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I . .
b::}};p;)set:t works bf)th ways. Being a celebrity allows you to write
at people will read, which is what we all want. But, on the

other hand, it devalues what
it one-dimensional. at you do, as all celebrity does. It makes

The last section of Gabriel’s Gi )
. el’s Gift is a kind of coda
- - - b
ending. In reclaiming what is comfortable at the heart Zf r:if::

families, it is perha i :
fo perhaps the happiest ending you have wn'tt:fn, isn’t

There aren’t any h ings i
y happy endings in life but there a
. re ha
;;int; Otther pieces are cheerful too, like “Four Blue Chairf ?);erthl:;
ant as a writer is to write in diff ‘

; $ 2 wri : ifferent tones for your
?n::;a’:;re. .It |?nt as if any one thing you write is your final t):estamc::::l
i itcza 1sri; t.how 1 am feeling today, or even how I felt the da-

per 5 msh.ed. It isn’t my last word on marriage, relationshi :
children. You write in light and dark. ' ”

The Novel

The Buddha of Suburbia tells politically-nuanced and
hugely comical stories about contemporary Britain. Published in
1990, it was a novel ahead of its time. Its British protagonist of
biracial heritage only found a category to tick on the national census
form in 2001, and the appellation “mixed race” still conveys little
of the complex history of ethnic encounters in the UK with which
Kureishi engages. Hanif Kureishi’s first novel uncovers many of the
ironies that underlie our recognition of Britain as 3 multicultural
society and of Britons as racially diverse and culturally heterogene-
ous citizens. Kureishi sets his novel in London where around 300
different languages are cumently spoken. [n 2001, the (then) British

Foreign Secretary Robin Cook declared chicken tikka masala a/
“true British national dish” in an effort to promote Britain’s cultural
harmony in the year in which the British National Party secured
their best ever result in a General Election* Multicultural Britain
remains at the forefront of public and media attention into the new
millennium, and this novel set in the 1970s touches on many issues
that remain as controversial as they are comic. It provides food for
cultural and political thought all at the same time.
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In Karim, Kureishi creates a seventeen-year-old boy and follows
him over four years in the 1970s, during which he falls in and out
of love and tries on a host of different identities (from seif-imposed
to imposed). He witnesses the breakdown of his parents’ marriage,
the unconventional “marriage” of his friend Jamila, and the trans-
formation of his father into a “Buddha” of the South London sub-
urbs, The latter is not the only transformation that takes place: the
love of Karim's young life, Charlie, echoes the mood of the late
1970s when he embarks on a career as a punk in London and New
York. Much of the action takes place on the urban fringes of popular
culture, and much of the humor rests on the ways in which these
lower middie-class boys negotiate new lives outside of the safe sub-
urban setting that is their typically English home. The whole is a
rollercoaster of a navel; funny, ironic, and archly knowing.

The Buddha of Suburbia is a lively, busy novel — two novels even,
since the two sections “In the Suburbs” and “In the City" are
arguably synonymous with a short first novel and its sequel. Its
primary settings, the South London suburbs, most specifically
Bromley and Central London, give way to New York for a short but
significant section. However, in the main, the novel focuses on life
in Britain, reworking Disraeli’s “two nations” of the Victorian rich
and poor as center and margin, metropolitan and suburban.’ Kure-
ishi is clearly interested in multiple conceptions of England. The
“England” he describes is contradictory and duplicitous at times.
One is reminded of a writer he admires, ]. B. Priestley, and his

famous statement “I had seen a lot of Englands.” In his essay
“Bradford,” Kureishi notes the importance of Bradford-born Priest-
ley's “three Englands™ the “raditional” guide book England of
cathedrals and countryside, industrial England, and suburban
(Americanized) England, and Kureishi adds a fourth, the inner city.
Kureishi has stated elsewhere that the inner city represents the
evanescent fads and phases of contemporary British life; in contrast

to living quietly
London that Ku
There was much false intimacy and
take responsibility for each other.”
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with the family in the suburbs, in the inner city
reishi takes as his subject, “People came and “:'en’f.
forced friendship. People didn't
Reading The Buddha of Subur-

dialectical relationship between free-

big, one is made aware of the exuality, but each politicized

d mitment, politics and s ut oliticiz
iz?:xtairs: d:?ﬂr; crafted as farce. The idea of Britain Kureishi wills

into being lampoons many of the old established tropes of Engl'ish
life and leads the reader to reflect on new ways of seeing a nation

they may feel they know well.

BUDDHA: A VERY ENGLISH NOVEL

reign students study in England,

It is worth noting that when fo g,

institutions and organizers, like the ISA-Butler l?roigsaread oo
mend The Buddha of Suburbia as 3 novcluthey st (;1u e
orientation, “to get a feel for the c0unt-ry. Kureis 1Va]a t% )ralder—
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lexities of living in Britain in -
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comic writer who happens to be dealing with subjec

scribed
ground.” Amis’s novel
“Lucky” Jim Dixon, an en
tradition who is a curious a
clumsy desire to belang. Englis
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consi
pracs:iiere:i Sby some .to be dangerous, like drugs and certain sexua]
€. Setting himself up in this way steals a march on those

who may unquestionin
. gly assume an Engli i i i
.Cﬂliy undifferentiated as “white.” G oty el be cthn

by a comic outlook.”

1 y
L l I ]

:o British scl)ciety. that he believed “worthless and insulting Th
t‘eu'un]n]?_us tz’raf:le in which he celebrates “very good films ofga; h'ad'e
10nal kind,” like Passage to India, Room With A View, and Hop:
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and Glory and decimates My Beautiful Laundrette and Samnty and
Rosie, falls into a national myth of British life as resolutely tradi-
tional and ethnically undifferentiated. Stone’s British community
romanticizes the history of Empire that denies the hybridity of
British identity underpinning the dynamics of the films he attacks.
Kureishi, in his response to Stone (“England, bloody England”),
points out that E. M. Forster, writer of two of the three novels on
which Stone’s favorite hlms are based, was himnself a controversial
and dissenting individual. Salman Rushdie’s comment that the suc-
cess of “Raj revisionism” is “the artistic countetpart to the rise of
conservative ideologies in modern Britain” helps to clarify Stone’s
reactionary attack, and to contextualize just why Kureishi’s represen-
tations of English life may hit a nerve.
Stone is an example of the rear guard action that right-wing
apologists mounted in the 1980s to help to preserve a myth of
harmonious “Englishness” in the face ¢f that decade’s political and
social realities. It is difficult to consider The Buddha of Suburbia,
published at the end of that decade, without also countering Stone’s
criticisms since Kureishi’s work emerges from what lain Chambers
has called “the inventive edges of the consensus, from the previously
ignored and suppressed.” In Chambers’s definition the inventiveness
comprises of “a widening democratization” of styles and images
reflecting “new possibilities, new perspectives, new projects.” Kure-
ishi provides new perspectives on myths of Englishness and nation-
hood and attendant problems of nationalism. Film critic Sheila
Johnson, examining representations of “Britishness” via Chariots of
Fire and Ploughman’s Lunch {one would assume that Norman
Stone would enjoy the former but revile the latter), identifies the
1980s as “an historical moment when notions of rfational unity were
once again being dusted down and re-mobilised in the interests of
political expediency.” Most significantly for our context, Johnson
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expresses the hope that subsequent cultural productions “will ¢
tfnue to move away from hoary national mythologies and oo
tional narcative formats.” B e e
:]mml:l Kureishi shifts his attention to fiction with Buddha, he
;n ermines the same national myths_he satirizes so successfull’y in
1s_screenplays: those that derive from lower middie-class whit
social mores and those that derive from the etiquette of immi I ?t
groups. Karim's Auntie Jean and Uncle Ted (Gin and Torigran
Harf:)on calls them) have prided themselves on their “dos,” '; ii .
par.ues wh.ere the air is “thick with aftershave and ;:uerfl.lr,nf:g"ra161:11
:\;blle Karim’s mother hopes to go unnoticed, his father H,aroon
.ﬂcfed to' stand out like a juggler at a funeral” (42). When Kureishi
distinguishes between social groups he avoids limiting the: ‘“sb'
assumptions about cultural designation. When Jamila an% Ch:] )
marry, the dowry he demands reflects the character’s own ir:li:sgez
cracies rather than the ways in which he might represent his eﬂx? -
and cultural group: “the ageing boy had demanded a warm wint"c
ove;x:coat from Moss Bros., a colour television and, mysterious? -
edition of the complete works of Conan Doylt;." This roﬁ,latns
Haroon to ask “What normal Indian man would want such z thi ; ?
The boyt must be investigated further — immediatelyl” (57) "
Kureishi edges into satire most effectively when he confronts
tbe sheer banality of quotidian life for most Britons most ofotrllle
Emfb.%OSt of those whc‘v live in Karim's neighborhood are in bed
i : K : beg:n and most kids }?is”age lead what he calls “a steady life
o 31 00m -w1th my rad:o. (94). The predominant emotion is
o C'OII;L Charlie Hero finds it easy to accuse Karim of “lookin
Elilnghsh when he is at his most awkward and reserved: "Sg
Z or:l'ced, so self-righteous and moral, so loveless and incapai)le of
ancing. They are narrow, the English. It’s a Kingdom of Prejudic
over there. Don't be like it!” (254). Even though Charlie i!s e:-r:i

jﬂ___”
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barking on a session of sado-masochistic sex, he still feels able to
take the “high ground” by contrasting himself to the rest of “the
English.”

When Kureishi published Buddha he helped to fil} what he has

called “a hole in the centre of English writing,” a gap about the
lives and experiences of Black peoples in Britain or, in Kobena
Mercer’s terms, he performs “the role of making present what had
been rendered absent.” Kureishi follows Orwell for whom class was
the hole waiting to be filled and, like Orwell, he takes stands on
certain issues. He has drawn readers attention on many occasions
to his repeated readings of George Orwell's 1944 essay “England
Your England.” Following Orwell, among others, Kureishi admitted
the difficulties of identifying himself with England's colonialist his-
tory and myths of nationhood in the early essay “The Rainbow
Sign” (1986). It is precisely this sense of dislocation that has led to
his becoming consistently tenacious in exploring precisely what it is
to be British, and how that complex citizenship might be repre-
sented. Kureishi remembers “1 wasn't a misfit: 1 could join the
clements of myself together. It was the others, they wanted mishits;
they wanted you to embody within yourself their ambivalence.”
Kureishi and, by extension, Karim, has few problems in identifying
with even the most traditional features of British life. One thinks of
Karim's disquisition on the joys of drinking tea and cycling (62) and
of the things he values about Uncle Ted: “We ate comned-beef
sandwiches and drank tea from our thermos flask. He gave me
sporting tips and took me to the Catford dog track and Epsom
Downs. He talked to me about pigeon racing, . . . fishing and air
rifles, aeroplanes, and how to eat winkles” (33). Kureishi remembers
his grandfather’s influence on his childhood "as “pigeon-keeping,
greyhound racing, roast beef eating and pianos in pubs.” He is quite
clear that:
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It is the Briti ite Briti
s ite ‘irm;l, tht_a \.vhlte British, who have to learn that being British isn’t
s. INow it is a more complex thing, involving new elements, So

i(;relihl.s statement here could be said to serve as an altemativ
e
teulation of what Kobena Mercer believes is the predicament of

it .
; :ott ]t]he case that there will be an overwhelming pressure to tr
nd tell the whole story at once?” Kureishi does not bend to th:

g]slt;:ur:c;ni)aiio;: .horse-racling to suet puddings.” Kureishi has
: , stani woman living in London, snigoer that “fhic <
: T , t “th
gi.;t]l: island fc_;ff Europe” could never be horme, whgge in :he B:d:::lz
ngez reters to an “unfriendly cold England” i
dha 5t o ) ~ngland” (101). But in Bud-
, y inherent in Karim's position as “a
' e . n (al
i;ilsllf]{l;n Rt:.al drives both the plot and much of the 1(30111'1:1?;3
© € Rainbow Sign,” where he begins to outline hic ;
and beliefs, derives its title fro aldwin’s tmporas
liefs, \ m James Baldwin’s im ortant
collection The Fire Next Time (1963), “God gave Noahpthe ;irfl::)az

gy
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sign/ No more water, the fire next time!” When one reads Kureishi
through the African-American writer and activist, it becomes clear
that, even at its comic heart, the political thrust of Buddha involves
a wamning that if British society continues to marginalize racism
rather than tackle the problem, there will be dire social conse-
quenccs.

Kureishi, then, perceives his writing as located Airmly within a
British context where establishing a conceptually British identity that
incorporates ethnic and cultural differences is an ultimate aim. Roy
Jenkins, as Home Secretary in the Labour government, expressed a

similar view as long ago as 1966:

I do not think we need in this country a melting pot, which will turn
everybody out in 2 common mould, as one of a series of carbon copies of
someone’s misplaced vision of the stercotyped Englishman. .. .| define
integration, therefore, not as a flattening process of assimilation but as equal
opportunity, coupled with cultural diversity, in an atmosphere of mutual

tolerance.

Kureishi outlines his belief that contemporary British fiction is a
space in which such issues may be explored:

If contemporary writing which emerges from oppressed groups ignores the
central concerns and major conflicts of the larger society, it will automati-
cally designate itself as minor, as a sub-genre. And it must not allow itself
to be rendered invisible and marginalised in this way.

His England is clear-cyed and unpatriotic: even though, and again
like Orwell, he allows that suet puddings and red pillar boxes have
entered his soul, his context is post imperial and post-industrial, and

rarely nostalgic.
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LONDON AND SUBURBIA

Lo-ndon almost always figures largely in Kureishi’s writing, as he
points out in the interview that opens this book. He has said “I'm
no Britisher, but a Londoner” on more than one oceasion. London
is his special subject; the city functioning, on the one hand, as a
metonym for a complex and heterogeneous British Isles and, on the
other, as a precise location for his characters, Kureishi, like Angela
Carter in fiction like Wise Children (1992), a novel Salman Rushdie
described as “a raspberry blown by South London across the
Thames,” begins his first novel in the South London suburbs and
again following Carter, Kureishi can be described as a “thumber oi,-
noses, a defiler of sacred cows.” There is little in Kureishi’s London
that is calm or time-honored. Sammy and Rosie Get Laid includes

a pacan to the city in which Sammy’s voiceover comments on a
collage of bohemian scenes:

On Saturdays we like to walk along the towpath at Hammersmith and kiss
and argue.

(Next we see Sammy and Rosie in ‘Any Amount of Books".)

{Voice over) Then we go to the bookshop and buy novels written by
women,

(Next, Sammy and Rosie outside the Albert Hall.)

{Voiceover) Or we trot past the Albert Hall and up through Hyde Park.
On Saturday nights things really hot up. ...

We go to an Alternative Cabaret in Earl's Court in the hope of seeing
our government abused. . . .

We love our city and we belong to it. Neither of us are English, we’re
Londoners you see.

Kureishi’s London is an eclectic educated mix for accountant
Sammy and social worker Rosic. Whereas for Karim the bohemian
gives way to a fascination with the seedy:

i
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So this was London at last, and nothing gave me more pleasure than
strolling around my new possession all day. London scemed like a house
with five thousand rooms, all different; the kick was to work out how they
were connected. . . . There were small hotels smelling of spunk and disin-
fectant, Australian travel agents, all-night shops run by dwarfish Bengalis,
leather bars with fat moustached queens exchanging secret signals outside,
and roaming strangers with no money and searching eyes. In Kensington
nobody locked at you. In Earls Court everybody did, wondering what they
could wrench from you. (126-127)

As Kureishi continues to publish, his literary London becomes more
expansive. The short story “The Umbrella” is anthologized in a
special issue of Granta called “London, the Lives of the Gity” and
in the film Intimacy the capital feels lonely, even brutal, with qui-
etly desperate characters seeking sexual intimacy amid its bleakness.

In Samnty and Rosie, Sammy explains to his father that London
is the place to live since it is cosmopolitan and cheap. Neither
Kureishi nor his characters are rootless cosmopolitans though; they
are often Londoners born and bred and, apart from My Son the
Fanatic sct in Bradford and the play Sleep With Me located in the
Gloucestershire countryside, even Kureishi’s “dual-location” writ-
ings like “With Your Tongue Down My Throat” are set in Pakistan —
and London. Kureishi’s London is not the same kind of “city within
a city” as Sam Selvon’s lonely Trinidadian Londoners inhabit in
Bayswater and Brixton, or Timothy Mo’s Chinatown in Sour Sweet
(1982). Rather than an immigrant enclave, Karim’s London is more
reliant on popular cultural images of the 1960s that persist into the
1970s: music, TV, theater. In Buddha the city is overblown and
unrestrained, sexy and cheap, grotesque and theatrical, “an inferno
of pleasure and madness,” as Kureishi recently described London
in an interview. For Karim it epitomizes the best of all possible
worlds in which to take his faltering but exciting steps from adoles-
cence to adulthood. When one remembers that Angela Carter re-
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ferred to Karim as a version of Voltaire’s Candide, the Panglossian .

reference to “the best of all possible worlds” takes on a specifically

literary resonance. Kureishi seems ragged with such references: one
critic even referring to him as a Dickensian “artful dodger.”

In many ways the New York where Karim and Charlie spend the

last few chapters of the novel is as much a postmodern extension of
their popular cultural fantasies as it is a firm geo-cultural location.
Much of New York's artistic scene passes in an aimless drunken
haze. Charlie’s rock persona is “temporary, borrowed” and his music
has “lost its drama and attack when transported from England with
its unemployment, strikes and class antagonism” (246-7). As soon
as he begins Jiving in New York, Charlie acquires a Cockney accent,
when Karim’s memory of him is as a boy at school who “cried after
being mocked for talking so posh.” Karim is in no doubt: “Charlie
is ‘selling Englishness’ "(247). Charlie’s striking of this pose reflects
something of the fluidity and popular cultural currency of working
class markers and echoes Johnny in My Beautiful Laundrette, whose
position within the British community is also unstable and shifting;
he moves from marching with the National Front through Lewis-
ham to working for Omar and being one of Nasser’s “people.” In
this way, Kureishi draws in the discourses of nationalism and patri-
otisin and the commodification of “Englishness” with those of race
and community, and atterpts to deny any reductive reading. New
York functions in direct counterpoint to London; metaphorically it
reflects the trappings and the snares of fame and success but Karim
still prefers his own “bitter, fractured country in turmoil” and the
prospects of a part in a TV soap opera intending to tackle contem-
porary issues {259).

From lain Chambers’ “obscured” metropolis, to John Clement
Ball’s “semi-detached” metropolis, there are many ways of thinking
about literary London. For Orwell, the place to look for “the germs
of the future England” was “the arterial roads,” in the suburbs or
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ishi Buddha
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Muslim commodifying himself for white suburbanites searching for
the “inner room” as an Oriental-Hindu “Buddhist” guru. Haroon
leaves his wife sitting at hame in the suburbs watching television, a
model of John Hartley's idea that female surburbanites are con-
structed through television, while he “buddhas of” beyond Bromley

with Eva, whose primary goal is to “scour that suburban stigma”
from her skin (134).

Suburbia sits at the nexus of a variety of contemporary forces: -

consumerism, lower middle-class complacency, political mobiliza-
ton of voting districts, transport and traffic, and the green bejt. Tt is

hugely familiar and enduring and, for today’s readers, often nostal-

gic and hackneyed. One is reminded that the word suburb owes

much to expansion of work and leisure in the 1950s and some of -
Kureishi's descriptions are eerily reminiscent of the era, “scores of

front rooms containing familiar strangers and televisions shining
like dying lights” (74). Kureishi spends a lot of time delineating the
suburbs. Bromley and Beckenham are filled with kids wearing vel-
vet and satin and bright colors, “some were in bedspreads and
curtains” (8); Chislehurst is “a lower middle-class equivalent of the
theatre” (29) and, therefore, much more contradictory than the
ubiquitous stereotypes would seem to allow. Obviously the suburbs
have to be sufficiently banal for the protagonist to wish to escape
them but some of the most surreal scenes take place in Karim’s
neighborhood. In suburbia, Karim undertakes an apprenticeship in
how to be transgressive and Eva's successful career in interior design
is initiated there. As Kureishi wryly states in “Finishing the Job,” an
essay describing a visit to Bromley ten years after moving out, “Look
into the centre of the suburban soul and you see double-glazing. It
was DIY they loved in Thatcherland . . . the concrete display of”
hard-eamed cash.” Fewer reviewers than one might expect have
spent much time on how this particular item in the title’s lexicon
feeds the fantasy of self-renewal that undespins this novel. But many
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the images of Asians and the confroversy
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parents, when she is, in fact, given a great deal of freedom to pursue
her own interests, in contrast to the stereotypical image that would
have her at the parents’ beck and call, dressed in salwar kameez,
head bowed and acquiescent.

Jamila is a politicized character, presented in counterpoint to
Karimn who admits that: “compared to Jammie I was, as a militant,
a real shaker and trembler. If people spat at me I practically thanked
them for not making me chew the moss between the paving stones”
(63). She stands up for her rights and is prepared to fight her
aggressors: “once a greaser rode past us on an old bicycle and said,
as if asking the time, ‘Eat shit, Pakis’. Jammie sprinted through the
traffic before throwing the bastard off his bike and tugging out some
of his hair, like someone weeding an overgrown garden” (53). Jam-
ila’s political views can be located not only within the texis she
reads, works by Simone de Beauvoir, Angela Davis, and George
Jacksen, but also in relation to political organizing against racism in
the late 1970s, especially the campaigns launched by Black
women’s movements, Asian youth, and community groups. To de-
limit a reading of Buddha's Asian women characters is to perpetuate
and maintain a stereotypical hierarchy that Kureishi goes some way
towards demolishing.

Readers may laugh at Kureishi’s portrait of Ted, Jean’s hen-
pecked husband, and find little that is morally or politically awk-
ward in that representation, but when it comes to the gentle
mocking of his Asian characters there is sometimes a strong feeling
of {(misplaced) disquiet. Jamila is astute enough to acknowledge that
“families aren’t sacred” (55), but she also concedes that they have
ways of asserting control. For example, her father attempts to rule
his household with an iron fist, a fist that is directed at Jeeta until
his daughter threatens to “cut off his hair with a carving knife” (58).
But, with the end of physical violence, comes the birth of non-
physical violence and it is this latter form of warfare that Anwar
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directs at his wife and 4
an nd daughter to €ncourage them to bend to hjs
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). Such fixed views inevitably lead to conflict. Jamila
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mother. After Anwar’s aborted hunger strike, Jeeta succeeds in mak-
ing his life miserable (through food and silence) while, at the same
time, taking control of the family business. Bilquis in My Beautifu!
Laundrette “bewitches” Nasser’s mistress, while his daughter, Tanya,
craves independence on her own terms and leaves the family fold.
Amjad and Banoo’s daughter, Amina in the play Borderline, enjoys
a sexual relationship outside of marriage and joins a group of Asian
achivists against racism; Yasmin, in the same play, leaves the hus-
band her family arranged for her.

Kureishi has always been interested in families and family rela-
tionships (as indicated by his comments on this topic in the inter-
view that precedes this chapter). However, his focus is not limited
to father-daughter relationships, as the discussion above might seem
to suggest. Some of Kureishi’s most interesting representations are
fatherson relationships. From Borderline in 1981 to his most recent
novel Gabriel’s Gift (2001), Kureishi has examined the complex
ways in which fathers and sons interact In Borderline, Haroon
defends his father against charges that he only employs cheap im-
migrant labor in his restaurant, even though he ultimately escapes
him and restaurant work by leaving for university. Gabriel does
everything he can to save his father’s relationship with his mother.
Kureishi shows that children assume as much responsibility for
parents as parents do for their offspring: Gabriel admires Rex, but
more than that he respects him, even though he is reduced to living

in a grubby bed-sit. Indeed, his son helps Rex find work and is
ultimately responsible for reconciling his parents. Even Kureishi’s
most comic work is invested with scenes of respect and admiration
across the generations. For example, Omar respects Papa, but as-
pires to follow Nasser as his role model in My Bealitiful Laundrette;
even though, superficially at least, Sammy doesn’t much care for
Rafi, he still respects and admires him in Sammy and Rosie Get
Laid. Even in My Son the Fanatic in which most relationships
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collapse or are severed, the father preserves his love for his som,
despite the son’s blinkered disrespect being in stark contrast to the
[slamic teachings he claims to have fully embraced. It is only in
London Kills Me that the father-son relationship is shown to be
beyond repair, but this is clearly the result of the father's absence.
In The Buddha of Suburbia the central relationship of Haroon

and Karim dominates our understanding of the novel. Karim, grow- 4

ing up in Britain, has consistently been positioned as “Other” within
his own society but this has not always been the case for fist
generation immigrants like Haroon. Haroon’s generation either at-
tempted to disregard a projected “negative identity” or learned their
Otherness in Brifain, Kureishi tells the stories of the father and of
the son and differentiates between their experiences. Haroon has
“lived in the West for most of my life, and I will die here, yet I
remain to all intents and purposes an Indian man. T will never be
anything but an Indian” (263). Whereas Karim describes himself as
“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. But I don't care —Englishman [
am (though not proud of it)” (3). Kureishi explores the issues inher-
ent in both these descriptions, through an examination of their
father-son relationship.

From the outset the reader is aware of the link, or yoke, that
binds the two characters. This is established during Haroon's yoga
routine when he encourages his son to read from his favorite book,
Yoga for Women. As Judith Misrahi-Barak explains, the term yoga
derives from the Sanskrit root yuj which means to link, unite, or "to
put under the same yoke.” It also connotes: “the union, or even
communion, between the different components of the human be-
ing — physical, mental and spiritual, and between the individual and
the world.” This establishing scene serves to unite the two charac-
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ir escapade to Eva Kay's house, and
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is not a question of harmonizing with the background, but against a mottled
background, of becoming mottled —exactly like the technique of camou-
flage practiced in human warfare.

Throughout the course of his life in England, Haroon succeeds in
leading a mottled existence, demonstrating the' sublimation of his
past, but the “itself that is behind” comes into focus during his
“buddha” phase. No longer does he desire to be “less risibly con-
spicuous”: “He was hissing his §s and exaggerating his Indiap ac-
cent. He'd spent years trying to be more of an Englishman . . . and
now he was putting it {Indianness] back in spadeloads” (21). Haroon
frees himself of the identity that has been imposed upon him by his
work and family, specifically Ted and Jean who think that it is “bad
enough his being an Indian in the first place, without having an

PP Ve -

awkward name too. They'd called Dad Harry from the first time

they'd met him” (33). The concept of mimicry is also applicable to
Karim. In playing Kipling’s Mowegli he finds an identity thrust upon
him, precisely because Shadwell’s conceptions of identity are pred-
icated on essentialist notions. He asks Karim whether he speaks
another language before ordering him to “put on” a false Indian
accent along with his yellow scarf while smeared in 1 “shit-brown
cream” (146), informing him that he has been “cast for authenticity
and not for experience” ( 147; my italics). The majority of the white
characters the reader encounters in this work have preconceived
notions of identity, believing that as “foreigners” Haroon and Karim
should act and behave in authentic ways. However, both characters
tumn the tables on those who would see them as “other” by subvert-
ing expectations: Haroon through his teaching and wisdom, which
is initially seen as a pedformance (“Your father looks like a magi-
cian”, 31), and Karim through, for example, adopting a Cockney
accent in the middle of his representation of Mawgli.
Karim follows his father fithfully and learns from him, even

‘.
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LOOSENING THE IDEA OF EMPIRE: THE POLITICS

OF REPRESENTATION

Hanif Kureishi has referred to writers like himself as cultural trans-
lators and to writing about contemporary British communities as
involving “the psychological loosening of the idea of Empire.” This
would immediately appear to Jocate his work in relation to postco-
lonial critic Homi Bhabha's discussions of cultural translation as

deriving from the hybridity of cultures, and of the process of repre- ’

sentation undermining any pretence to “a holistic, organic identity.”

Kureishi’s comment also could be said to align him with Salmah

Rushdie who in the essay “The New Empire Within Britain” ex-
plores dominant images of immigrants and their relation to institu-
tional racism, “in the new Empire, as in the old one, it seems our
masters are willing to use the tried and trusted strategies of divide-
and-rule.” Rushdie has also discussed writers who offer what he calls
“stereoscapic vision” rather than “whole sight” in that they succeed
in seeing between and across cultures. Kureishi is a prime example

and he adjudges that one’s identity has to be “some sort of alliance

between the way you see yourself and the way other people in the

world see you." Together, they allude to the kind of double con-
sciousness or.dual vision that black cultura! critics and commenta-
tors from W. E. B. DuBois and Frantz Fanon to A. Sivanandan and
Henry Louis Gates Jr. have exposed and explored in writing about
issues of representation.

It is also possible to locate Kureishi’s writing within contermnpo-
rary debates abont identity politics in a “dis-United Kingdom.” He
has been asked repeatedly to state and explain his position and to
quantify it in the light of a changing Britain: “I'm an English writer,

a British writer, let’s say, with an Indian background. And there’s

i 1
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that in England.” Interestir.\gly,
B"i"ghtod o i’:: :;Z (ir(;(rln;ntifr::s S:ary and often weary) self-deﬁmt:c_m
thou'g 'd ::;I;ﬁm it is also difficult to pin Kureishi (%o'wn, to qtfantlz
fi?:lrrt?stic inter;tions in the light of popular and crm?al ;:::CEZ;: ©
his work. This is, I would argue, partly' the restultfih:r e
Mercer has called the structural predxf:ar.t}eri;. r; e b i
and inellecil aod 2y 00 to'tllftil:setllse}s“t;atlarelat once populist
i hi’ilw‘g:ﬁ;‘:? 'tI'oogfia l;f};::, in his Washington Post reviewlof
. “'“; g:iﬂ recen‘tly observed that “A spaonful of glam rock heb?s
gl " :) down” and, as this study of The Buddha o'f Subur. ia
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s}‘w’ws ha\:flsrealnd fallacies with huge portions of satm.cal c?mbse);:
=::I}Tt)sosing the kinds of literary topics and m'aking the kind of 0
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i e"haus'fe:; tlgef:i};ot‘:inazzvt:e most of any opportunities hf:
e b kn;;SO) One is reminded of U.S. Secretary Dearll Ac.hesc')n ;
e e t of 1962 that when Britain lost its Empire, it faile
o Statmmmle When lan Jack ponders the subject he observes,
f‘o o ::1:11 c:a:'r\:zl:t(;lo-ught the periphery could shrink, and the centre
stl‘:;i:changed.” It is precisely in thci}ilnterstice: ’fi;t\:t;z:::i\:h?eé:z:
i ast and the present, tha
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any community. ip of “the” Asi i
y ty. Membership of “the” Asian “community” in con- |

temporar‘y Britain ranges from that necessary to African Asian refu-
gees fleeing Amin’s Uganda or encouraged to leave Kenyatta’s Kenya
to tha.t n_egotiatea' by first generation immigrants like Nasser arz’d
Hussein in My Beautiful Laundrette and Haroon in The Buddha of
Sub‘urbid to that challenged by Karim and Jamila in the same novel
Kanr.n and Jamila are young Britons for whom identity politics is-
r'elatmn.a],‘ an extension of the political and ideoldgical times and
hr:'ies within British society. They rail against the burgeoning right-
wing movements of the late 1970s and Karim can be read against
his younges brother Amar, or Allie, who hates “whingeing lefties”
andl people who go on all the time about being black” and love
Italian clothes and soap operas (267-8). 5
{m early essay by Paul Gilroy is particularly close in its identifi-
cation of the intersection between class, race, and cultural identity
to the issues that Kureishi explores. In “You cant fool the
Zo.utl’ls ..." a contribution to a Race and Class special issue on the
not'.-tom Britain of 1981, Gilroy describes an enduring image of
working-class Black communities from the 1970s on. In doing sgo he
captures the stereotyping of young people like Karim and Jamila
explored {or as some may say re-inscribed} by Kureishi:

.thc image of the respectable and hard-working first generation of black
lmm:grantf locked in struggle with their children, whose “identity crises”
am_i precarious "between two cultures” impel them into deviant behaviour
Re!et.:tmg the parental culture whilst reproducing its pathological charac‘
teristics, these young people, whether of Asian or Afro-Caribbean orj in-
are presented as divorced from their parents’ concemns. This powerful steizo:

type unites sel i . : i
emphasis). f-proclaimed radical and openly racist theories of black life (my

Thls_ final sentence encapsulates the dilemma inherent in repre-
senting many of the characters in Buddha when that representation
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can be tipped either way on the scales of political and moral respon-
sibility. Kureishi has, it seems to me, often been judged according
to a political agenda of the 1970s that expressed the need to formu-
late positive images that would perform a public relations exercise
for the community to which the artist belonged. But he has simul-
taneously found himself judged according to the tenets of a 1980s
political agenda that sought to articulate raced subject positions in
ways that prove them to be both heterogeneous and sophisticated.
Kureishi has been caught between a rock and 2 hard place and he
expresses this anomalous position through Karim’s dilemmas in The
Buddha of Suburbia, over his dramatic presentations of Changez
and Anwar and his rendition of Mowgli. Karim strikes a number of
poses and he takes on 2 aumber of roles but he always weighs his
experiences against his conscience ot spiritual loneliness, and the
ways in which others act towards him or perceive him. It is only
very late in the novel that he maves beyond his childhood friend
Charlie, whom he has so revered and desirgd, and in an epiphany
of self realization is left “discovering myself through what 1 rejected”
(255). Many of the problems with which Karim grapples dramatize
quite complicated debates over representation.

Problems arise when a Black attist is straitjacketed into the for-
mulaic series of expectations—when he or she suffers the burden of
representation. This containment leads to a desite to tell stories
other than the ones expected of a writer. Expectations that he will
carry the burden of representation have dogged Kureishi since his
earliest work, most particularly as a result of films that reached a
mass popular audience. Perminder Dhillon-Kashyap, in an other-
wise thoughtfully argued piece, worties that in My Beautiful Laun-
drette Kureishi “has created a new victih, the white fascist—a
victim of economic circumstances who is being exploited by petty
bourgeois Asian businessmen.” Dhillon-Kashyap is concemed about
the possibility of Kureishi perpetuating pernicious stereotypes. Ku-
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reishi, though, is unafraid of employing problematic paradigms to
politicized effect. He entitled his feature in Time Out op My Beau-
tiful Laundrette “Dirty Washing” and, in portraying Omar as an
Asian “underpants cleaner” in the film he challenges, both figura-
tively and literally, the unspoken imperative that has always been
necessary in maintaining an unassailable imagined community of
Englishmen: “that we should never discuss our differences in pub-
lic: that we should always delay our criticism and do our dirty
laundry in private.” Kureishi provides an ironjc twist on the ideg
since the clientele of the launderette are white British. It is they
who wash their clothes publicly (as Nasser declares “There’s money
in muck. What is it the gorra Englishman always needs? Clean
clothes!”), and Kureishj who takes the dirty laundry of the white
British themselves as his subject matter,

Kureishi’s rejoinder after the release of My Beautiful Laun.
drette was “the Asian community think that I'm perpetually throw-
ing shit at them.” He appears to remove himself from that
community in this statement but rather than simplistically denying
his own place within that community, he is questioning the idea of
community itself. Kureishi refuses to see community in monolithic
terms so that when critics maintain that his work is fragmentary and
unstructured arguably they are perceiving Kureishi’s artistic re.
sponse to the “structure” of the Asian communily (and of Britain)
as bricolage; as an incredibly diverse, heterogeneous peoples yoked
together under the political aegis of Asian or Black as a result of the
Othering of their communities by white British institutions, Neither
cultural nor national identity is organic but socia] institutions may
operate hegemonically to make it appear so. Floya Anthias and Nira

Yuval-Davis worry that “Britain” constructs members of minority
cultures as a homogeneous group, which speaks with “a unified
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cultural voice.” Taking the argument a s?ep further, 1t“ be‘_:o:?;f
necessary to distinguish the “minority” v'01ce from tt]}:e ma): >
culture in order for them to be seen as c'hﬂ'e',rent. In this sertls ! e
more distanced or alienated a communfty' is fron.'n the cen er,‘ned
more “authentic” it is also seen to be. Th%s is precisely the 1mz:1g;r
construction of the community thalt1 Kd111'618hl has been assessed from
ithin and it is powerfully entrenched. N
wn?::r?:der Chidha, director of the short I'm .Bnttsl\ Bz}:t. X ::Ldr
the acclaimed Bhaji on the Beach},1 commegtf.:s ;ln “lizifl tty ?: :10t «
i inority communities “having a Britis ‘ not
:;?;,of;rn:nas ha?iing a cultural identity.” She described maklnugnli t.;n
British But . . . as a way of paying her dL.leS. to her own cc;mlzn eiSh;
that is to say the Asian community in‘ Britain. _She asse;s:h ur sh
as “quite isolated from the Asian side of_ hlmself'. I _ tl1;:ln=:st one
criticism of him, it'’s that he’s used that .Slde of him wi tiou el
cultural integrity.”® Chadha has fa]]en.mto the a.ssu.rgp :-m tha
aligns a particular culture with a Partlcu]ar ethmc.dl ert1h 1t2/Pau1
reflects the continued allure of ethnic a!:s?lutes, an i .eath aunion
Gilroy, among others, rejects in There An_z t No Blac.k in ef Jrion
Jack as a patent oversimplification of British experiences o
ldellzt.lltr):e-ishi creates complex and contradit_:tory hy?)ridized Cl?-:;-ezs
whose cultural identities are inextricably ]ml.<ed with CIEfss po 1mcu:
He does not represent Asian peoples collccbvel)f or their ;ctm: -
nities as static; only if individuals that may be said to'cong du t:h )
ethnically recognizable group are threatened and besxegtla_t. :i ang
consider that mass identity formation may serve 2 polx ical e
survivalist purpose. In Buddha, although. B’ntl.sh Asian cu tlilte 1; ot
presented as an ethnic absolute, Kureishi explorf:*s th_e ways 11’; 1‘:; hich
it may be bound up with the projected negative 1de'nht];r hat 2
citizens who are not white are subject to, as when Hairy Bac

Karim “a little coon”:
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“We don't like it,” Hairy Back said. “However many niggers there are, we
don't like it. We're with Enoch. If you put one of your black ‘ands near my
daughter I'll smash it with a ‘ammer! With a ‘ammer!"(40)

Kureishi succeeds in creating diverse-British communities of which
characters of Asian backgrounds are members. This may no longer
seem new as we read successful novels by Salman Rushdie, Meera
Syal, and more recently Zadie Smith, but Kureishi wag the first to
explode onto the scene and break into what remains an underdevel-
oped area of British fiction.

CONCLUSION

For Kureishi, writing is bound up with inescapable and exciting
issues around performed identity and identity politics and is fraught
with pitfalls and problems. In the 1980s when Kureishi began work
on Buddha this very predicament contributed to his vibrant engage-
ment with issues of representation, including “Englishness.” Kure-
ishi is not constrained by any expectations that may be attributed to
him and The Buddha of Suburbia revitalizes and broadens defini-
tions of self and Englishness. Kureishi asserts his authorial control
over any “cultural” responsibility he may be deemed to have and
has said on many occasions that he really does not care what other
people may want him to write. His apparently cynical hardiness
should not distract our attention from what is also a thoughtful,
thoroughgoing analysis of his writerly position in Britain. Even in
the same interview in which he derides those who assume what his
appropriate subject matter may be, he confides:

You would Hatter yourself if you thought you could change things by a film
or a play or whatever, but perhaps you can contribute to a climate of ideas.
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It may be that you write a film about Asians or gay people . . . people may
see this as being a normal part of everyday life and not a sort ot.' freak show
on the margins. It is important to ask questions about how we live sf:'xual]y,
how we live racially, what our relations are with. each o.ther cmohona;ly.
Asking these questions seems to me to be the things artists can do rather
than change society in any specific way.

Kureishi asks these kinds of questions in Buddha z-u.ld he underpins
each question with a recognition of how class politics affects :se:.cual
and interracial relationships and the ways that each d_ov?tall into
definitions of British democracy. The Buddha of Suburbia is a.larger
book than its immediate plot and preoccupatior.xs w?uld imply.
While it is specific to its 1970s South England setting, it opens out
onto a vista of two continents, and explores pop and youth f:u]ture
across the disappearing Sixties, the rough and I.'e:afiy Seventies and
nods wryly towards the yuppified Eighties. Kurelsl.n createsa Perfect
match between setting and subject and in Karim, he fashions a
persona who cuts a swathe through a series of poignant an.d comic
situations. Though ironic he is never scathing .about his young
protagonist’s hopes and ambitions, mistakes or failures. The novel
was and still is a huge gritical, commercial, and popular success.




