonging,’ which are the very words the author uses to describe Jas’s positioning in the crew
(Malkani, ‘Interview’ np). Malkani, like his narrator Jas, occupies a liminal space, one which makes
us suspicious of his reliability as an informant. Despite their different ethnicities, it is easy to
imagine Jas as a novelistic version of Malkani. They are both positioned as ‘almost but not quite’
members of a subculture that they enthusiastically study, their ‘not quite-ness’ drawing attention to
and unsettling the way that subculture is Othered, in the way Bhabha suggests and that I explored in
Chapter One. Brouillette imagines Jas as:
…a clear, though unacknowledged, figure for Malkani, a quasi-anthropological outsider
perched between conflicting modes of self-presentation and lionized for the self-reflexivity
that he alone possesses. The one man apart, a spectator whose way of relating to his
friends is a version of Malkani’s way of interacting with those he decided to use as research
subjects, Jas embodies the author’s anxiety about what prevented him from attaining that
elusive capital that might grant untroubled access to the subculture. (‘The Creative Class’
11)
Brouillette identifies as ‘anxiety’ the struggle Malkani faced in being accepted by those he
interviewed. He had to be able to communicate with the youth he was researching but at the same
time remain enough of a ‘stranger’ that people might confide in him so that he might gain ‘insights
into a community I’d presumed I already knew so well’ (Malkani, ‘Mixing and Matching’ np). And Jas
admits a sense of feeling at a remove from the crew: ‘I swear I watched as much MTV Base an Juggy
D videos as [Hardjit, Ravi and Amit] have, but I still can’t attain the right level a rude-boy
authenticity’ (Malkani, Londonstani 6). Much as Malkani shifts from formal to informal modes of
speaking in his paratexts, so Jas constantly reminds himself of the need to stop his natural tendency
towards ‘poncey words’ and start attaining the ‘right level a rude-boy authenticity’ (Malkani,
Londonstani 6). Jas has to remind himself that using phrases such as ‘linguistic prowess’ and
‘internally coherent’ are not part of rudeboy subculture lexicon, and Malkani translates the word
phallic as he attempts to facilitate a pathway between his journalist vocabulary and the rudeboys he
depicts.
Despite almost belonging there remain gaps in Malkani and Jas’s knowledge of desi-rudeboy culture.
These gaps might tell us more about Malkani and Jas’s position in relation to desi-rudeboy
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subculture, than does the information they do give us. The gaps remind us of how unreliable, both
intentionally and unintentionally, they both might be as narrators. Jas’s status as a not quite
member of the crew, and the subsequent revelation of his whiteness are ways of writing back to the
tradition of white control over ethnic minority stories. Londonstani portrays Jas as ethnographer,
mirroring Malkani’s own research, which was formulated along traditional Western ethnographic
guidelines. Kipling’s Kim, another white boy enacting Indianess, is used by the British as a spy
because he is endowed by his white author with unlimited insight into Indian life. However, Jas
never achieves this level of acceptance in Hardjit’s crew. His difference from the crew is always
present as he fails to become entirely immersed in their ways: ‘Jas’s attempts to sustain his status as
a member of the group of desis ultimately fail spectacularly’ (Nunius, Coping with Difference 98). Jas
represents the limitations of an ethnographic approach and the unreliability of any claims at
authentic portrayals of subculture.
The hegemonic dynamic that is exposed by highlighting who is given the right to describe is explored
in a passage from Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses. In this passage Rushdie’s protagonist
Chamcha, an Indian-born British citizen who, adding another layer to the complexity of who speaks
for whom, is a voice actor in British advertising, has been transformed into a beast. He ends up in a
migrant detention centre hospital where he encounters other immigrants, also transformed into
creatures or beasts. One of these creatures tells him: ‘“They describe us […] They have the power of
description, and we succumb to the pictures they construct”’ (Rushdie, The Satanic Verses 168). The
‘they’ in Rushdie’s scene are white male British immigration officers (who might be equated to
Malkani’s Mr Ashwood) who, in their very descriptions of immigrants, are able to shape the way
immigrants are perceived in Britain and, in part, the way immigrants perceive themselves. Frantz
Fanon, who examined the psychological impact on the black mind of white cultural insistence that to
be black is to be inferior, has described this as ‘an existential deviation’ (Black Skin, White Masks,
16). Rushdie, like Fanon, examines the power of white narratives, and the impact they have on the
people they describe. Fanon and Rushdie observe the way the non-white is, as Said describes,
falsely positioned in opposition to the European: ‘The Oriental is irrational, depraved (fallen),
childlike…the European is rational, virtuous, mature’ (Said, Orientalism 40). In Londonstani, Malkani
similarly draws attention to the way the Other is described by a mainstream majority. He has Jas
describe the crew not as animals, as Rushdie does, but in terms of their physicality ‒ through their
violence and strong sexual presence. Malkani uses pastiche of a vacuous rudeboy stereotype and
Jas’s mimicry of Hardjit’s physicality to highlight the persistence of white narratives. But this
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conflicts with his simultaneous tendency, expressed in his paratexts, to himself speak for and
describe British Asian youth.
Malkani does, at times, give the boys in Hardjit’s crew a resonant voice, and attempts to highlight
their struggle to be heard in a world where they continue to be Othered. This is evident in the scene
when Mr Ashwood tries to convince the boys that ‘“a few steps towards sychophancy [sic] wouldn’t
be a bad thing in your case”’ (Malkani, Londonstani 126). He encourages the boys to assimilate and
try to combat their ‘“disengagement from society”’ (Malkani, Londonstani 123). When Mr Ashwood
suggests that the boys’ use of English makes them appear as if they are part of an Asian mafia the
boys are quick to leap to their own defence:
“Dat is so fuckin racist,” Ravi gives it. “I ain’t even sure wot da fuck you just said, like, but I
know dat dat is so fuckin racist”
“Yeh, fuck, goes Amit. You sayin we mafia guys cos we b hangin wid our own kind. We
reportin you for racism, man, you going down.” (Malkani, Londonstani 125)
Just as Kureishi’s Karim is overwhelmed when involved in a discussion about black identity politics,
Ravi knows there is something wrong with what Mr Ashwood is saying, but he cannot clearly
articulate what makes him feel uncomfortable. Malkani depicts the same struggle to be heard that
Kureishi depicted sixteen years earlier, indicating the possibility that in some ways the dynamic
between majority and minority communities has not changed. Because Ravi doesn’t speak in the
hegemonic language (Mr Ashwood’s English), he is silenced, unable to express his quite justified
grievance. A similarly silencing dynamic operates in The Satanic Verses when immigration officers,
faced with Chamcha – a character who represents a hybrid and untypical Britishness – decide to ‘get
him unconscious’ (Rushdie, The Satanic Verses 164). In these examples, the voice of the minority
resolutely demands its right be heard, but struggles to be understood by the dominant culture. The
minority is not portrayed as lacking the will to be heard, but rather, as lacking potency because they
do not speak the language (literally and metaphorically) of the hegemony.
Expression of a hybrid self?
The way that Hardjit’s crew is labelled by those around them illustrates the generations of being
described that British Asians have been subject to, but also shows a determination to self-define
emerging subcultures. Jas explains:
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People’re always tryin to stick a label on our scene. That’s the problem with havin a fuckin
scene. First we was rudeboys, then we be Indian niggas, then rajamuffins, then
raggastanis, Britasians, fuckin Indibrits. These days we try an use our own word for
homeboy an so we just call ourselves desis. (Malkani, Londonstani 5)
Not only does Jas’s description reflect the fact that British South Asian subcultures now assert their
right to label themselves, he also alludes to the problem people have in pinning down contemporary
British South Asian subcultures. These subcultures can be difficult to label for the very fact that they
are fluid. Hardjit’s hybridity is ‘influenced by a myriad of languages, styles, trends, images and
cultural props that are increasingly global’ (Paganoni and Pedretti 423). Elements of Sikhism and
Hinduism are blended with styles of speech and dress observed on American hip-hop music videos
on MTV Base, and then mixed with cockney slang and references to Bollywood. As Malkani himself
describes, ‘desi subculture gives kids a more porous identity’ (‘Mixing and Matching’ np).
Liao claims that Londonstani:
redefines multiculturalism and points out that, in contemporary London and Britain, even
in an ethnic enclave [he is referring to Hounslow], it is evidently a common, everyday
practice for people to identify and interact with others across the borders of ethnicity,
culture, and nationality. (40)
The novel contains many examples of the way British Asians might absorb or accept elements of
multiple cultural and religious influences. Jas reports that Hardjit’s parents have a room in their
house where they display the Guru Granth Sahib (the Sikh religious text), and that pictures of Sikh
gurus hang on the walls outside the room as well as pictures of Hindu gods: ‘[u]sually you only get
Hindus who’ll blend their religion with Sikhism but Hardjit’s mum an dad were one a the few Sikh
families who blended back’ (Malkani, Londonstani 51). The term ‘blended’ lends itself to the
concept of hybridity, and an approach to religion that sees Hardjit’s mum send:
Christmas cards with a picture a the Nativity on them… she even puts up a plastic
Christmas tree with an angel on the top, right next to the Buddha statue they got in their
living room. She told me it’s cos she believed all the different Gods are all part a the same
crew. (Malkani, Londonstani 79-80)
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Hardjit’s mother displays an almost whimsical adoption of various deities, displaying the symbols of
various religions as a unified ‘crew.’ A willingness to accept those of other religious backgrounds is
shown by the boys’ fathers who Jas claims, ‘all did business with Muslims’ (Malkani, Londonstani
277). Samira’s parents apparently don’t have a problem with her dating a non-Muslim (although her
brothers do): Samira tells Jas that her father is ‘“always telling my brothers to stop getting so hung
up on whether someone’s Muslim or Sikh or Hindu or Christian…he’s lived in this country long
enough and lived in this world long enough to know that we’re all brothers”’ (Malkani, Londonstani
252). This suggests that for the boys’ parents, there is an openness to, and acceptance of, different
religions – however, this is not reflected in other aspects of their lives.
While Malkani’s novel does portray identification and interaction with those of other ethnicities and
cultures, I argue that these interactions are somewhat superficial and that there is a multitude of
‘instability and contradiction’ in the way the multiple cultures in the novel come together (Paganoni
and Pedretti 427). Hardjit might adopt the outward markers of other cultures – their clothes, music
or hairstyles – but underneath he retains rigid cultural traditions, inherited from his parents. As
Perfect notes, Londonstani does ‘usefully depart from the tendency of much contemporary fiction
[…] towards blindly venerating the notion of hybridity’ (155). One example of this is the way that
Hardjit chooses to retain what might be deemed regressive cultural influences from his parents’
generation, such as the misogyny embedded in their marriage customs. Hardjit supports Arun’s
mother’s belief that Arun’s fiancée Reena accept her inferiority as a female and a non-Brahmin. As
he tells the crew: ‘“at the end a da day Amit, she a she, innit, goes Hardjit – An she ain’t no Brahmin
either. Dey shud at least give u lot a bit more gold, u know, 4 da dowry n dat”’ (Malkani,
Londonstani 92). Jas also employs hybridity in ways that are not progressive or particularly
accepting of difference. He enacts the superficial desi markers of speaking some Punjabi and
wearing rakhi (a thread tied on the wrist to indicate a brother’s duty to protect his sister) for Diwali,
but his deeper cultural beliefs remain firmly of his own white Western background and he rejects
those of Hardjit and Amit who believe in arranged marriage and the importance of caste. Jas’s
performance of desiness is tolerated until his relationship with the Muslim Samira is revealed, and
he expresses his non-approval of Arun’s arranged marriage. Meera Syal explores a similar adoption
of multiple cultural influences in her novel Life Isn’t All Ha Ha Hee Hee. One of Syal’s characters
claims: ‘only anyone not Asian would assume that wearing mini-skirts and liking Italian food meant I
was in ethnic denial. The roots go deeper than that honey’ (Life Isn’t All Ha Ha Hee Hee 144). Syal’s
character indicates that adopted, superficial markers of ethnic identity should not be assumed to
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indicate a rejection of deeper cultural influences. This can be said of both white and of South Asian
characters in British Asian fiction.
‘[A]ll the Indian characters in this novel,’ writes Robbie Goh, ‘of different generations and religious
persuasions, exhibit contradictions and confusions in their religious identities and their
interpretation of desi-ness’ (339). I would argue it is this instability that ultimately leads to the
failure of Jas’s attempt at cross-cultural performance. While Malkani depicts a superficial blending
of religious and cultural backgrounds which have been taken by critics such as Paganoni and Pedretti
as evidence of the influence of ‘a myriad of languages, styles, trends, images and cultural props,’
deep schisms still exist between the different religious groups in Malkani’s Hounslow (423). Ilott
notes that the ‘parents’ generation is shown to discriminate according to ethnicity or religion’ (124).
Jas reports that Ravi’s mother would ‘die if [Ravi] ever went out with a BMW (by which she meant
black, Muslim or white)’ (Malkani, Londonstani 335). Jas’s ignorance about Hindu tradition and his
rejection by Amit’s family is clear when Amit’s mother tells Jas: ‘“you not know our ways”’ and Amit
tells him he has ‘“stepped over the line”’ in giving Arun advice (Malkani, Londonstani 261, 275). On
dating Samira, Amit tells Jas: ‘“Samira outta bounds for all a us bredrens an you know it. She
Muslim, innit. We best all stick to our own kinds, boy”’ (Malkani, Londonstani 49). And the division
between ethnic groups is confirmed from a white perspective when Jas’s father tells him: ‘“You’re
not like them, son”’ (Malkani, Londonstani 340). These statements by Malkani’s characters all
indicate pessimistic attitudes towards cross-cultural relations, and reveal the fragile foundations on
which any superficial cultural conjoining is built.
While Jas might profess a desire to be submersed fully in rudeboy desi culture, due to his skin colour
he always has the option to not be seen as desi, and has his original culture to return to, when his
venture into desiness does not work out. As Husain claims, ‘Unlike Jas, his peers cannot simply opt
out of being racialized or the religious codes their domestic lives entail’ (560). They do not have the
‘cultural fallback option’ that Jas takes for granted (Husain 559). While they might choose to express
different versions of desiness, genetics and history mean they are connected to their desiness in
ways that Jas, as a white man, will never be. Malkani expresses the opinion that ‘your ethnic
identity can often be something you choose to express or not’ and ‘you can switch it on or off
depending on the context’ (‘About Londonstani’ np). While this may apply to some ethnic minority
individuals, Malkani assumes here that skin colour will not be read as reflecting a particular
ethnicity. However, society reads skin colour in particular ways, irrelevant of the subcultural signs
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an individual might display. Skin colour can’t be ‘switched off,’ and neither can pressures from a
family who follow traditional customs.
Any claim that ethnic identity can be simply chosen is quashed in Londonstani by the cultural
confusion and Arun’s consequent suicide. Arun is pressured into following his parents’ cultural
conventions around marriage and cannot reconcile this with the less traditional approach he and
fiancée Reena follow. Arun might, as I observe above, unsettle the desi/white binary, but in Arun’s
suicide Malkani highlights the tragic confusion and ‘feelings of alienation and disillusionment’ that
can also result from having the freedom to choose cultural influences (Perfect 156). Rather than
being an emancipatory process, choosing which elements of various cultures he should adopt is, for
Arun, debilitating and destructive. In Arun’s case the clashing of his Indian mother’s culture and
Jas’s white man ‘rational modern thinking that rejects desi traditionalism,’ is not an encouraging sign
for cross-racial relations (Goh 340). Nunius believes Malkani’s portrayal of Arun’s suicide implies
that ‘the second-generation either has to break completely with family traditions or to accept them,’
leaving no room for a meshing of cultural influences (Coping with Difference 90). Jas is almost as
confounded by his attempts at melding two cultures, as is Arun. As Goh writes: ‘the narrator and
protagonist who would lead his friends out of the blindness of unthinking obedience to parents and
traditions, is himself blinded by his attempt at cross-cultural passing’ (340). While Jas might be
portrayed as believing that he can provide a rational and clear-thinking approach, he is actually, in
fact, just as prone to contradiction as all the other characters, and is not always as enlightened
regarding desi culture as he likes to present.
Contradictory communication
Malkani’s paratexts appear to be at odds with Londonstani which, as I have demonstrated, portrays
the failure of both Arun and Jas to successfully mesh different cultural influences. The author’s
ambivalent position is illuminated by his claim that he is not trying to portray a situation in which
‘white and brown people shouldn’t mix’ and that he isn’t writing a ‘warning against racial
integration’ (‘Interview’ np; ‘About Londonstani’ np). But Londonstani portrays dire outcomes as the
result of cultural mixing. Jas’s acceptance by Hardjit, Samira and Sanjay is proven to be short-lived
and superficial. Arun, who does, perhaps, accept Jas more sincerely, is demonstrated to have
chosen an unviable approach when he mixes his parents’ values with those of his modern-thinking
fianceé. The only hint at successful cross-cultural relations at the end of the novel is when Jas flirts
with the Indian nurse in the hospital, thanking her with “’Shukriya,”’ an originally Arabic word used
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to say thank you in many parts of India (Malkani, Londonstani 342). This furthers the ambiguity
surrounding the potential for the coming together of cultures: as Nunius claims, ‘the very last word
of the novel – “Shukriya” [thank you] – may be interpreted as a hint at a potentially more successful
form of engagement between the two [ethnic groups]’ (98). But after 340 pages of ethnic
disharmony this optimism seems too simplistic a way to conclude. There is a possibility that this
scene portrays optimism in the potential for cultural mixing in Hounslow; but perhaps Malkani
merely demonstrates a white boy’s fetishisation of women from a South Asian background.
I suggest that to rest judgement on this final scene would be to grossly oversimplify the issues which
Londonstani exposes. And yet Malkani himself offers what might be considered oversimplified
explanations of the ways in which identity is constructed. The author’s paratextual narrative
indicates his determination that identity can be freely chosen, in a way that ignores many structural
influences:
Nobody tells us who we are anymore – we just have to “be” us by selecting our “self” from
different sources. Nowadays, that means people often have to work really hard and/or
imagine really hard instead of just having their identity and life simply handed to them
because of their surname or gender or class or caste or whatever. (Malkani, ‘About
Londonstani’)
This is an unusual formulation of the way identity is created. Malkani does illuminate the important
point that not all migrants and their descendants are poor and disadvantaged, with his characters
enjoying the comfort of a middle-class upbringing and the continued financial support of their
parents. But he suggests that this might be a more difficult challenge than simply inheriting a preformulated and restrictive identity. He assumes a position of privilege in which financial and
educational advantages, and cultural freedom, allow the opportunity for choice. As Aijaz Ahmad
states: ‘[m]ost individuals are really not free to fashion themselves anew with each passing day […]
Among the migrants themselves, only the privileged can live a life of constant mobility and surplus
pleasure’ (‘Politics of Literary Postcoloniality’ 16). Opportunities for perpetual change are not the
reality for many British citizens – whether they are of South Asian descent or not. Interestingly,
Malkani depicts his own protagonist as failing to be fully accepted when he selects a new self,
seemingly undermining his own claims. Despite Jas’s middle-class status, he is still unable to enact
desiness so entirely that he is accepted as a permanent member of Hardjit’s crew. As Husain
observes: ‘ultimately Londonstani does fall short of characterizing desi masculinity as an identity
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anyone can perform, without regard to the materiality of differences such as race, religion, and
class’ (560). Jas’s foray into desiness lasts only as long as he can hide his unwillingness to commit to
the deep religious and cultural codes the boys live by.
Malkani’s claim that ethnicity can be chosen and enacted by individuals of any background denies
the historical context of race, trivialising the experience of belonging to a particular subculture. Jas
expresses a similar understanding of ethnic identity when he makes a simplified appraisal of the
traditional Hindu marriage customs that Arun’s mother believes in. In reply to her justifications of
these customs Jas simply states: ‘in’t the case no more, not these days’ (Malkani, Londonstani 270).
Jas denies the history of Arun’s family’s culture, disregarding generations of tradition. Dave Gunning
describes the situation in the novel thus:
the temporal aspects of ethnicity become the purely synchronic; self-invention is resolutely
contemporary. Alongside this, the novel is haunted by the suggestion of cross-generational
‘authentic’ ethnic culture and tradition, dismissed by narrator Jas as “complicated familyrelated shit.” (‘Ethnicity Politics’ 52)
Jas only values contemporary indicators of ethnic identity, rejecting tradition as nothing more than
‘complicated family-related shit’ (Malkani, Londonstani 189). He dismisses the past, and its influence
on the crew’s interpretation of culture.
While Chapter One of this thesis shows Kureishi’s Karim developing an identity that is tentatively
free from what Bhabha describes as ‘the historical identity of culture as a homogenizing, unifying
force, authenticated by the originary Past, kept alive in the national tradition of the People,’ it is
important to consider the fact that a complete denial of history is also damaging (Bhabha 54).
JanMohamed claims that Bhabha incorrectly considers colonial discourse as existing ‘in a vacuum’
and chooses to ignore ‘the dense history of the material conflict between Europeans and natives’
(60). Finding a balance between the old and new is one of the struggles that Londonstani explores.
Arun’s mother can be seen as representing one end of the spectrum in which tradition must be
repeated simply because, ‘“Is our custom that we follow the traditions”’ (Malkani, Londonstani 266).
There are no claims that the traditions are more ‘authentic’ than more contemporary ones, in fact,
the way that Arun’s mother defends them indicates her lack of understanding about their particular
significance. But this does not alter the great reverence that she holds for such traditions. Because
Jas does not share, or even respect, such reverence, he takes the lack of reasoning behind the
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traditions as evidence of their lack of value and so claims that ‘“doing something cos it’s tradition,
cos it’s the way things are done, is the shittest reason ever to do something”’ (Malkani, Londonstani
237). Arun tries to fuse the two perspectives, not being willing to reject his cultural traditions
entirely but also searching for answers to the questions that his mother doesn’t pose: ‘“Tell me why
it’s our custom and then we can decide whether it’s a custom that’s worth following or not”’
(Malkani, Londonstani 267, Malkani’s italics). Arun’s failure to find a suitable compromise between
historical and contemporary influences, and his tragic death, is a sad indictment of Malkani’s
multicultural Hounslow. Malkani presents a Hounslow in which the cultural hybridity of both Jas and
Arun is shown to fail.
The denial of history in Londonstani is also exemplified in Jas’s ignorance about the historical
tensions between Muslims and Hindus and the portrayal of the 1947 Partition of India. Paganoni
and Pedretti describe the ‘unsolved tension with traditional narratives and histories often related to
traumatic events (i.e. the Partition of India and its consequences, such as diaspora and religious
conflicts) over which subjects cannot exert either control or power’ (427). Partition exists as a vague
and misunderstood event for the boys, one whose significance in their eyes is ambiguous and
context-dependent. Jas claims that ‘If our mums an dads din’t know shit bout their own religions,
they knew even less bout religious beef’ (Malkani, Londonstani 83). Being Punjabi, the parents of
these boys would have experienced the worst of Partition and all of its disruptive and often violent
outcomes, and would know far more about the way Sikh, Muslim and Hindu communities were
divided when the British left India than their children’s generation ever will. Malkani firms his
communion with the audience when he makes Jas’s naïvety on this subject clear and depicts Jas’s
conception of ‘religious beef’ as only extending back as far as the 1980s, when gangs such as the
Holy Smokes and the Tooti Nungs made their present felt on the streets of Southall. Malkani is
alerting the reader to Jas’s unreliability on the history of ‘religious beef,’ reminding us that Jas’s
persistent claims to knowledge are in conflict with his actual understanding.
Malkani portrays Mr Ashwood as the only source of information about Partition, which is significant
in itself as an example of the way history has often been written by Europeans. From Jas’s
perspective, Mr Ashwood fails to teach his class the most important aspect of Partition which is (for
Jas) the fact that ‘some people who weren’t even born when it happened or awake during History
lessons remembered the bloodshed better than the people who were’ (Malkani, Londonstani 49).
Jas implies that while their parents don’t understand Muslim/Sikh/Hindu tensions, or have put those
tensions behind them, the boys cling irrationally to divisions between religions. In suggesting that
Partition is not a valid motivation for racial tension and ignoring its long reaching influence over
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those communities involved, Jas claims a ‘superior understanding of what he deems to be the pastness of Partition […] and any tensions it may continue to inspire’ (Husain 558). Jas fails to consider
the limitations of his knowledge and experience of Partition. ‘By interpreting Jas’s chastisement of
his peers in terms of his character’s capacity as cipher for Malkani’s authorial voice, his statement
reveals the fundamental ahistoricity of Malkani’s attempt to disavow the influence of race, class and
religion on rudeboy masculinity’ (Husain 558). Hussain suggests that Jas’s short sightedness about
the boys’ cultural backgrounds indicates Malkani’s disregard for the influence of history on
formulations of ethnic identity. I would contend however, that Malkani employs Jas to draw
attention to the unjust expectation that a ‘good immigrant’ (a notion I will explore further in my next
chapter) will choose to leave the trauma of empire behind in order to foster better relationships
with contemporary mainstream society. Malkani highlights the assimilatory approach sometimes
taken by first generation immigrants, and contrasts this with a more vocal and volatile second
generation.
Despite Malkani’s claims that British South Asian youth such as those in Hardjit’s crew are given
broad freedoms to choose their cultural identities, the boys are inclined towards reified versions of
desiness. One suggestion of why this might be is that: ‘Malkani imputes a malleability to British
Asian identity to stage Jas’s performance as a rudeboy convincingly, relying on a narrow account of
ethnicity that paradoxically reinforces hegemonic cultural impressions of British Asian masculinity as
threatening and strictly traditional’ (Husain 555). Husain claims that Malkani chooses an
essentialised version of British South Asian identity in order to more easily align Jas’s behaviours
with the rest of the crew’s. Author Suhayl Saadi supports this claim: ‘Like too much British Asian
drama and fiction, far from challenging the reader, the book is full of restaurants and (arranged)
marriages - the easy drippings of South Asian culture, the types of paradigm through which white
elites perceive the “other”’ (np). This would suggest that just as Mr Ashwood has a prescribed
version of desi through which he can make sense of his South Asian students, so Malkani adopts a
narrow version of desi to describe Hardjit, Ravi and Amit, as if this were the only way the boys can
be understood by a white audience. But in relying so extensively on stereotype, Malkani actually
highlights the assumed authority of the white gaze in describing the Other. His tendency towards
describing ethnicity in terms of binary illuminates the frequent stereotyping of British Asian
characters in many British Asian novels.
The contradictory position set up by Malkani in so enthusiastically voicing his belief in individuals
being able to shape their own identities, and then in his novel portraying the failure of such
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freedom, can be read as an indication of the fragility of post-ethnic formulations of London society.
As Paul Gilroy states: ‘popular, revisionist output is misleading and dangerous because it feeds the
illusion that Britain has been or can be disconnected from its imperial past’ (Postcolonial
Melancholia 2). Londonstani is a vital cog in the development of postcolonial writing because its
contradictions indicate the continued need for close attention to be paid to the way ethnicity is
portrayed. As Perfect observes, Londonstani ‘suggests that the process of subcultures becoming
part of mainstream multiculture is an ongoing one that is far from complete’ (152). When he writes
back to portrayals of ethnic minorities that rely on Orientalist stereotype, Malkani draws attention
to the incompleteness of this process. His reliance on, and exaggeration of, these stereotypes, is
what Stuart Hall terms, a ‘counter-strategy,’ a way of working with representation that ‘contest[s] it
from within,’ by illuminating a tendency towards stereotype that it is time to reject (‘Spectacle of the
‘Other’’ 274, Hall’s italics). Hall is interested in the way that representations of ethnicity containing
‘complexities and ambivalences’ can unsettle received versions of ethnicity (Spectacle of the ‘Other’’
274). Malkani’s counterstrategy is to set a trap into which most readers (including this one) will
likely fall. This trap involves his unreliable narrator suggesting to the audience that they are privy to
an insight into authentic desi rudeboy subculture. Malkani signposts this deception by creating a
communion with the audience in which we are made aware of Jas’s unreliability. But, despite this,
the revelation of Jas’s whiteness is still, as Malkani puts it, a ‘slap in the face’ in that it is a wake-up
call to our assumptions about the trustworthiness of narrators (‘About Londonstani’ np). This can be
seen as a ‘refractive storytelling technique [which] ultimately pushes us to reorient our critical gazes
to the ways in which a white narrative perspective functions to politically frame the fictional world’
(Sohn 27). Jas acts as a device which opens a path to broader understandings of the way narration
works to shape depictions of minority communities.
***
As Brouillette rightly points out: ‘Depicting the rude boys’ struggles with masculinity and ethnicity is
only the novel’s pretext’ (‘Creative Class’ 16). While Malkani claims that his novel is concerned with
‘how ethnicity is used to bolster machismo,’ I argue that this novel is about how textual
representations of ethnicity can be misleading and damaging (‘About Londonstani’ np). What I see
as Londonstani’s achievement is to draw attention to the hegemony of narratives that we may
assume to be reliable, but which actually often mislead or obfuscate the way subcultures operate.
Any search for ‘authentic’ identity assumes that with proper investigation, the essence of a
subculture can be captured and recorded, and then replicated for a mainstream audience who might
hope to gain an illuminating insight into a culture otherwise outside of their realm. Rather than
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focusing on the question of whether ‘authentic’ desiness is portrayed in Londonstani , it is more
productive to look instead at the trustworthiness of who is reporting that authenticity. Hall
describes the representation of ethnicity of the kind made in Londonstani, as one that, ‘accepts and
works with the shifting, unstable character of meaning […] while acknowledging that, since meaning
can never be finally fixed, there can never be any final victories’ (‘Spectacle of the ‘Other’’ 274). The
novel, and the paratexts, authored by Malkani, that surround it, reveal the persistent contradiction
and instability implicit in narratives about subculture. As my next chapter confirms, the
unquestioning acceptance of texts as depicting ‘true’ portrayals of ethnic minority communities is
problematic. Malkani’s own ambivalent positioning is an indication of a broader unreliability of texts
as portrayals of authentic ethnic identity, regardless of the ethnicity of their author. But Malkani’s
use of a white narrator is boldly symbolic of the fact that in contemporary depictions of Britain’s
ethnic minority communities, white narratives (still) often dominate.
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3) The message in the metatext: highlighting the horror of the essentialised ethnic subject in
Nirpal Singh Dhaliwal’s Tourism.
Published in 2006, Nirpal Singh Dhaliwal’s Tourism undoubtedly rides on the tails of other ethnic
writing of the 2000s and capitalises on the trend for British Asian authors. But Dhaliwal provides a
different perspective from most when it comes to the depiction of British Asians in contemporary
London. Rather than providing the romantic narrative of a novel such as Brick Lane, which audiences
have become accustomed to, Tourism instead features a protagonist who has a problematic
relationship with mainstream society, and yet also struggles to position himself within his Punjabi
community. Tourism is a resolute rejection of what Silvia Albertazzi has called ‘“migrant ethnomélo”’: novels such as White Teeth and Brick Lane which she claims are at risk of ‘sentimentalizing
their [migrant] reality and/or stereotyping it’ (165). Dhaliwal depicts a British Asian of the second
generation who is openly hostile to much of British society and who refuses to adopt the role of the
‘good immigrant’. Tourism’s protagonist does very little to endear himself to the reader or to attract
sympathy to British Asians. Gone is any notion of the ‘worthy’ migrant, only to be replaced with the
indolent, compulsively insulting and narcissistic narrator, Puppy. In considering the status of
Tourism as metafiction, I examine Dhaliwal’s portrayal of an unappealing narrator as a comment on
previous novelistic depictions of British Asians. Dhaliwal capitalises on what Sabine Nunius identifies
as a particular ‘preoccupation with British-Asian identity,’ which showed itself in the ready market
for British Asian literature, music and film in the early 2000s (‘Exoticism and Authenticity’ 207). But
while this preoccupation might draw the reader to Tourism, Puppy’s misogyny, racism and disgust
for the poor soon shatter any romantic expectations. As Nunius observes, Puppy ‘attempts to
construct a specific persona for himself by explicitly brandishing a detached, aloof, and uninvolved
attitude […that is] deliberately harsh, unrelenting, and, at times, even highly offensive and politically
incorrect’ (Coping with Difference 100). I contend that Dhaliwal depicts his protagonist in this way in
order to highlight the way that more assimilatory narratives are what audiences have come to
expect. Dhaliwal’s vitriolic and racist version of British Asianness is confronting and therefore
tempting to reject as invalid, but by employing metafictional devices Dhaliwal reminds us of the fact
that all British Asian novels are indeed works of fiction. There is no logic in assuming that more
appealing novelistic versions of British Asianness are any more authentic than that depicted in
Tourism, so Dhaliwal sets in motion a questioning of all novelistic versions of British Asianness.
Taking a different approach to other critics, I consider Tourism as a metatext, and I believe this
provides a highly productive reading strategy. Dhaliwal frames Puppy’s story with self-referential
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layering, with his protagonist informing readers that his story is written as a novel, a genre that
emphasises fictional accounts rather than factual events. Puppy reports: ‘I’d always thought there
was a novel in me […] I’ve jotted down my memories, preparing for my project, my opus – my
confession’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 8). Dhaliwal repeats the British Asian ‘novel as life story’ prototype,
but does so within his novel, with Puppy as the author. This claiming of the novelistic genre prompts
the audience, reminding them of the persistent fictions that might comprise the postcolonial novel.
While Nunius observes that ‘the first and last chapter serve as a frame for the whole story’ she
believes that Tourism ‘displays a proximity to the genre of confessional literature’ (Coping with
Difference 103, 101). While Puppy obeys a definition of the confessional hero in that he is ‘“afflicted
and unbalanced, disillusioned and groping for meaning,”’ he does not ‘“reject external rebellion in
favour of self-laceration”’ (Axthelm in Nunius, Coping with Difference 101). Puppy instead condemns
the structural, societal influences he observes as restricting the social mobility of many
disadvantaged minority communities. Puppy’s account of the London of the early 2000s is a critique
of society, Dhaliwal’s novel a microcosm of the influences present in real life London society which,
we learn from paratexts, Dhaliwal condemns.
By labelling Tourism a metatext, I focus on its position as a text that comments on and critiques both
itself, and the nature of other contemporary British Asian novels. Patricia Waugh defines
metafiction as a text which employs self-consciousness:
in order to pose questions about the relationship between fiction and reality. In providing a
critique of their own methods of construction, such writings not only examine the
fundamental structures of narrative fiction, they also explore the possible fictionality of the
world outside the literary fictional text. (2)
Dhaliwal employs metafictional devices, drawing attention to the status of his text as an example of
the British Asian novel. He deliberately foregrounds the exoticisation of ethnicity and the presence
of a consumer market eager to buy into minority culture, and highlights the questionable
employment of novels as pathways to understanding minority cultures. If, as Waugh claims, in
‘literary fiction it is, in fact, possible only to ‘represent’ the discourses of that world,’ then Tourism
represents the discourses in which ethnic minorities are commonly expected to behave in particular
ways and in which ethnicity is still exoticised and fetishised (4, Waugh’s italics). According to Linda
Hutcheon, metafiction can be seen as ‘fiction that includes within itself a commentary on its own
narrative and/or linguistic identity’ (1). Dhaliwal’s novel self-consciously acknowledges its
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association with, and critique of, other texts. It is a ‘formal self-exploration, drawing on the
traditional metaphor of the world as book’ which questions the status of those of minority
ethnicities in contemporary Britain (Waugh 3). While Sarah Ilott considers Tourism as ‘nonpostmodern’ due to the way ‘identity is described as a fixed set of characteristic features inherited
by birth,’ and because the novel depicts ‘ethnic groups and social classes as homogeneous units,’ I
would disagree (135-6). Tourism presents a particularly unappealing fictional version of London, but
in announcing its postmodern metatextual status it poses questions about what ‘authentic’ versions
of multicultural London might look like or whether ‘authenticity’ is even possible to create.
Dhaliwal draws attention to Tourism’s positioning as a postcolonial artefact by referring to other
postcolonial texts, and highlighting the way exoticism of ethnicity functions in a consumer society.
He has Puppy observe the reading tastes of other characters, and examine the way consumer
culture affects the production of art: as his friend Michael observes, the key to success is ‘[k]nowing
what white people want’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 159). Dhaliwal turns the exotic immigrant paradigm on
its head by employing pastiche, a device that he uses to highlight the stereotypical tropes of the
British Asian novel. He satirises oft-portrayed characters such as the traditional Indian mother, and
the father with high expectations of his oldest son, and presents new and often unlikeable versions
of these characters, versions that disturb preconceived notions of British Asian characterisation.
Dhaliwal’s explicit examination of ethnicity as commodity draws attention to the way ethnicity can
be fetishised, with minority art or literature taken to represent an authentic picture of ethnicity.
Earlier British Asian fiction provided some readers with what they considered an insight into British
Asian life. As Dave Gunning discusses, readers often assume a relationship between postcolonial
author and text in which the text reveals something of the life of the author: ‘Aware of this habit,
several black British and British Asian writers have attempted to unsettle this relationship, refusing
the ascription of authenticity to their works and attempting to engage instead with ethical and
political questions greater than those concerned with ethnicity alone’ (‘Ethnicity, Authenticity, and
Empathy’ 782). I see Dhaliwal as one of these authors – in Tourism he highlights the potential
inauthenticity of earlier British Asian novels, and suggests to the reader that they should not expect
authentic pictures of immigrant life. Ilott claims that the novel ‘paints a rather bleak picture of
contemporary postcolonial Britain’ (133). If we were to take Puppy’s version of London as a true
insight into contemporary society, then Ilott would be correct. But as a novel within a novel there is
a doubling of the distance between the reader and any kind of ‘truth’ we might hope to glean from
reading Tourism.
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The distance that Puppy places between the time of the frame narrative and the content of his novel
foregrounds his ambiguous positioning within London society and indicates his difficulty in resolving
his attitude towards broader British society. Tourism opens to a scene on a beach in Italy, about a
year after the main events of the novel have occurred. Puppy has been travelling Europe for a year,
exploring and waiting for the novel to come to him: ‘I’ve scribbled thousands of banal sentences
during these months, and can’t find it. It’s not there’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 8). But on this beach, when
his money is almost gone and he is cold and hungry, he takes up his journal and prepares to write
claiming: ‘It’s quite a story, one I don’t know how to tell, other than from the beginning…’ (Dhaliwal,
Tourism 9). This part of Tourism is written as a prologue; the story that Puppy narrates constitutes
the main body of the text. Through the chapters of the novel, Puppy’s story unfolds, leading up to
his acknowledgment in the closing part of the frame narrative, that he has, in fact, behaved
inappropriately. At the close of the book, he indicates his surprisingly conciliatory willingness to
return home and face the music.
The novel that Puppy writes about his life makes up the majority of Tourism. Puppy is twenty-nine,
the eldest son of Punjabi immigrants, a non-practising Sikh, who indulges in a lifestyle of sex, alcohol
and drugs, and forgets important family events such as his brother’s wedding. Puppy might have
suffered the consequences of racism throughout his childhood – he was excluded and placed in ‘a
special-needs group’ due to his poor English as a child, and was bullied at school because of his Sikh
topknot – but as an adult, Puppy’s ethnicity does not appear to hold him back (Dhaliwal, Tourism
44). In fact, in his attempts to climb the social ladder, Puppy employs what he sees as the
‘harmonious sequence’ of genes that have provided him with his self-professed good looks
(Dhaliwal, Tourism 139). Consequently, when he meets Sophie, a wealthy white wannabe model
who quickly falls in love with him, he feels he has found a way to access the affluent lifestyle that he
craves. Sophie also brings him closer to her friend, wealthy young lawyer Sarupa, the woman he
desires. Sarupa is unavailable to Puppy, not due to her ethnicity, but because of her privileged
upbringing. Sarupa embodies all that Puppy desires; she is a voluptuous beauty, an intelligent and
high-earning lawyer, and the daughter of wealthy immigrant parents who have created their fortune
since arriving in Britain with nothing. Puppy finally succeeds in seducing Sarupa, but she rejects him
soon after, leading him into a depression from which he only emerges after stealing £20,000 from
his friend Rory, and disappearing to Europe.
Long-time literary editor of the Observer and now associate editor of that newspaper, Robert
McCrum is pessimistic about a novel like Tourism finding a serious audience:
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Despite an impressive showing by Booker in 2004 and 2005, elsewhere in the literary
marketplace Fiction, the New Self-Expression, has become a cocky, well-paid and slick
appendix to Hello! This is Lit. Lite, offering a short route to a quick buck, a blast of instant
celebrity and a text devoid of consequence or meaning. Aptly, one of this season's hottest
literary properties is a novel called Tourism, a case study in such packaging. When its
author, Nirpal Singh Dhaliwal, published a savage review of Londonstani, perhaps only a
Swift or a Shaw could do justice to the spectacle of apprentices wrestling in mud for the
keys to the gates of Parnassus.’ (McCrum np)
Based on this, one might question whether Tourism is worth examining more deeply. But although
much of the novel’s content is offensive, and Dhaliwal’s style is often attention seeking, I argue that
there is method in his apparent madness. I argue that Tourism is a victim, like Londonstani, of the
fact that ‘Western universities and institutes […] marginalis[e] some themes, genres, and authors by
canonising others, which is yet another highly selective form of representation’ (Lau, ‘Introducing
Re-Orientalism’ 13). Because Tourism does not fit the conventions of the British Asian novel that
those such as McCrum might expect, then it has been rejected by some before it has been properly
considered. I suggest that the protagonist’s misogyny and racism have distracted some critics from
the critique that Tourism makes of both the commodification of ethnicity, and the persistent
presence of the ‘good migrant’ narrative.
The method in the metafiction
The use of metafiction in novels that address postcolonial themes, is particularly powerful because it
can alert the audience to hegemonic narratives of ethnicity. According to Ahmed Gamal,
‘Postcolonial fiction is […] defined as a narrative mode that accommodates the self-questioning
ambiance of the postmodern and the politicized stance of the post colonial’ (1). ‘Metafiction,’ says
Gamal ‘in a sense, seems to rewrite the formalist modes of realist and mimetic representation that
ignored the process and agents of the actual enunciation’ (2). Combining these two approaches in
postcolonial metafiction, then, presents us with a genre that uses an analysis of the processes
involved in producing texts to unsettle the motivations and question the implied superiority of
colonial and neo-colonial narratives. Tourism is of course not the first postcolonial novel to employ
metatextual techniques in order to highlight persistent Orientalist portrayals of ethnicity. Gamal
notes that, ‘The term “postcolonial metafiction” is used by Timothy Brennan to describe Rushdie’s
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Midnight’s Children as a novel “about Third-World novels”’ (3). Also, as we have seen, The Buddha
of Suburbia could be considered metatextual in its unsettling and twisting of ethnic stereotypes as
well as in its speaking back to Kipling’s colonial-era works. Kureishi’s The Last Word can also be
considered a work of metafiction, due to its examination of the process of writing biography, and
more specifically of a white biographer writing the story of a British Indian. Atima Srivastava makes
a self-conscious acknowledgement of her own novel’s status when she has a British Asian character
in her novel Looking for Maya (1999) comment on a young friend’s intention to write ‘her story’:
‘“Mangoes and coconuts and grandmothers,” mocked Amrit. “The Great Immigrant Novel”’ (28).
Tourism takes its place among other postcolonial texts as a self-conscious critique of Britain’s
multicultural condition.
Some critics go as far as claiming that metafiction acts as critical writing, effectively straddling the
genres of novel and criticism, and in the case of Tourism I would agree. Mark Currie describes
metafiction as a ‘borderline discourse, as a kind of writing which places itself on the border between
fiction and criticism’ (2). Evan Maina Mwangi supports this approach, stating that metafiction, ‘blurs
the distinctions between creative writing and literary theory and between different genres and
modes of transmission’ (7). Metafiction could be said to simultaneously produce and critique
narrative, offering itself as an example while also questioning its own form and content, and that of
the texts associated with it. The ‘self-conscious energy’ produced when ‘fiction and criticism have
assimilated each other’s insights’ is employed by Dhaliwal as a way of communicating the critical
insights surrounding the exoticism of ethnicity (Currie 2). Metafiction can be motivated by the
desire to illuminate the structural influences embedded in fiction. In this way, ‘the social functions
that metafiction assigns itself as a form of political intervention’ are interwoven into the text,
becoming part of the way a story is told (Mwangi 28). Dhaliwal’s use of narrative framing is one
manifestation of the ‘political intervention’ he makes in Tourism. As Richard Dyer claims: ‘The very
act of framing one work within another in the same medium or mode tends to bring out the sense
that the medium or mode of the framed work is being used differently to its use in the framing work’
(64). Mark Stein goes as far as to suggest that due to its self-conscious nature, Tourism might be
considered postethnic literature because it can be included in a category that he describes as,
‘show[ing] an awareness of the expectations that so-called ethnic writing faces’ (112). Tourism
makes a political intervention, because it can be seen as ‘working through these expectations and
going beyond them’ (Stein 112). It can be described as ‘“Postethnic”’ because instead of trying to
‘transcend the “ethnic,”’ it rather, ‘disputes the confinements of the very category’ (Stein 112,
Stein’s italics). While Puppy’s novel employs stereotype and parody, Dhaliwal’s frame cuts against
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that essentialisation and reminds us of the novel’s unreliability as a source of information about
minority populations. Tourism, as Stein would put it, ‘disputes the confinements’ of the British Asian
novel (112). Dhaliwal pillories the hackneyed ‘insight into migrant life’ narrative, and in doing so
rejects the British Asian novel bandwagon.
Mwangi says of African literature that utilises self-reflexive devices: ‘the “writing back to the colonial
center” paradigm is undermined by the novels’ preoccupation with self-interrogation and by their
prioritization of themes other than the relations between the colonizer and the colonized’ (5).
Mwangi develops the suggestion made by Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin in their wellknown postcolonial text The Empire Writes Back (originally published in 1989). For Ashcroft et al the
‘’rewriting’ of canonical stories’ is about correcting the ‘seizure and control of the means of
interpretation and communication’ by ‘the centre of empire’ (96). Mwangi rejects the centring of
European texts as ‘proper literature’ which the non-European text might ‘write back’ to, and instead
observes the way that ‘contemporary African novelists resort to self-reflexive devices to signify a
state of being in postcolonial African societies rather than to retaliate against, parody, or negate
Western discourses’ (5, 4). In this paradigm, the Western text is not considered a baseline against
which other texts are compared or measured, rather African (or Indian or other previously colonial
nations’) texts critique themselves according to their own principles. Tourism (and Malkani’s
Londonstani) similarly position themselves as moving beyond merely differentiating themselves from
white European writing about ethnic minorities in Britain. They form part of the genre of British
Asian literature but are not afraid to critique other British Asian authored narratives about British
Asians. Tourism clearly critiques white narratives of ethnicity, but it also questions the way British
Asian authors themselves reproduce and perpetuate ethnic stereotypes and the exoticism of
ethnicity. In articles examined more deeply below, Dhaliwal explores the notion that other British
Asians do not necessarily speak for him, and that a shared British Asianness does not necessarily
equate with a shared experience. And, of course, British society contains many other ethnic
minority populations, who have multiple and diverse experiences of living in Britain.
Dhaliwal’s constant reference to the form of his novel reminds the reader that escaping into a
romantic narrative of ethnic minority is to deceive onself: ‘to contextualize aesthetic experience is to
expose its hedonic dimension as an illusion, distraction, or trap’ (Levinson 562). By depicting Puppy
himself as a writer, Dhaliwal demonstrates that the creating of a miniature world, one which the
reader assumes presents a concrete slice of life, might not represent actual life experiences. Wolf
observes that in Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy (1759), the author employs metatextual devices
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to explore ‘the limits of his medium’ (258). Sterne indicates that it is in the nature of a metatext to
indicate its own limitations. Dhaliwal’s Tourism challenges assumptions about the capability of
British Asian fiction to provide meaningful insights into British Asian lives.
Positioned at a distance?
The use of metafiction suggests there is a gap between what might be considered real, and that
which is represented in a text. The narrative frame is a device which provides a gap, or distance,
between one part of the text and another. These two devices work together to destabilise Puppy’s
positioning in the London he describes, and to draw attention to his self-conscious and self-labelled
difference to those around him. Framing is also employed by Dhaliwal in several ways to create a
tension between Puppy’s presence and non-presence in the events he describes. Éva Pataki claims
that: ‘Puppy’s observations are mainly conducted through frames: a windscreen and a pair of
expensive sunglasses as he is driving across London, or the windows of his flat in Hackney and of
various bars and restaurants’ (‘On the Move’ 274). Pataki considers Puppy’s drug taking as a way of
‘obscuring the view through the frame [of the drug] until it seems distant and unoriginal, thus
detaching him entirely from the physical experience’ (‘On the Move’ 274). Frames are employed as
a distancing tool, positioning Puppy as an observer of, rather than a player in, the action. Sarah Ilott
describes Puppy as a ‘perennial outsider’ who ‘adopts the detached gaze of the perpetual tourist’
and is ‘a voyeur rather than an agent in the world that he inhabits’ (130, 131). And Ellen DengelJanic claims that Dhaliwal’s ‘narrator posits himself as a lonesome, post-modern observer, detached
and disengaged from a wish to conform, bond and belong’ (343). But as I explore further below,
Puppy makes frequent connections with those around him, and draws attention to his own presence
when in social situations. His positioning is unstable and inconsistent, reflecting the ambiguous
positioning of minority communities in Tourism’s London.
Pataki considers Puppy’s observing through frames as part of his claimed status as a tourist.
Tourism’s title points to Puppy’s claim that he simply observes society from a distance. He tells
Sarupa that rather than having any firm belief in a particular social movement, he is ‘“just a fucking
tourist…I just look at the view”’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 85). Pataki sees Puppy’s claim at tourist status as
his way of ‘trying to give a name to his sense of unbelonging’ (‘On the Move’ 268). By identifying
himself as a tourist, Puppy excludes himself from the groups that he describes. But Pataki sees
Puppy as a tourist ‘only in certain respects,’ preferring to describe him as a ‘flâneur’: one
‘manifested in his habit of strolling and observing, in an anonymity achieved by wearing masks in the
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crowd, and in the productive idleness of enjoying and studying the city’ (‘On the Move’ 265, 272).
While Puppy is clearly more flâneur than tourist, I do not accept that he achieves the anonymity that
Pataki describes. He may wear the masks of expensive clothing and sunglasses in an attempt to
suggest wealth and success, but ultimately Puppy cannot hide his ethnicity or his accent, which
betrays his working-class background. And Puppy’s wandering is not entirely idle – he actually
moves around different parts of London visiting friends and acquaintances.
Puppy’s ambivalent position as tourist/flaneur/local is exemplified in a scene in which Puppy
observes a group of white boys from an upstairs window, which positions him as disconnected from,
and physically above, the scene he describes. From his flat in working-class Hackney he looks down
to see ‘a group of boys – white-trash, fourteen or so years old – at the corner of the road’ (Dhaliwal,
Tourism 115). These boys have spotted a pigeon hiding under a car:
The cruelty and imbecility of the working class is limitless: the pigeon tried to make its
escape, and one of the boys kicked it before it could take flight. It hobbled a few feet,
dragging a broken wing. The boys laughed in delight. One of the larger boys kicked it
again, this time against the side of a transit van. The pigeon slid to the floor, dead.
(Dhaliwal, Tourism 115)
Puppy tells this story in detail and with disdain, and as if it confirms everything he believes about the
white working-class. The story reinforces to Puppy his superiority over poor white people.
According to Nunius, his ‘self-positioning as an observer is intended to validate the evaluation of all
other groups’ (Coping with Difference 112). Puppy appears to claim a kind of objective authority.
However, Puppy reports the behaviour of the ‘white-trash’ boys ambivalently in that he is both an
outsider to their social group, but also privy to the workings of the boys’ mentality. His upbringing in
Southall has exposed him to the behaviour of the working classes. Nevertheless, he considers
himself socially superior to the boys in Hackney, declaring, ‘I hate poor white people. No one is
more stupid or useless’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 115). This is one example of the way Puppy is
ambiguously presented as both belonging and not belonging. For Ilott, scenes such as this mean ‘it
is hard to assess whether the protagonist’s decidedly provocative statements are intended to
ridicule and to thereby subvert established notions or whether, within the logics of the text, they
must be considered as expressions of his ‘true’ opinions’ (123). I suggest that Puppy’s prejudice
towards ethnicities other than his own is a metafictional device, a speaking back to racism towards
minority communities, and that it does ridicule and subvert ethnic stereotypes.
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Dhaliwal endows Puppy with a kind of ‘double vision,’ which Puppy insinuates, provides him with the
ability to see and understand multiple elements of London society due to his positioning outside of
these groups. But Puppy’s short-sightedness and racism can be read as highlighting the impossibility
of such a vantage point. Sten Pultz Moslund is cynical about readings of characters such as Puppy
that assume a superior understanding from minority characters due to their outsider status:
such readings propose the contemporary transnational and transcultural migrant as a
global hero-figure of almost messianic qualities, as a new kind of fluid, complex, multiple,
open, inclusive identity, replacing old identities and cosmologies of stability and belonging
with the uncertainty of a liminal position in-between two or several cultures. By virtue of
these qualities the transcultural migrant hero is assumed to be endowed with a special,
inclusive vision and sensibility, a double-vision that is particularly conducive for the
heterogeneous complexity and perspectival uncertainty of novelistic modes of
representation. (6)
When Dhaliwal portrays Puppy and Michael as possessing prejudice and fixed versions of those of
other ethnicities, as well as of women, he presents what might be read as an ironic rendering of the
‘double-vision’ capabilities of Moslund’s ‘hero-figure’ migrant. Puppy’s ignorance and racism is
perhaps a warning of the risks of exoticising the culturally hybrid and ethnic minority character as
having superior insight into ‘truths’ about British society. If this is the case then this reader must
also remain wary of assigning the same ‘double-vision’ capabilities to Dhaliwal.
Puppy’s apparent disconnection from much of London society is countered by several textual
examples that suggest he is connected to, and involved in, that society. This ambiguous positioning
contributes to Tourism’s effectiveness as a text which comments on its own (un)reliability.
Dhaliwal’s protagonist might feign disinterest in others, but he often creates interactions which
connect him to other Londoners and undo his anonymity. Puppy describes a conversation
overheard in a pub in London’s Victoria, and while he claims to ‘avoid the ‘gaze’ of the other drinkers
he also ensures that ‘Two cockney crones sat next to me’ hear him say please and thank you to the
barmaid (Dhaliwal, Tourism 11). He uses this interaction to assure himself that he possesses
‘elegances outside their usual experience’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 11). In another pub he spots an
attractive woman, Sophie (who later becomes his girlfriend), and makes it clear he is watching her
until she finally meets his gaze and he smiles. Puppy strikes up a conversation with her, feigning an
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interest in her fashion magazine to ensure that he engages her attention. In a restaurant, after
receiving the wrong meal, Puppy calls across to a waiter at another table asking ‘“Why don’t you hire
people who speak English?”’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 67). This intentionally belligerent behaviour
indicates that he seeks attention not just from the waiter, but from other diners as well. In a Notting
Hill café, Puppy argues loudly with Sophie declaring that rap music is for ‘the dumbo sub-proletariat,’
deliberately provoking her and attracting the attention of a ‘white couple [who] looked up from their
papers, staring at [him] with revulsion’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 55). Scenes such as this demonstrate
Puppy’s desire to interact with those around him, and rather than simply observe them, to ensure
they feel his presence and his superiority. Puppy might pretend indifference to those around him,
but he relies on their presence as a way to bolster his position.
Examples such as those above unsettle Puppy’s claim that: ‘“I’d have to feel I was relevant to the
world in order to care about it. I don’t”’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 85). Puppy does position himself in
relation to those he meets, using his understanding of London society to place himself in the social
hierarchy. He expresses strong opinions on the social stratification of London, in such a way to
suggest that he very much cares for his status in the world. He also delivers multiple descriptions of
the different communities within London, which, while they might suggest ‘homogenous entities’
devoid of ‘distinction between individual persons,’ do indicate Puppy’s intimate understanding of
the way class and ethnicity vary across London’s suburbs (Nunius, Coping with Difference 111). As
Pataki states: ‘The very fact that Puppy can provide [descriptions of various London communities]
suggest that he is not a tourist in the ordinary sense of an outsider, a temporary visitor, someone
who has to use a Baedeker or a guide to get about‘ (‘On the Move’ 270). He is keen to categorise
and essentialise other Londoners, but persistently resists being aligned with any of the communities
he describes. However, Puppy is an insider, a Londoner who might find it difficult to choose exactly
where he fits within his city of birth, but who has affection for it as ‘the gorgeous, faithless old
whore that bore me; she’d never shown me any love, but had shown me the world and its workings.
For that much, I was grateful’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 240). Puppy’s continual labelling and
differentiating of social groups, and self-conscious references to his ambiguous sense of belonging,
are reflective of the themes of much British Asian fiction. But rather than being positioned and
described by mainstream society, Puppy reverses this dynamic and becomes the issuer of labels
himself. His politically incorrect descriptions of society are centred on essentialised reductions of
identity, which reflect the Orientalist attitudes often directed towards minority groups from a
metropolitan gaze. Whether Dhaliwal’s positioning within a minority or subaltern group makes his

121

racism more acceptable is debateable, and is part of the complexity of the portrayal of ethnicity that
Tourism explores.
Paratextual power play and metatextual manoeuvres
Dhaliwal is not afraid to employ paratext in order to increase his influence over readers, or attract
attention to himself. While (like his narrator) he seems intent on distancing himself from other
communities, he does not achieve this by quietly excluding himself. Dhaliwal’s determination to
draw attention to himself is evident in his candid writing on topics such as the way he views
relationships between men and women:
Women, especially alpha ones, love guys who tell them to shut up. They need someone
who sees through their hormonal neuroticism and keeps their feet on the ground. [after he
told her to choose between her job and him] My wife compromised; she kept both the job
and me, but didn't gripe so much. Unlike omega males, I was confident with my end of the
deal: I was young, fit and handsome, and I was giving her a lot of hot sex. She wasn't going
to kick me out. (Dhaliwal, ‘Man about the House’ 18)
Dhaliwal misogynistic attitude towards his wife, who apparently ‘steps into line’ when he challenges
her ‘hormonal neuroticism,’ demonstrates his disregard for political correctness and his complete
absence of shame about his misogyny. Dhaliwal understands that provocation of gender and race
issues, and writing an article such as the above contemporaneously with Tourism is only going to
increase his public profile.
Dhaliwal is aware that all publicity is good publicity: ‘His opinions are forthright, calculated to offend’
(Cornwell 8). He is not afraid to provoke if it means his profile, and consequently his sales, are
raised. Some reviewers have fallen prey to his ostensible obnoxiousness, unwittingly increasing his
media presence. Griffin summarises Tourism by saying that, ‘[b]y critiquing society through this
testosterone-fuelled braggart [Puppy], Dhaliwal aims to bridge what little divide remains between
the shocking invective of Michel Houellebecq and the misanthropy of Hanif Kureishi’ (25). By
associating Dhaliwal with Kureishi she invokes the respected ethnic minority author, and with
Houellebecq, the sensationalism and controversy that is likely to increase sales. While Griffin might
have intended to put people off reading Tourism, claiming that, ‘It’s as if Dhaliwal wrote the book
with his penis,’ she has likely achieved the opposite with her sensationalist comments’ (25). Of his
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tendency to offend, Dhaliwal has said: ‘Houellebecq has a lot of bottle […] There are a lot of nasty
little shits out there who’d never have the courage to let the world know what is going on inside
them. So yeah, he helped me decide to be less prissy and more honest in my approach’ (in Cornwell
8). Like Malkani, Dhaliwal positions himself as a maverick author, not afraid to present what he sees
as the unpleasant truths about race, gender and class.
Dhaliwal’s reputation, even before the publication of Tourism, positions him as a something of a ‘bad
boy,’ a reputation his protagonist also seems to crave. An audience brought to Tourism via paratexts
such as his or his wife’s newspaper column likely expected a novel that eschewed political
correctness and an assimilatory perspective. On the publication of his novel, Dhaliwal was already
known to the newspaper reading British public as a columnist for the Daily Mail and for his
relationship with Liz Jones, former editor of Marie Claire and columnist for The Sunday Times. In
Jones’ columns in The Guardian and The Mail on Sunday he was known to the public as ‘pup,’ a
name which Dhaliwal clearly adopted in naming his protagonist Puppy, making yet another selfreferential acknowledgement of his novel’s relationship to real life (Albertazzi 166). Dhaliwal had
‘lived his marriage in a fishbowl created by his wife’s newspaper columns’ the content of which
meant that ‘A lot of people – women mostly – do not like Nirpal Singh Dhaliwal’ (Cornwell 8).
Dhaliwal’s wife has written about his philandering, noting in one of her columns that, ‘My husband
had an affair with his yoga instructor early on in our relationship’ (Jones 38). When she reviewed
Tourism, Jane Cornwell had this to say about Dhaliwal:
It’s the attitude of this 32-year-old, British-born Sikh that could do with shaping up. For a
start, there’s the way he sponges off his wife. His habit of asking her if it was worth getting
married, of telling her that he doesn’t expect it to last […] Then there are his infidelities.
Still, at least we know that if he cheats on her again, he’s out. How do we know all this?
Because Dhaliwal’s wife, Liz Jones, British newspaper columnist and former editor of
women’s magazine Marie Claire, tells us so. Week after week in divulgent, embarrassing,
compelling detail. (8)
This demonstrates Dhaliwal’s own status as the victim of the white mainstream portrayal of
Otherness. Dhaliwal’s story has been told for him, his personality described weekly by someone
who claims a right to his representation. Cornwell should not be asking how we know Dhaliwal, but
whether we in fact know him at all. Jones speaks for Dhaliwal much as Jas in Malkani’s Londonstani
speaks for Hardjit – with an assumed authority that might well belie the true dynamic of the
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relationship. However, it is also important to consider the possibility that Dhaliwal is complicit in his
wife’s writing about their marriage, and that this complicity in her narrative has provided him with a
public profile which he would otherwise be without.
As discussed above, Waugh claims that metafiction provides an analysis of the ‘relationship between
fiction and reality’ (2). The same could be said of paratexts surrounding Dhaliwal. Impressions of
Dhaliwal based on his wife’s newspaper column assume a level of truth in her writing. In fact, her
column is just one more example of a text which may or may not reliable: it provides yet another
frame through which Tourism might be read. The unreliability of texts should be kept in mind when
we consider Dhaliwal’s claim of Tourism that: ‘“It's all true. Everything in it I have taken from things
I've said or heard said”’ (Dhaliwal in Eyre np). This statement contradicts Dhaliwal’s depiction of
Puppy’s story as novelistic, or at least suggests that Puppy’s story is an amalgamation of many small
‘truths,’ that may or may not combine to reflect a version of reality. One example of the ambiguous
relationship between fiction and reality lies in the unstable portrayal of yoga in Tourism, and the fact
that Dhaliwal practices it himself. In a newspaper article about Dhaliwal, Hermione Eyre claims that
according to Dhaliwal’s wife’s newspaper column, ‘even strangers at his yoga class would tell him
what a terrible husband he was’ (np). In Tourism Puppy has a conversation with Sarupa about yoga
in which Sarupa tells him: ‘“Ashtanga’s the yoga that Madonna and Sting practice. It’s very popular
in the West,”’and ‘“Westerners like ashtanga because it creates a very chiselled, very muscular body
shape. It’s a very Western concern with the surface […] Yoga’s primarily an inner process”’
(Dhaliwal, Tourism 78, 79). In the frame narrative, Puppy claims: ‘[b]eing Indian, I’d never done any
yoga; I’ve known almost none that have’ and ‘[w]hite people love doing yoga; with so much bad
karma to shake off, that’s no surprise’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 243). And yet, by the end of the novel he
himself practices yoga, even revealing that his practice induces ‘a vision of [his] mother’(Dhaliwal,
Tourism 243). Sarupa is portrayed as, like Puppy, making generalised and judgmental comments
about social groups. And Puppy, who suggests to Sarupa that Westerners do yoga ‘So they can lick
their own arseholes when they’re eighty,’ is initially cynical about, and dismissive of, yoga (Dhaliwal,
Tourism 78). And yet, by the end of the novel, and as he looks back on the story he shares with the
reader about his life, Puppy practices yoga every day, and describes in detail the various asanas in
his practice. Dhaliwal’s own yoga practice, as well as the distance between Puppy’s cynical opinion
of yoga within the novel he is writing, and his adoption of yoga in the frame narrative, contribute to
the instability between fiction and reality in this novel. The many paratexts surrounding Tourism,
the novel’s likely status as at least partly autobiographical and Dhaliwal’s use of frame narrative, all
lead to conflations between the real world and the text.
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There are several ways in which Tourism acts as a metatext and refers to its own status as a text, and
more specifically, as a postcolonial text. This alerts the audience to Dhaliwal’s awareness of the way
the publishing industry and the mechanisms of marketing operate. In one scene, Puppy and Sarupa
talk about books that they like with Puppy claiming that Sarupa likes ‘tiresome, canonical writers like
E.M. Forster and Virginia Woolf’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 196). E.M. Forster is known for his novels which
examine both empire and class, themes that Tourism itself explores, while Virginia Woolf is known as
a feminist, a perspective that Sarupa shares (and a perspective that both Dhaliwal and Puppy reject).
Puppy tells us that Sarupa also has a taste for ‘postcolonial’ novels: ‘she thought Toni Morrison was
a genius’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 196). Dhaliwal foregrounds the postcolonial novel here as a genre that
an intelligent and socially aware young woman might admire. According to Puppy, her reading taste
is guided by ‘a good university education and the Saturday Review section of the Guardian (Dhaliwal,
Tourism 196). While Sarupa apparently reads according to the opinions of a left-leaning and
politically correct British newspaper, Puppy prefers the stories of misogyny and violence written by a
decidedly non-canonical author. His preferred black writer is ‘Iceberg Slimm [sic]; he was a cool
black motherfucker who’d pimped a lot of chicks and been hooked on smack’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism
196). If Puppy is a figure for Dhaliwal, a player in a literary market in which newspaper reviews,
literary awards and the opinions of academics guide audiences, then his rejection of canonical works
in favour of more sensationalist and anti-establishment texts can be read as a comment on the
status that he believes his own novel might earn in literary circles. Perhaps Dhaliwal is making a
point about influential critics such as Robert McCrum (who, interestingly, works for a sister
newspaper of the one Puppy refers to here) who, as discussed above, speaks of novels such as
Tourism as ‘Lit. Lite, offering a short route to a quick buck, a blast of instant celebrity and a text
devoid of consequence or meaning,’ (np). As Graham observes of the real-world promotion of
Malkani’s Londonstani, ‘the publishing industry’s promotional culture – in which pundits like
McCrum are complicit, however much they protest their critical distance – both anticipates and
responds to wider changes in the cultural landscape’ (np). If white institutions or organisations act
as gatekeepers of what is considered ‘worthy,’ then they effectively censor ethnic art and writing.
Tourism, then, can be read as a critique of the powerful establishment, which decides what works
are meaningful, consequential and canonical.
And yet, Dhaliwal does not portray his protagonist as wholly rejecting establishment opinions.
Puppy is portrayed as not entirely confident in being perceived as a reader of purely ‘filth’ (Dhaliwal,
Tourism 197). His ‘disguise of the wanton, non-literary – and therefore probably all the more
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masculine – playboy is confirmed by his subsequent conversation with Sarupa’ (Nunius, Coping with
Difference 123). Puppy claims to admire Bataille who he describes as writing ‘“fin de siècle French
pornography”’, before qualifying this comment by claiming that ‘“It’s more than just filth. It’s very
fevered, very condensed writing, a bit like Faulkner”’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 197). As Nunius claims,
‘Puppy does not want to be considered as a reader of cheap pornography,’ (at least not by Sarupa)
(Coping with Difference 123). Like Malkani on his website, Puppy can’t decide whether to present
himself as an intellectual or as someone with less sophisticated and more populist tastes and
opinions. And like Malkani’s Jas, Puppy has a tendency to reposition himself depending on his
audience. He wants to be thought of as intelligent by some, and disinterested by others. This means
that Puppy might be considered, like Jas, an unreliable narrator, making his testimony on London
society a questionable one. Dhaliwal appears to employ the metafictional device of a conversation
about literature within his novel to comment on the ambivalent status his own novel might earn.
But he also destabilises his protagonist’s questioning of establishment rule-making around what
makes ‘worthy’ literature, by having Puppy claim to be a reader of Nobel Prize laureate and Pulitzer
Prize winner William Faulkner. Tourism then destabilises but also reinforces the dominance of
canonical works.
The metatextual acknowledgement of archetypal British Asian characters and plots, and Dhaliwal’s
exaggeration and corruption of them is also exemplified in the way Puppy talks about his father, who
‘“fucked off years ago”’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 106). Dhaliwal takes the difficult relationship between
first and second generation Indian immigrants further than many earlier novels, as if exaggerating
this trope of British Asian fiction will draw attention to the way it has become irrevocably connected
to the portrayal of the British Asian family. Dhaliwal goes so far as to have Puppy forget to attend
his brother’s wedding, and then leave the country without telling his family – acts that would be
inconceivable for characters in most British Asian fiction. In doing this, Dhaliwal ridicules the
unspoken rules of the British Asian novel. The author makes this explicit when he has Puppy’s Indian
acquaintance Shamir express shock at the fact that Puppy’s father left his family. Shamir’s ‘aghast’
reaction and ‘amazement’ at Puppy’s father’s behaviour, communicates to the reader the unusual
nature of both Puppy’s father’s actions, and of Puppy’s openness about it. Puppy explains Shamir’s
surprise: ‘My family history was unusual among Asians, my honesty even more so’ (Dhaliwal,
Tourism 106). Dhaliwal uses this plot device to inform the reader that his novel portrays a candid
depiction, one that challenges the norms of the genre. He employs Shamir to voice his authorial
break with convention, and his rejection of mainstream readers’ expectations.
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Puppy’s relationship with girlfriend Sophie is another parody of the traditional British Asian novel –
this time it offers a new version of the arranged marriage. Often arranged marriages are motivated
by the financial or status requirements of each family, with matches made strategically to
strengthen a family’s social position. In Tourism, Puppy is motivated by material need when he
moves in with Sophie: the dynamic between them is typical of his commodification of interactions
with others. From the first days of their relationship Puppy recognises the opportunity Sophie offers
with her, ‘ultra-modernist, ultra-minimal’ apartment in affluent Holland Park, fitted with luxe
appliances and stylish furniture, all owned by her stepfather (Dhaliwal, Tourism 48). Sophie ‘kept
the fridge stocked with expensive food’ and ‘left cash on the mantelpiece, in case I wanted to buy or
do stuff during the day’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 230). According to Balasubramanyam ’the black flaneur
is frequently prepared to whore his blackness’ to meet the demand of ‘the bourgeois white woman
[who] pays him with money, gifts and social capital’ (‘The Compound’ 192). Puppy is ‘an active
collaborator in his transformation into an exoticised-eroticised object’ (Balasubramanyam ‘The
Compound’ 193). Puppy admits, ‘Fucking her already felt like a chore,’ but he has nowhere else to
stay: ‘The only alternatives were to find another woman who’d go nuts over me – with no guarantee
she’d look as good as Sophie – or rent a room in a shared house’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 179). Puppy
assures himself that he retains control in the relationship, and determines when he will or will not
hand his body over to Sophie: ‘I thought about fucking her again but saw no reason to spoil her’
(Dhaliwal, Tourism 49). Dhaliwal disturbs the concept of arranged marriage to have Puppy provide
sexual favours to Sophie in order that he can enjoy the spoils of her white wealth. A similar dynamic
can be identified in The Buddha of Suburbia when the white Eva provides Haroon with opportunities
to broaden his horizons and gain respect with the upper-middle classes. These relationships reverse
conventional gender stereotypes by having the female character as the consumer of sex, and parody
the convention of wealthy white men in the colonies keeping a native woman as their lover.
Dhaliwal offers new versions of conventional personal dynamics, in order to highlight the tendency
for an audience to accept these conventional relationships without question.
Social mobility and the ethnic subject
Tourism also contains references to other contemporary and popular texts in order to comment on
the way they perpetuate, or critique, dominant narratives of race. In this way ‘the protagonist
situates himself into a specific literary and cultural context’ (Nunius, Coping with Difference 107).
Puppy’s analysis of The Fresh Prince of Bel Air betrays a complex understanding of the way class and
race intersect, and the false impressions about these societal forces that are sometimes gleaned
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from texts. The Fresh Prince of Bel Air is a sitcom from the early 1990s, in which lead character Will
(played by a young Will Smith) moves from the ghetto of West Philadelphia to live with wealthy
relatives in Beverly Hills. In the show, Will’s stereotyped blackness – Puppy notes that Will is ‘a
rapper, a great dancer, an excellent basketball player, and a consummate seducer of women’ – is
portrayed as being exoticised by the other characters (Dhaliwal, Tourism 65). Will is the ‘cool’ to his
wannabe-white cousin Carlton’s ‘nerd,’ and he possesses the street-smarts that Carlton lacks. Will’s
good looks and charisma mean he constantly lands on his feet, while the characters who display
more stereotypically ‘white’ characteristics such as intellectualism, ungainliness and conservativism,
can only stand back and grudgingly admire his apparent luck. Puppy questions the ‘ludicrous
conceit’ of ghetto-raised Will, whom he cynically suggests is portrayed as a ‘real’ African American
who actualises his blackness in ‘dancing, fucking and basketball,’ being accepted into the world of his
wealthy cousin Carlton who is ‘a sell-out who longs to be white’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 65, Dhaliwal’s
italics). For Puppy, Will exemplifies ‘the impossible fusion of louche gutter panache and upward
social mobility. By believing in Will, America’s black bourgeoisie and sub-proletariat can still believe
in racial unity’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 65). Nunius claims that in a similar way black rappers ‘have let
themselves become instrumentalised as projection screens which are meant to trick audiences into
believing that a homogenous, unified black community with shared experiences and the possibility
of social mobility exist’ (Coping with Difference 127). Puppy cannot believe that Will’s social mobility
is possible, and that class can so readily be put aside. Despite Puppy’s attempts, Will’s social
climbing seems, for him, an impossible feat.
In the paradigm outlined above Will can be considered a figure for Puppy, his ‘louche gutter
panache’ set against the smug entitlement of his wealthy friends. In London, Puppy’s street-smarts
and good looks are enjoyed, but he is often the token working-class representative, admired for his
knowledge of street slang. As Puppy attempts to enter the world of London’s upper-middle class, he
is continually struck by the way his education, his accent and his lack of material possessions affect
the way he is perceived by those he meets. At the country house belonging to Sarupa’s family, for
instance, Puppy narrates: ‘Everyone else belonged to a milieu of metropolitan wealth, their
differences in colour subsumed within a shared order of money. Their lives were firmly aligned.
Mine was experiencing just a glancing encounter with theirs, before I ricocheted back to oblivion’
(Dhaliwal, Tourism 189). Puppy feels constricted by his education at an Ealing school full of
immigrants and the ‘“trampy white kid[s]”’ who made up the ‘“trash that got left behind”’ when the
‘“smart white people got their act together and sent their kids somewhere else”’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism
144). He has not been offered the opportunities that stand his wealthy friends in such ‘“good
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stead”’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 145). For Puppy, it is an injustice that he was not born into their
privileged world, and that he cannot, as Will Smith’s character does, simply slide into a new social
position.
And yet, while Puppy is often keen to blame societal structures for his lack of privilege, he also,
conversely, advocates for a Thatcherite philosophy of individual responsibility. Puppy concedes that:
‘My own failings were an anomaly entirely of my own making. If I’d lived the ethos of my race, my
life would’ve been different, so much better’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 151). He admits: ‘I’d betrayed my
mother and siblings […] I’d neglected my responsibilities and let my life drift, rather than taking
destiny by the hand as others had’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 151). These small moments of concession
reveal a fragility which, for the most part, is hidden beneath Puppy’s ego and bravado; they offer a
fortaste of the conciliatory attitude at the end of the novel. Puppy’s experience for the novel section
of Tourism is opposite to that of Will, but in the frame narrative Sarupa suggests the possibility of
some kind of relationship with him. As she tells Puppy in an email at the end of the novel: ‘“I think
you ought to know that we have a beautiful daughter”’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 245). There is a hint that
Puppy might experience what Will does, and simply walk into a life of privilege. Added to this are
the real-life claims that Dhaliwal makes in a newspaper article regarding class as a surmountable
division: ‘Whatever the statistics say, Britain is a mobile society. The working-class-made-good get
to move in all sorts of situations’ (‘Privilege’ 7). This statement contradicts the restrictions of class
that Dhaliwal portrays Puppy as feeling in Tourism, and yet might describe Puppy’s eventual
reconnection with Sarupa. Social mobility is ambiguously presented in Dhaliwal’s novel – sometimes
it seems entirely possible, and at others, completely out of Puppy’s reach. Dhaliwal depicts a
tension between the limitations of social mobility, and a society in which opportunity for change is
present. In doing so he indicates the continuing process of societal adaptation regarding class and
race, which The Buddha of Suburbia highlighted sixteen years before.
Dhaliwal further examines the possibility of social mobility when he has Puppy’s black friend Michael
enter into the art world. Michael, in this instance, can be seen as a metafictional proxy for Dhaliwal,
a minority artist finding their creative (and potentially lucrative) niche in postcolonial British society.
A product, like Puppy, of working class London, Michael creates a piece of art that comments on ‘the
white paradigm’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 159). Puppy explains: ‘Identity was a hot topic in today’s society
and Michael was keen to jump on the bandwagon’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 158). With the help of his
black girlfriend Evie, who is already a successful artist, Michael has won a grant of £10,000 to make a
contemporary artwork. He tells Puppy how, in the application for the grant, he ‘“wrote about how
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this idea deals with the white paradigm, and its appropriation of the black subject”’ (Dhaliwal,
Tourism 159). But when Puppy questions what this means, Michael replies, ‘“Fuck knows. Evie told
me to write it. But they fell for it. Can you fucking believe that?”’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 159). The only
way that Michael can explain his success in attaining the grant is that ‘“White people are mad […]
You’ve got to tap into their madness, if you want to get anywhere. It’s taken me a long time to learn
that, but I’m getting there”’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 159). Entering the art world is a game for Michael,
one in which, once you understand the rules, you can succeed. As mentioned above, Michael
informs Puppy: ‘“That’s the key to making it in this country”’ he said. “Knowing what white people
want”’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 159). Michael explicitly acknowledges that he is motivated by a preexisting market – one dominated by the white elite.
To the extent that Michael represents a proxy for Dhaliwal, then this scene is one more example of
the way Tourism ‘displays an awareness of its own textuality as an artistic creation’ (Mwangi 7).
Michael’s artwork, Niggers, consists of a video installation showing images of ‘everyday white
people – plumbers, bank clerks, taxi drivers ‒ dancing the running-man to Vanilla Ice’s 1990 hit
single, ‘Ice Ice Baby’’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 158). The repetitive and redundant dancing of working class
white people to a song sung by a white rapper is an ironic take on the hegemony of slavery and the
way it restricted (and continues to restrict) the social progression of African Americans. In the
running-man dance, despite repeated movement, no physical movement forward is made. This can
be seen as a proxy for poverty-trapped minority communities, who, no matter how hard they work,
can remain victims of limited educational and employment opportunities due to their race and class.
The complexity inherent in Dhaliwal referring to white rapper Vanilla Ice is worth considering. The
rapper’s name is clearly a reference to his whiteness, as well as to black rappers such as Ice T (birth
name Tracy Lauren Marrow), who chose a stage name conspicuously similar to Puppy’s favourite
author Iceberg Slim. Rap is traditionally a black genre, one that originated in New York. As a white
man, Vanilla Ice’s appropriation of the genre is significant in the complex layering of hegemony
explored in this scene.
Michael’s video installation also comments on the ‘slavery’ to commercial products displayed by
many, who jump on the bandwagon of a popular product or genre without understanding fully what
it signifies. This dynamic can be observed of hip hop music, one of whose subgenres, gangsta rap,
according to Dhaliwal, ‘makes millions by pandering to a middle-class fetish […] white suburbanites
donate a fortune to crotch-grabbing dummies who prance around “keeping it real” for their
delectation’ (Dhaliwal, ‘Wet white liberals’ np). In Dhaliwal’s schema, gangsta rappers perform in

130

order to gain from the financial benefit of white middle class tastes. Paul Gilroy writes in a similar
vein:
in the era of targeted precision marketing, the appeal of black faces and styles need no
longer be restricted to black consumers. These profound changes have stimulated
demands for exotica and authentic inside information that have been met enthusiastically
by a new contingent of cultural brokers: a hip vanguard in the business of difference.
(Between Camps 242)
Gilroy suggests that in order to stay culturally relevant, the art and publishing world must get on
board with the way big brands adopt a ‘corporate multiculturalism in which some degree of visible
difference from an implicit white norm may be highly prized as a sign of timeliness, vitality,
inclusivity, and global reach’ (Gilroy, Between Camps 21). Michael’s recognition of the mechanisms
of the art world, and his willingness to take advantage of them, is a mirroring of this and a clear
proxy for Dhaliwal’s own experience in writing a British Asian novel.
The value placed on ethnic minority art or literature is related to social positioning, with
membership of a minority or subversive group often increasing an author’s consumer appeal.
According to Brouillette, ‘the post-romantic author’s function is indivisible from the history of
bourgeois liberal individualism, and mutates with the successive phases of capitalism’s expansion’
(‘Postcolonial Authorship Revisited’ 82). Brouillette is interested in the way Pierre Bourdieu explores
this dynamic in his The Rules of Art, and in his claims that (in Brouillette’s words) ‘those who try to
separate themselves from socio-economics are, by the very gesture of separation, in fact delimited
and determined by them’ (Postcolonial Writers 62). In this schema there is no escaping the effects
of the forces of capitalism on literature. In Bourdieu’s formulation, it could be said of Michael’s art
in Tourism that, ‘The discourse on the work is not a simple side-effect, designed to encourage its
apprehension and appreciation, but a moment which is part of the production of the work, of its
meaning and its value’ (Bourdieu 170). It is Michael’s awareness of this importance of the discourse
surrounding art works that means he is equipped to create the kind of art that will be valued in the
marketplace. Michael is aware of the way meaning is attributed to art. As critic Richard Jenkins
elaborates:
The work becomes the object of others' valuations. It is in this way that the 'public
meaning' of the work and its creator - and Bourdieu here is suggesting something stronger
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than reputation - comes to be established. This is a collective judgement on the 'value and
truth of the work', in relation to which the author (or artist, or whatever) must define him
or herself. (135)
Dhaliwal portrays Michael as capable of predicting the appeal of his work as subversive, and creating
it based on that very factor. The artist’s or author’s clear understanding of the fact that ‘authorial
self-consciousness’ can lead to ‘self-authorization through awareness of the political uses or
appropriations of one’s works’ means they retain some agency over their work (Brouillette
Postcolonial Writers 74). Michael’s understanding of the way art is perceived by the bourgeoisie
shapes the type of work he produces and in this way Michael is able to gain symbolic, and
consequently economic, capital.
Sensationalising the stereotype
Tourism critiques mainstream desires for particular presentations of ethnicity. This scene
concerning Michael’s art can be perceived as a critique of the British publishing industry. Dhaliwal
has Michael identify a market for a particular type of artwork that appeals to a white, politically
correct audience, and capitalise on the opportunity this represents for him to create wealth and
perhaps fame. Michael does the very thing that Kwame Anthony Appiah recognises is essential to
selling any art: ‘To sell oneself and one's products as art in the market- place, one must, above all,
clear a space in which one is distinguished from other producers and products - and one does this by
the construction and the marking of differences' (342). Michael distinguishes his art from other art
in the market by constructing and marking his work with cultural difference. Michael claims that
British Indian artist Anish Kapoor has done the same having, ‘“got the hang of these freaks. He gives
the twisted honkies [white people] what they want, and they pay him a fortune”’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism
159). Of migrants in Europe and the persistent forms of racism levelled against them, Hanif Kureishi
notes, ‘diversity and multiculturalism can become forms of exoticism and self-idealisation, and
exaggerations of difference new types of conceit’ (‘The migrant’ np). Kureishi, like Michael,
recognises that exoticism is a form of racism that relies on difference. Diversity is exploited by a
European market, which focuses on and exaggerates Other in order to feed its fetish.
Dhaliwal also examines the physicality of Michael and Puppy and the way their attractiveness is
considered an asset. Puppy describes his own appearance in a way that Ilott labels fetishisation ‘of
the Self’ (133). He observes his reflection in the mirror, ‘tracing the ethnicities in my face: thick
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Eurasian eyebrows; a round Tatar face; fine black oriental hair; a Mediterranean nose; full Indic lips
and wide Asiatic eyes’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 139). In Tourism, the Black and Asian characters are aware
of their perceived exotic value, with beauty frequently associated with brown and black skin. Puppy
describes himself in terms that perpetuate ethnic essentialism, claiming that with a dark tan, his skin
‘rich and dark, like raw cane sugar,’ he finally looks as ‘nature meant for me to look, browned under
an Indian sky’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 244). He relies on essentialisms that claim the innate exoticness of
dark skin, which is then associated with his naked and yoga-toned body. Michael tells Puppy:
“Mass immigration. That’s what turned these white boys into a bunch of pussies.”
I raised my eyebrows; I didn’t know what he was talking about.
“White chicks love dark cock,” he said. “Even Princess Diana was crazy for it. When the
spades, the Pakis and the rest of them got off the boat with their big dicks and their
beautiful faces, the white boys shit themselves.” (Dhaliwal, Tourism 160)
Michael stereotypes black and brown men as well-endowed and attractive, and in opposition to
white men, who are portrayed as finally receiving their comeuppance. By including those he terms
‘Pakis’ in a category that is attractive to white women, he corrupts the discourse of colonial
masculinity in which Asian men are emasculated. And in a further destabilisation of colonialism,
Puppy considers that white men created modern black men, such as Michael, who possess bodies,
‘perfected by slavery, its harsh conditions of natural selection. It’s great to know that in his grab for
wealth, Whitey created the body his women wanted to fuck the most’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 62). In this
formulation the assumed flawless physicality of the black man is advantageous, and a way of gaining
satisfaction at the cost of white men. Empahsising the physical rather than the intellectual abilities
of the non-white male might perpetuate the binary of the physical Other versus the intellectual and
civilised white. But Puppy and Michael appear to be proud and somewhat smug about this dynamic,
and do not dwell on the racism inherent in the fetishisation of ethnicity.
Stuart Hall examines the fetishisation (or fetishism as he terms it) of ethnicity and the way it
‘involves the substitution of an ‘object’ for some dangerous and powerful but forbidden force’
(‘Spectacle of the ‘Other’’ 266). Hall explains: ‘The substitute then becomes eroticized, invested with
the sexual energy, power and desire which cannot find expression in the object to which it is really
directed’ (266). Puppy’s frequent reference to the sexual act, and his fascination with his own and
Michael’s sexuality, makes Hall’s descriptions of the ‘displacement’ of ‘sexual energy, desire and
danger’ resonate deeply with this text (Hall, ‘Spectacle of the ‘Other’’ 267). I suggest that in
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Tourism, Michael’s ‘super-sexuality’ is Hall’s forbidden force, and that his art becomes the substitute
(Hall, ‘Spectacle of the ‘Other’’ 263). For white, middle or upper-class purchasers of Michael’s
artwork, to buy what they see as Michael’s exoticism directly would be politically incorrect or illegal.
But in displacing all the ‘sexual energy, desire and danger’ present in racist narratives of the black
man onto his artwork, their purchase is made not only acceptable, but perhaps admirable, as they
are seen to support an emerging minority artist. Michael’s ‘super-sexuality’ is experienced through a
process of disavowal in which ‘a powerful fascination or desire is both indulged and at the same time
denied’ (Hall, ‘Spectacle of the ‘Other’’ 267, Hall’s italics). The purchasing of such art then becomes
an ‘“alibi”’ or ‘cover’ for a desire driven by exoticism of ethnicity to connect with the black man
(Mercer in Hall, ‘Spectacle of the ‘Other’’ 268; Hall, ‘Spectacle of the ‘Other’’ 268). As Hall claims,
‘fetishism licenses an unregulated voyeurism’ because the true object of desire is ostensibly
displaced by an artefact that is deemed politically correct (Hall, ‘Spectacle of the ‘Other’’ 268, Hall’s
italics).
Michael’s blackness is fetishised with his ethnicity being the ‘product’ that an audience or consumer
is seeking – therefore the artwork he produces is almost irrelevant. Michael’s work is an exotic
artefact that, in the words of critic Sarah Brouillette, is ‘manufactured by a form of consumption
characterized most notably by aestheticization and dehistoricization’ (Postcolonial Writers 16,
Brouillette’s italics). Michael’s artwork is given meaning by the consumer through the way that they
interpret his blackness. This involves a recontextualisation of Michael’s history: a reframing of his
life that serves the preconceived ideas of the consumer. As Huggan claims, an ‘imagined access to
the cultural other’ is just that, imagined, because any understanding of Otherness is entirely
‘fetishised’ (19, 14). The process of fetishisation favours idealised and stereotyped versions of
cultural Others, versions that do not actually exist. Michael’s status as Other is dependent on the
predetermination by the consumer of what his blackness means. The audience desires an insight
into the blackness they imagine, not an unpredictable or fluid blackness that might actually reflect
what is more authentic. As Huggan continues: ‘this urge to identify, as manifested in patterns of
consumption, often comes at the expense of knowledge of cultures/cultural groups other than one’s
own’ (17). Truly knowing Michael is impossible if he has already been considered Other, because he
has already been fetishised by the consumer. The consumer’s desire to form a ‘sympathetic
identification’ with Michael is not only impossible but would also undo the dynamic of their desire
for him (Huggan 17). In this formulation, Dhaliwal undoes the readers’ fetishisation of ethnicity in
Tourism because he disrupts their preconceptions of the type of British Indian identity his characters
might inhabit and reminds the reader of the problematic history in which Britain (in Puppy’s words)
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‘stole’ from the countries it colonised (Malkani, Londonstani 236). His attempt to present a gritty or
‘truer’ picture of the ethnic subject shatters any desire to form sympathetic identification with his
characters.
The fetishisation of minority texts that Dhaliwal foregrounds in Tourism has been explored by other
British Asian authors. Rainer Emig and Oliver Linder touch on the trend for British Asians novels
when they refer to a sketch from British comedy series Goodness Gracious Me, which aired in 1998.
Goodness Gracious Me is a BBC comedy series written by and starring writer and actor Meera Syal
and other British Asian writers. The title of the show refers to white actor Peter Sellers’ Indian
accent when he adopted blackface and played an Indian doctor in 1960 film The Millionairess. In the
particular sketch examined by Emig and Linder, which is built around a fictional book programme,
the presenter of the programme discusses ‘“the phenomenal success of Asian writers in Western
literature”’ (in Emig and Linder xiii). Actors, (including real-life author Meera Syal) who are posing as
guest authors, satirise the trend for British Asian literature and discuss their ‘“natural”’ writing ability
which is a result of ‘“the rich depth of [their] cultural experiences”’, their ‘“vast philosophical and
cultural resources”’ and ‘“the indelible scars left by the struggle for independence, the duality of the
immigrant experience”’ (in Emig and Linder xiii). Words such as natural, rich, cultural and duality
could be lifted from a book review or novel blurb. Like Dhaliwal, the writers of this sketch are
explicit about their understanding of the British Asian literature ‘bandwagon’ and its associated
clichés. Michael appears to be Dhaliwal’s metafictional version of this Goodness Gracious Me
comedy sketch; a way of exposing the dynamic between author and reader, and the way an
audience’s appetite helps to create a product. As an interesting aside, Dhaliwal has claimed that a
later BBC show from a similar writing team (including Meera Syal) ‒ The Kumars at No 42 ‒ is ‘junk’
and writes that he hopes that ‘the public doesn’t think that all Asians are as naff and unfunny as they
are’ (‘Gosh’ 25). Despite the fact that Dhaliwal appears to make a similar comment on the
commodification of British Asian storytelling as Syal’s writing team, he rejects their particular
approach, and claims that it does not represent him. This is further evidence of Dhaliwal’s rejection
of other British Asian perspectives, tastes and approaches.
In order to further demonstrate Dhaliwal’s awareness of neo-colonial influences on the depiction of
ethnicity I would like to examine the way Dhaliwal portrays both Puppy’s mother and Sarupa. These
British Asian women are portrayed as two opposing but well-established female stereotypes. I
suggest that Dhaliwal employs the mother stereotype strategically, parodying the essentialisation of
ethnicity, and highlighting the exploitative aspects of the commodification of minority ethnicity.
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Puppy describes his mother in cartoonish terms, indicating his metafictional nod to other British
Indian writing. He uses pastiche satirically to highlight the stereotype of the traditional Asian
matriarch. On visiting the family home he declares:
Behold!, the Asian family: unit of tradition, moral strength and business acumen. Behold!,
my mother: matriarch and fulcrum, proud bearer of sons, stately in her new sari, her one
eyebrow draped across her forehead like a trophy pelt, her moustache downy like an
adolescent boy’s. (Dhaliwal, Tourism 34)
Puppy elaborates: ‘we suffered a mother who looked like an animal […] She was five feet tall,
weighed as much as a man and sported a beard; her bulky plait trailed down to her arse’ (Dhaliwal,
Tourism 34). Dhaliwal magnifies the image of the hairy and overweight Indian woman that is
portrayed in many British Indian novels. In Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses, a mother figure eats so
much that she begins to ‘resemble the wide rolling land mass [India] itself, the subcontinent without
frontiers’ (246). In The Buddha of Suburbia, Kureishi has Karim describe his friend Jamila’s ‘dark
moustache […] which for a long time was more impressive than [his] own’ (51). In Ali’s Brick Lane,
community elder Mrs Islam is ‘big as a crow’ and has ‘a wart on the side of her nose […] encircled by
three stubby hairs, toughened and thickened by tweezing’ (Ali 84, 64). And in Londonstani, Malkani
has Jas describe a ‘hairy-faced auntyji’ and the ‘rolls of rasmalai [a rich creamy dessert] for neck flab’
that Hardjit’s mother appears to sport (Malkani 74, 68). Dhaliwal utilises the imagery conjured many
times before and channels it into a concentrated version of the Indian matriarch.
Puppy’s mother is a stoic character displaying what critic Sianne Ngai terms ‘the pathos of emotional
suppression’ (95). Ngai pinpoints this suppression as one stereotypical ‘Asian’ quality, the other
being the ‘exaggerated emotional expressiveness […] that seems to function as a marker of racial or
ethnic otherness’ that Dhaliwal portrays in Puppy’s brother Hari (Ngai 94). Either way, emotional
‘animation remains central to the production of the racially marked subject’ (Ngai 95). Hence, Hari’s
eyes shine ‘on the edge of tears’ when Puppy expresses approval of his fiancée, and his voice wavers
as he tells Puppy he wishes he saw him more often (Dhaliwal, Tourism 35). Ngai’s work builds on
Said’s argument in Orientalism made some 30 years earlier, in which he claims an ‘antithesis’
between the Arab as ‘that impossible creature whose libidinal energy drives him to paroxysms of
overstimulation’ and the Arab as ‘a puppet in the eyes of the world, staring vacantly out at a modern
landscape he can neither understand nor cope with’ (Said, Orientalism 312). Dhaliwal has
perpetuated the schema in which characters from ethnic minorities are either passive, or are overly
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emotionally stimulated, rather than them being portrayed as more rational and balanced. But I
suggest that Dhaliwal’s reliance on such a schema is strategic, a means by which Dhaliwal ‘reverts
the othering stereotype back on the one who authorises and demands it’ (Wachinger 110).
Dhaliwal’s exaggerated version of the overweight and hairy Indian mother figure draws attention to
our familiarity with this figure, and this highlights the ridiculousness of the stereotype. In turning
the mother character into a caricature, Dhaliwal draws attention to the tendency for the reader to
expect particular character types, and to the racist assumptions inherent in this expectation.
In many ways, Sarupa is similarly reduced to merely her physicality at the hands of Dhaliwal,
although hers is a physicality his protagonist desires. Sarupa is afforded a modicum more complexity
than Puppy’s mother – perhaps because she is so much a part of the privileged white world that
Puppy desires: she is an educated and politically well-informed young woman. But this does not
exclude her from being repeatedly described by the physical attributes present in her ‘lush and
sumptuous’ body (Dhaliwal, Tourism 194). When we meet Sarupa Puppy describes how:
She was much darker than before, had the burnished copper glint of brown skin that’s
captured the sun. She wore a pair of tight denim hipsters, her wonderful flesh almost
exploding from them. Her belly was exposed beneath a short electric-pink top; her big tits
bounced beneath the chiffon. (Dhaliwal, Tourism 26)
Sarupa’s Indianness is clearly exoticised, all her features described in terms of their apparent sensual
appeal. Puppy details the way that Sarupa’s ‘breasts, her succulence, killed me. Every bit of her –
belly, lips, ankles – was plump and enticing. I wanted to bite her, make her bruise’ (Dhaliwal,
Tourism 54). Puppy appears to want to possess and consume Sarupa rather than to understand who
she is. She becomes an object of his male gaze – a victim of his misogyny as well as his racism. She
is not described as a whole, but instead as a series of parts such as her: ‘dark fat cleavage,’ ‘her big
arse [that] swung like a bell,’ her ‘nipples dark and swollen’ and her ‘supple and pliant’ limbs
(Dhaliwal, Tourism 27, 28, 199, 200). Puppy suggests that Sarupa can’t resist sensual pleasure, as if
she is driven by an innate force, out of her control. Sitting with her in a country tea shop he
observes, Sarupa is:
a big girl; she didn’t get like that eating bean sprouts and rice cakes. Cream teas were a
pure sensual pleasure she couldn’t resist; this was her second helping. I loved the way she
looked: lush and sumptuous, she oozed feminine appeal. Yoga helped her maintain an
exquisite balance; any less of her would have dimmed her allure, but if she got much bigger
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she could be considered fat. She had a natural propensity to roundness; in later life she
might balloon, especially after childbirth. (Dhaliwal, Tourism 194)
In Sarupa Dhaliwal appears to conflate his misogyny with his essentialisation of ethnicity. The irony
inherent in the depiction of Puppy’s mother is gone, with Sarupa objectified.
Nunius claims that Dhaliwal portrays Puppy as having an ‘essentialist view of masculinity and
femininity,’ which is clearly true (Coping with Difference 115). She also notes that Puppy’s ideal
woman does not conform to the ‘current ‘Western’ ideal of a slim, well-toned body,’ instead praising
‘Sarupa’s wide, curvy physique’ (Nunius, Coping with Difference 115). Dhaliwal highlights the
different ‘norms’ or ‘ideals’ apparently valued in different cultural contexts, with the slim white
Sophie set up as Sarupa’s opposite. But when we examine the way Puppy perceives Sarupa via what
he deems her intense sensuality, there is no ignoring his reliance on the Orientalist stereotypes that
Asian women possess ‘fecundity’ and a ‘luxuriant and seemingly unbounded sexuality’ that
European women don’t (Said, Orientalism 187). Unlike in the depiction of Puppy’s mother, there is
no humour or caricature employed by Dhaliwal in his portrayal of Sarupa which hints at an ironic
approach. This makes his portrayal of Sarupa appear misogynist, rather than one which strategically
employs the ‘endorsement of essentialising stereotypes’ as does his depiction of the mother figure
(Nunius, Coping with Difference 122). Nunius observes a ‘tension’ between ‘the protagonist’s
provocative and often offensive ad-hoc comments on concrete situations juxtaposed with
(sometimes nonetheless challenging) theoretical reflections on the same topics’ (Coping with
Difference 122). While Dhaliwal’s strategic highlighting of racial stereotypes appears to indicate a
progressive perspective, his misogyny both within his novel and in a newspaper article is confronting
and indicates a less enlightened point of view. Puppy’s narration within his novel is inconsistent, and
when the distancing device of the frame narrative is added to this unstable positioning, the
unreliable relationship between the layers of fiction and reality is foregrounded.
In contrast to Sarupa, Puppy’s white, wealthy girlfriend Sophie is ‘dim and easily flattered, but very
sweet,’ and the physical opposite of Sarupa (Dhaliwal, Tourism 29). When Puppy first speaks to
Sophie, ‘her pose unfolded into a mass of angles. I peered down the front of her dress, at her flat
chest, her soft apathetic pink nipples’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 21). While Sophie is striking, her
appearance is not erotic or original to Puppy – ‘her pose [is] borrowed from the pages of Vogue’
(Dhaliwal, Tourism 21). Sophie’s attractiveness is not natural but contrived ‒ merely an imitation of
something she has spotted in a magazine. He describes ‘her boy tits, the bony contours of her
sternum prodding through her skin’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 29). Sophie’s slender frame is described in
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the pejorative: ‘Sophie couldn’t bear to be any bigger than she was, though she was a week’s fast
away from being skeletal’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 194). When Michael advises Puppy to be careful not to
get Sophie pregnant and spoil the cosy arrangement where he shares her house and car, Puppy
doesn’t argue, simply stating that Sophie can’t fall pregnant as ‘“She models and stuff so she doesn’t
eat a lot. She’s had like two periods in her life”’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 69, 70). While Sarupa is aligned
with nature and fertility (she and Puppy make love outside on the ground near her country house
and this is when we assume their child is conceived), Sophie is portrayed as childlike and barren.
Dhaliwal’s misogyny is not limited to the portrayals of women in his novel. The passage below
demonstrates the broad and demeaning generalisations that Dhaliwal is prepared to make about
women in his real world:
A woman might pretend she fancies nice-guy wimps, but when omega male's making love
to her, she closes her eyes and thinks of the sex-god bastard who broke her heart. The
truth may be that the only women who genuinely find sensitivity and emotional literacy a
turn-on are lesbians. They find feminine qualities attractive and are, accordingly, attracted
to women. It might be that the typical alpha female is just a repressed, high-power dyke;
unwilling to express her homo nature, she instead seeks out feminised men who will make
the least sexual demands of her. (Dhaliwal, ‘Man about the House’ np)
Nunius claims that in Tourism Puppy displays a ‘supercilious, patronising attitude’ (Coping with
Difference 120). The same could easily be said of Dhaliwal, who appears to assume he knows
everything about the way women (or at least ‘alpha females’ as he terms them), operate (Dhaliwal,
‘Man about the House’ np). In Dhaliwal’s texts women belong in discrete categories, with no
potential for fluid identities.
Dhaliwal’s comments on white and black/Asian male sexuality which emerged in a newspaper
column just before the publication of his novel, are interesting to consider alongside the content of
Tourism:
In my novel, Tourism, I write about working-class men and upper-class women, and about
the dynamic between men of different ethnicities as they seek an identity for themselves.
The omega male is generally a white-boy phenomenon. Confronted by the more robust
masculinities presented by some black and Asian men, white men have cultivated an
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extreme effeteness, possibly trying to mark themselves as being more civilised. While black
music has grown increasingly macho, indie bands are composed of pasty, withered sissies.
(Dhaliwal, ‘Man about the House’ np)
I suggest that audiences should consider this newspaper article as much of a text as the novel itself
and assume that it may be as equally as unreliable as his novel. Puppy claims, ‘I’ve always loved
women. Not in the way they want to be loved – exclusively, with unwavering attention – but in my
own selfish, utterly sincere way,’ – an attitude that Dhaliwal himself propounds when he writes
about his wife (Dhaliwal, Tourism 44). But perhaps Dhaliwal employs misogyny to draw attention to
himself and, as discussed above, generate publicity for his novel. But while this publicity might be a
happy by-product of Dhaliwal’s sensationalist writing style, I suggest that his motivations might be
more complex. Dhaliwal uses writing to provoke, and in this way he might be considered something
of an agitator. Dhaliwal’s writings, and the reactions they raise, exemplify the way a narrative can be
interpreted literally and without questioning. If narratives are read in this way – as literal
representations of a real world – then they possess the power to create and perpetuate damaging
narratives about social groups. Dhaliwal’s various texts might act as reminders to the reader not to
assume truth or authenticity when they read, especially when it comes to stereotypical portrayals of
ethnic minorities.
In a possible metatextual reference to Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899) (a novel which,
interestingly, also uses the device of frame narrative), Dhaliwal’s portrays Sophie’s bony body in a
strikingly similar way to the way Conrad’s narrator Marlow describes African workers, with Dhaliwal
transferring the description to a wealthy white character. Marlow describes enslaved Africans in a
dehumanising manner: ‘I could see every rib, the joints of their limbs were like knots in a rope’ and
‘Near the same tree two more bundles of acute angles sat with their legs drawn up’ (12-13, 14). In
Conrad’s Belgian Congo of colonial times local people are seen by Europeans as a resource, useful
only as a means to an end: their wasted bodies are abandoned when they were no longer useful. In
Tourism Sophie is similarly commodified and exploited; her body nothing but a means for Puppy to
gain sexual gratification, and earn a place to sleep. As a formal device, Dhaliwal’s possible allusion to
Conrad’s African slaves might demonstrate a bringing-to-light of earlier racism. In turning the
dynamic of described and describer on its head Dhaliwal explores the way that in the past it is the
non-white characters that have often been dehumanised. Dhaliwal attempts to invert the narrative
in which colonialists take advantage of the Orient, with his migrant characters finding ways to exploit
Europeans.
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The worthy migrant and his slice of the pie
Dhaliwal portrays Puppy’s compulsion to consume as part of a righting of the wrongs rendered
against India during colonialism. In Dhaliwal’s London capitalism provides a perfect context for this
redress: British South-Asians are able to enjoy the benefits of a capitalist society and are just as
prone to the appeal of consumerism as other citizens. Dhaliwal is keenly supportive of capitalism
and the opportunities it provides previously disadvantaged groups, and is scathing of those who
doubt its empowering possibilities. In a newspaper column he claims: ‘The stupid, hippy, antiglobalisation mob can't bear to acknowledge that economic liberalisation has lifted 300 million
Indians out of poverty over the past 20 years, a greater triumph for human progress than every
socialist project in history combined’ (‘My Week’). In this case, he refers to Indians in India, but this
statement demonstrates his distaste for patronising compassion and for socialism, and his support
for letting everyone take part in the game of consumerism. Dhaliwal encourages those of ethnic
minority to take a share of Britain’s wealth by any means possible, and to secure a place in its world
of privilege.
Dhaliwal makes frequent indirect references to the notion of the good or worthy migrant
throughout his novel. Theses references can be read as metafictional acknowledgements of the way
migrant characters have so frequently been portrayed as conscientious and hardworking citizens,
often longing to be accepted into British society. There are many examples of this in British Asian
literature. In Londonstani, Mr Ashwood tells the crew, ‘’Do you boys have any idea how hard your
parents worked and how hard they fought to be accepted by mainstream society?’’ (Malkani,
Londonstani 126). For Mr Ashwood, the boys’ parents have been good immigrants, while Hardjit’s
generation instead, ‘“throw it all away by acting like hoodlums and by volunteering for segregation”’
(Malkani, Londonstani 126). In Syal’s Anita and Me, Meena’s parents suffer ‘the damp in the pantry,
the outside toilet, the three buses it took to get to work, taking a bath in our bike shed’ during the
1960s until they have saved enough for a ‘four-bedroomed bungalow’ (303). By the end of the novel
Meena states: ‘The place in which I belonged was wherever I stood […] This sense of displacement I
had always carried round like a curse shrivelled into insignificance’ (Syal, Anita and Me 302). Meena
and her family eventually find their feet and a more secure position in British society. Kureishi has
one first generation immigrant claim that work is more important to him than religion: ‘“Yes, I have a
belief. It’s called working until my arse aches!”’ (The Black Album 92). In this formulation of
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immigration there is a sense of both obligation and responsibility taken by migrants to earn
themselves wealth and a respected position in British society.
Examples such as those mentioned above demonstrate the emphasis sometimes placed on the
migrant or their descendants, to fulfil particular qualities that are expected of a ‘good’ migrant. This
might start with a, ‘distinction between migrants who could ‘pay their way’ and those who would be
dependent upon the state’ (Renshaw 9). But the dichotomy between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ migrant goes
further: back in 1984 Salman Rushdie wrote about the way that it was ‘as if the ethnic minorities’
citizenship were conditional on their never making a fuss’ (‘Home Front’ 146). Rushdie suggests that
to many, migrants were acceptable, but only if they didn’t grumble about their living conditions or
resent being on the receiving end of prejudice. As editor of 2016 book The Good Immigrant Nikesh
Shukla claims:
the biggest burden facing people of colour in [The United Kingdom] is that society deems
us bad immigrants – job-stealers, benefit-scroungers, girlfriend-thieves, refugees – until we
cross over in their consciousness, through popular culture, winning races, baking good
cakes, being conscientious doctors, to become good immigrants. (Shukla, ‘Editor’s Note’
np)
In this narrative, immigrants are either a burden and a threat to white Britain’s wealth, or they are
the heroes of the National Health Service or representing their country in athletics. Immigrants who
adopt traditionally British pastimes are also found to be acceptable. In 2015, Nadiya Hussain won
the final of popular British television show The Great British Bake Off. She is a Muslim of
Bangladeshi origin but was born in England. She is now a popular columnist, television presenter
and author. Being skilled in benign and traditionally Western pastimes such as cake-baking makes
the immigrant more familiar and acceptable: it is a sign of their willingness to assimilate and of their
appreciation for British traditions. Shukla’s book, and the many stories of prejudice told within, is
evidence of the continued pressure on migrants to conform to a particular model.
Musa Okwonga says that ‘There’s only so much you can do to convince your fellow citizens that a
multiracial society is A Good Thing, especially when they perceive that it’s hitting them too hard in
their pockets’ (230). He believes that in Britain ‘even though we [non-whites] had been born here,
we were still seen as guests, our social acceptance only conditional upon our very best behaviour’
(231). Okwonga describes the British social environment as one in which ethnic minorities must
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monitor their behaviour, constantly vigilant of any action that might deem them ungrateful. The rise
of Islamophobia since the attacks of September 11th and the 2005 London bombings has increased
the sentiment that immigrants are guilty unless they prove themselves to be ‘good citizens.’
Britain’s right-wing populist party UKIP’s increasing popularity and the outcome of the referendum
leading to Brexit can be seen as a result of the increasingly tense relationship between white Britain
and its minority communities. As Renshaw reminds us, ‘The dichotomy of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ migrants
was, and remains, fluid and subject to external factors’ (11). But it is also part of a discursive
construction of ethnic identity which has a long history in Britain.
In Tourism, Dhaliwal portrays Puppy as rejecting the role of ‘good migrant,’ and refusing to adopt the
notion that he must fit a particular mould. Puppy is resistant to assimilation and to the expectation
that he should be grateful for his family’s admission into Britain. Albertazzi claims of Dhaliwal’s
depiction of early twenty-first-century London:
it is apparent why Tourism can be seen as a step ahead in the representation of the
children of the Indian diaspora: the young second-generation Asian does not want to
achieve success in the whites’ world any longer nor does he live as an in-between, like
Kureishi’s characters. He does not look for or feel any kind of belonging: he just wants to
take advantage of the whites, invade their own territory and colonize it by way of using
and abusing their women and their things. (Albertazzi 169)
Albertazzi identifies the portrayal of Puppy’s dissatisfaction with his social positioning as a new
development in the novelistic depiction of British Asians. Dhaliwal depicts his protagonist as
wanting to position himself in Britain on his own terms – not according to terms ordained by others.
Puppy embodies what might be termed reverse colonialism. He suggests there is a sense of justice
in immigrants enjoying the spoils of capitalist Britain: ‘What’s wrong with wanting to get into the
West and having a slice of Whitey’s pie? He stole it all from us anyway’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 236).
Dhaliwal’s protagonist feels that he is owed something by the British: as Albertazzi claims, Puppy
wants to ‘escape from those […] areas of social discontent where the whites relegate them, to get
into [wealthy white people’s] shiny world and live at their expenses’ (167). Puppy apparently wants
to steal back the wealth he believes was stolen from colonial countries like India, and he’s not
inclined to work for it. But, confusingly, he also claims to be a supporter of the hard work and
assimilationist perspective of Thatcherism – which would in time provide him with a slice of the pie.
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Dhaliwal portrays his protagonist as torn between these two narratives, and this is reflected in the
way he imbues Puppy’s life choices with complexity and tension.
There are inconsistencies between Puppy’s words of admiration for Thatcher and his anger towards
both wealthy whites and immigrants. Dhaliwal portrays Puppy and close friend Michael as having
similar opinions about the political climate during the time of Tony Blair’s early leadership: ‘New
Labour was about to bring a new era, they thought, full of ideas and compassion […] Michael and I
didn’t care for the coming election – we both admired Thatcher’s ‘pull-yourself-up-by-thebootstraps’ brand of politics, which resonated with our upbringings’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 73).
Sarupa’s family exemplify the politics that Puppy claims to admire. Sarupa praises Margaret
Thatcher: ‘“She’s amazing […] She’s the best thing that ever happened to this country. She was
Britain’s first Indian Prime Minister”’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 151). Sarupa explains:
Think about it. She was the child of a shopkeeper, who made it to Cambridge, then to the
top of her career. Her life and values are totally consistent with ours…she believed in hard
work and ambition, and created an economic environment in which people with those
values could flourish. (Dhaliwal, Tourism 151)
And yet, Puppy’s approach to gaining wealth bears no resemblance to that which Sarupa’s family has
experienced. In Puppy’s world, there is no ‘one size fits all’ solution to creating a viable and
potentially affluent life. Puppy’s father is the antithesis of Sarupa’s: though both may have arrived in
Britain with nothing they have taken divergent paths which have greatly affected their children’s
lives. In the different experiences of Puppy and Sarupa, Dhaliwal exemplifies the multiple and
sometimes conflicted nature of British Asian experiences.
In an acknowledgement of his failure to take on the mantle of ‘hard working migrant’ Dhaliwal’s
protagonist admits that he does not possess his mother’s ‘hopes and immigrant zeal’ (Dhaliwal,
Tourism 8). He will not work in menial jobs as Sarupa’s father did when he arrived in London,
penniless, working as a cleaner before starting his own business. Puppy’s work ethic is sub-standard:
‘I never did a good job. Creativity, attention to detail, fastidiousness and initiative – the things that
go into doing a good job – are things I don’t have’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 92). Dhaliwal depicts Puppy as
refusing the good migrant narrative and distrusting those who do. Puppy dislikes acquaintance
Shamir, because Shamir talks proudly of ‘his ambition and his dedication to his family, the debt he
owed his immigrant father and uncle’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 88). As Puppy says, ‘Ambition and families
are the things I distrust most; both have been a rod for my back’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 88). Instead
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Puppy both envies and resents the inherited wealth of his white friends Luca and Rory, and girlfriend
Sophie.
Tourism exposes a discrepancy between white privilege, which is portrayed as being inherited rather
than earned, and immigrant wealth which is a result of entrepreneurialism and hard work. This
differing accessibility to wealth appears to be the crux of Puppy’s dissatisfaction with British society.
When his white friend Rory easily accesses £20,000, Puppy comments, ‘I couldn’t raise a hundred
right now without asking around or doing something suspicious. The difference between us was
staggering’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 238). Of his friend, Luca, he says: ‘He had so much: he was rich,
white, handsome and well-educated; he spoke several languages. Why was he such a fuck-up?
What was his excuse?’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 167). In Puppy’s opinion, Luca has failed to capitalise on
his privilege, instead becoming an ‘overindulged alcoholic’; a ‘sad dumb bastard’ and ‘a fool with no
self-control’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 163, 165, 166). When he meets Sophie’s young cousin, Cecily, she
tells him how she is planning on going to Los Angeles to record a demo tape with a record producer
who she met at a party. Cecily is convinced she has a musical career ahead of her, much like Luca
who is planning on a career as a DJ. Puppy has little respect for their creative endeavours: ‘I’d met a
lot of rich white kids who were set on acting, modelling or music; Cecily would no more become a
singer than Sophie had become a model. When a rich white kid tells you they’re acting, modelling or
making music, it means they’re doing fuck all’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 135). Dhaliwal depicts a boundary
between a wealthy white generation, who take their privilege for granted, and migrant families such
as Sarupa’s who have worked hard for material reward.
From Puppy’s perspective there is a great injustice in privileged white people simply inheriting
wealth (wealth, it should be noted, that may well represent the spoils of colonialism), and migrants
having to work for it. When Tourism highlights uncomfortable narratives such as this, it fractures the
opportunity for some readers to form sympathetic identification with Puppy, because it exposes
Britain’s benefitting from colonialism at the expense of indigenous people, an inequitable
relationship that some would rather ignore. As Huggan suggests: ‘The exoticist rhetoric of fetishized
otherness and sympathetic identification masks the inequality of the power relations without which
the discourse could not function’ (14). Once the spell of fetishising the Other is broken (as it is by
Puppy’s refusal to enact the ‘good migrant’ narrative), then the historical hegemony of Europe over
the people it once colonised is exposed. And rather than depict this inequity in the form of a
romantic historical account, Dhaliwal emphasises the fact that a discourse of residual resentment
towards imperial powers remains present in British society.
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The negative side of positive discrimination
The real-world divide between what Dhaliwal describes as the ‘liberal elite’ of the privileged white
world and ‘the bedrock of multicultural society’ is explored by the author in a Times newspaper
column (‘Gosh’ 25). Dhaliwal excoriates ‘bourgeois liberalism’ and ‘the woolly sentimentalism’ of
those who have arrived late at ‘Britain’s multicultural street party’ (‘Gosh’ 25). In rejection of neoliberal political correctness, Dhaliwal describes his disgust at the ‘enthusiastic supporters of racial
segregation’ who, with ‘the best and most politically correct intentions,’ practice positive ethnic
discrimination (‘Gosh’ 25). Dhaliwal describes as ‘culture vultures’ those who organise The Arts
Council sponsored Decibel Prize, ‘an award reserved exclusively for black and Asian writers’ which to
Dhaliwal is simply ‘a special pat on the head for Britain’s ethnic minorities’; he asks, ‘Am I alone in
finding this wholly patronising?’ (‘Gosh’ 25). Not only are such prizes paternalistic, but there is a
danger that, as Sandra Ponzanesi claims, ‘institutions such as literary prizes have contributed
towards shaping the field and have influenced the level of production, consumption and distribution’
(Ponzanesi 49). As an author, Dhaliwal asks to be treated as any other British author might be: ‘I
don’t want the marginal recognition that might come with winning the Decibel; I want to go toe-totoe with Whitey. I want to compete with Amis, McEwan and all the other big shots. And I don’t
want a helping hand from anyone’ (‘Gosh’ 25). When Dhaliwal describes the ‘soft bigotry of wet
liberals’ as being as ‘insidious as the racism of white supremacists’ one is again reminded of
Malkani’s teacher, Mr Ashwood, in Londonstani, whose neo-liberalism so infuriates Ravi and Hardjit
(‘Wet white liberals’ 5, see Londonstani 125). In contrast to this, in Tourism Michael is portrayed as
enthusiastically taking advantage of a grant that will allow him to make his Niggers artwork.
Dhaliwal’s character takes advantage of the very system that the author himself rejects, with
Tourism and Dhaliwal’s metatext contradicting each other. I read this as a reflection of complexity
involved in positive discrimination, and the varying positions that minority authors might take.
Dhaliwal’s paratexts inform us that his relationship with the publishing industry and his audience is
unresolved. He is only too aware that: ‘It's the literate middle classes who buy all the books, a fact
not lost on a working-class boy who draws on events and voices from his past for his work’ (Dhaliwal
‘My Week’). And he knows, as Huggan describes, the need of mainstream (usually white and
metropolitan) audiences to ‘keep the margins exotic – at once threateningly strange and
reassuringly familiar’ (22). Dhaliwal appears to be keenly aware of the employment by many
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authors of what Huggan refers to as ‘strategic exoticism,’ and I read his novel as rejecting it (32).
Wachinger discusses the ambivalent dynamic between author and reader:
it would be too easy to say that self-consciously marginal, or culturally different, writers
only capitalise on their alterity, cashing in on exoticist predilections. Their strategic use of
‘ethnicity,’ even their perfect mastery of what is wanted on the western market, does not
mean that they are selling out. Rather, their full consciousness of the commercial
apparatus in which they fuel the ‘Otherness machine’ leads to highly ambivalent patterns
of complicity in and manipulation of the market forces that produce them. (104)
Tourism is a reflection of Wachinger’s ‘highly ambivalent patterns,’ exemplifying the tension
between an author’s complicity with the market, and manipulation of that same market. His use of
metatextual devices evidences his awareness of the ‘Otherness machine.’ But his unstable
depictions of British Asians, and capitulation to an assimilatory narrative at the end of the novel
might undermine his desire to reject it.
***
If we consider, as I do in my first chapter, Kureishi’s Karim as an updated and reworked version of
Kipling’s Kim, then perhaps we should see Puppy as a modern-day version of Karim. Both The
Buddha of Suburbia and Tourism follow beautiful young Asian boys who set themselves up as
enfants terribles, and each contains a fallen father figure. Puppy and Karim share much in common:
they are both products of the suburbs, keen to escape the mundanity and conventions of suburban
life, and to make it in the city. Pataki notes that Karim is something of ‘a nomad […] being in
constant mental and spatial movement,’ and she identifies similar ‘peregrinations’ in Puppy’s need
to ‘travel in search of and to get lost in pleasure’(‘”Going Somewhere”’ np). Both too are vocal
about their sexual desire and use their good looks and perceived exoticism to attract wealthy white
girlfriends. Karim’s relationship with London is as ambivalent as Puppy’s. Karim claims that: ‘I’d
struggled to locate myself’ but that London was still the ‘old city that [he] loved’; while Puppy claims
London, despite showing him no love, has shown him ‘the world and its workings’ (Kureishi, 284;
Dhaliwal, Tourism 240). Both of these men’s fathers have extra-marital affairs before leaving the
family home, although while Puppy has no relationship with his father, Karim remains close to his.
Albertazzi identifies the way both Kureishi and Dhaliwal ‘deal with the Asian diaspora to the UK in an
unsentimental way’ and explore its ‘dark side’ and ‘transgressions’ (166). In this way, both authors
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present new pictures of immigrant life, both of which challenge historical migrant narratives. Both
authors employ metafictional devices in order to highlight the essentialisation of ethnicity and in
doing so indicate those narratives’ status as out-of-date.
However, Dhaliwal goes much further than Kureishi in depicting vitriolic racial prejudice from British
Asian characters towards white or black characters. While it has been claimed that ‘Dhaliwal
manages to deftly avoid a caught-between-two-cultures orthodoxy that is prevalent in depictions of
Asian youth,’ I would argue that the term ‘deftly’ belies Dhaliwal’s aggressive approach (Saha,
‘“Londonstani”’ np). In many ways Dhaliwal shocks and alienates the reader. His graphic sex scenes
are more Michel Houellebecq than Meera Syal or Monica Ali, and his characters’ constant bad
language goes beyond even Hanif Kureishi’s protagonists Karim in The Buddha of Suburbia and
Shahid in The Black Album (see Albertazzi for more on Houellebecq). Dhaliwal might succeed in
shocking or even disgusting the reader. But the closing pages of Tourism appear to undo much of
the work the majority of the novel does in rejecting the assimilation and ‘worthy immigrant’
narrative. For all his struggles to break with convention, Tourism ends by returning to the frame
narrative, and with Puppy admitting his regret at the way he has treated his family, discovering that
he is father to Sarupa’s daughter and deciding to return home. In the sense of more canonical tales,
it is as if Puppy has to lose everything before he realises what is important. Puppy tells us that: ‘As
the last of my blood money trickles away – on food, shelter, a little wine – more of me returns. I
know what to write’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 8). His nihilistic attitude has proven futile as he recognises
that the things that are indeed important to him were in front of him all along. Puppy admits that,
‘Thinking of my kid brother, my heart is heavy. Maybe it’s the yoga, probably it’s just my age, but I
know the value in [my family] now. I can feel the courage to meet them rising’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism
245). Puppy appears to be admitting that he has been wrong in the past, and that traditions of family
and his Punjabi background are important: ‘I want to arrive in Delhi, knowing this time I will kiss the
tarmac, like my mother did, with tears falling from my eyes’ (Dhaliwal, Tourism 245). Though the
novel section, which Puppy shares with the reader, breaks with convention, the frame reinforces the
conventions of earlier British Asian tales. This suggests that multiple narratives legitimately exist
alongside each other. There is not a ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ narrative when it comes to novels about
London’s minority communities. Rather, audiences must be vigilant in not assuming one narrative as
superior to, or more authentic, than others.
J.E. Nel claims that the use of pastiche ‘suggests that history or aspects of the past should be
reinterpreted, reconstructed and realigned according to contemporary matrixes of cultural
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relevance’ (22). In parts of Tourism, it seems that this is what Dhaliwal is attempting to do. He
appears to be trying to create ‘contemporary matrixes’ for British Asian characters, matrixes that
refute archetypal characterisation. Mark Stein might consider Tourism a postethnic novel because it
‘destabilizes’ ‘the relationship between the visual or observable and a particular ethnic personality’
(137). In other words, Puppy’s visual ethnicity cannot be relied on as an indicator of his habits or
behaviour. However, by juxtaposing this and reverting to Orientalist schemas in the frame narrative,
Dhaliwal draws attention to the hegemony of the white assimilationist narrative which in Tourism
has ultimately triumphed. Jane Hiddleston has said of Ali’s writing of Brick Lane that:
She has no determined argument, no personal hold upon the work, but uses the space of
fiction to exhibit and perform a series of culturally and rhetorically produced figures.
Furthermore, in effacing herself in this way, Ali is placing the reader in an active position
and forcing her to reflect on her own desires in relation to the text, her desire for
knowledge and insight, and her search for political or cultural critique. (Hiddlestone 70-1)
It could never be said of Dhaliwal that he is self-effacing, rather the opposite, and this is part of what
makes his novel such an unstable portrayal of British Asian attitudes. He readily produces paratexts,
voicing his opinions loudly, especially around the time of Tourism’s publication. But what Dhaliwal
does achieve is to place the reader in an active position. He prompts the audience to reflect on their
own motivations for reading Tourism, and their role in the ‘Otherness machine’ (Wachinger 104).
Tourism clearly announces itself as a postcolonial artefact, one that is a product of a consumer
society, and one that, in its unconventional approach, offers a critique of contemporary exoticisation
of ethnicity.
While Kureishi’s novels reject white versions of Indianness, and describe London from a British Asian
perspective, Dhaliwal has attempted, in Tourism, to reject not only white, but also many British
Asian versions of London. But Dhaliwal’s assertion of a new and more aggressive British Asian
protagonist is challenged when, in the closing pages of the novel, he transforms him into a
sentimental, culturally aware and loyal Punjabi son. Dhaliwal does not allow Puppy to entirely
corrupt the archetypal British Asian story, and readers are left confused and wondering where Puppy
positions himself within British society. Tourism might, then, be read as an indication of the
impossibility of escaping assimilatory narratives: it can be seen as symbolic of the continued
tendency for minority stories to succumb to tales of the ‘migrant made good.’ But Dhaliwal also
presents a battle against the archetypal British Asian novel, and while his assimilatory ending
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disallows the complete rejection of stereotype, he presents a new and refreshing approach which
legitimately stands alongside earlier versions of British Asian narrative. Dhaliwal employs
metafictional devices to comment on the genre of British Asian literature and on the ways that
narratives influence perceptions of minority communities. His unstable depiction of Puppy’s antiassimilatory, and then assimilatory, attitude, as well as his references to the textual nature of his
novel prompt readers to question their reliance on novelistic versions of British Asianness as reliable
indicators of real life.
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Conclusion
‘narration is not the story but the way the story is told’ (Ilott 3).
My examination of Kim, The Buddha of Suburbia, Londonstani and Tourism highlights the problem of
seeking authenticity and truth in depictions of ethnicity. In her latest novel, The Ministry of Upmost
Happiness, published in 2017, Arundhati Roy has a character comment on the ongoing conflict
between India and Pakistan in Kashmir: ‘Bad story. Terrible actually. If it’s true, that is. How does
one verify these things? People aren’t reliable. They’re forever exaggerating. Kashmiris especially.
And then they begin to believe in their own exaggeration as if it’s God’s truth’ (194). These few
sentences summarise the themes that much of this thesis examines, neatly encapsulating the
ambiguity surrounding narratives written about minority communities which emerges in the novels I
explore. Roy acknowledges the way that claims to ‘truth’ cannot always be trusted, and the
attention that must be paid to narrators. As we discover, Malkani’s Jas and Dhaliwal’s Puppy are
not, in Roy’s words, reliable: both protagonists are clearly prone to exaggeration. Roy takes her
analysis of truth one step further though, observing that people ‘begin to believe in their own
exaggeration’ (194). In naming a particular group (Kashmiris) who, in The Ministry of Upmost
Happiness, might not be reliable informants, she demonstrates not only the tendency for
generalisations to be made about ethnic communities, but that sometimes communities create
these narratives about themselves. These self-written narratives are taken by some to represent a
whole ethnic or racial group, often leading to the perpetuation of stereotypes. As
Balasubramanyam, and Dhaliwal himself, have claimed, British Asian authors themselves sometimes
play a role in reinforcing misconceptions about British Asian communities.
Roy is not the only author to very recently explore the way that misconceptions about migrant
communities can lead to misunderstanding and prejudice. Kamila Shamsie’s Home Fire (2017)
explores the experiences of a British Muslim community post-9/11. Countering an essentialist
narrative, Shamsie depicts the complex and nuanced multiplicity of stories that a London-based
Muslim family have to tell. By choosing to narrate her novel from the perspective of several
different characters, Shamsie explicitly acknowledges the heterogeneity within Muslim populations,
and even within families, highlighting the way that societal structures and expectations impact her
characters in different ways. Just as in Londonstani and Tourism, gender, beauty and class all
influence the way her characters interact with society. Like Puppy, Shamsie’s protagonist Aneeka
does not possess her own wealth or powerful class position, but she utilises her beauty and charm to
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attempt to sway the political establishment and further her own agenda. She becomes involved in a
relationship with the British Home Secretary’s son who, seduced by her exotic beauty and enigmatic
presence, says to her after their first night together: ‘“I think I would do any number of outrageous
things for you if you asked”’ (Shamsie, Home Fire 72). Home Fire depicts some of the same
challenges faced by Kureishi, Malkani and Dhaliwal’s characters, where those who are less socially
mobile find alternative ways of influencing their social position. Shamsie also depicts ongoing
prejudice towards particular ethnic groups, and the ways in which migrants are often expected to
prove that they are worthy British citizens by behaving in particular ways.
Other themes considered by Kureishi, Malkani and Dhaliwal also continue to be explored in more
recent British Asian fiction. My examination of The Buddha of Suburbia, Londonstani and Tourism
shows a tendency for the exploration of skin colour to be executed with irony. Mohsin Hamid
continues this trend in his novel, Exit West (2017), highlighting the arbitrary nature of using skin
colour as a way of categorising, when he describes a refugee camp as being inhabited by people of
‘many colours and hues but mostly falling within a band of brown that ranged from dark chocolate
to milky tea’ (100). Not only is he reminding his readers that it is almost always non-white
populations who end up in refugee camps, but he also prompts us to consider the nonsensical
nature of identifying an individual according to their position in a spectrum of various browns. His
relation of skin colour to benign food items is a reminder of how skin colour is not an indicator of the
nature of an entity, but rather that damaging social constructs lead us to associate particular traits
with particular skin tones. As Toni Morrison asks about black novelistic characters in her The Origin
of Others, also published in 2017, ‘What more, really, do you know about these characters when you
do know their race? Anything?’ (66). Morrison draws attention to the arbitrary nature of describing
colour tone, asking ‘What is race (other than genetic imagination) and why does it matter?’ (15).
Her focus is on highlighting the way pre-existing narratives about race affect readings of non-white
characters, when in fact, skin colour is not an indicator of particular character traits. My research
has shown that Malkani and Dhaliwal make this same point through their novels – however, they
highlight the problematic essentialisation of ethnicity through parody and unreliable narration.
Morrison pinpoints the constructedness of race when she considers the fact that racism only exists
because of the ‘education of a racist – how does one move from a non-racial womb to the womb of
racism, to belonging to a specific loved or despised yet race-inflected existence?’ (15). Here, she
identifies the way ‘“self-other relations are matters of power and rhetoric rather than of essence”’
(James Clifford in Wachinger 96). This echoes the sentiment voiced by Said in Orientalism 40 years
ago, in which he describes narratives about the Orient as purely ways of ‘dealing with it by making
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statements about it, authorizing views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it’ (3).
When Paul Gilroy says that, ‘‘race’ is nothing special, [it is] a virtual reality given meaning only by the
fact that racism endures,’ he reminds us that it is only the power of the language of racism which
makes race significant (‘There ain’t no Black in the Union Jack’ 229). Morrison, Said and Gilroy claim
that portrayals of Other are nothing more than ways of asserting hegemony over those who are not
white. The examination in this thesis of contemporary British Asian novelists indicates that authors
still find it necessary to highlight this same pervasive problematic. The racism experienced by the
characters in these novels might be different to that depicted in a novel such as Morrison’s Beloved
(1987), a tale about African American slavery, but these novels clearly portray the ways in which
descriptions of ethnicity and race can be commandeered by the white middle and upper class in a
neo-colonial society. However, I consider Malkani and Dhaliwal, and writers such as Hamid, as part
of continuing attempts to change the way that story is told.
Morrison is also interested in the way narratives about migrants are employed by today’s
governments in order to justify limitations on new arrivals. She claims that ‘the concept of home is
seen as being menaced by foreigners,’ referring to a persistent narrative in the United States in
which she claims, ‘[t]he establishment of military bases and the deployment of fresh military units
feature prominently in legislative attempts to control the constant flow of people’ (94). A similar
rhetoric of ‘them and us’ has arisen leading up to and since the Brexit decision in Britain, where
‘[d]emands for restrictions on migration have disrupted politics for a generation, culminating in the
vote to leave a European Union that many voters had come to see as part of the migration problem’
(Ford np). Teresa May’s promise (as home secretary in 2012) to create a ‘hostile environment’ for
illegal immigrants raised the profile of anti-migrant rhetoric (Hill np). Most recently in Britain this
has been compounded by what has been dubbed the ‘Windrush Scandal’ by the British press, in
which some members of the Windrush generation, many who have been long term residents of
Britain, have faced deportation by the government after having their British citizenship status
questioned (Farand np). In 2006, the same year that Londonstani and Tourism were published,
Gilroy had this to say about the state of multiculturalism in Britain:
The noisy announcement of its [multicultural society’s] demise is itself a political gesture,
an act of wishful thinking. It is aimed at abolishing any ambition towards plurality and at
consolidating the growing sense that it is now illegitimate to believe that multiculture can
and should be orchestrated by government in the public interest. (Postcolonial
Melancholia 2)
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Gilroy identifies a sense of a government ‘giving up’ on multiculturalism and on working towards a
successful ethnically-plural society.
If anti-migrant narratives are left to flourish, especially in a society still fresh from the attacks in New
York and Washington on September 11 2001, and in London in July 2005, then societal tension and
fracturing are inevitable. As John McLeod says: ‘in a progressively unstable and frightening world –
increasingly globalized and terrorized from contrary sides by suicide bombers or state-sponsored
scaremongering over the ‘axis of evil’ – the old hierarchies of race seem all the more attractive as
the means to stabilize, codify and judge fellow Europeans as different’ (20-21). Gilroy suggests that,
‘The underlying cultural codes [of racism] remain alive. They have been buried inside anodyne forms
of nationalism and patriotism that are seldom judged harshly’ (Postcolonial Melancholia 141).
Disguised by claims of rediscovering a strong and independent Britain, narratives that describe
migrants and minority communities as menacing have crept into popular perceptions of society. As
Kureishi says:
The immigrant has become a contemporary passion in Europe, the vacant point around
which ideals clash. Easily available as a token, existing everywhere and nowhere, he is
talked about constantly. But in the current public conversation, this figure has not only
migrated from one country to another, he has migrated from reality to the collective
imagination where he has been transformed into a terrible fiction. (Kureishi, ‘The migrant’
np)
Kureishi identifies, like Roy and Morrison, the ways in which narratives of minority figures as
threatening Others are written in the imagination of the broader population.
Debates about migrants both past and present have also been considered in contemporary fiction.
Exit West examines the world of migrants, depicting the challenges and prejudice they face as they
arrive in new lands. In Hamid’s novel magical doors open up in regular houses, through which
people can pass and enter into different countries. These doors forgo the need for passports and
visas and they override any attempt at government control, meaning that migration is open to
anyone (although in some situations opportunities to make use of the doors may be limited by
financial means). This world is perhaps something like a pre-Brexit Britain, where legal migration
from Europe is common and illegal migration of refugees from Africa and the Middle East, across
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Europe or the Mediterranean Sea, is not unusual. But the migration in Exit West does not occur
without controversy: ‘the doors from poorer places, were mostly left unsecured, perhaps in the
hope that people would go back to where they came from – although almost no one ever did’
(Hamid 101). In using the words ‘go back to where they came from,’ Hamid invokes Zadie Smith’s
old lady on the bus in White Teeth, and the persistent narrative in which migrants are an undeniable
and immovable presence, and yet continue to be marked as uninvited Others. This common thread
can be traced through The Buddha of Suburbia in which Haroon is told to ‘“Get back in [his]
rickshaw,”’ through Smith’s novel and to Hamid’s (Kureishi, Buddha 67). The 28 years that have
passed since the publication of Kureishi’s first novel has not been enough to see this narrative of
hostility towards migrants entirely disappear.
In the London of Exit West Hamid consciously employs the age-old binary of black/dark versus
white/light, demonstrating the embeddedness of the ‘them-and-us’ narrative, and the refusal of a
society to allow such dualism to become redundant. Migrants live in what are described in the
media as ‘black holes’ in a city divided into ‘dark’ and ‘light’ Londons. The dark places are dark both
in the sense that dark-skinned migrants have become the majority, and also in the sense that public
utilities have been cut off; the light places light in that they are home to the fair-skinned people, and
are connected to electricity and other services (Hamid 126,142). There is also talk in Hamid’s
London of a plan to ‘reclaim Britain for Britain,’ echoing the sentiment voiced by some in Britain as a
justification for Brexit (132). But while he alludes to a residual racism, Hamid also acknowledges the
ambivalent attitude towards migrants coming to the West, emphasising a sense of optimism in his
depiction of refugees. The world of Exit West is one in which refugees live in camps where
‘everyone was foreign, and so, in a sense, no one was’ (Hamid 100). For those in the camps,
migration acts as something of a leveller, unsettling hierarchies of ethnicity or race. In Hamid’s
fictional London, protests against migrants eventually peter out, and the government begins to
support migrants, offering them work in building their own settlements. In the novel’s California,
where the protagonists finally settle, migrants are described as merely the latest arrivals in waves
who have arrived over the centuries – in Hamid’s narrative of migration ‘nativeness [is] a relative
matter’ (196). He acknowledges the complexity inherent in the term ‘migrant’ and eshews the
dichotomy of native versus migrant, acknowledging the first peoples of the area, alongside African
Americans and white Americans. In this evolving Californian migrant society ‘plausible desirable
futures began to emerge, unimaginable previously, but not unimaginable now’ (Hamid 216). This
depiction of migration is markedly different to that seen in Londonstani and Tourism which, although
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it might be done with irony and in order to highlight tensions rather than to reinforce them, show
characters perpetuating rigid divisions between ethnic groups.
I read Londonstani and Tourism as critiquing portrayals of ethnic minorities in popular culture, and
the way that audiences accept particular versions of ethnicity more readily than others. But
postcolonial theory itself has also come under scrutiny for perpetuating the paternalistic attitude of
the West towards the East. Rainer Emig and Oliver Linder point to the hollow nature of the ‘mantra
of politically correct verdicts on migration and political liberation,’ a mantra written by the West (xii).
There is an irony in Western academics’ attempts at describing the resistance of those they once
colonised, and still do colonise in the very act of claiming to describe the colonial narrative. Rather
than emancipate Otherness, postcolonial theory might do the opposite – that is, perpetuate the
power imbalances that were enforced during colonial times. Lau warns that:
Although postcolonial studies have proved to be extremely far-reaching, deeply
penetrative disciplinarily speaking, and altogether increasingly influential in academic
circles, closer attention still needs to be paid to the power dynamics that drives [sic] this
knowledge authority, which paradoxically, in pockets at least, promotes what it had set out
to critique and even deconstruct. (Lau, ‘Introducing Re-Orientalism’ 2)
Lau acknowledges the important advances postcolonial studies might have made in illuminating
inequality, but is concerned that new power dynamics might be just as damaging as older ones.
There is certainly a danger that, just as occurred in the colonial era, a small number of European, or
European-educated academics, take control of narratives surrounding minority populations. Kwame
Anthony Appiah describes postcoloniality as ‘the condition of what we might ungenerously call a
comprador intelligentsia: a relatively small, Western-style, Western- trained group of writers and
thinkers, who mediate the trade in cultural commodities of world capitalism at the periphery’ (348).
It might be said of some postcolonial scholars that they ‘“brahminize” themselves, appropriating the
voice of the colonised subject and becoming professional spokespersons for alterity’ (Lau after
Dorothy Figueira, ‘Introducing Re-Orientalism’ 5). In this formulation, academics form something
like a filter through which postcolonial material passes before reaching a wider public. Florian
Sedlmeier, focusing on the American context, goes so far as to say that: ‘U.S. multicultural and
postcolonial studies could be said to constitute a paratextual frame when conceived in terms of
discursive formations that structure, albeit internally contested, the modes of production generating
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the reception of literatures as ethnic or postcolonial’ (34). Aijaz Ahmad is also wary of this, asserting
that: ‘When cultural criticism reaches [the] point of convergence with the universal market […] it
becomes indistinguishable from commodity fetishism’ (In Theory 217). Postcolonial theory
influences the way minority literature is received, as academics provide ready-made and
approachable discourses with which to interpret the Other. And postcolonial academics might gain
‘cultural capital’ by their association with what can be perceived as a politically correct and worthy
field of academia (Gurr 50).
The language employed within postcolonial studies plays an active role in modifying perceptions of
the places and people that continue to emerge from earlier periods of European colonisation. Even
in its very naming, postcolonial studies positions the colonial as the dominant ideology, paradoxically
foregrounding that which it claims to question. More specifically, much of the language commonly
employed within postcolonial studies has become part of the anatomy of its hegemony. Elleke
Boehmer identifies a ‘neo-orientalist tendency’ in postcolonial studies, which has developed an
‘exegetic language which lays emphasis on the narrative ‘magic’, verbal richness, and ‘marvellous
crowdedness’ of postcolonial texts’ (in Wachinger 98). One result of this is that ‘the essential ethnic
subject is alive and well,’ a point that Kureishi, Malkani and Dhaliwal all make clear (Wachinger 96).
As discussed in my Introduction, ‘from a strictly academic standpoint, too, the discourse of hybridity
is a vehicle of hegemonic power; hegemonic in the sense that it has turned into an authoritarian,
dogmatic interpretative paradigm’ (Acheraïou 157). Amar Acheraïou identifies a damaging
‘enmeshment of hybridity discourse and neoliberalism,’ clashing with the notion of hybridity as a
‘contesting, antagonistic agency’ which was developed by Homi K. Bhabha to challenge the confines
of a traditional Western binary of black and white or East and West (Acheraïou 179; Bhabha 277).
This thesis has demonstrated that close consideration of the formal aspects of the novels examined
here build upon postcolonial examinations of texts, allowing for even more rigorous readings that
emphasise the provocative and recalcitrant attitudes embedded within cultural artefacts.
Whatever the financial gain for British Asian authors, and despite their power in being able to win
large advances for their writing, we should keep in mind the reasons for that writing’s marketability.
My research suggests that the neo-colonial desire to claim an understanding of British Asian
experiences, and a narrow conception of what these experiences might consist of, drives the market.
Following Ahmad’s critique of the commodification of ethnicity, Tobias A. Wachinger concludes that
‘a neo-colonial framework becomes conspicuous that governs the production, distribution and
consumption of cultural difference according to metropolitan interests’ (103). As evidenced by the
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success of novels such as White Teeth and Brick Lane, London’s hybrid and heterogeneous society
sells. As Ahmad points out, London ‘has become an object among other objects of consumption,
quite on a par with India. This is the imperial geography not of the colonial period but of late
capitalism’ (In Theory 217). Sarah Ilott concurs, describing a situation in which ‘Postcolonial Britain
itself becomes an idea that can be sold, and greedily consumed or hastily rejected by its subjects’
(97). Even Zadie Smith admits of her own novel that ‘already the London of White Teeth –
“multicultural”, “trendy” ‒ is a kind of genre’ (‘This is how it feels to me’ np). But it is too simplistic
to disregard top-selling ethnic minority authors as merely cashing in on a trend. As Jens-Martin Gurr
claims, we commonly ‘either accuse a writer of complicity with the mainstream or lament the
tendency of the mainstream to commercialize dissent without realizing that these are dialectically
paired expressions of the same totalizing tendency of global commodity culture’ (9). Gurr reminds
us that ‘[p]ostcolonial subversiveness, in order to make itself heard, has to rely on the marketing
mechanisms of global commodity culture’ (9, Gurr’s italics). A delicate balance exists between
authors creating subversive narratives such as those in Londonstani and Tourism, and the chance
they have of being accepted for publication and being received well in the marketplace. If authors
are unwilling to risk writing confronting and uncomfortable stories about ethnic minorities, then the
genre of British Asian literature will maintain a more conservative status quo.
Considering the above critique of postcolonial theory and its associated academic work, I am obliged
to examine my own position as a white critic of British Asian literature. First of all, I must question
my own motives in choosing to focus my research on minority ethnic writers. Does my research
contribute to making white narratives about ethnicity dominant over minority ones? And does my
analysis of the essentialisation and exoticism of ethnicity merely perpetuate racist perceptions about
ethnic minority communities? My intention was to do neither of these things. But I am aware of the
dynamic, amusingly described by Roy in The Ministry of Upmost Happiness, when she depicts the
way ‘[s]everal intellectuals and concerned citizens squatted on the pavement explaining farmer’s
rights to farmers who had been fighting for their rights for years’ (106). This paternalistic approach
to ‘helping’ brings to mind the false benevolence of empire. It is not my place to decide which
portrayals of ethnicity are worthy and which are not. Instead, my hope is that this thesis exposes
some of the ways in which persistent racism is highlighted in contemporary British Asian literature,
and brings to light the perversity of racist narratives.
To escape the racism inherent in many narratives around ethnicity, it is essential that new
narratives, which unsettle the persistent Othering of those who are not white or who are not
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considered native, are written. Robert Ford recently had this to say about the real world situation in
Britain:
The conventional wisdom in many liberal circles holds that Britain has turned in on itself,
encouraged by a Leave victory that has legitimated chauvinism and xenophobia. Yet the
public opinion evidence consistently shows the opposite – the British are more open to
migration than ever, a trend that Brexit has encouraged, not reversed. (np)
Ford suggests that the recent high profile public discussion in Britain about migration has led to a
softening in public opinion and to a situation (related to the Windrush Scandal) in which ‘public
outrage against the unjust treatment of long-settled migrants by the national government has just
forced the resignation of a home secretary’ (np). This indicates a public who value the cultural
diversity of their homeland and demand that migrants be treated with compassion. Such a
sentiment might be found in a post-ethnic society, one in which ‘the strangeness of strangers goes
out of focus and other dimensions of a basic sameness can be acknowledged and made significant’;
a society in which ‘mutual regard’ is held in higher esteem than a mere ‘triumph of tolerance’
(Postcolonial Melancholia 4, 2). David A. Hollinger describes such a society as one which ‘promotes
multiple identities, emphasizes the dynamic and changing character of many groups, and is
responsive to the potential for creating new cultural combinations (4). These statements suggest
that hierarchical formulations of race must become redundant and that society must respond fluidly
to change. Hollinger posits that ‘a postethnic perspective favors voluntary over involuntary
affiliations, balances an appreciation for communities of descent with a determination to make
room for new communities, and promotes solidarities of wide scope that incorporate people with
different ethnic and racial backgrounds’ (3). In this formulation the emphasis shifts away from an
expectance of assimilation, towards a will to adapt to changing circumstances as new arrivals are
made welcome. Morrison dares to wonder: ‘[w]hat would we be or do or become as a society if
there were no ranking or theory of blackness?’ (58). The critics and writers mentioned above hint at
the possibility of a society in which race, ethnicity and other visible markers of culture are no longer
considered as markers of differentiation or ranking.
My readings of The Buddha of Suburbia, Londonstani and Tourism emphasise the way that minority
writers still feel the need to draw their audience’s attention to the ways they believe that ethnic
minorities are persistently perceived as either a threatening Other, or as possessing a desirable
exoticism which is obtainable in a consumer society. I read these novels as rejecting the expectation
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that novels produced by British Asian authors will make ‘different communities, and so therefore
Britain as a community of communities, knowable once more,’ (Graham np). Sarah Brouillette
considers the challenges inherent in an author seeking to ‘teach’ an audience about how they should
read narratives concerning ethnicity:
I point to the problems that arise from thinking of […] strategic exoticism as something
designed to teach a reader about her own exoticizing tendencies. Instead I find it more
fruitful to understand strategic exoticism, and likewise general postcolonial authorial selfconsciousness, as comprised of a set of literary strategies that operate through
assumptions shared between the author and the reader, as both producer and consumer
work to negotiate with, if not absolve themselves of, postcoloniality’s touristic guilt.
(Postcolonial Writers 7)
Brouillette assumes a reader who understands themselves as a consumer of the exoticism of
ethnicity. I suggest that Malkani and Dhaliwal might not credit their readers, or readers of other
British Indian novels, with such an understanding – hence their loud and forceful paratextual and
metatextual presence guiding the reader towards such understanding.
In his comprehensive study of the self-conscious novel, Partial Magic, Robert Alter claims:
One of the characteristic reflexes of the self-conscious novel is to flaunt the “naïve”
narrative devices, rescuing their usability by exposing their contrivance, working them into
a highly patterned narration which reminds us that all representations of reality are,
necessarily, stylizations. (30)
I argue that The Buddha of Suburbia, Londonstani and Tourism all do as Alter describes. Their
authors boldly highlight the unreliability of narratives about ethnic minority communities, and
prompt the reader to consider what they hope to learn from novelistic portrayals of ethnicity. I have
demonstrated that these novels are able to counter the narrow-minded rhetoric extolled by authors
such as Niall Ferguson in his Empire: How Britain Made the Modern World (2002), which Shashi
Tharoor describes as that which ‘merely continues a long-established colonial tradition of the writing
of world history with his own people and their interests as the fixed, first and final point of
reference’ (196). Malkani and Dhaliwal make clear that it is no longer satisfactory for white
Europeans to write all of history, or to render as superior their own perceptions of the present.
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Dhaliwal particularly also eschews the notion that particular writers might be seen as representative
of all British Asian authors. Instead, he believes that all writers simply ‘write from where they are,’
and that where he is, is not necessarily where all British Asians are (in Cornwell np).
If a sense of optimism is to emerge from my examination of contemporary British Asian novels, then
it might be found in the novels that have followed Londonstani and Tourism. When considering
gender, Judith Butler advocates for an ‘acceptance of divergence, breakage, splinter, and
fragmentation as part of the often tortuous process of democratization’ (20). I liken Butler’s
formulation of democratisation around gender to the process that must occur if fictional portrayals
of British Asianness are to become less based on stereotype and essentialisation. As Sara Upstone
claims: ‘[i]n interrogating the representation of black Britishness in [White Teeth and Brick Lane], we
may open the way for greater awareness of alternative viewpoints that might interrogate their more
conventional positions’ (‘“Same Old, Same Old”’ 346). Malkani and Dhaliwal might be considered
part of this interrogation, and can be identified as involved in a process in which breakage and
splintering occur before a democratisation can develop. The fragmentation these novels depict
might not be pleasant to read, but without these novels’ sometimes shocking and offensive
highlighting of damaging tropes and themes, persistent racism is more likely to be pushed under the
carpet. As responses from critics, and the smaller sales for Malkani and Dhaliwal than for other
minority ethnic authors have shown, the process of democratisation is, as Butler suggests, tortuous
and challenging. But, as Ilott claims, ‘the unstable boundaries of genre make useful sites for
traditionally marginalised authors to make internal contradictions apparent and begin to negotiate
both national and generic boundaries’ (6). In breaking with convention, these authors may have
sacrificed their chance at literary stardom, but what they may have gained has the potential to be
more powerful. Londonstani and Tourism leave space for a reconfiguration of the British Asian
novel, and take a step towards emancipating British Asian fiction from the limitations of
preconceived and fixed narratives.
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