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ABSTRACT
Representations of the Nation through Corporeal Narrativity in Contemporary
Multicultural British Fiction
Gabriella Kecskes
Doctor of Philosophy
Temple University, 2010
Dr. Robert L. Caserio

This dissertation focuses on the function of human bodies in articulations of the
nation in contemporary British multicultural fiction, more specifically in novels by
Salman Rushdie, V. S. Naipaul, Hanif Kureishi, and Monica Ali. Combining the
Andersonean claim that narrative fiction is an especially sensitive medium for imagining
the nation with Daniel Punday‘s assertion that the human body is the basic organizing
principle of narrative structure, this study examines the ways in which corporeal
representations in novels negotiate dominant paradigms of the national imaginary. Each
chapter focuses on a key text from which it opens up the discussion to the authors‘
oeuvre.
The study establishes the palimpsest as a mode of representation and
interpretation of cultural and national identities showcased in Rushdie‘s The Moor‘s Last
Sigh. The fragmentation of narrative and human subjectivity via the trope of the
palimpsest in this novel is central to conceptualizations of the nation in Rushdie‘s oeuvre
as well as in the other texts in this study. Based on the make-up of Rushdie‘s palimpsests,
ii

the characters‘ bodies manifest not a mixture of different elements but a conglomerate of
often mutually exclusive, yet intrinsically combined alternatives. For V. S. Naipaul, the
function of corporeality is the negotiation of the national imaginary via representations of
narrative space. In The Enigma of Arrival as in his other novels, Naipaul uses circuitous
movement and palimpsestic layering of the kinetic space to complicate agency for his
characters, to emphasize the illusory nature of narrative authority, and to call attention to
the ambiguous operations of national and postcolonial discourse. Hanif Kureishi‘s The
Body among his other novels shows a ground-breaking attitude toward the possibilities of
narrativity in the age of transmutable corporeality. His characters‘ diminishing corporeal
presence is the source of their agency and their increasingly complex cultural
identifications. In Brick Lane, Monica Ali‘s keen attention to kinetic space creates
unexpected ripples in the narration and the protagonist‘s cultural identification, which
shift the meaning of the novel from an optimistic ethnic/gender emancipation narrative to
claiming agency by resisting cultural affiliations.

iii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This project is not simply a stepping stone in my professional development but a
significant threshold in my whole life, especially my life in English. It would not have
been accomplished without much, much input from my ―peops.‖ I want to thank
everybody ―brushing against me‖ in their various ways during these years, but there are
some friends who deserve much more than a simple ―thank you.‖ I want to thank Ellen
Simmons for bringing me into her world, giving me shelter, introducing me to friends,
and giving me a family. She has been my most loyal and forgiving audience, my
language coach from the beginning, and an unrelenting believer in my intellectual
abilities. Susan Ploeg, for providing much needed friendship, shelter, nourishment, and
comic relief even at the most dire times. Shannon Miller, for becoming my true mentor in
matters of profession and life, for taking me seriously even when I could not, and for
being the champion of my cause. Richard Beards, for supporting me from the beginning
and opening the door to this path. Ginny Beards, for her sharp observations and
suggestions and for giving me the spark for this work. My flesh and blood family
Mamoka and Robi, for loving me against all odds and sustaining me across the Atlantic.
My advisors deserve special thanks for their trust in my abilities and for aiding me
through this process. I want to express my gratitude to Robert Caserio for his
unbelievable patience and understanding, and for his willingness to give up good coffee
iv

to meet with me in my favorite ice cream shop. He is the perfect intellectual father figure
whose guidance and intellectual rigor I needed very much. I want to convey my
appreciation to Suzanne Gauch for being one of the finest examples of what I could be
and for unwittingly shining the light many times when I was ready to give up. To Sue-Im
Lee, for her kind and frank support even if only for a short time and her sharp and
inquisitive intellect. Finally, to Lewis Gordon, for his last minute but much appreciated
pitch in the game and his encouraging and friendly attitude.

v

CONTENTS

ABSTRACT …………………………………………………….... ii
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ……………………………………... iv
CHAPTER
1. INTRODUCTION ………………………………………... 1
2. SALMAN RUSHDIE AND THE MOOR‘S
NEW PALIMPSEST ……………………………………... 29
3. NAIPAUL, CORPOREAL NARRATIVITY, AND THE
ENIGMA OF POSTCOLONIAL SUBJECTIVITY ……... 79
4. HANIF KUREISHI‘S DISAPPEARING NARRATIVE
BODIES …………………………………………………. 133
5. CORPOREAL NARRATIVITY AND MONICA
ALI‘S CONFINED BODIES ……………………………. 173
6. CONCLUSION ………………………………………….. 208
BIBLIOGRAPHY ……………………………………………….. 213

vi

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

The yearly nominations of Dames and Sirs is usually considered to be part of the
quirky British celebrity business, but, last year, two nominees for members of the Order
of the British Empire attracted more than usual attention internationally. Salman
Rushdie‘s knighting generated a distant aftershock of the Fatwa in 1989: it prompted an
official statement from Iran‘s government along with an early warning to the newly
inaugurated Gordon Brown to conduct a more Muslim-friendly administration than had
Tony Blair, whose cabinet was responsible for the decision about Rushdie‘s knighting.
Hanif Kureishi‘s elevation to the title of Commander of the British Empire, even though
it did not cause the same political ripple, still invited foreign critical attention. Receiving
such honors from the Queen of England officially inaugurated Rushdie and Kureishi into
the growing ranks of multicultural, ethnic, postcolonial writers and cultural figures who
are acknowledged for their role in promoting and inscribing a new face of England.
The fact that ex-colonials, post-colonials, and diasporic or ethnic minorities can
earn such distinction suggests not only a generational shift in cultural politics toward
ethnic minorities and immigrants but also a fundamental change in the self-image of the
British nation. Obviously, the authorities who deemed Rushdie and Kureishi, and earlier
V. S. Naipaul, worthy of such a distinction had decided that the symbolic gesture of their
shaking the Queen‘s hand is appropriate and safe. They do not share the political
1

paranoia about ethnic minorities expressed in the political rhetoric of Enoch Powell in the
1960s and of other conservative state officials as recently as twenty years ago. However,
as The New York Times Magazine described the responses of Kureishi‘s CBE,
To many, Kureishi's CBE is a sign of needed change. His accolade, along
with Salman Rushdie's knighthood in June, indicate that these writers
"aren't voices from elsewhere, these are voices from here, these are our
voices," says Hannah Rothschild, a friend of both writers and a
documentary filmmaker. "There's no divide anymore. They are us, we
are them." (Donadio 26, emphasis added)
As opposed to earlier claims in previous decades that the new ethnicities of the
metropole are culturally and racially so different that any attempt to incorporate them into
the national body would bring disastrous results, as in arguments by Powell and
Margaret Thatcher, the governments of the last three decades gradually moved beyond
degrading welfare policies or enforced cultural integration initiatives to directly court the
multicultural intelligentsia to invite them to national prestige circuits. Even the more
mobile or cosmopolitan writers such as Rushdie and Zadie Smith who spend a
considerable amount of time outside the Kingdom are claimed as British national cultural
currency. Among those who stay closer to home, Kureishi‘s work is slowly incorporated
into the national literary canon. The Buddha of Suburbia is now included in the literary
curriculum throughout Britain (Donadio 27).
Such distinction of minority literary figures has far reaching cultural and
ideological motivations and effects, which is why it is important to take a careful look at
their literary production and examine their engagement with the national imaginary of
Britain. This, however, does not simply mean pointing out the binary oppositions
2

between the British postcolonial subject and its ―others.‖ This study focuses on variants
of the negotiation of the postcolonial context by ethnic/postcolonial writers, namely, V.
S. Naipaul, Rushdie, Kureishi, and Monica Ali. They occupy a particular space in the
nomenclature of British literature because they cultivate new formulas of national and
cultural identity in two directions: by projecting the new image of the ethnic ―other‖ onto
the national imaginary and also by presenting new models of identity for ethnic
minorities. These texts substantially influence the reading public and the critics both at
home and abroad and reflect the zeitgeist of the unraveling mid-twentieth century status
in Britain and throughout the world.
I will examine how the narratives of these four authors use representations of the
human body to negotiate national, cultural identity and to affect the national imaginary,
that is, representations of the nation specifically in literature. It is a cultural studies
commonplace that the colored or ethnic subject is represented primarily through his/her
bodily presence in Western literature,1 and it is a postcolonial studies habit to assume that
the ethnic/racial ―other‖ operates in a subversive manner toward the colonizing cultures
and master narratives2. My interest is to show the more nuanced and varied forms of

1

Beginning with Mary Louise Pratt and Edward Said, a number of critics analyzed the Western
imperial/postcolonial rhetoric, which treats the ethnic, colonized other as a figment of a larger ideological
scheme centered around Western subjectivity and adjusted or re-produced based on the needs of Western
ideological paradigms. The emasculated Asian man, the sexed and dangerous African, or the exotic,
sensual Eastern woman are only a few versions of the same carnal imaginary attached to hegemonic
Western thinking. Enlightenment thinking, which operates in its ideological constructs based on the
Cartesian body-mind and subject nature divisions. But this is always considered from the point of view of
Western hegemonic perspective I am interested in looking at how the traditional binary is renegotiated from
the inside, when the racial, cultural other of Western cultures has established its presence within the
heartland of national identity.
2

For this logic, theoreticians usually use Homi Bhabha as a referent for describing the inner
workings of the national imaginary and the dynamic between its mainstream and marginal presentations.
Bhabha reinforces his assertion in his introduction to Nation and Narration that ―the margins of the nation
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corporeal representation that are part of the changing racial and ethnic perception on both
sides of the post-colonial divide. I claim that the metropolitan everyday serves as a
particularly important ―contact zone,‖ where political agendas are negotiated in a variety
of ways that complicate and disperse but do not necessarily and entirely disintegrate
national identities and ideals. I argue that such an investigation is important because it
cuts to the center/core of a national imaginary. Based on the Andersonean argument that
the national imaginary is narrative by nature, narrative fiction proves to be an especially
sensitive medium for the concept of ―nation‖ and national identities. Moreover,
examination of the function of the human body in articulations of the national imaginary
is particularly important not simply in terms of representations of skin color, gender, and
ethnic qualities, but, more importantly, as the basic organizing principle of narrative
structure.
My selected narratives are indirect reflections and harbingers of change in the
national and cultural identity of Britain at large because of their position in national
cultural production which is partly reflected in official distinctions such as the OBE
nominations. Although the aforementioned cultural and sociopolitical changes do not
mean that racism, even institutional racism, is eradicated from English society and
politics, such symbolic gestures reflect the intention to find new ways to resolve the
ideological and identity crisis British society has experienced in the last century. Even
though post-9/11 stiffening of political responses to difference and dissent shows
displace the centre; the peoples of the periphery return to rewrite the history and fiction of the metropolis‖
(Nation and Narration 6). Many critics since have pointed out the simplifying effect of such an
understanding taken to its stiffest interpretation in The Empire Writes Back, where post-colonial literary
representations earned the characterization and description of subversive tendencies. In Bhabha‘s
interpretation, the postcolonial (ethnic/racial) ―other‖ functions as a dynamic obstruction that, by virtue of
its presence, undermines the hegemonic ideological underpinnings of the nation-state.
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regression to earlier thinking patterns, the rhetoric is far from Powell‘s ―rivers of blood‖
assessments and statements about ideological conflicts. The recent thinking aims at
strategies of inclusion as well as at a more stratified representation of the racial,
post/colonial other.3
Such developments result from complex ideological shifts in British society and
political culture ushered in by the arrival of the Windrush generation to the ports of
England. Most cultural studies scholars focusing on the colonial period expand on
Benedict Anderson‘s general argument in Imagined Communities about the timing and
focal points of the development of the concept of the bourgeois nation-state and national
identity. They do this by calling attention to the colonial experience (peoples, places) as a
crucial component in the construction and consolidation of European identity and its
master narratives. Their examination of the rhetoric and representation of the policies and
political theories of imperial governance suggests that the paradox/discursive
displacement of identification at the core of Western national identity is the same as the
reactive imperial political practices reflective of racial anxiety. They define the colonial
interaction as a key dynamic in the formulation of ideas about the racial parameters of the
nation and the determinants of citizenship in the colonial metropole. 4

3

For example, prompted by renewed terrorist activities in Britain, in December 2006 Tony Blair
stated, ―We like our diversity. But how do we react when that ―difference‖ leads to desperation and
alienation from the values that define what we hold in common? For the first time in a generation there is
an unease …[that]… our willingness to welcome difference… is being used against us‖ (Quoted in
Somerville 51). The rhetoric of this statement, though still questioning the value of inclusion, emphasizes
―common values‖ as the standard of the recent past.
4

Colonial historians and postcolonial critics have approached this dynamic from many different
perspectives of colonial life and politics. Among others, Anne Laura Stoler looks at how the anxiety over
racial purity influences settlement and immigration policies in the metropole. Frederick Cooper looks at the
opposite facet of this same phenomenon, the effect of creolization on the parameters of citizenship and
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In his succinct overview of colonial and post-colonial political rhetoric in Maps of
Englishness, Simon Gikandi defines this displacement as central to the colonial
enterprise. He claims that it is the source of the radical destabilization of national identity
and nationalist ideology in twentieth-century Britain and Western Europe. Geographical
circumstances prompted this mind-set. Gikandi explains that the paradoxical relationship5
between modernist ideals touted by bourgeois society and its primary signifier, the
racial/colonized ―other‖ is at the heart of modern national ideology.6 Colonial ideology
bases arguments on the common identity of peoples under the rule the rule of the Pax
Britannica, and, at the same time, insists on radical racial and cultural differences in its
rhetoric (Gikandi 3).7
national identity in the colonies. Homi Bhabha theorizes the psychological and rhetorical components of
the colonial discourse of national identity and the role of the colonized as a subversive element in the
triangulation of national, racial identity. He bases his argument in Lacan‘s psychological theory about the
subject-other relationship in the development of personal identity. Marie Louise Pratt works on the
narrative representation of the native other in early colonial travel narratives. In her study, she uncovers
how textual references or lack thereof speak about the imaginary of the colonial traveler.
5

This paradox lends the irony to the solicitation of ethnic cultural representatives for the OBE
ranks, as in the case of the aforementioned writers because the titles also create an ironic, if not paradox,
reference to the part of British history that could not have tolerated the presence and importance of such
ethnic elements included among the most priced representatives of the British Throne and nation. It is the
name of the Empire in the title that creates this effect, and the fact that they, among many other minority
representatives (see footnote 1), were awarded these titles the shift in British culture from the traditionally
insular expectations to a more open, globally concerned understanding of culture.
6

Gikandi‘s investigation of colonial texts that reflect this displacement so central to imperial
national identity suggests that ―Europe‘s colonials provided a theatre in which modern European identities
were shaped and revamped‖ (Gikandi 7). These identities depended on the ―invention and exclusion of the
colonial subject as a figure of eternity‖ (Gikandi 8). The modern British national imaginary and rhetoric
deployed the racial colonial ―other as a hermeneutical instrument of understanding Englishness‖ (Gikandi
68); that is, it domesticated the black other by subordinating blackness to the demands of a cultural, moral
and constitutional standard exemplified by England, while keeping the colonial reality and colonized
subject at the level of distant mass, object, or figure, but not a realistic factor in self-representation of
Britishness.
7

Stuart Hall, in ―The Local and the Global: Globalization and Ethnicity‖ argues that ―identity is
always constructed against difference‖ (175), even though it is always assumed to be natural, it is ―a
structured representation that achieves its positive,‖ that is, its claim for what one is, ―only through the
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The reason Gikandi‘s study is interesting for this study and important is that he
uses canonical texts to mark the problematic nature of colonial/imperial relations that
continue to plague political and cultural life in the postcolonial West. The rhetoric of race
in texts of Carlyle and Mill, in nineteenth century travel writing, and ultimately in The
Satanic Verses explains the ontological paradox of displaced national identification in
nationalist ideology and the late twentieth century crisis of national identity. Logically,
claims Gikandi, since the ideology of modernity is based in the imperial experience
(Gikandi 17), the loss of empire forced the imagined community to unravel and generated
a new discursive space (Gikandi 31) for negotiations of national and post-imperial
identities. He is especially interested in what happens when the colonial ―other‖ becomes
a ―physical presence at the heart of Englishness‖ (Gikandi 69) and how the old
ideological patterns prevail in the new situation. I follow to a degree Gikandi‘s
investigation of the roots and dynamics of the crisis of Englishness as a national identity
as played out in post-imperial Britain in the late 20th century. My investigation, however,
maps the discursive shifts in English national identity in late 20th-century and turn-of-thecentury multicultural narrative fiction by investigating from the perspective of
multicultural, ethnic writers.

narrow eyes of the negative,‖ namely, its claim of what one is not and others are (174). National/cultural
identities are negotiated through many categories of difference (class, gender, region), yet they are
presented as homogenous to an abstractly defined group. Stuart claims that globalization calls into
existence different discourses, responses. One of the effects of increasing globalization trends is the decline
of the nation-state. He calls attention to declining nation-states into an aggressive form of racism (178) in
the shadow of increasing globalizing trends. The other effect of globalization is the centripetal force of the
global postmodern generated by the American model of globalization founded on mass production and
consumption, which is more flexible and sensitive to non-dominant discourses (181-4) and valorizes
marginality.
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The late-twentieth-century identity and ideological crisis developed with the
emergence of the Windrush generation and the simultaneous implosion of the British
Empire. The destabilized ―parameters of English identity‖ (Gikandi 70) by broke down
the physical, physiological geometry/geography of imperial ideological triangulation.
Nevertheless, if we look at texts of the Windrush generation (Selvon, Emecheta, early
Naipaul, etc.), the tropes and rhetoric of isolation and second-rate citizenship remain.
Although the themes of dislocation and search for accommodation remain central to
postcolonial narratives, with the emergence of the second generation8 of ethnic or
multicultural writers the discourse has shifted to a new ground. Instead of the ―sexed up‖
Spades and emasculated Pakis, we are now talking of a ―new breed,‖ a ―funny kind of
Englishman,‖ ―born and bred,‖ who has ―emerged from two old histories‖ (TBoS 3).
With the coming of age of this new kind of British citizenry9, the central paradox of the
imperial national identity was not only stirred up but also radically displaced. As
Catherine Lynette Innes explains in her text-oriented survey of postcolonial literatures in
8

By second generation I do not simply mean those writers who were born in Britain, as it is
generally understood in migration and diaspora studies. The term here designates the group of writers
loosely following the Windrush generation. They may be true second generation diasporic writers like
Kureishi, first generation immigrants like Rushdie, but they generally arrived or live in an environment that
takes the presence and permanence of post-imperial ethnic minorities for granted and not a novelty. The
sense of permanence and settledness is exactly what makes Naipaul‘s later writing a viable part of the
selection because, as I will show in my chapter on his latest novels, he asserts his post-colonial itinerary
differently from his earlier positions on the situation of the post-colonial exile. I also want to acknowledge
that there are other periodizations of postcolonial British fiction such as in James Procter‘s Writing Black
Britain 1948-1998. Procter separates out the time period from the 1960s as a second phase of post-colonial,
multicultural representation. However, he shows the late 1980s as an important turning point in their
political engagement (Procter 2000 95-6).
9

It is important to see, however, that this shift is not as simple as the emergence of a new
generation or a quantitative population shift. There are still a number of commonwealth citizens arriving in
Britain and writing about their experience of displacement and their encounter with racism and
metropolitan culture. Perhaps, it is more appropriate to state that there is a new generation of post-colonial
citizens of whatever breed and origin, whose expectations and attitudes toward their place in the global
discourse of cosmopolitan and metropolitan cultural geography is different. The focus has shifted to a
different level, where difference has a different cachet.

8

English, ―[t]his later generation of writers […] responds implicitly or explicitly to the
experience of living in a Britain which heard outbursts of racist and anti-immigration
rhetoric from […] prominent members of the establishment […] riots in British cities,
and a concerned response by liberal institutions‖ such as in the form of a revision of the
school and university literary curriculum in the 1970-80s (Innes 192-3).
As Kureishi himself shows in The Buddha of Suburbia, this process was initiated
in the 1960-70s.10 The sexual and cultural ―revolution‖ and experimentation of this era,
though it fizzled out or moved underground after a decade, initiated a new approach
toward difference and a new appreciation for the exotic. Gradually culturally different
minorities were incorporated into the arena of popular culture. By the late 1980s had
become acceptable and interesting to talk about cultural difference.
The most important turning point in British cultural politics since the arrival of
the Windrush is the turn of the decade to the 1990s. This was prompted by political,
social, cultural changes internal and external to the United Kingdom. Globally, the
African continent produced new and numerous political hot spots. In the meantime, with

10

In fact, the first time when racial relations problems came to the forefront of national political
discourse was the 1958 Notting Hill riots, which signaled the confusion caused by the presence of colonials
on British soil. Will Sommerville sums up this process from the historical perspective on immigration and
race politics in his Immigration under New Labour. He assumes the same position as Gikandi by claiming
that basically Britain developed institutional racism in response to the crisis of national identity to the
degree that, in the 1970s, they announced a ―zero immigration‖ policy that went as far as promising heavy
penalties for human traffickers as well. It was not until the 1980s‘ multiple political conflicts around the
world, which resulted in an influx of asylum seekers, that the government actively started to work on
reopening the borders and reconsidering immigration policies. In terms of the internal political responses to
the racial problems of England, the Parliament only started to worry about the consequences of racial
discrimination against commonwealth citizens in the mid-1960s, which process culminated in a series of
Race Relations Acts and the designation of the Commission for Racial Equality in the 1960-70s, which
then defined racial politics and policies for the next 40 years. Even though it was Tony Blair‘s ―Cool
Britannia‖ initiative that made full use of the multiethnic and multicultural as cultural branding, as Gikandi
points out, the Thatcher government already broke the tide of the Powellean ―rivers of blood‖ rhetoric and
thinking by promoting assimilationist rhetoric and policies.
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the demolition of the Eastern Bloc, the global geopolitical tensions shifted back to the
axes of the imperial struggles between Asia and Europe or Christian and Muslim parts of
the world. Simultaneously in Britain the political power shifted from the conservative
Thatcher government, and there was regeneration of leftist, globally oriented cultural and
social politics. This culminated in the cultural marketing scheme for the image of a new,
progressive, and multicultural Britain under the name ―Cool Britannia‖ even before the
Blair government got a shot at creating actual policies to support it.
As a result, claims Will Sommerville in Immigration under New Labour, the New
Labour government sprung into action to overhaul the entire immigration and race
relations system, and by its second term it developed the concept of ―managed
immigration,‖ a pro-active set of laws turning immigration policy into ―a positive
economic asset‖ (Sommerville 22) for England. New Labour‘s aim was the integration of
ethnic minorities in a way that values multiculturalism (Sommerville 52). The new
Labour ―actively promoted debates on national identity and what it means to be British‖
(Sommerville 56) with the commitment to define and instill ―shared values‖
(Sommerville 57). So the focus shifted from exclusionist or later assimilationist race and
ethnic politics to a broad-based, democratic negotiation of national identity.11
On the intellectual plane, there has been an increased interest in publishing socalled world, ―commonwealth‖ or, more specifically, postcolonial literature. This is, as
Neil Lazarus explains in his overview of postcolonial intellectual projects in the last three
decades in his ―Introduction‖ to The Cambridge Companion to Postcolonial Theory, a
11

In this political climate, ethnic minorities, diasporic groups started to gain foothold and organize
their political representations such as the Muslim Council of GB for example, which is working directly
with the government on cultural and political issues pertaining to the Islamic diaspora in England.

10

development not unique to Britain.12 He mentions the numerous prizes and
institutionalized responses to representatives of the postcolonial community as the proof
of heightened critical, academic, and general attention to postcolonial literature. The
Fatwa declared against Salman Rushdie in 1989 is central here. The ―Rushdie affair‖
reverberated around the world and galvanized the British and Western intelligentsia as
some of the basic tenets of Western liberal thinking--free speech and secular cultural
politics--were threatened by the immanent destruction of a representative of Western
culture.
The overall changes and the slowly building demographic alteration of the ethnic
landscape of Britain prompted new assessments of political/cultural aspects of British
multicultural life. Such intellectual changes were heralded by the 1984 publishing of
Wasafiri, the ―journal of Caribbean, African, Asian and Associated literatures‖ by the
Association for Teaching Caribbean and African Literature. Its goal was to create ―an
accessible forum for multicultural debates and to promote and give space to new creative
writing‖ (Innes 193).
At the same time, preeminent postcolonial scholars attempted to theorize the
changing cultural and political climate. Stuart Hall‘s essay ―New Ethnicities,‖ for
example, became a key text in delineating the new way in which ethnic minorities
organized themselves as a result of growing numbers of specialized groups within ethnic
12

As Lazarus explains, ―[t]he last quarter of the twentieth century has borne witness to a profound
decentering of the dominant traditions of the literary world. […] Everywhere in the Anglophone and
Francophone literatures, much of the most vibrant, audacious, and inspiriting contemporary writing is being
produced by […] writers, whose work derives from and reflects upon the experiences of post-coloniality,
even if the intellectual and ideological formation of these writers cannot be separated from the metropolitan
stadium, the various ‗great traditions.‘ In the Hispanophone and Lusophone worlds this process has an even
longer history‖ (Lazarus 255-266).
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communities. These groups moved beyond single minded resistance to Western oriented
racial politics and the remnants of colonial ideology. As Hall assessed it, Black Britain,
which combined all the colonial immigrants of the Islands in earlier decades, had
developed into more stratified ethnic groups who, by this time, represented their separate
cultural backgrounds and interests (Hall, 1996 443-4). This is also the time when
Diaspora Studies came into their own through the redefinition of concepts such as
―diaspora‖ and ―cultural identity‖ in Stuart Hall‘s ―Cultural Identity and Diaspora‖
(1990)13 or Homi Bhabha‘s ―Re-inventing Britain: A Manifesto‖ (1995).14
The highlighted scholarship and analyses signaled a broad-based shift in the
discourse on racial and cultural politics in Britain and also inserted the concepts of
diaspora and transnational, hybrid metropolitan cultures into the political discourse of
British national identity. However, the development of the discourse around multicultural
Britain is contested and still struggling to resolve the core paradox intrinsic to the concept
of the Western nation. Even though by 2000 multicultural sensibility had been instilled
even in the daily and local political and cultural parlance of Britain, the inherent
inconsistencies of this development has been repeatedly pointed out by cultural critics.

13

In this essay, Hall differentiates old and new meaning of the terminology emphasizing the terms
―heterogeneity,‖ ―diversity,‖ and ―hybridity‖ as the key component of this new process-based (living ―with
and through diversity‖) identity.
14

Homi Bhabha‘s 1995 ―Re-inventing Britain: A Manifesto,‖ engendered a series of
workshops/conferences organized by the British Council focusing on the academic innovations in cultural
studies fields. In this proposal, Bhabha urged a change in how mainstream British culture and political
establishment related to its ethnicities and called attention to the benefits of multicultural, cosmopolitan
migrant cultures. This had happened just at the time of the latest regime change in the New Labour
government. In his explanation of the new directions in cultural politics and studies, he differentiated
between the terms ―expression‖ and ―articulation‖ to point out the difference between the old fashioned
declarative meaning of culture, whose function was to attribute identities and confer authenticity, and his
redefined notion of culture, which is ―more about the activity of negotiating, regulating and authorising
competing, often conflicting demands for collective self-representation‖ (Bhabha 1995)
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As Stuart Hall emphasizes in his response to the discourse generated around the
Parekh Report on ―The Future of Multi-Ethnic Britain‖ in 2000, the official British
multiculturalist rhetoric still emanates from the position of hegemonic power relations
represented in Western liberal universalism. In his ―Conclusion‖ to Un/settled
Multiculturalisms, Hall explains that ―liberal universalism‖ is also the basis on which
imperialist expansion presented itself as ―a universalizing civilizing function‖ (Hall 2000
234). As Hall points out, even in its new formulation ―rewritten as a global universalism‖
(Hall 234 2000), Western liberalism has consistently failed to address the
difference/particularity presented in contemporary multi-cultural societies or ―to deliver
equality and justice to minority citizens‖ (Hall 2000 232) because it is unable to break out
of its hegemonizing logic. Hall calls British multiculturalist government practices a
―multi-cultural drift‖ (Hall 2000 231) because of New Labour‘s slow and inadequate
response to the growing presence of ethnicized communities (Hall 2000 231). He
suggests a more ideal form of multiculturalism, that is, a set of strategies in which the
state formally recognizes and declares responsibility to ―the differentiated social needs
and growing cultural diversity of its citizens‖ (Hall 2000 231). But this multiculturalist
strategy has to break with majoritarian logic and attempt to ―reconfigure the nation as a
whole in a radical post-national form‖ (Hall 2000 232).
Anne-Marie Fortier in ―Multiculturalism and the New Face of Britain‖ calls
attention to the nuanced deployment of inclusion and difference in ―neo-liberal
conceptions‖ of national identity from a slightly different angle. In her definition of neoliberal national discourse, minority cultures are ―redefined as integral to the nation itself‖
(Fortier 17). In this model, as Fortier explains, members of ethnic minorities can only
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operate as ―voluntaristic‖ subjects, who are ―ascribed identities‖ that are recognized as
equal only as long as they ―stay in place as ‗other‘ in order to claim the multi of
multiculturalism‖ (Fortier 7). In other words, multiethnic subjects are already recognized
as the ―multi‖ component of the concept in contrast to the unmarked figure of the white
(ethnically Caucasian) majority (Fortier 8). Thus twenty-first-century British
multiculturalism is seen as a form of ―commodity multiculturalism‖ which ―produces
ethnic products [and subjectivities] as forms of exoticism for the international market‖
(Fortier 15). It still works along the logic of old fashioned stereotypical associations in
response to ethnic and cultural differences. Like Hall, she finds the unifying rhetoric of
the national discourse problematic and inconsistent.
These recent cultural, historical, and political developments are important because
they represent the turn-of-the-century re-negotiation of national identity in post-colonial
Britain. They shed light on the contemporary shifts in conceptualizations of the nationstate and its ideological constructs. My chosen texts in this context are important because
they provide a doubly interesting and significant perspective on this ―crisis‖ of national
identity and the concept of the nation. First, written in and about this same time period,
the texts‘ language and their historical, political backgrounds reflect the cultural climate
in which they were produced. Second, having gained critical and audience attention,
these texts have the potential to inform the political and cultural discourse of turn-of-thecentury Britain.
In my selection of texts and literary figures I turn intentionally toward some of the
most well-known and widely accepted representatives of the British literary scene
because of the reputation of the writers and their writing and their influence on the
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perception of marginality and diversity in British cultural life. Kureishi is often casually
referred to as ―one of the enfant terribles of contemporary British pop-art scene‖ (Huggan
94) for his provocative representation of ethnic and sexual life in Britain. His popularity
was enhanced not only by his controversial early films but also by his first novel, The
Buddha of Suburbia, which was adapted for television shortly after its publication as a
book.
Rushdie is often labeled as the quintessential postcolonial novelist because of his
magical realist tendencies; insistence on hybrid forms, stories, and characters; and his
pulling together faraway times, places, and people to represent global cultural
interconnectedness. Rushdie‘s career has been closely scrutinized and followed by
cultural critics and by political allies and foes of Western secular free speech. The Fatwa
not only turned Rushdie into an unlikely celebrity but also became a marker of the EastWest ideological conflict. Naipaul, of course, is considered to speak from the place of
exilic post-colonial subjectivity. However controversial, he, for some, holds the scepter
of postcolonial historical vision and experience and the traditional point of view of the
subversive postcolonial resistance to the dominant culture. His place is not only fixed in
the British cultural pantheon but also made globally relevant by the Nobel literary prize
of 2001.
The position of these writers is interesting for several reasons. First, their texts are
widely disseminated nationally and globally, and so creating a twofold effect with their
narratives. As representations of British multicultural life they are reflected back onto
British culture and thus raise internal expectations. With such recognitions as the
Booker‘s Booker for Rushdie, the OBE honors for Naipaul, Rushdie and Kureishi, the
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government and the national cultural establishment acknowledge their achievements and
claim them as their cultural trademarks. As a result, they become representatives and
components of the late twentieth-century national imaginary as projected inward and on
to the cultural community of Britain.
Second, their celebrated texts have the potential to become active agents in the
discourse about national/ethnic/cultural identities perplexed by
nationalist/racist/exclusionist tendencies, on the one hand; and the vibrant multicultural
metropolitan life of, say, London, on the other. The aura of these texts targets iconic
public figures, events, places, etc. Their stories, characters, and cultural references
reiterate politically symbolic situations. The authors inscribe often conflicting
perspectives into their texts on various levels, a practice that denies the possibility of
single minded interpretive/reading. Therefore, they effectually participate in ―the
construction of a multiple or hybrid reader [as] one of the properties of many postcolonial
texts‖ (Innes 200).
Third, by virtue of their generic characteristics, these novels are tied into and
interact with the national imaginary because of the special affinity of the novelistic form
with the national master narratives. Timothy Brennan in his 1990 essay ―The National
Longing for Form‖ sums up the scholarship establishing the premise of ―nation as
narration‖ as a basis for talking about the nation in the Foucauldian sense of a ―discursive
formation‖ (Brennan 46). He suggests ―that cultural [sic] study, and specifically the study
of imaginative literature, is in many ways a profitable one for understanding the nationcenteredness of the post-colonial world‖ (Brennan 47). Brennan points to Bakhtin‘s claim
that the formulation of national space in nineteenth-century romantic travel narratives
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such as Goethe‘s Italian Journey and to Benedict Anderson‘s argument in Imagined
Communities that the realist novel is the primary representational form of the nation as an
ideological unit and the national imaginary. If we follow the narratological scholarship
relevant to national ideology in Homi Bhabha‘s Nation and Narration and beyond, we can
see that marginal (postcolonial) narratives are privileged in the decentering and
regeneration of national identity of Western nations and in demolishing hegemonic
ideological constructs.
It is important to note that none of my chosen texts claims any great diviation
from traditional novelistic style, and they echo traditional novelistic formulas both
directly or through their attempts to subvert them. As C. L. Innes points out, Rushdie is
frequently referred to as a postmodern writer, which he rejects, claiming Dickens and
Desani as his models (Innes 40). He considers himself a modernist. Naipaul‘s launching
point for his novels is the formal and textual traditions established in colonial travel
writing; and he explicitly establishes his kinship in his writing with writers such as
Dickens and Conrad. These texts engage closely with the national master narrative as
they negotiate the expressions of newness or difference within and along the boundaries
of this traditional literary form. However, as I claim in my analysis of their texts, they do
not simply ―write back to the canon‖ in the sense that is generally assumed in
postcolonial criticism; their novels question the viability of the novel form in the
representation of the nuances of postcolonial and multicultural experiences. Hence, they
cut to the core of the novel as the privileged representational form of the national
imaginary and national discourse in the Andersonean concept of the nation.
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I focus on narrative strategies of corporeal representation in my examination of
my selected texts. I do so in agreement with both Peter Brooks and Daniel Punday, who
argue that the human figure is the key ingredient of the novel‘s generic structure, more
specifically the body of the human figure. Peter Brooks in his Body Works argues that
from the earliest experimentations with the novel form, human flesh has been the subject
of keen interest, which led to the development of pornographic and erotic fiction quite
early on in the history of the genre. Brooks also explains that fundamental generic and
historical differences between subgeneric variants of the novel evolved around different
modes of representation of the body.
Daniel Punday focuses on the flesh in novelistic narratives in Narrative Bodies:
Toward a Corporeal Narratology. He argues that the modern understanding of human
corporeality is the basis for development of modern (novelistic) narrative. Modern
narrative depends on the modern or evolutionary conception of the human body because
modern narrative forms developed as a result of and alongside with epistemological and
cultural changes between the Renaissance and the seventeenth century. At that time the
foundations of ―modern contextual thinking‖ were established by Leibniz with his
concept of ―possible worlds‖ and by Vico with his historiographic model of the world.
Simultaneously modern scientific theories of human reproduction and evolution were
developed. Punday emphasizes that this tradition only exists in the historical frame that
extends from the Renaissance to the twentieth century. Prior to this, the conditions of
modern narrative with its concept of the individual ―author‖ did not exist. Medieval
Christian ideological regime placed God behind all narrative forms, and the causality of
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narrative structures centered on God‘s will as the origin of all developments and
meaning.
What is most important in his argument in terms of my study is his particular
approach to narratology. Punday combines the new historicist method, which looks at
cultural phenomena as historically defined and changing, with the study of narratological
concepts, which generally stays abstract and a-historical. He wants to bring narratological
inquiry into the structural nature of novels alongside the new historicist understanding of
the human body as a socially contested, discursive site. He considers his intent along the
lines of Foucault and Barthes‘ arguments, which create a ―productive intersection
between the two approaches‖ (Punday 9) and consider narrative as an historical
phenomenon.
Punday‘s approach implies a re-linking of the political and intellectual aspects of
the human body with the concept of the nation partly because the historical process of
intellectual and scientific advancement that Punday outlines for the development of the
modern narrative may be seen as the flipside of the intellectual developments that
brought forth the nation as a new political and social organizing force. Also, his argument
about the function of the body in modern narratives combined with the Andersonean
prioritization of the novel in the representation of the national imaginary define corporeal
representation as an important vehicle in the discourse of the nation.
I open Punday‘s argument up to include a cultural studies component and claim
that corporeal narrativity is defined not only in terms of historical circumstance but also
by cultural, social specificities. In doing this, I address a gap in two directions. From one
angle, while Punday asserts that modern narrative structure depends on a specific concept
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of the human body as bound by its origin and its accidental arrangements of
physiological, genetic make-up in the trajectory of the novel so much so that an altered
perception of human life and corporeality would have a detrimental structural and generic
impact on the novel itself, he does not address the importance of
postcolonial/poststructuralist understanding of the body as a culturally defined construct
any further.
In his last chapter on the body‘s role in establishing narrative authority, Punday
includes the postcolonial critical point of view that narrative authority and differential
embodiment, that is, the positioning of characters dependent on different degrees of
bodily coherence and perceptibility, are culturally situated and politically motivated.
However, he does not go much beyond that. As novels/narratives are key elements of the
national imaginary, I assert the importance of expanding the scrutiny of the different
ways in which a character‘s, as fiction portrays it, embodiment implicitly or explicitly
negotiates traditional narrative models. Based on my analysis of my chosen texts, I claim
that postcolonial/multicultural novels make particular demands on corporeal narrativity,
that is, on the textual details of embodiment in narratives.
The writers and narratives in the following chapters present a unique problem to
narrative representation. They are speaking from the perspective of cultural difference.
Even though my selected authors may be more or less mainstream, at least in the sense
that they are well respected and broadly read, they speak from the perspective of
difference in that the situations and characters they construct in their narratives pertain to
marginal subjectivities as a complicating factor in the national master narrative.
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From the other direction, from the perspective of the ―nation as narration‖ school,
even though there are analyses of the body as a representation of the nation, ethnicity,
inclusion, exclusion, difference, domination, agency, and so on in their many
permutations, not many of these analyses venture as far as looking at the body as the
keystone of the narrativity of the nation, and of cultural, ethnic identity in general.
Especially because these authors‘ generic choices are already an act of textual politics, it
is important to see how the context and the material affect the form in these novels.
In my quest for bridging the two analytic trajectories, I look at how contemporary
multicultural or postcolonial novels complicate and negotiate dominant and traditional
paradigms of the national imaginary through the corporeal aspect of their narrative
structure. What I am interested in showing is not simply that these texts insert the ethnic
or racial other into the symbolic spaces of the national imaginary or into the nation‘s
body politic. This aspect of their texts seems to me a fairly straightforward matter.
Instead, I want to show how these bodies are manipulated by/in the texts so that they
interact with and negotiate the narrative structure to the degree that they alter novelistic
formulas, which support the established national/cultural imaginary. In this way, I claim,
the novels interrupt novelistic conventions in their representations of the national master
narrative by engaging the human body not only at the figurative level but also in the
narrative structure. These novels answer to traditional understanding of the tropes of the
national imaginary not simply by virtue of their mixture color, ethnic origin, and cultural
difference with the physiognomy or the psychology of the characters, but more so by
manipulating the situatedness, agency, degree of embodiment in the character-bodies to
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alter the function and structure of the narrative itself as well as to manipulate the process
of signifying and textuality.
In the context of negotiating corporeal narrativity in representations of the
national imaginary, I find the figure and concept of the palimpsest especially appropriate
and useful for describing and analyzing these texts and their corporeal inscriptions. The
palimpsest, as Sarah Dillon notes in her essay ―Reinscribing De Quincey‘s Palimpsest:
The Significance of the Palimpsest in Contemporary Literature and Cultural Studies,‖ has
become an especially successful model in representational and interpretive practices not
only in the postcolonial but also in feminist and queer studies contexts. As she explains,
these fields of study, basically, all have developed ―out of the poststructuralist figurations
of subjectivity and identity‖ (Dillon 2005 258) as part of the ―modern history of the
decentering of the Cartesian subject‖ (Dillon 2005 258) on the shoulders of
psychoanalytic, deconstructionist, poststructuralist schools of thought. However, looking
at the corporeal narrativity of postcolonial and diasporic narratives through the lens of the
palimpsest suggests the additional layer of corporeality to the interpretation of
postcolonial texts.
In Dillon‘s assessment the palimpsest takes on a special meaning, which she
theorizes in her article as well as in her full-volume study of the history and different
configurations of the concept, The Palimpsest. Dillon explains that, since the inception of
the term as a figurative entity by Thomas de Quincey in 1845, the palimpsest has grown
into a substantive system of references to different meanings based on structural,
ontological, or epistemological analogies to the original, palaeographical definition of the
term. As she points out, the use of the palimpsest proliferated especially in literary and
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social studies to cover many forms of intertextual and discursive relations. The usefulness
of the palimpsest as a social, psychological, and historical model based on its layering of
otherwise unrelated surface structures, which become ―involuted‖ (―intimately
interwoven, involved, entangled‖) by virtue of inhabiting the same place and interrupting
each other‘s discursive fields (Dillon 4), can be seen in the fact that theorist have
transferred this epistemological model and relationship to an array of discourses related
to modes of signifying. Most importantly to my focus, Dillon looks at the theoretical
contribution of the concept of the palimpsest to contemporary anti-hegemonic intellectual
paradigms. In her 2005 article she links the palimpsest to postcolonial interpretive
methods through Michel Foucault‘s new historical methodology that combines the
operation of archeology with that of genealogy because historical investigation in its
traditional form is insufficient in addressing the complexities of social and political
realities.
This is the juncture at which the palimpsest becomes an intriguing model for my
study. As Dillon explains, the traditional historian‘s objective is simply to bring to light
―what was heretofore unseen‖ (Foucault 253) and to reevaluate history in terms of the
new knowledge. This, as she points out, is very much akin to the methodology of the
palimpsest editor, who is looking for a suppressed, erased, superimposed-upon
inscription, but neglects the complex relationships between the different layers of texts
and the context of palimpsestic activity. Foucault‘s view of history values genealogy for
drawing ―attention to ‗the various systems of subjection‘ (NGH, p.148) that constitute
history as a violent and repeated palimpsestic play of dominations and forces,
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‗substitutions, displacements, disguised conquests, and systematic reversals‘ (NGH,
p.152)‖ (Dillon 2005 254).
Dillon/Foucault‘s analysis of history as a palimpsestic operation is very similar to
Homi Bhabha‘s description of the nation as a discursive construct in operation. In his
―Introduction‖ to Nation and Narration and then in his subsequent essay ―Dissemination,‖
Bhabha emphasizes the ambiguity/ambivalence of the nation as a discourse. He builds
this thinking from the peculiar nature of the nation described as ―the modern Janus‖ in
Tom Nairn‘s The Break-up of Britain (1975) as a figurative representation of the inherent
contradictions within the nebulous meaning of the concept of the nation and the actions
attributed to it. The palimpsest trope depicts the synchronous existence of opposing
intentions and rhetoric such as progressive/regressive, inclusion/exclusion,
rational/irrational, healthy/ morbid ―inscribed in [the nation‘s] genetic code from the
start‖ (Nairn 335).
Bhabha elaborates on those binaries by explaining the discursive element and
operational ambivalence in the concept of the nation as key to its mobilizing power. In
his sense, this monster child of the Enlightenment and colonial imperialism finds itself
best performing in the tension between the nation as signified (an a priori object) and the
nation in the process of self-articulation/performance (Bhabha 1994 147). Between these
narrative movements, the relationship is similar to that between the layers of the
palimpsest, in that the meaning of the nation depends on the layers‘ progressive
interaction in cancelling out and referring to, displacing and reinforcing one another.
Very importantly Bhabha pays special attention to the role of the
marginal/minority in the discourse of the nation. He already privileges the marginal
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because of its capacity to intervene into the ―‗normalizing‘ tendencies within cultures in
the name of the national interest or the ethnic prerogative‖ (Bhabha 1994, 4) and to
―disturb [the] ideological [and rhetorical] maneouvres through which ‗imagined
communities‘ [continually displace] anxiety of [their] irredeemably plural modern space‖
(Bhabha 1994 149). Bhabha recognizes that importance of the ―supplementary‖ status
and operation of minority discourse within the narrative of the nation ―lies […] in the
renegotiation of those times, terms and traditions through which we turn our uncertain,
passing contemporaneity into the signs of history‖ (Bhabha 1994 155). This renegotiation
or rearticulation of the national discourse has its fodder in cultural difference in contrast
with the totalizing efforts/tendencies of national culture (Bhabha 1994 162).
Consequently, if we can argue for the importance of minority literature in its
power to renegotiate and intervene in the national discourse, then we can assert the
importance of the study of minority literature in order to map the shifts in the national
imaginary and the consequent changes in the generic representations of the nation. In my
project, I attempt to do just that. Looking at the textual, narrative operations of
multicultural fiction, I draw conclusions as to how they interfere with pre-existing
imaginings of the nation. I claim that as the key narrative element of modern narratives,
the body becomes a central figure in the perpetual re-negotiation of the national
imaginary, and that it operates through palimpsestic modes to represent and interpret
cultural/national identities.
I focus my study of Rushdie‘s fiction on The Moore‘s Last Sigh for two reasons.
First, textually and figuratively this novel is constructed around the trope of the
palimpsest, so it is an especially useful novel whereby to translate my analytic basis in
25

response to the specificities of a text. Second, it is also a central text in Rushdie‘s oeuvre
for its movement from his earlier, nation-oriented novels to his later, more cosmopolitan
topics. I base my argument on the premise that Rushdie deliberately integrates the
characters‘ corporeality into symbolic layers of his novels as a representation of the
nation. The fragmentation of narrative and narrative subjectivity via the trope of the
palimpsest in The Moor‘s Last Sigh is central to Rushdie‘s conceptualization of the
nation throughout his oeuvre. Rushdie‘s explicit focus on the palimpsest in this novel
defines his general working method in the representation of the ambiguity and
palimpsestic character of cultural, historical, national discourse. The palimpsestic nature
of his narratives is created in particular by engaging the corporeal aspects of the narrative
as layers of conflicting truths and narrative possibilities in the lives and identities of the
characters. Their bodies manifest not a mixture of different elements but a conglomerate
of coexisting, often mutually exclusive, yet intrinsically combined and equally possible,
alternatives.
In V. S. Naipaul‘s fiction I focus on the function of corporeality in the negotiation
of the national imaginary through representations of narrative space. I take The Enigma
of Arrival as my central text because it reenacts Naipaul‘s structural choice for travel
narratives but removes itself most decisively from the traditional form of that genre. I
claim that Naipaul uses a circuitous spatial orientation and movement to claim and
question agency for his characters and to emphasize the illusory nature of narrative
authority in the service of the national imaginary and ideology. Similarly, in A Way in
the World, Naipaul utilizes palimpsestic layering of the kinetic space as well as elements
of embodiment to point out the instability of meaning and the ambiguous operations of
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national/postcolonial discourse. In Naipaul‘s case, the double vision of multicultural
subjectivity yields a fascinating layering of iconic cultural imagery in which the subject
in invested, but which is also untenable for the subject.
In my analysis of Hanif Kureishi‘s fiction, I focus on the function of differential
embodiment. I argue that his characters‘ diminishing corporeal presence is, in fact, the
source of their agency and their increasingly complex cultural identifications. I focus on
one of his latest novels, The Body, because of its ground-breaking attitude toward the
possibilities of narrativity in the age of transmutable corporeality. I suggest that, with
such stories and characters, Kureishi edges toward the end of novelistic representation
largely due to the diasporic, postcolonial orientation of his narratives. I will tackle the
question whether the emptying out of the body eventually renders the novel form
obsolete. This novel comes closest to the demolition of the residues of Enlightenment
ideology at the center of cultural identification. In Kureishi‘s work, the palimpsestic
vision of bodies takes an interesting turn, in that his characters can not only break through
different sets of narrative-based cultural positions, but can also move between them. They
play the system for their own benefit by offering up exotic aspects of their identities or
personas for consumption. In this sense, a gradual and progressive demolition of
corporeal markers eventually causes the disintegration of the traditional narrative circuit
that defines the formation of cultural identities.
In the final chapter, I focus on Monica Ali‘s Brick Lane as a representative text of
the upcoming generation of female diasporic/multicultural writers marketed in the service
of the liberal multiculturalist discourse of the early 2000s. I claim that, while Ali‘s
narrative is transparent or even stereotypical in certain ways, her attention to the
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embodied spatial relations and the kinetic space of the novel creates unexpected and
otherwise unnoticed ripples in the characters and the narration. This aspect of the text
shifts the meaning of the novel from an optimistic diasporic integration or ethnic/gender
emancipation narrative to the representation of a curious form of diasporic subjectivity
that claims agency by resisting cultural affiliations on all sides of the diasporic ―double
bind.‖
This chapter engages with the text on a somewhat different level than the
preceding ones in that I pay more attention to the discourse surrounding the novel. I find
it important to pay attention to this aspect of the texts because the controversy
surrounding these novels is part of the naturalization of diasporic and postcolonial
cultural discourse. I imply from this perspective that, in fact, the discourse surrounding
the novels makes the careful analysis of the texts imperative because of their place in the
negotiation of the national imaginary. Consequently, this is how every one of the texts
should be considered.
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CHAPTER 2
SALMAN RUSHDIE AND THE MOOR‘S NEW PALIMPSEST

Although magical realist fantasies are less prominent in Salman Rushdie‘s later
fiction, the human body as the terrain of signification remains a mainstay of his writing
and mode of expression. His move away from the grotesque and fantastic expressions of
corporeal semantics in The Moor‘s Last Sigh, shifts the narrative to a more
psychologically based inscription of corporeal narrativity. Many critics include this novel
with the mythologizing national allegories of Midnight‘s Children and Shame. Alexandra
Schultheis approaches the novel from the perspective of the paternal family as allegory of
the nation and delineates the novel‘s complex national politics in terms of the libidinal
relations of the family. Others point out its intertextual connections with Western literary
tradition. Jonathan Greenberg sees its kinship to the European ―kunstlerroman,‖
particularly to those of James Joyce. Tabish Khair in Babu Fictions: Alienation in
Contemporary Indian English Novels points out that in Indian novels written in English
the recurring exilic characters and narrative trajectories are similar to those of The
Satanic Verses. He also condemns such fiction for its elitist, Western cosmopolitan
perspective: he claims that it represents a narrow point of view by not including the
masses in its vision of India and thereby not providing a realistic view of India.
Studies focusing on The Moor‘s last Sigh generally acknowledge the importance
of the palimpsest as a central motif in the narrative. They tend to stop short of even
looking at how this motif figures into other aspects of the narrative. Those who take the
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palimpsest as their focus of analysis, such as J. M. Coetzee in ―Palimpsest Regained,‖
mostly comment on external factors as the origin of palimpsestic multiplicity. Minoli
Salgado in ―The Politics of the Palimpsest in The Moor‘s Last Sigh‖ compares the
novel‘s palimpsest images and doubling tendencies from the perspective of Indian history
and the novel‘s intertextual connections with other Rushdie novels and the Western
novelistic tradition. Jonathan Greenberg in ―‗The Base Indian‘ or ‗the Base Judean‘?:
Othello and the Metaphor of the Palimpsest in Salman Rushdie‘s The Moor‘s Last Sigh‖
looks at the palimpsest from the perspective of the multiple possible identities (Jewish,
Arab, African) of Moor‘s as a reflection of Shakespeare‘s Othello.
These analyses do not account for the degree to which the palimpsest permeates
the text. They assume the palimpsest to be part of the figurative structure of the novel, so
they do not acknowledge that, in fact, the palimpsest motif permeates the text‘s minor
details to the point which the text itself works as a palimpsest. The palimpsest function is
present in practically all layers of the text and is the mechanism on which even the minor
details of the text operate.
An important scene in the novel exploits a seemingly minor physiological detail
of the protagonist in order to create a comic situation. The trajectory of The Moor‘s Last
Sigh is anchored at the core of Bombay Central in the comic description of the darkest
turn of events in the protagonist Moor‘s life. He kills his ex-boss by smashing a green
plastic frog-shaped telephone from his desk into his boss‘s face. The minor little problem
is that the Moor uses his wrong hand, I mean, his good hand, which is his left hand,
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which is the wrong hand because he is right handed, but his right hand is bad…15 Thus
the basic conflict of Moor‘s identity and of his life story is handed to him in this utter
psychological and physiological dislocation.
The turning point is when he inadvertently messes up the order of things, that is,
the order of hands. This moment is pivotal in terms of the character‘s life and in the
novel‘s narrative structure. In Moor‘s momentary discombobulation, the text pulls
together a number of important themes. In the dark office in the bottom of Bombay
Central, we find a culmination of the novel‘s geographical, ideological, emotional and
psychological motifs. Although the above scene is very much downplayed and lacks the
melodrama of transmogrifications and of mythic forces, it becomes a critical element in
the character‘s profile and in the text‘s narrative structure as well as in Rushdie‘s writing
in general. In this handy little exchange, the text enlists the palimpsest in relation to the
semantic shift that occurs in a process of figurative signification anchored in the human
body. This mix-up points toward Rushdie‘s general thematic interests and one of the
motives of his textual politics.
By conflating the palimpsest with figurative representations of the body and the
text, the palimpsest becomes a processual trope of cultural representation. The text
creates a matrix of motifs that become increasingly extensive and interconnected via the
proliferation of the palimpsest figure and structure whose complexity challenges
allegorical interpretation. Furthermore, the palimpsest is deployed in many different
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The point I am trying to make seemingly ineffectually is that the text intentionally confuses and
mixes the associations connected to the different hands. For future reference, Moor‘s right hand is
deformed, or as the narrator refers to it, ―bad.‖ The left hand, in use for the first time in this moment, is
working, but because Moor‘s is right handed, it is the useless ―wrong‖ hand.
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ways: as a trope of multiplicity and hybridity, as the processual metaphor of cultural and
national identification, and more importantly, as an epistemological method comparable
to Walter Benjamin‘s model of allegorical representation. Finally, the palimpsest is a tool
for Rushdie‘s deconstruction of the creative and the semantic aspects of narratives as
representing the national imaginary in a multicultural environment.
The various functions of the palimpsest in The Moor‘s Last Sigh are present in
Rushdie‘s other novels as well, but especially in his later, more realist novels. The
psychological process dramatized in the aforementioned scene and Rushdie‘s careful
positioning of the protagonist‘s body within it, however, point to an underlying theme
that will connect this novel and its characters to Rushdie‘s more globally staged novels,
especially Fury and Shalimar the Clown. The Moor‘s Last Sigh can be considered as a
keystone in the arc of Rushdie‘s novels in terms of its stylistic and thematic choices and
political concerns because it not only references many of the cultural, political themes of
the other novels, but more so because it makes the investigation of signifying practices its
central focus and, therefore, creates the framework for interpretation of the other novels.
The proliferating palimpsest trope is anchored in Rushdie‘s use of the characters
bodily depictions, more specifically in his literalized corporeal metaphors. The starting
point of this proliferation in The Moor‘s Last Sigh is Moor‘s explanation of the curse of
his life: ―life had dealt me a bad hand, and a freak of nature obliged me to play it out too
fast‖(153-4). This statement is based on a twofold and then extended figurative
transference. The primary trope is the metonymy/synecdoche in the first clause of the
sentence, which transfers the meaning of the card holding hand to the set of cards in a
card game. This vehicle becomes involved in the idea of bad luck in yet another
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metaphoric transference. The second clause reiterates this secondary metaphor by playing
on the idea of a card game as life. It refers at once to the metaphoric bad luck connotation
and to Moor‘s other affliction, his hastened aging. However, as the story makes it clear,
Moor literally has a bad hand, which is the bad luck he is talking about. Thus, his
metaphoric bad hand/bad luck is his bad hand.16 On top of the primary undoing of the
figurative signifying structure, the second statement reinserts the vehicle and extends the
metaphor.
In his monographic analysis of Midnight‘s Children, Neil Ten Kortenaar calls
attention to Rushdie‘s characteristic figurative operation, the ―literalization of metaphors‖
(Kortenaar 32).17 He focuses on historical allegory rendered through corporeal metaphors
in the historical narrative that symptomatizes Pakistani history in the body of Saleem
Sinai. Literalized metaphors are key to disclosing the semantic operations that function to
naturalize ideological motivation by adapting ―a neutral, objective voice [which] claims
to eschew metaphors altogether‖ (Kortenaar 33) so that this ―figurative language goes
unnoticed‖ (Kortenaar 33). Kortenaar explains that Rushdie‘s texts reverse the function
and position of literalness in metaphors. Kortenaar compares the logic of this figurative
reversal to the way Tzvetan Tododrov explains the relationship of the fantastic genre to
reality. Az Todorov says in The Fantastic, the fantastic ―realizes the literal sense of a
figurative expression‖ (Todorov in Kortenaar 33; italics in original).

16

This works similarly to the principles of the psycho-somatic sublimation Freud observes in his
case studies of hysteria.
17

Kortenaar‘s explanation of the figurative language of Rushdie is explained in regard to his
magical realist style.

33

Based on Kortenar‘s analysis, we can say that in Midnight‘s Children the
connection between the fantastic and the literal metaphors is acute. The protagonist
Saleem becomes the symptomatic embodiment of national history. Kortenaar sums up the
effect of literalized metaphors on the scale of the fantastic such as in Midnight‘s Children
in that they ―both undermine and presume the possibility of history‖ and ―imply that the
historical and the fictional are equally valid.‖ As he claims, because these metaphors do
not disqualify either discourse, they expose the ―fictionality of the nation and its history‖
(Kortenaar 44). This assessment characterizes Rushdie‘s textual method in terms of its
political aspects.
We still see the element of the fantastic in The Satanic Verses through Chamcha‘s
monstrous transmogrification and the two characters, Chamcha and Gibreel‘s mythical
stories. However, in The Moor‘s Last Sigh, the scale of metaphoric reversals is toned
down to the degree that, while we still see magical realist events and figures in the
family‘s past, they are far enough removed from Moor‘s narrative present, so that they
can be interpreted as family legends. In Moor‘s lifetime, the events are probably, hence
more realistic, which makes the literalized metaphors effective on different terms.
Continuing from Kortenaar‘s observation, I want to point out that Rushdie‘s
literalized metaphors are doubly palimpsestic and that, by their semantic structure, they
introduce a different understanding of the palimpsest from the definitions most critics
work with. First, these metaphors are palimpsestic in that, as Kortenaar explains, they
splice history and fiction into the same plane and make their meaning continuously
interact with each other. This is the type of discursive palimpsesting that critics call
attention to when they talk about the figurative/allegorical interrelations of different
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discursive fields combined in the metaphors, as for example the individual/nation,
personal/allegorical palimpsests.
However, there is yet another mode in which the palimpsest structure manifests
itself in these metaphors, which Kortenaar does not consider. In the course of
reversing/literalizing metaphors, the components of metaphors are also evoked in their
original meaning. This creates strong interference between the displaced and original
meanings of the tropes and exposes the process of metaphoric transference itself. In the
meaning of these metaphors, the cohesion between the referent and vehicle in the
semantic structure is done and undone at the same time. This way, the literalized
metaphor functions as a palimpsest that calls attention to the process by keeping the
function of the semantic components in flux. But Rushdie makes another step in The
Moor‘s Last Sigh by building and demolishing or shifting literalized metaphors. Via
these recurring, constantly shifting, and multiplying metaphors describing Moor‘s hand,
for example, the text itself becomes a metaphor in progress or in flux.
Vasco Miranda, for example, tells child Moor that he has an invisible third hand
that is able to paint in his sleep as a fantastic explanation for why his nursery murals
change overnight. This story is dismissed from Moor‘s adult perspective, but in the
meantime we have a number of other correlating metaphors for the hand that complicate
and multiply the meaning of the third, invisible hand. The text associates the invisible
hand trope first with Moor‘s penis as well as anything that comes into figurative contact
with it; with his libidinal powers; with his talent for oral storytelling; and with his
murderous left hand in the aforementioned murder scene in Bombay Central, which later
becomes his writing hand in the final chapters. So in the hand and its invisibleness, the
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text already indirectly brings together the functions of the hand as the source of
political/libidinal/creative agency before they are actually forged in the moment of the
murder. And because the murder figuratively means Moor‘s breaking free of the
constitutive power of familial relations and political affiliation, this moment indirectly
enables him to hold his pen literally as well as figuratively. This way, the final
manifestation of the invisible hand is his pen, that is, his ability to write, his vocation, and
his intellectual and political agency. Yet the final metaphoric associations with the pen
still do not obliterate the preceding ones. So effectually, the literalization of metaphors is
bound up in The Moor‘s Last Sigh with a multi-layered proliferation of metaphors and
figurative connections.
The figurative exchange concerning the hand is definitive in Moor‘s trajectory as
a character. His development from a handicapped person to his ultimate narrative
function as the narrator of his story is marked by the oscillation of the figurative use of
the hand between meanings of lack, handicap, impotence, and agency, libidinal, and
creative power. The reader is constantly reminded of this compensatory exchange via
Moor‘s bad hand. His function as the narrator grows along with the waning power of the
fetishized bad hand. Moor is born with multiple physiological deficiencies. Besides his
club-hand, he inherits asthma, and he ages twice as fast as normal humans; therefore, he
is a figure of disability, but his hand is the defining force in Moor‘s life. He is born with a
deformed right hand on which the fingers are fused and, therefore, useless for
conventional purposes.
This bad hand immediately becomes designated in the family circle as the
negative stand-in for its/his potential, the signifier for the lacking good hand. By virtue of
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its lack and its place in the libidinal exchanges with his family and environment, Moor‘s
bad hand becomes fetishized. His mother turns to him with unprecedented affection and
preferential attention, highlighting his bad hand on the beginning series of her life-long
project of the ―Moor paintings.‖ He becomes her almost exclusive subject as she uses his
figure to express her creative forces and intellectual concerns. In this Oedipal relationship
Moor becomes a passive object who is defined not only by his mother‘s directions for his
life but also by her representation of him on the canvas.
As if in compensation for his bad luck, he becomes associated almost solely with
the origin of this bad luck. His mother‘s effort, however well intentioned, to create an
asset and a symbol of strength out of this genetic freak backfires. Her paintings of the
Moor as a baby in her arms position him in the network of characters as his mother‘s petproject and puppet, and define him practically for life not only as handicapped but also as
a handicap.
In the narrative, Moor‘s mother Aurora is represented in many ways as Moor‘s
opposite or complementary figure. In contrast to Moor‘s hyper-aging body, she is
described as an ageless beauty despite her prematurely white hair, which is a family trait.
She is born with a perfect body along with extremely dexterous hands and a talent for
artistic creation, whereas Moor, while also handsome, has no access to artistic creativity
not only because of the impossible situation of being right handed without being able to
use his right hand but, more importantly, because of his mother‘s smothering persona.
Even though he explains his situation from the somatic perspective, it becomes gradually
clear that it is the disabling psychological effect of the fetishization of his hand that
prevents him from becoming a full and productive human being. This relationship
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stemming from the useless hand defines him as impotent in the prolific environment of
his mother‘s art. As he explains, ―What was hard to overcome was the feeling of being in
that house of art, surrounded by makers of beauty […] and knowing that in my life such
making must remain a closed book‖ (TMLS 153). This statement introduces a set of
recurring references which tie Moor‘s hand to impotence and lack of access (―closed
book‖) and connect his facility in oral expression to sexual arousal and potency.
Later on in his life story, he is approached by other people through this aspect of
his persona. Dilly Hormuz, his personal tutor, furthers this fetishization by literally
making his hand her device of erotic arousal. ―She took my ruined hand, some days, and
placed it thus and so‖ (TMLS 190).Finally, Uma, his first real love, also approaches him
in reference to this hand, which connects this already larger than life limb with his sexual
potential and attractiveness. This is in keeping with the meaning of the fetish as a stand-in
for the absolute and unobtainable object of desire, the phallus, in fetishistic dynamics.
Dilly Hormuz‘s instructive presence connects the two poles of the metaphor (libidinal
circuits of fetishized hand/handicap and the lack it represents/creative power/agency)
when she requires Moor to speak and recite lessons while she is engaging his bad hand in
more physical activities.
Dilly was a girl with a lot to say, and infected me with gabbiness,
which to this day retains, for me, a powerful erotic charge. […]Often, in
the heat of a bavardage, I must place my hands upon my lap to conceal the
movements there from the eyes of my companions who would be puzzled
by such arousal […] But now all must , and will be told; now my life‘s
story, that tissue of erectile volubility, is drawing to a close. (TMLS 191)
In this passage, we can see not only the shift to oral storytelling and the
attachment of libidinal power to oral expression, but also another literalized trope for the
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function of the augmented, fetishized hand to suppress creative powers surging through
Moor‘s body. His potential is ―concealed by [his] hands,‖ that is, his ability was
repressed by the fetishization of his dysfunctional hands. His lack, the phallic hand and
the dismissed left hand suppress his erection or, in other words, conceal it similarly to the
way the dominant layer acts in a palimpsest. This figurative comment again indicates a
struggle for control over expression and representation.
In the turn of events, the bad hand takes on the libidinal functions earlier
associated with oral expression, but in a crooked way. Even though he sports masculine
sexual power, it is not productive but destructive. His bad/right hand can only create
deadly results. After he is cast out from his parental Paradise, Elephanta, his hand
becomes the source of his pride and power. At this point Moor himself turns bad, and
finally determines his own life. This is the moment in the novel when he joins a
fundamentalist nationalist group headed by one of his father‘s rivals, Mainduck. Even
though it seems that he has a more unfettered mental position at this point, the bad-handas-fetish relationship is still at the core of his identity: ―now I could be right handed at
last, in my new life of action I could remove my doughty hammer from my pocket and
set it free to write the story of my life. It served me well, my club‖ (TMLS 305).
This identification with a new, aggressive persona contains references to the
phallic connotation of the fetishized object by using nicknames for the bad hand also
associated with the erect penis: ―hammer,‖ ―club,‖ or ―hand in the pocket.‖ It also refers
to the act of writing as self-creation. Moor fulfills in this moment the boy-guru Kushro‘s
clairvoyant suggestion from early in his childhood: ―Only by becoming your misfortune
will you transcend it‖ (TMLS 163). This turn of events is also important for two further
39

reasons in the development of Moor‘s character. First, it alludes to the shift from being
objectified and being pre-determined as a valueless, pathetic lefty in his family circle to
an active, self-determining subject. More importantly, referring to this personality change
through the trope of writing with the bad hand creates yet another interference with
Moor‘s ultimate function as the narrator.
We first see Moor using not his bad/right hand when he uses his left, heretofore
wrong hand to smash the phone into Mainduck‘s face after yet another turn of fate. By
this time, he has returned to the family fold; he is re-allied with his father after Aurora‘s
death. The scene is located ambiguously in the narrative in terms of its justification and
outcome. It is not given the self-reflective attention that many of the other, more
prominent scenes receive from the perspective of the narration. In the flow of events, this
action is positioned as inconsequential and futile because, even though he commits a
crime, it is not really a defining moment in his life since he has already committed worse
crimes as one of Mainduck‘s thugs. Also, by the time he leaves the building, his act is
covered over by the rubble of an earth-shattering explosion set in the office by somebody
else, so no one will ever learn his part in Mainduck‘s death. ―I had murdered a dead man‖
(TMLS 370). Second, he finds out later that it was not Mainduck who had his mother
killed but his father, Abraham. Therefore, from a global perspective, his action made no
sense. Yet the scene is extended and detailed to the minute details of movement.
This scene is the low point of the novel. He is dismissed from his job as a hit man
of MA, Mainduck‘s organization, and replaced as the son of his almighty father, by the
golden tongued upstart, Adam Braganza/Zogoiby. He is at the lowest point in his life,
when his father sets him up to kill Mainduck for the alleged murder of his mother. By this
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time, we learn that Moor, the once champion thug, is ailing and has become impotent due
to treatments for his ailments, which goes hand in hand with the weakening of his right
hand, the fetishized stand in for his penis/libidinal power. So he takes great care
preparing for his meeting with Mainduck because he knows that his only chance to reach
his aim is to use his once renowned right handed ―hammer-blow‖ (TMLS 367) to deliver
a singular and fatal KO. Because of the heightened security around Mainduck, Moor
cannot use a weapon or make any loud noise, which eliminates all other modes of action
except close and quick contact. His plan, however, does not pan out as he imagined it
because Mainduck, in a Godfather-like moment, hugs Moor‘s body to himself and throws
him off-balance.
Off-balance for a moment, I realized with some horror that my right hand,
my only weapon, could no longer reach the target. But as I fell against the
edge of the desk, my left hand—that same left hand which I had had to
force myself, all my life, and against my nature, to learn how to use—
collided, by chance with the telephone. (TMLS 367)
Importantly, in this act he kills four birds with one frog. First, he uses the green frogshaped phone to kill the person, whose public persona was depicted as ―the frog.‖ We
first learn about Mainduck in his earlier career as Raman Fielding, caricaturist, who
satirized and emulated the great Aurora‘s socially concerned painter persona, evoking her
mascot lizard in the form of a signature frog on his drawings. This pun turns against
Raman because he is actually really ugly and detestable. He becomes the laughing stock
of Bombay‘s liberal cultural circles and is belittled for his intellectual inferiority and
ridiculous persona. In response to that, he turns the negative aspects of his persona into
an asset in his public life and flaunts the frog by taking up the nickname, Mainduck,
which means frog in Hindi. This is the identification that the green frog telephone
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symbolizes on his office desk. It is Mainduck‘s mascot or phallic object. Therefore, by
killing him with his phallic object, Moor executes a literal killing as well as a second,
symbolic annihilation.
The symbolic killings, however, double up like a palimpsest because not only does
Moor kill Mainduck with the frog phone, which is Mainduck‘s fetishized emblem, but,
because the phone is held in Moor‘s left hand, he transfers agency from, therefore
annihilates, his fetishized bad/right hand as a third, simultaneous action. And there is yet
another killing. Because of Mainduck‘s anecdotal sublimation of negative identification
into an asset, or as the boy-guru Kushro would say, by embracing of his misfortune, he
has become bad Moor‘s foil. Thus, when Moor kills him, he also severs his point of
identification with his foil, inadvertently subverts the reign of the ―hammer,‖ and, as a
result, transcends his misfortune. Therefore, with the same movements that kill the
literal/symbolic figure of the frog, he kills his own oppressive fetishized persona along
with the meanings associated with it by their metaphoric relations with the figure of the
hand: the thug, the handicapped, the impotent, etc.
On the bright side of all this loss, Moor gains agency in his heretofore dismissed left
hand. This is the hand that eventually is associated with the writing/narrating of Moor‘s
story. In Vasco Miranda‘s tower, Moor‘s struggle for telling his story is physical as well
as psychological in the sense that he is learning to write with his left hand as the story
develops. So the psychological, symbolic agency of Moor as the narrator is merged into
his corporeal reality. His physiological deficiencies define him as the source of the story
not only as a thematic element but also as the source of structural organization of the
narrative. The constant reminders in the text about the hardship connected to the
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production of the story make the narrative itself contingent on Moor‘s body. At the same
time, his bodily deficiencies create the model for the textual and narrative structure of the
novel.
With Moor‘s handicaps as corporeal markers, the novel dramatizes the tension
between the conflicting functions of the body in the novelistic narrative, which Daniel
Punday in Narrative Bodies relates to ―narrative‘s two bodies.‖ Punday explains that
narrative is born from the tension of narrative‘s overarching body (the symbolic unity and
progression of the narrative modeled on the human body and life cycle) and the
individual/character body that creates resistance to the narrative flow (Punday 100).
Punday mentions a couple of different ways in which this can happen. The body may be
already an obstruction to the narration simply by way of being defined. On the structural
level, the unruly body can work by ―creating situations that work against the larger social
patterns‖ (Punday 102) or by creating narrative unruliness through the perspectives they
engender.
Interestingly, Moor‘s body can be interpreted from both perspectives. On the one
hand, Moor‘s body, which many critics note, can be identified with the symbolic,
overarching body of the narrative. Because the novel can be considered as an allegory of
the nation, his body, similarly to Saleem‘s body in Midnight‘s Children, is conflictingly
positioned as an individual character and a stand-in for the nation. On the other hand,
Moor‘s body is an unruly body from several perspectives. It is obviously outside of the
realm of the socially acceptable or even describable body with his unusual aging pattern.
His body resists the narrative flow in general by virtue of all the attention paid to it, by
being overly defined/described. More specifically, there are many instances when his
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bodily difficulties alter, slow down, complicate, or stop the narrative action. The most
important example of this is the aforementioned climactic scene in Bombay Central.
Beyond Punday‘s description of the body‘s constitutive function in narratives, the
body of the character/Moor complicates the process of narration because he is the
narrator. Moor comments regularly on how the quality of the narration is affected by his
bodily afflictions. His corporeal commentary on the materialization of the narrative is
especially acute in the tower, where he is finally forced to write. Also in the sections
where he describes his dispersing the sheets of writing, he makes himself the center of the
puzzle created by/in the text.
Moor‘s source of creativity, therefore, is hidden in the depth of his ―freak‖ body,
where it is held back and kept under cover for most of his life. The suppression of Moor‘s
hand as the source of creativity can be connected to his other bodily deficiency, his
unusual aging pattern. As mentioned before, Moor is aging twice as fast as other humans.
Explained both as a mythical curse and a simple genetic blunder, this ―freak of nature‖
creates a division within Moor‘s being. ―My inside and outside have always been out of
synch‖ (TMLS 162). This divided existence causes him great mental and emotional pain.
He learns the value of secret selves from Vasco Miranda‘s nursery paintings when he
starts to emulate the Lone Ranger and Superman. In his dreams, he is trying to peel off
his skin to show his true self to the world (TMLS 136) and later in his nightmares, Uma
condemns him only to exteriors (TMLS 310). The interior/exterior and truth/appearance
divide connect not only to Moor‘s body. It is repeated throughout the novel and becomes
a central theme in two ways, first in its thematic correlation with the palimpsest, then
with the function of Moor‘s third bodily affliction, his asthma.
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The ramifications of Moor‘s bodily divide are far reaching in terms of the textual
as well as cultural, ideological underpinnings not only of this novel but also of Rushdie‘s
oeuvre in general. The secret/visible, inner/outer divide evokes the physical properties of
Rushdie‘s dominant formal device in the text and the plot of The Moor‘s Last Sigh, the
palimpsest. Moor‘s body is basically a palimpsest in which the ―bad-handed and rapidly
aging Moor‖ image is superimposed on the creative and normally developing Moor. His
embodiment of the palimpsest model is supported in the text by a complex network of
palimpsest-like features.
Thematically, the palimpsest is one of the most important motives of the novel. It
appears in two specific instances of pictorial interest. It is the formal trait of Aurora‘s
painting style in her early Moor paintings. She paints landscapes in which the different
terrains are transparently superimposed. The title also refers to two palimpsests titled
identically ―The Moor‘s Last Sigh.‖ Rushdie uses these paintings as narrative devices
driving the story and explaining the technique explicitly to the reader. The paintings are
not the only instances of the palimpsest in the text. Rushdie expands the formula into
practically all levels of the novel.
The palimpsest form is crucial for Rushdie/Moor because of the precarious
interference of its structural elements, and he puts special weight on a particular
configuration of the palimpsest by discussing it in detail in the ekphrastic passages about
Aurora‘s paintings and later at their demolition. By these descriptions, he creates an
aesthetic framework for the trope of the palimpsest in the text. Aurora‘s palimpsest
paintings consist of two painted surfaces that are separated and, at the same time, sealed
to each other by a thin layer of glue. In Aoi Uë, the Japanese restorer‘s words, ―It was the
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varnish that made [the palimpsest] possible […] that thin film that separated the earlier
picture from the later. Two worlds separated by an invisibility; which permitted their
final separation‖ (TMLS 426-7).
The underlying image is barely or not at all exposed. While the superimposed
layer dominates the field of vision, it is interdependent with the other. This creates an
ambiguous epistemological situation for the spectator. The superimposed image tends to
move between the position of primary interest and as obstacle in the search for lost or
hidden sub-layer/meaning. What is visible cannot exist without what is hidden, and what
is hidden eventually becomes more decisive in terms of the overall meaning. This is
important especially in such cases as the two central Moor portraits, when the underlying
layer is entirely concealed, and its existence is only implied or revealed by intervention.
The palimpsest model described in these paintings is reflected in the textual and generic
characteristics of The Moor‘s Last Sigh.
Rushdie‘s particular configuration of the palimpsest as a figurative construct
based on Aurora‘s style of painting carries ideological implications. Sarah Dillon points
out in ―Reinscribing De Quincey‘s Palimpsest: The Significance of the Palimpsest in
Contemporary Literary and Cultural Studies‖ that the palimpsest is an especially valuable
metaphor in postcolonial and queer discourses. However, most of the time critics delimit
the concept to its original meaning, namely, the palimpsest in early scriptures. In
scriptural/paleographical palimpsests the presumed process of inscription, erasure, and
re-inscription create the dynamic of the trope. In Key Conepts in Post-Colonial Studies,
for example, the definition prioritizes the historical aspects of palimpsest with emphasis
on the element of erasure. ―The concept of the palimpsest is a useful way of
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understanding the developing complexity of a culture, as previous inscriptions are erased
and overwritten, yet remain as traces within the present consciousness‖ (Aschcroft 176,
italics added).
Even in specific studies of the palimpsest‘s function in Rushdie‘s fiction, the
definitions often adhere to the original concept or its variations. Very similarly to the
summary in Key Concepts, Minoli Salgado in ―The Politics of the Palimpsest in The
Moor‘s Last Sigh,‖ compares Rushdie‘s palimpsests to Freud‘s ―mystic writing pad‖ as
the ―model of memory as a slab that can be inscribed, erased and reinscribed while
carrying traces of the original inscription‖ (Salgado 157-8, italics added). While his claim
that ―a postcolonial text is multiply marked by this process of erasure, inscription and
partial emergence of the suppressed discourse‖ (Salgado 158) is true in general, he can
only find examples for this particular definition of the palimpsest in Midnight‘s Children.
His example from The Moor‘s Last Sigh does not apply the same formal logic as his
explanations and analogy.
I attend to such hair splitting in order to show that Rushdie‘s palimpsest follows a
slightly different pattern. He emphasizes simultaneity and multiplicity rather than
historicity and hegemony. His comparative metaphors are often described as ―disguise‖
or ―mask‖ in the novel. They assert the simultaneity and coexistence of the layers with
the underlying layer intact even when it is not apparent, which suggests a greater concern
with the proliferation of competing political discourses as opposed to the erasure of either
one. His palimpsests work by adding newer and newer layers rather than taking
away/erasing existing layers; they suppress and mask but do not erase.
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The palimpsest appears in the novel not only as direct reference to visual
representation but also as a pervasive metaphor and becomes the organizing principle of
the novel on the levels of characters, plot, and thematic and semantic connections. On the
level of characters, Moor‘s father Abraham proves to be interestingly related to the
palimpsest formula, because he actively creates alternative stories and images of himself.
His shady business dealings require him to conceal himself more and more and invent
different covers for himself. He is the source of endless wonderment for Moor because of
his disguises, and, by the end of the Bombay story, he becomes ―as elusive as God.‖
Moor‘s descriptions of him always evoke the palimpsest formula. ‖So he was beginning
to paint a new layer over his own past… and as a father, too, age had painted a
palimpsest-image over the memory of the man‖ (TMLS 241).
However, Abraham is not the sole character with a palimpsest-like tendency. Moor
refers to the same doubling between political rhetoric and underlying personal motivation
when he describes how Mainduck‘s crew was recruited:
O, we all had reasons, personal or ideological. There are always
reasons. You can get reasons in any chor bazaar […] Reasons are cheap,
cheap as politicians‘ answers […] But what truly drives us—what makes us
hit and kick and kill […] is not to be found in any such bazaar-bought
words. Our engines are stranger, and use darker fuel. (TMLS 312)
In these statements he reinforces the palimpsest formula associated with not only the
characters but also ideological constructs and political slogans and underlying
motivation.
Rushdie expands the palimpsest metaphor to the cultural and political themes of
the novel. He equates all representation with palimpsest-like proliferation of divergent
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meanings. Even in Aurora‘s Moor paintings, images which in her early days resembled
life closely, become more and more self-serving.
As the Moor pictures moved further down this fabulist road, it
became plain that I barely needed to pose for my mother any more […]
because the story unfolding on her canvases seemed more like my
autobiography than the real story of my life. (TMLS 227)
In this passage, the distinction between ―autobiography‖ and ―real story of life‖
emphasizes the difference between the more constructed, polished generic concept and
the casual, informal one, but they essentially are both forms of narration. Thus, the text
still only gives equally possible alternatives as the layers of the palimpsest. None is
dismissed totally even though there are obviously different values attached to them.
The proliferation of palimpsest images expands the notion of the palimpsest to the
whole landscape:
The city itself, perhaps the whole country, was a palimpsest
[…]when the whole life was like this, when an invisible reality moved
phantomwise beneath a visible fiction, subverting all its meanings […] How
could we have escaped that deadly layering? How, trapped as we were in
the hundred per cent fakery of the real […] could we have penetrated the
full, sensual truth of the lost mother below? How could we have lived
authentic lives? How could we have failed to be grotesque? (TMLS 184-5)
This passage specifically refers to the consequences of a political underworld‘s behindthe-scene operations, which created ―fakery‖ to cover its own tracks and whose primary
example in the novel is Moor‘s own father, Abraham. What is more important about this
particular image is that it multiplies the layers of the palimpsests in one image. The first
sentences refer to the palimpsestic separation of ―visible fiction,‖ which can be
understood as daily life, cultural, political, architectural superstructure, and a
―phantomwise‖ reality underneath that ―subverts‖ the daily reality. This phantom-like
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reality is associated with the corporate underworld‘s political maneuvering that Abraham
is involved in. But there is also another division implied between the first two layers and
the ―truth of the lost mother‖ that is covered over by them and also needs to be recovered.
The description does not give explicit information about the relationships among the
three layers, but it certainly seems most conceivable that the phantom-like layer is the
one generating the visible fiction and blocking the recovery of the ―mother.‖ An
allegorical meaning of the ―mother‖ as India means that the political underworld‘s
manipulation of daily reality does not allow truth or the ideal of the nation to surface. So
the palimpsest in this case consists of three competing layers.
It is also important to note that Rushdie uses the words truth, reality, and fiction to
indicate the relationship of the layers as well as to subvert the values attached to them. It
plays on the divisions among the three concepts by mixing up the usual connotations and
word associations of the concepts constructedness/disguise/‖fakery.‖ Reality, the only
accessible layer of life, is mixed with fiction because it is defined as ―hundred per cent
fakery.‖ Reality also has a menacing quality to it. It should be also noted that the bottom
layer of this palimpsest is where ―truth‖ resides and it is also associated with the
allegorical representation of national ideals, ―mother‖ (India). The concept of reality is
usually equated with objective truth, but in this case, the manipulative ―phantom-like‖
political entities are actively blocking and disguising truth. Moreover, truth is identified
with a figurative construct, the allegorical representation of India/nation in the person of
the symbolic ―mother.‖ Therefore, truth is also implicated in discursive, representational
processes. So the particular juxtaposition of these words in the same palimpsest confuses
the conventional denotative boundaries associated with these concepts, which results in
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the interpenetration of fiction, reality, and truth; and questions the possibility of
distinguishing reality or truth from fiction.
Equating fiction with reality and denying the possibility of truth to be reached is
interesting in terms of the novel‘s textual politics as well. This particular configuration
adds an important new element to Rushdie‘s model of the palimpsest. In regard to the
comparison between scriptural and Rushdie‘s palimpsests, while the traditional model
and explanations of the palimpsest focus on the epistemological quest to reveal the
hidden layer, Rushdie emphasizes that the secondary layer is not where the truth resides.
He describes the palimpsest as "deadly layering" in which there is no possible way to
penetrate the truth. In this way he questions political agency.
Additionally, at a later point, Moor insists that truth has no place in the normative
system of cultural or political discourses. As Moor says ―the truth is always exceptional,
freakish, improbable, and almost never normative, almost never what cold calculations
would suggest‖ (TMLS 331). What becomes important in this sentence is not only the
mutually exclusive characteristics of the truth/representation or nature/culture binaries
but, more importantly, the fact that he uses the same words to describe truth and to
characterize his own body in earlier passages of the novel. For example, he defines his
aging problem as a ―freak of nature.‖ These semantic correlations suggest that his body
plays an important role in negotiating the text‘s political discourse.
Moor‘s descriptions of his body are also modeled after the form of palimpsest as a
metaphor for the divisions between inner self and social persona, between nature and
culture, between reality and ideology. His corporeal history in the narrative displays the
dynamics of cultural and political discourse defining human subjectivity, which can be
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read through a Lacanian model of subjectivity. In Lacan‘s theory, subjectivity is
formulated in the course of signifying processes among various registers of the social,
cultural or political discourse and the subject itself. The subject is called into existence by
its initiation in the process of signifying, and then formulated in a complex negotiation
between subject and language or other signifying systems. The primary vehicle of this
process in Lacan‘s theory is language, but any other form of representation such as visual
arts, or music can play a part in it. Moor refers to his initiation to Elephanta already in
these terms: ―the first lessons of my Paradise were lessons in metamorphosis and
disguise‖ (TMLS 154, italics added).
Later, Moor‘s Bombay environment creates a panorama of different aspects of a
similarly constructed cultural initiation process in which the events of his coming of (old)
age story represent the dynamic of assimilation and resistance. Bombay becomes the
narrative and ideological framework for Moor‘s subjectivity. In this dynamic, the
allegorical fusion of family and nation cover the circuits and phases of cultural initiation,
and, in their descriptions, the reader is repeatedly made aware of the discrepancy between
reality and depiction. Subjectivity and cultural identity are modeled on artistic and pop
culture representations among many forms of cultural products. Rushdie carefully
analyzes how the process of identification is affected by these representations.
Moor‘s identity is prescribed for him by his environment, especially by his
mother, who initiates him and defines him from the beginning of his life. The process is
symbolized in the palimpsests of the two title paintings. The legend of Boabdil the mór is
depicted in Aurora‘s two palimpsest paintings, ―The Moor‘s Last Sigh.‖ These are the
models of his identity transmitted through several different discursive channels. In the
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two paintings (palimpsests), the top image is superimposed on his parents‘ portraits,
which is to say their presence defines his self image even when they are not alive or not
visible. Aurora names him ―my mór;‖ his family name reflects the original Boabdil‘s
nickname, ―unlucky.‖ The legacy of Boabdil‘s bad luck is manifest in Moor‘s bad hand.
What the story suggests is that every aspect of cultural and family life is a potential
device for the inscription of cultural identity. Aurora‘s paintings are depictions not only
of Moor but also for Moor. They are done to instruct Moor and instill in him a set of
models based on Aurora‘s and the wider community‘s interests.
Besides the parents, there are a number of other social, cultural, political
discourses that define, and constitute Moor. When he falls from Elephanta, he feels as
though he becomes independent, when in fact he is only rendered in another register of
meaning in the MA‘s militant political ideology. As an interesting detail that reinforces
the connections of the familial to the political, the name of the organization is the
acronym ―MA.‖ This spelling is a term of endearment for female figures in Hindi,
associating them with the figure of the mother. Moor joins MA after a series of near
death or deathlike experiences. He is kicked out from his family home after his parents
believe that he has betrayed his mother. This is like a fall from Paradise in his account.
Then he almost dies by chance from a cyanide tablet that Uma offered to him. He spends
a few days in the ―hell‖ of Bombay‘s prison system, where he is on the brink of physical
obliteration, when one of Mainduck‘s men fetches him from his cell to make him one of
his hit men.
MA and Mainduck are literally the source of his (new) life. In Mainduck‘s words,
―I have raised you from the dead. You are my zombie now‖ (TMLS 294). In this sense,
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Moor replaces one Oedipal relationship with another one, 18 especially because the
dynamics of the relationship are the same: he is defined by the group and his main source
of status is his bad hand, which is now truly bad. In other words, he personifies the earlier
literalized the trope/metaphor/fetish of the bad hand. He literally takes on the quality
associated with the hand after he is cast out of his family, where the bad hand was
rewarded with attention. The moment when he truly breaks away from socially
prescribed identifications is when he uses his left hand, that is, when he subverts the most
basic form of identification, his assimilation to his environment through his body. As I
mentioned before, based on the palimpsest formula, the divide between identification and
redefining identity is the shift between the two hands.
This last movement of the action is important because in the Lacanian model of
subjectivity, the subject himself takes part in the discourse, the signifying exchange. He is
constituted by meaning and becomes its producer at the same time. Subscription and
subversion are complimentary actions in this model; therefore, the subject has a certain
form of agency. While Moor is initially only a passive participant in the process of
identification, he becomes an observant and resistant subject later on. As he expresses it
already in the context of his modeling for Aurora‘s ―Moor paintings,‖ ―She was looking
at me, and I was looking right back‖ (TMLS 219). So Moor‘s maneuvering between the
different discursive registers and different subject positions is also his own quest for
finding/creating meaning.

18

Greenberg also emphasizes the sexualized language and life style of the masculine brotherhood
he associates himself with from then on. His association with the group represents a libidinally different
phase in his trajectory (Greenberg 96).
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Moor‘s subscription and resistance to representation as inscription is not only set
in his body and his narrative trajectory as a character but also in his textual practices as
the narrator. His function as the narrator is to interpret the events and action in his search
for some kind of truth. Storytelling as a quest for truth/meaning is most clearly defined in
the parallel activities of Moor and Aoi Uë in Vasco Miranda‘s tower. While Aoi Uë, a
Japanese art restorer, is peeling off the top layer of the twin palimpsests ―The Moor‘s
Last Sigh,‖ Moor is ordered to write down his family‘s story and uncover the bloody
history of India they were tied into. telling the stories of people, however, is not a simple
matter for Moor because his quest for uncovering the truth is complicated by the
narration itself.
Moor‘s narrative devices are also based on the palimpsest model. His most
important device is the equivocation of different perspectives and versions of stories.
This is based on the understanding that representation by definition falsifies and
reconstructs reality, but it is not reality itself. However, as Rushdie‘s palimpsests already
suggest, the boundaries between reality and representation are blurred, and the concepts
in his systematic layering become reversible. It is not surprising, therefore, that Moor
makes sure that truth is not reified from a single perspective. Instead of simply focusing
on the difference between reality and its representation, he most of the time steers away
from valorizing any one version of it.
Moor‘s narration promotes a looser, figurative use of the palimpsest, which
applies the division between two equally situated images to the division between
reality/truth and its representation. As Jonathan Greenberg points out in his ―‗The Base
Indian‘ or ‗the Base Judean‘?: Othello and the Metaphor of the Palimpsest in Salman
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Rushdie‘s The Moor‘s Last Sigh,‖ Moor often relates a coherent ―cover‖ story and later
reiterates the same events with a set of evidence diminishing the truth value of the
previous version (Greenberg 99-100). Greenberg uses the story of origin for Lambajan‘s
peg leg as his example of Rushdie‘s equivocating intention. The fib about the leg
positions Lambajan first as a legendary figure. At a later point he is defined as a victim of
a ludicrous accident and political strife, which makes him out to be an ordinary low class
man.
From my perspective, however, Greenberg‘s example is not as important as the
instances when Moor re/formulates his own ontological narratives. When he details the
affliction of his biological clock, he first uses the family story of a magical curse. Later in
the course of the novel, he abandons the myth in favor of a more realistic explanation.
His personal genesis is fraught with unresolved ambiguities. Based on the family myth of
the curse, his gestation period was only four and a half months, but he later learns of an
alternative possibility—a normal, nine month pregnancy--which would, then, have been a
result of his mother‘s infidelity. His mother had to cover up the evidence that Moor‘s
father is not Abraham, but perhaps Nehru.
The circumstances of Moor‘s birth, of course, would greatly affect his lineage and
ethnic identity. In a number of studies focusing on this aspect of Moor‘s character and
legacy, Moor comes across or is directly defined as a bastard son of Nehru, but, in fact,
Rushdie never definitely obliterates the first/mythical story. It is supported in the story
world with the fact that Moor actually ages twice as fast as others, so if only by the logic
of such a ―freak of nature,‖ both stories of origin are equally plausible. By leaving
contradictory versions of Moor‘s stories of his origin competing in textual terms, the
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narrator/Moor creates transparency and interplay between them, which resists simple
reinterpretations of the text. Considering again the ideological implications of Rushdie‘s
textual choices, I find that, instead of the convenient and uncomplicated association of
Moor‘s inner self with Nehru‘s political legacy, Rushdie emphasizes the lack of certainty
and Moor‘s ambiguous ideological affiliations.
Another of these palimpsestic narrative devices is the fragmentation of the text.
By breaking up the flow of events and mixing different time planes and perspectives, the
narration does not allow the reader to gain a coherent picture. The image of the single
sheets of Moor‘s life story being hammered to elements of the landscape or ―[crucified]
upon a gate, a fence, an olive-tree‖ (TMLS 3) in the framing speech of the narrative
reflects the fragmented structure figuratively as well as textually. If we imagine the
reading process based on the figurative model, Moor‘s situation is a paradox. Moor sliced
up the narrative and fixed the pieces independently, so they can become whole in the
hands of the reader/pursuers who supposedly track him down by finding and following
the lead of the sheets.
Taken literally, whoever would pick up the sheets to try to find Moor would be
misled in the process because the plot is circuitous and fragmented, so the reader can
connect the parts in multiple ways. Similarly, the reader of the novel is introduced to
characters and events often out of sequence, which leaves him/her with a labyrinth of
story lines woven into a web. Finally, we can designate Rushdie‘s aforementioned
―literalized metaphors‖ as equivocating/leveling textual/figurative devices as well. They
display the palimpsest-like relationship between the referent and vehicle that operate in
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metaphors in general. They also highlight figurative language as part of cultural
discourse.
Based on the palimpsestic nature of Moor‘s environment, his quest for making
sense of his life and body is intrinsically doomed to fail. As I mentioned before, in the
Lacanian signifying model, language is the primary vehicle of signifying. Lacan goes as
far as to say that language is a priori to reality and not just the reflection of reality. We
can only sense reality through language because we can only articulate it through the
meanings created within the linguistic register of our signifying process. The word/sign
re/displaces the thing/reality. This aspect of meaning-making is key to understanding The
Moor‘s Last Sigh because the narrative is based on the epistemological struggle to tell
―the real story of [Moor‘s] life,‖ to discover truth under layers of meaning created in the
social, cultural, national, political discourses in Moor‘s environment. But as much as
Moor tries to dig through, or ―penetrate‖ the ―deadly layering‖ of ―masks,‖ ―exteriors,‖
painted canvases/surfaces, ―disguises,‖ names, ―visible fiction,‖ ―fakery of the real,‖
―ideology,‖ ―bazaar-bought words,‖ he can never discover the ―exceptional, freakish,
improbable‖ truth because ―the invisible reality‖ that moves ―phantomwise beneath‖
―visible fiction‖ makes it impossible.
It is so because, while Moor‘s quest is to undo the multitude of palimpsests in
order to make sense of himself or to discover the underlying truth, in the process of doing
that, he creates newer and newer palimpsests. Lacan‘s theory of the signifying process
already posited language, the signifying system/sign, as a priori to not only reality but
also to human consciousness. By saying that, Lacan dismantles the Cartesian notion of
subjectivity that prioritized the thinking subject as the ―creator‖ of the world around
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itself. For Lacan, it is the word that comes first. Moor‘s corporeal cosmology, however,
complicates this model.
Moor‘s body performs the palimpsestic process of discourse, in which the
processes for and against signifying create a ceaseless movement shuttling between
signifying surface and underlying, inexpressible, non-normative truth. And this is where
Moor‘s body comes to the fore again. The hidden inner meaning and unmitigated truth
becomes connected to the exterior by way of breathing, connected in Rushdie‘s novel to
Moor‘s third health problem, his asthma. In this context, the interior truth is the part of
the world uncompromised by thinking and meaning via inspiration, by breathing in. Moor
subverts the Cartesian existential divide between materiality and intellect by saying that
―[i]t is not thinking makes us so, but air. Suspiro ergo sum. I sigh, therefore I am‖ (53).
The redefinition of the binary structure of body-mind correlation mirrors the
novel‘s contemplation of the ambiguous relationship between material and constructed
reality. Rushdie‘s subversion of the Cartesian paradigm is important because it delegates
the body as the primary vehicle of meaning and so he opens the body up to interpretation
in the recovery of meaning. This aspect of signifying as a bodily function is basically
what Moor claims as his modus operandi in telling his family history. He says, ―[a] sigh
isn‘t just a sigh. We inhale the world and breathe out meaning‖ (TMLS 54). His ―sigh‖ is
the descendent of the ―divine afflatus‖ (TMLS 53).
Expiration and meaning together evoke the act or process of storytelling in the
above sentence, which then can be also taken as a meta-fictional reference because it is
evocative of the novel‘s pseudo-oral style of storytelling. Moor relates his tale casually,
often in dialogue with the reader himself, or even with the ―chlorophylosophying‖ trees
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of the Spanish landscape. He calls attention to the oral nature of his narration by
repeating the exclamatory ―listen.‖ His preoccupation with respiration as an existential
problem also involves Moor‘s family‘s respiratory affliction, asthma. Moor‘s asthma
becomes a constitutive element of the text‘s narrative style. His delivery is also staccato,
running forward and then slowing down, always readjusting as if in an asthmatic
breathing fit, and consisting of short units. So while the subject may be part of the
signifying process by receiving and creating meaning, the body is the terrain of this
process and its biological functions are the actual processes of signifying. Consequently,
the body in this sense is not only symptomatic representation of the process but more like
the process itself, the signifying process in flux. This is the formal way in which Rushdie
conflates Moor‘s body with the text of the actual novel.
If we look at Rushdie‘s textual politics from this perspective, the rhyzomous,
fragmented, labyrinthine, multilayered narrative creates the sensation of a dynamic
relationship between the un-representable truth and the narrating subject‘s attempt at
expressing it. In the process of these attempts, he creates more and more palimpsests that
interact with each other. In fact, he describes the text itself as a result of a palimpsestic
act. ―I‘ve been […] spreading [the sheets of my parents‘ story] across this landscape of
my last journey, the story which points to me. On the run, I have turned the world into a
pirate map, complete with clues, leading X-marks-the-spottily to the treasure of myself‖
(TMLS 3). The text in his description covers over the real landscape doubly. Once, he
literally covers elements of the landscape with the sheets of paper, and twice, his story is
a map that dis/replaces the real landscape/life with a map/story.
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Nevertheless, no layer has priority, erasure is impossible. The palimpsests in the
text diffuse and reinforce each other in turn and the meaning never settles on one point or
on one given version. So for Moor/Rushdie the text can only exist in the disordered way
Moor leaves it nailed to objects in the Spanish landscape. Moor‘s body is the apparatus of
discourse itself while it is also already a sign/symptom. He is a living, asthmatic
palimpsest and so is the text. His life story is a dynamic palimpsest that produces layers
of meaning that can approximate reality from certain angles and can be questioned but
never disqualified from others, but also never identified as a dominant perspective.
This understanding of the palimpsest/body/text as an
existential/epistemological/representational paradox/flux is the point from which we can
begin to interpret the novel‘s place in Rushdie‘s oeuvre, and his political agenda in the
novel and in general. The function of the novel is not to tell a story or to explicate the
result of ―the national longing for form‖ but to convey the impossibility of telling such a
story and creating such a national form. One of the ways critics approach Rushdie‘s
nationally themed novels is through the problematization of the nation as family allegory
or the protagonist as the nation allegory. This approach often leads to questioning the text
in terms of the relations among characters based on their allegorical function. Other
studies may pay attention to the presence/absence of different groups in the figurative
associations within or on the fringes of such a nation/family saga. In the case of The
Moor‘s Last Sigh, it is especially important for many critics that the action and relations
of Moor approximate and delineate different factions and ideas about the multicultural
Indian nation in order to designate his political standing. Tabish Khair in Babu Fictions,
for example, judges the novel based on direct political equivalents of the novel‘s
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characters with Indian politics. He implies that Rushdie‘s Western educated, bourgeois
cosmopolitan perspective does not allow for a fair view of the political alternatives to
Western nation-state ideologies to surface in the narrative.
In order to make a more fruitful argument about Rushdie‘s textual politics, I
suggest taking the investigation to a different plane. The Moor‘s Last Sigh, like
Rushdie‘s other novels, is allegorical not simply because it uses the figurative/symbolic
stand-ins of family and its libidinal exchanges in representing the dis/unity of the nation
but in its insistence on the self-negating formal approach. Rushdie‘s text is the
articulation of the allegory paralleling Walter Benjamin definition of allegory as a
method, a way of seeing the world, the way of representing truth as an absence. As
Bainard Cowen explains in his ―Walter Benjamin‘s Theory of Allegory,‖ Benjamin
carefully distances his definition of allegory from its use as a reshuffling of conventional
or static emblems into units of representation. Benjamin imagines allegory as a way of
expressing truth and reality in the process of contemplating experience as a manifestation
of the ―existence-in-absence of truth‖ (Cowen 112). According to Bejamin, we cannot
know truth for the reason that in the moment of recognition, it has already entered the
system of representation; it is ―replaced by a term which gives notice that the mind in
encountering reality is already writing, even at the zero-point of this encounter‖ (Cowen
112).19
The Moor‘s Last Sigh becomes an allegory not because Moor‘s body or his
family can be read as allegorical stand-ins for the idea of the nation but because the
19

Cowen takes careful note of the similarity of Benjamin‘s model to the conundrum of
narratology, which posits reality as unknowable for the subject because of reality‘s implication in the
signifying process.
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formal attributes of Rushdie‘s text, the proliferation of the palimpsest as a figurative
model and textual method alongside the literalization of the corporeal metaphors create
the allegorical process Benjamin describes. The insistent palimpsest form of the text
prevents the representational process from settling on any one way of seeing/showing
reality. The literalized corporeal metaphors reduce the figurative functions of the body
itself and the metaphors in general. The narrator‘s repeated acknowledgement of failure
in recovering the truth hidden behind the endless layers of palimpsestic representations,
lies, and stories emphasizes the ―existence-in-absence of truth.‖ The narrative in this
sense becomes nothing less than the mechanism and process of the perpetual attempt at
capturing truth and failing to do so.
The importance of keeping allegory at the level of textual method or process is
that in this sense the novel‘s purpose is not to relay a static image of the nation but to
approximate a narrative form in which the absence of national reality becomes tactile. By
using the body to unsettle its own figurative function in the text, Rushdie tips the balance
between understandings of the body as a figurative/discursive device and as an immediate
bodily experience. This is important because, for the body to enter a discursive field, it
has to be stripped/evacuated of its physiological immediacy. In order for the body to
become part of scientific, political or cultural discourses, it has to become a set of
―symptoms,‖ units of meaning that can explain its existence in the terms of the particular
discourse.
We can see cognitive divide in the separate understandings of the body as an
immediate experience and as a unit of meaning if we look at representations of the body
in political discourses of executive power. In both the medieval notion of the king‘s two
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bodies as the representation of monarchic power and the Hobbesean notion of the ―body
politic,‖ articulations of the body as a political entity convey a pronounced unease about
the possibility of a physical body protruding into a politically discursive body. For the
cognitive shift that happens when we attach symbolic significance to the body breaks
down immediately when the body starts to function as a physiological entity. Even in the
political discourse of the modern (democratic) nation state, the bodies standing in for the
political function (i.e. elected officials) are divorced to a certain extent from the persons.
When the body becomes physiologically functioning, the established connotative
references through which the body is articulated in political discourse become unhinged
and the body has to go through reinterpretation in order to keep functioning in the given
discourse.
Similar divisions exist in literary/novelistic discourse. As Punday points out, the
separation of the figurative understanding of the text as a body (―narrative‘s overarching
body‖) and the literal characters is important in two different ways. First, the body
paradoxically is the greatest obstacle as well as the ontological key to the functioning of
the narrative. The presence of the unruly body in the person of a character, for example,
as Bakhtin explains it, is à propos of the sequential arrangement of action that resolves
itself by overcoming the unruliness of the body of a character. The narrative progresses
via the process of recuperating/rearticulating the incomprehensible or unacceptable
bodily particularities of characters in the value system of the narrative. Second, the
division between the more and the less embodied characters is used to designate a
dominant perspective and narrative authority in the novel. The more embodied a
character is, the less it weighs in the ideological focus of the novel. In other words, the
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characters represented primarily through bodily descriptions and references to bodily
functions are less definitive in terms of the novel‘s moral or political message than the
ones with minimal bodily implications. This is how the disembodied voice of the
omniscient narrator can be effective in claiming authority within the discourse of realist
novels. The least reference to the physiological particularities of the character is
necessary in order to ensure the character‘s smooth functioning and effective
communication in the political, moral discourse of the narrative.
From this perspective, Moor‘s body/text resist narrative recuperation into a
systematic narrative representation of the nation both as an figurative representation of
the nation through the family and as an iteration of the Andersonean master narrative of
the nation. This is the vantage point from which we can judge the value of The Moor‘s
Last Sigh in the postcolonial marketplace of ideas and interpret the political implications
of the text. Rushdie‘s contemplation of the nature of multicultural, postcolonial, or
cosmopolitan subjectivity is not important simply because of the sides he takes or the
choices that he delineates in the course of the narrative but because of his commitment to
pose the most basic questions to political experience. Based on his use of corporeal
representation in his narrative and his use of the palimpsest as organizing principle, I
claim that his agenda in this novel is not to create another magicorealist national epic but
to test the possibility of novelistic representation in generic and epistemological terms.
This is why I argue that the conversation about The Moor‘s Last Sigh‘s politics
should be taken not primarily on the plane of political choices among different alternative
formulations or the representation or absence of different groups in ―India‘s alphabet
soup‖ to satisfy the more local, less Westernized models of multiculturalism. It is the
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epistemological/semantic dynamics in the figurative uses of the palimpsest and the body
that ultimately make sense of Rushdie‘s definitions of key postcolonial political concepts
such as hybridity, multiculturality, nation and so on. It is also from the perspective of
Rushdie‘s processual definition of textual representation that we can explain his aim in
his earlier national epics as well as the textual core of his later, more realistic novels.
First, even in the most astute interpretations of the novel, the critics tend toward a
simplifying figurative reading of the palimpsest, which results in recycling ideas about
how the figure is replicated in different versions fashioned after Aurora‘s paintings.
While such analyses are a useful gathering exercise, they don‘t cut to clearly
epistemological interconnections between the creative processes in Moor‘s writing and
Aurora‘s painting. I agree with Schultheis saying that none of the presented figurative
alternatives to the figure of the mother/Aurora as the representation of the spiritual
identification with the nation is possible for Moor, but I also argue that Rushdie‘s
solution is not simply the representation of fragments of the symbolic aspects of this
figure in the different female characters whom Moor engages libidinally, but in the
moments when the text breaks down the differentiation between the lived experience of
the actual body and the politically discursive body that it represents, such as when the
metaphoric meanings associated with the characters‘ bodies are taken literally.
Second, The Moor‘s Last Sigh in this sense is a Janus faced novel. It concludes a
trilogy with Midnight‘s Children and The Satanic Verses in exploring post-colonial
Indian history, the nation, and the role of the multicultural individual in it. It also points
forward to Rushdie‘s later novels. In terms of the setting and the narrative trajectory
Rushdie loosens Moor‘s ties to his home and takes him beyond the nation state setting in
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order to look at his political concerns from a global perspective. The novels following
The Moor‘s Last Sigh consider the problematic nature of cultural identity in the
postcolonial world among characters whose lives are removed from the discourse of the
postcolonial nation state.
The protagonists of Fury and Shalimar the Clown are well-to-do and successful
Western cosmopolitan individuals. However, their past and/or origin make them face the
same kind of problematic identification as did Moor. These novels track the far-reaching
effects and transmutations of colonial interaction and, somewhat in sequence, investigate
the problematic nature of cosmopolitan identity and the place of the individual in the
global/post-national environments. In both novels, the primary motivation of the
protagonists is their profound identity crisis caused by being swept up in global political
events. Conflicting discourses in their environment are inflicted bodily on the characters.
The historical context and the characters‘ ethnic affiliations set them up in these novels as
the result of the legacy of Western imperial aspirations and fundamentalist nationalist
ideological constructs.
Fury‘s Professor Malik Solanka is Moor‘s older reincarnation situated in Saladdin
Chamchawalla‘s environment.20 He is a successful cosmopolitan intellectual originally

20

Not only does he live in a similar context, Solanka‘s trajectory parallels Chamcha‘s as well. He
is married to a white Briton, and he is later liberated from his psychological and somatic problems by an
Indian woman. The theme of returning to a point of origin through the relationship to the figure of an
ethnically identical woman is reoccurring from The Satanic Verses and The Moor‘s Last Sigh. It becomes
the theme of reconciliation between the different aspects of cosmopolitan identity with more or less
successful outcome. Chamcha returns to India as a result and makes peace with his family and his ethnic
origin. Moor is never able to penetrate the layers of palimpsestic representation and find the ―mother,‖ and
every one of his female companions turn out to be deceiving until he finds Aio Uë, who is the mirror image
of his mother, in many ways. Solanka finds relief from his childhood sexual trauma through the magical
touch of Nela Mahendra‘s goddess-like motherly figure and, as a result, is able to return to his earlier life in
London.
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from Bombay. He lives in London, is married to an English woman and has a young son.
The problem he faces is that, despite his successful career and family life, at times he
feels uncontrollable rage that takes him as far as nearly killing his family in their sleep. In
an attempt to solve his problem, he leaves his family and moves to New York. The
narrative follows his mental journey of recovery, and the novel ends with his return to
England. The main question Solanka struggles with, as the title already suggests, is where
his rage originates: ―where is murder bred‖ (Fury 70). His situation doesn‘t exactly fit the
profile of a violent murderer, yet his rage associates him with a circle of revolutionaries
and cruel murderers of New York upper class debutantes. This novel is not only a
personal narrative of exploration and recovery but it also addresses question of global
politics.
Solanka‘s affliction seems to present itself as a universal problem. This element
of the novel draws it near to the concerns already expressed in The Moor‘s Last Sigh. As
Rushdie explains in an interview with Charlie Rose after the publication of The Moor‘s
Last Sigh,
I think one of the things that I tried to face in this book was the
nature of […] violence. […] And I think it is not enough to say, ‗Oh, it‘s
just those violent guys over there who did that,‘ because I think you have to
say that we are capable of this, too, and where in us does this come from?
And in this novel what happens to the narrator, who is not a violent person,
is that he becomes at one point a very violent person, and that happens in
the novel because I wanted to face that fact, that violence is in us too. (Rose
206)
Fury continues the questioning of the nature of violence in The Moor‘s Last Sigh
in several ways. First, Solanka is figuratively associated with Othello, the iconic moor of
Western tradition. Othello‘s past and origin make him an easy target of intrigue and
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cultural stereotyping. As Jonathan Greenberg points out, in Shakespeare‘s representation
Othello‘s figure becomes the emblem of the racial Other in general because the play‘s
text associates him with the stereotypical figures of the Jewish, Indian, and Muslim
ethnicities. Greenberg develops his thesis in regard to Moor‘s figure as a multicultural
character in an increasingly narrow cultural imaginary. Solanka‘s situation, however, is a
closer fit for the contemplation of the moor‘s place in the Western imaginary as the racial
Other. Solanka is the naturalized version of the exotic Oriental in Western society. He
married a smart and sassy English woman (his Desdemona) and has a university job, so
he is well respected and living comfortably.
The only literal mention of Othello appears in his wife Eleonor Masters‘ account
of her dissertation thesis. She claims that Othello never loved Desdemona but considered
her as his trophy or property. His murder was an honor killing: she didn‘t have to be
guilty of the crime of infidelity because Othello‘s honor was damaged simply by
association. The association of the story with characters who are playing out the same
situation highlights the postcolonial element in the couple‘s relationship and reinserts the
colonial rhetoric into the political vocabulary of the novel. Beyond this textual reference
to Othello, his choice of murderous weapon, a knife, is also a reminder of the brutality
and coarseness embedded in the stereotypical Western image of Oriental men. Solanka,
in one of his murderous rages, contemplates killing his wife and his child with a Sabatier
knife. Through its various reincarnations in the text, the knife becomes the metaphor for
unchecked rage and unexplained violence. Through its various reincarnations, Othello‘s
story becomes a central motif of the novel.
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The parallels between the two novels can be seen in other ways as well. The
bodies of the two protagonists are also sites of hidden afflictions. However, while Moor
carries on his body predetermined handicaps, Solanka‘s body seems to be normalized and
a source of contentment from the outset: ―in his silvered years [he] found himself living
in a golden age‖ (Fury 3).The narrator positions him as a well adjusted individual with
something brewing inside him. We learn later that he has a minor superficial aversion to
touching the top of his head because his childhood trauma fixed it in his psyche as the
site of violation. In this sense, he is the realist counterpart of Moor‘s pathologized body.
The dynamic between the corporeal and the psychological is very similarly set up in the
two stories. In both cases the body becomes the stage for libidinal exchanges and
repression, and the release of this psychological gridlock happens by physical
stimulation. Solanka‘s reaction to his aversion is desensitized by Nela (his goddess-like
girlfriend) caressing it in a moment of his rage.
Fury continues Rushdie‘s contemplation of the role of representation in the
formation of a national imaginary as a basis for cultural identity. The story is staged in
the United States, which the narrator describes as the land of transmutation and selfreconfiguration, the land of Gatsbies and ―Ellis Islanded‖ (Fury 57) characters. It is the
land of everything new without histories and the burden of the past. The country‘s
unifying myth is the hero who remade himself by the ―master deletion‖ of the old
program (Fury 79). Solanka‘s intent in coming to this land of self-creation is to shed his
skin and get rid of old mental mechanisms that plague his life.
Rushdie‘s fascination with the palimpsest motif and formula reverberates in his
reflections on the interaction between superimposed constructions and hidden or secret
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selves repressed in the process of self-creation. In the course of self-creation, Fury‘s
characters invert and augment their inflictions, which they desperately try to repress and
annihilate. The stories people create about themselves in this country, the personas they
take on are not authentic. As Solanka discovers in his life and through the lives of the
characters around him, suppressing the past and ―what lay beneath‖ (Fury 121) the
constructed surfaces of self-created personas often proves to be lethal. Repression breeds
fear and rage. Jack Reinhart is the prime example of such ―automorphosis‖ (Fury 55) and
repression. The materially and professionally successful journalist has gotten to the status
he desires by rejecting his racial background. Despite being African-American, Reinhart
exclusively associates himself with white upper class society and considers himself as an
equal of the group. His ―desire to be accepted into this white men‘s club‖ (Fury 57)
results in his denial of his roots, anger toward his own kind, and self-loathing.
Another way in which the palimpsestic nature of cultural representation appears
in Fury is in the form of Solanka‘s creations, his Little Brain puppets. In his New York
apartment, Solanka engages in Gepetto-like activity. He creates first a single and later a
whole set of human-like dolls. He manages to start a television show that revolves around
these dolls and presents his cultural commentary to the audiences in the form of puppetry.
After a while, however, he loses control over the dolls and his show. The dolls become
media celebrities and assume a virtual career. They become the ―face‖ of popular liberal
discourse and later in the novel also the emblems of a Central American revolution, in
which Nela Mahendra participates.
The dolls‘ figures are a palimpsestic device in many ways. They are the figurative
stand-ins for the displacing affects of representational practices in that they become a
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replacement for Solanka‘s ideas and they become independent from him as their creator.
Also, in their second reincarnation in the masks hiding the real faces of the
revolutionaries they emphasize the palimpsestic nature of ideological slogans. In this
sense, they mirror The Moor‘s Last Sigh‘s commentary on ―bazaar-bought reasons‖
which cover up much more visceral motivations for entering the ranks of MA‘s political
underworld thugs. The motif also corresponds another set of masks depicting fictional
characters and disguising secret political motivations. The novel‘s action revolves around
the mystery killings committed by a group of men disguised in Disney costumes and head
masks. These characters are the mirror image of the Central American revolutionaries,
who mask themselves with Solanka‘s dolls‘ images. In all these parallel images, the
novel explores ideology as a palimpsestic discourse, as it is elaborated in The Moor‘s
Last Sigh.21
Rushdie‘s fascination with the palimpsest motif and formula is echoed in his
reflections on the interaction between superimposed constructions and hidden or secret
selves repressed in the process of self-creation. In the course of self-creation, Fury‘s
characters invert and augment their afflictions, which they desperately try to repress and
annihilate. The stories people create about themselves in this country, the personas they
take on, are not authentic. They are symptomatic of their repressed afflictions, traumas in
the course of the development of their subjectivity. Very much as in the case of Moor:
their bodies hide the trauma of cultural inscription.
21

What is most interesting in terms of the text as reflection of The Moor‘s Last Sigh is that Fury‘s
narrative elements repeatedly border on the grotesque and the fantastic forms of representation that were
dominant in the other novels, yet it clearly intends to naturalize the representation of the same ideological
concepts in a realist style. The bodies are not pathological, the events are reasonable in the story world.
This is where we can see the importance of formal and generic choices in the creation of different
meanings.
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Solanka becomes the focal point in the representation of personal or cultural
conflicts played out on the body. He was sexually abused as a child by his pederast
stepfather. Solanka‘s stepfather not only violates and emasculates the child but he also
sports the omnipotence of a pater familias. Solanka‘s affliction pops up in his later life in
many different ways. He is hypersensitive as Asmaan‘s father to the gender identification
of his child. We learn that his first rages are triggered by comments about Asmaan, who
resembles him and is often mistaken for a girl. ―Asmaan was constantly, infuriatingly,
taken for a girl, probably because of his long-eyelashed beauty‖(Fury 13).
Leaving his family, he also becomes the absent father figure, allowing his English
stepfather to usurp his role and potentially complicate Asmaan‘s identification. With Mila
Milo, Solanka plays out the pedophiliac father role in their ambiguous erotic/sexual
games, which can be potentially devastating for him as a victim of child abuse. Triggered
by this relationship, he can potentially become predatory and violent. He also emulates
the omnipotent father role in relation to the set of dolls that bring him success. He is their
creator and destroyer. He reenacts his stepfather‘s behavior when he gets rid of the Little
Brain paraphernalia in response to the doll‘s success in freeing itself from his control.
―[The doll] had transcended the work that created her, had attained the fiction‘s version
of freedom‖ (Fury 97).
His savior is Nela Mahendra, who comes from his kind of background. As Jack
Reinhart describes her, ―She is one of yours… Indian diaspora. One hundred years of
servitude‖ (Fury 61). However, she has no sexual inhibitions and seems to lack interest in
self-creation. Solanka compares her to the goddess Nike not only because of her beauty
but also because of her influence on him. His comparison of her body to the
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Samothracean Nike emphasizes the strength of her beauty against the perils of time. She
seems to be the only character unaffected by the self-fictionalizing tendencies of
American society. Her genuine beauty doesn‘t become her self-defining trait. Her large
scar on one arm becomes the sign of self-acceptance in the world of artificially perfected
and dolled up American bodies.
Beyond the personal level, Solanka‘s story also refers to the family as the
allegorical nation. The nation is represented, in this case, through a triangulation around
Solanka between the abusive father and the healing presence of the foster mother Nela
Mahendra. There is an important difference between the depiction of the protagonist‘s
family in this case and in The Moor‘s Last Sigh. Nela Mahendra, who replaces in
Solanka‘s later years the absent mother22 of his childhood, unlike any of Moor‘s female
counterparts, is an accessible mother figure, who helps Solanka to resolve his conflict of
identification and heal his affliction.
We can also translate Solanka‘s family history into the allegory of Western
domination and imperial politics. Solanka‘s identity conflict mirrors the problematic
nature of postcolonial cosmopolitan subjectivity, in which conflicting cultural and
political regimes are imposed upon the subject. Even though the literal connections have
no necessary ground in the imperial context, the oppressive legacies of colonial power
relations and discourse overshadow the constitution of postcolonial subjectivity. Imperial
education and representation create emasculated and objectified subjectivity in the
absence of authentic and equivocal identities. In global interactions in the postcolonial

22

She is absent only in that she is not able to protect the child and stand against the abuse of the

father.
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world, the remnants of colonial identification are pervasive and definitive for people of
postcolonial background. The dynamics of colonial discourse also play into the EastWest divide in contemporary politics. The narrator expands Solanka‘s feeling of guilt not
only to his guilt-ridden identification with high society killers of New York but also with
the terrorists looming over Western society. The same basic internal conflicts seem to
create fury on the personal as well as the communal levels.
This is the point at which Shalimar the Clown can be connected to Rushdie‘s
political concerns. The protagonist and the story itself are the fruit of marital infidelity.
The story is based on a set of complicated love triangles that influence not only personal
lives but international politics as well. India Ophuls is the result of a short lived liaison
between a Kashmiri dancer and the American ambassador to India. At the center of the
narrative is the beheading of her father by her mother‘s husband, Shalimar, and the end of
the novel leaves the two main characters, the terrorist Shalimar and India, in a dark room
with weapons in their hands confronting each other. The suggestion embedded in this
scene is that the conflict between East and West is unending and insurmountable. It
seems to claim that intercultural relations are inherently fraught with conflict because of
the legacy of imperial domination throughout human history.
The story is based on historical, political, and emotional triangulation literally as
well as allegorically. The novel is strongly interested in the relationship between real
events and their cultural representations in the forms of, for example, legends, myths,
historical facts, anecdotes, and the rhetoric of political engagement between East and
West. Therefore, this novel is also defined by the processes and structure of palimpsestic
representation embedded in a realist narrative. The strategy is similar to Fury‘s but what
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was a conflict on a personal level for Solanka or on the national level for Moor, in
Shalimar the Clown becomes a complicated global problem embedded in complicated
family relations.
The representation of global political discourse in the figure of the family creates
an ambiguous interpretation for the novel and also palimpsestically multiplies the layers
of representation. On the one hand, all the characters are tied into multiply related
members of the same global family and, at the same time, they are defined by their
cultural and historical background and they are in irreparable conflict. India‘s mother, for
example, is Shalimar‘s wife, so her genetic father is killed by his stepfather. On the other
hand, the story can be delineated into the dynamics of emasculation and objectification of
the Oriental subject by Western rhetoric and political actions. Violence stemming from
this complicated conflict becomes a crucial element of the novel, and the familial
relations of the characters define the outcome as tragic.
For example, the crudeness with which Shalimar beheads Max Ophuls with a
Sabatier knife fixes him as a cruel Middle-Eastern terrorist. However, the text
complicates his figure in terms of his background and his characterization. First,
Shalimar‘s village and people are obliterated and his livelihood is taken from him in the
Indo-Pakistani strife over Kashmir. His wife is seduced by an American diplomat-Ophuls. In both cases, the perilous events are the result of colonial legacy in the Kashmir
region.
Second, his character closely parallels Max Ophuls‘ personal and family history.
Ophuls is the lone survivor of a well-to-do and culturally sophisticated Jewish family
from Strasbourg, who becomes a war hero for his clandestine intelligence operations
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against the German army. Shalimar similarly grows up in a family of artists in Kashmir,
which is a border region similar to Strassbourg. Then, Shalimar becomes part of the
guerrilla movement as an effect of war. He trains to become an internationally renowned
warrior. Finally, he is multiply victimized by Ophuls and Western neo/imperial political
maneuvering. Textually, the two figures are so similar that the reader‘s sympathy cannot
be easily divided between them.
India is the protagonist who is located in the middle of this historical and political
divide, and she is divided in her own body as well. The novel starts by describing her
curious affliction, a weird, guttural, ―death-head ugly‖ sound leaving her throat in her
nightmares. Similar to the protagonists of Rushdie‘s other novels, India‘s inner conflict
presents itself through a bodily affliction and she becomes the embodiment of conflicted
cultural identity and global cultural conflicts.
The possibility of allegorical interpretation of this novel is reinforced by the
characters‘ names and the historical situation it focuses on. Its invocation of recent
historical events makes it relevant in terms of the present political discourse of the
Middle-East. Shalimar actually goes to the Middle-East for his terrorist training. The
characters and their trajectory also evoke Rushdie‘s earlier novels, especially The Moor‘s
Last Sigh. India‘s blurred lineage and the complications of her identification make her the
female counterpart of Moor. Shalimar‘s engagement with fundamentalist terrorist
organizations resembles Moor‘s detour in MA‘s employment.
In all of the above novels, the primary motivation of the protagonists is their
profound identity crisis caused by their involuntary participation in political events. Each
of the characters is afflicted in his/her body by conflicting discourses in their
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environment. The historical context and the characters‘ ethnic affiliations set them up in
these novels too as the result of the legacy of Western imperial aspirations and
fundamentalist nationalist ideological constructs. Their embodiment is symptomatic of
the conflicting representational regimes in their historical and cultural backgrounds. In all
of these novels, the palimpsest is an operative, processual metaphor of competing
discourses and representational forms on many levels of the text.
Rushdie‘s version of the palimpsest is important not only because of its
overarching presence in Rushdie‘s oeuvre, but also because it provides a representational
and interpretive paradigm for my other texts. His palimspest is different from the
traditional, scriptural/paleographic depiction and operation of the trope. His pictorial
definition suits depictions of political and cultural discourses. Instead of the act of
erasure, it emphasizes the simultaneous coexistence of the layers among competing
regimes of representation or identity. It is also the figurative representation of the textual
palimpsests operating in representations of multicultural subjectivity. In each novel, the
palimpsest depicts identities and cultural formations that are multiply defined. Agency for
the multicultural or diasporic characters lies in their ability to respond to multiple
cultural/political regimes and operate in different subject positions. Also, the novels‘
textual operations are based on the form of the palimpsest, most visibly in the case of
Naipaul‘ novels but in operation to a lesser degree in all of them.
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CHAPTER 3
V.S. NAIPAUL, CORPOREAL NARRATIVITY, AND THE ENIGMA OF
POSTCOLONIAL SUBJECTIVITY

Leonard Side‘s prostrate figure is ―laid out‖ in his silk pajamas and a silk coverlet
in a room decked out with decoration made of funeral parlor accessories in the center of
the very first chapter of V. S. Naipaul‘s A Way in the World, titled ―Prelude: An
Inheritance.‖ Side‘s figure is exposed to plain sight and is curiously frozen in time
because the story does not have a narrative resolution. The story is only a character
sketch based on the secondary narrator‘s description of three meetings with the man and
ends on a contemplative note by the primary narrator in response to the story. Side is a
small town undertaker, who is also a confectioner and a flower arranger. The secondary
narrator of the chapter, a school teacher, ends her story of Side abruptly with her
expression of disturbance by the mixed aesthetic sense represented in Side‘s body and his
room. ―It was his idea of beauty that upset me […] The mixing of things upset me‖ (WW
9). Her horror is manifest in her repeated descriptions of Side‘s hairy little fingers, which
augment, almost fetishize his digits. The reader does not receive enough information
about Side as a character, and it is really not a story about Side; it is a story of horror and
repulsion cut off at the moment when Side‘s unusual character is still hardly sketched by
the teacher‘s skewed perspective.
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As a result, the image of Side‘s little hairy fingers sticks out like a signpost that is
never smoothed away by the narration, and never found a meaning in the story except as
a cause of alarm. In fact, Side‘s body itself, laid out as we leave it, is something of an
undefined, alarming object that never finds meaning. Even though the primary narrator of
the story reflects on Side as an example of the strange manifestations of mixed and
unfathomable histories left behind by migrations and mixing of peoples, he still says, ―I
can give you a historical bird‘s eye view. But I cannot really explain the mystery of
Leonard Side‘s inheritance‖ (WW 11). Thus, Leonard Side‘s curiously adorned body and
horrifying little hairy fingers, which figuratively hold together death and life and mix the
moribund with the delectable, constitute a problematic signifier. Yet most of Naipaul‘s
critics try to step over Side‘s body and get to other details of the novel which loan
themselves to interpretation because they relate to Naipaul historically or biographically.
Side is not alone. Naipaul seems to have a liking for dead-end narrative threads
that, even though they are part of the thematic structure of the narratives, pose questions
and halt the narrative flow rather than support the fictional world of his novels. The trade
mark of these devices is their emphatic attention to bodily details and their more or less
explicit connections to the narrator. The text calls attention to them either by making
careful preparations for the encounter or by paying too much attention to their puzzling
presence, both of which create an anxious ambiance in the text. Nevertheless, they are
never explained or naturalized in the text; their effect is never smoothed away.
In this chapter, I argue that Side and his kind are (possibly the most) important
signposts in Naipaul‘s narratives The Enigma of Arrival and A Way in the World that are
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left intentionally standing out and resisting easy interpretation because they represent the
core question/paradox from which Naipaul‘s professional commitment and his textual
politics are spun. They are Naipaul‘s answer to his questions about aesthetic concerns of
post/colonial writing sketched out in his earlier essays in Finding the Centre. They are
part of his effort to create a narrative form that can reflect the complexities of
post/colonial existence and the nature and function of the writer in this environment. His
use of these bodies is rooted in his definition of narratives and writing in general as
palimpsestic signifying practices which work both to cover and re-cover reality.
The function of such narrative devices is not based on their context. Neither is it
their thematic connections. They work in different ways from all the other bodily
descriptions. They are rhetorical/narrative devices that create a momentary gap in the
flow of the narration that reveals a sense of lack. They are phallic images that reveal
absence of meaning. They don‘t only talk about the alarm/anxiety of the narrator figures
but they also create unsettled feelings in the reader, who does not have, nor is he given, a
way to interpret them. By this manner, they emphatically call attention to themselves.
Their function is to throw off the limited dominance of the reading subject, to negate the
narrative authority in the text, to displace the narrating entity and any attempts by the
narrative to achieve wholeness. Through my interpretation of Naipaul‘s corporeal
narrativity, I argue with the general critical categorization of Naipaul‘s narratives as
generically autobiographical and I claim that The Enigma of Arrival and A Way in the
World are built on a vigorous palimpsestic structure in which the alarming, phallic bodies
serve to complicate meaning and narrative authority.
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In both The Enigma of Arrival and A Way in the World, the narratives are nonconventional, fragmented. But, however convoluted the signifying narrative process is in
them, the basic signifying functions of words and descriptive units are intact and
functional within a referential reality. The place of these bodies in the narrative, even
though they create conceptually clear images, suggests dysfunction and, as a result, the
penetrating gaze of the narrator/reader looks through to nothing.
Both novels are preoccupied with the nature and workings of the narrative process
as a signifying act. They are experimental in their structure and narrative techniques.
They both consist of stories not so much about their narrative content but the narrative
process as a signifying act. The narrators or characters repeatedly or constantly fail at
rendering reality meaningful, but the novels themselves cohere by virtue of narrators‘
overarching presence. In the phallic bodies, however, the narrative offers only a sense of
absence in the form of unanswered questions. There are many other moments that are
similar in their effect to these bodies. Especially because of the novels‘ keen interest in
finding meaning and ways to create meaning, these moments effectively create fissures in
the fabric of narrative signifying.
In one of the stories of A Way in the World, a spy character scrutinizes and
criticizes Raleigh‘s narrative that details his travels to Guiana and supposedly makes the
case for funding his subsequent return. The spy calls the text a ―slippery piece of work‖
(WW 171) that buries facts while at the same time seeming to reveal reality and adhere to
the facts. The spy calls attention to the places in Raleigh‘s text that confuse the reader,
where the reader gets momentarily lost. In doing so, he describes the dynamic of textual
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slippages that is similar to how Naipaul‘s phallic narrative devices/bodies work. They are
fissures that allow non-narrative, unmediated reality to show through the fabric of
narration; therefore, their value is more than textual. They make the text work like a
palimpsest that refers to something behind it but never truly reveals it.
Naipaul‘s political agenda is not subversion or resistance to the colonial master
narrative simply by inserting words or local knowledges and characters that do not fit the
colonial context. This he recognizes is not enough because these elements are still
working within the framework of the Western narrative tradition and modes of
representation. What he aims to do is to destabilize the narrative at its core, its ability to
suture the gap between reality and its narrative representations.
Critics engaging with Naipaul‘s oeuvre note that, in his last/latest phase of
writing,23 Naipaul turns to the task of defining his professional agenda. Both Bruce King
in V. S. Naipaul and Judith Levy in V. S. Naipaul: Displacement and Autobiography
mark Finding the Centre as the beginning of a new focus and technique in Naipaul‘s
career. In his self-reflective essays in Finding the Centre, ―Prologue to an
Autobiography‖ and ―Reading and Writing,‖ he returns to and elaborates on the themes
of purpose and method in writing. He positions himself in terms of the Western literary
tradition in respect to the novel and Western cultural narrative.
Naipaul‘s central question in ―Writing and Reading‖ is whether it is possible to
continue the novelistic tradition, which is an inherently Western/European genre, in a

23

The wording last/latest here refers to the statement that Naipaul made after the publication of
Magic Seeds that he is not going to write another book.
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postcolonial world. He sums up the function of the novel in the same terms as Benedict
Anderson explains it in Imagined Communities. Anderson defined the function of the
genre as a representative discourse in the formulation of Western bourgeois national
identity by becoming the source of a cultural master narrative and an ideological tool for
the nineteenth-century Western imaginary. Similarly, Naipaul explains that ―the
nineteenth century novel in Europe […] became an extraordinary tool. […] It gave
industrial or industrializing or modern society a very clear idea of itself. It showed with
immediacy what hadn‘t been shown before; and it altered vision‖ (RW 56). This
assessment serves him as the premise of his argument that the novel is an historically
defined genre; therefore, that it is untenable in the postcolonial era.24
He sees the predicament of the postcolonial writer as being not of/from the center
and at the same time being defined by it in terms of time, space and intellectual/cultural
existence. As he says, ―All of us who have come after have been derivative. We can
never be the first again. We might bring new material from far away, but the program we
are following has been laid out for us‖ (RW 57). This predicament is at the core of the
existential and ontological angst behind Naipaul‘s generic and formal experimentations
and his thematic focus, especially in The Enigma of Arrival and A Way in the World.25

24

Drawing from this line of reasoning, Naipaul specifically lashes out at the unwarranted adoption
of the novelistic form in India and other post-colonial places because the genre is culturally and historically
incompatible with the local context. On a more general plane, he explains that the novelistic form had
passed its peak in the 1800s. Thus, anything beyond the first generations of novelists is only ―derivative‖
(RW 57). The genre lost its novelty; it is an anachronistic entity in the post-imperial world.
25

The tension created by the derivative nature of the novel form, in Sarah Suleri‘s understanding
in ―Naipaul‘s Arrival‖, is the driving force behind his insistence on the meditation of the term ―arrival‖ in
The Enigma of Arrival (Suleri 166).
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While King and Levy‘s assessment that Finding the Centre problematizes the
predicament of the postcolonial novelist from a personal perspective is true, I agree with
Sarah Suleri, who points out in ―Naipaul‘s Arrival,‖ that Naipaul‘s new aesthetic agenda
had its seeds in the earlier part of his career when he focused on the horror of
post/colonial relations (Suleri 167). Also, the answer to Naipaul‘s professional and
personal conundrum is already laid out in his earlier ―Conrad‘s Darkness,‖ in which he
stakes out his aesthetic agenda.
Similarly to his more recent, more meditative writings, in ―Conrad‘s Darkness,‖
he is preoccupied with the generic possibilities of his writing practice and with probing
traditional narrative practices and finding a way out of ―derivative‖ writing
positions/practices. Such is the reason for his repeated references to Conrad‘s writing and
his own analysis of Conrad‘s method and style as his closest, if not the only, possible
precursor in the Western canon. He explains that it is necessary to rid oneself of the kind
of security the Western literary tradition created and to realize the truth of Conrad‘s
―vision of the world‘s half-made societies as places which continuously made and
unmade themselves‖ (CD 216) and also ―to lose one‘s preoccupations of what the novel
should do and, above all, to rid oneself of the subtle corruptions of the novel or comedy
of manners‖ (CD 217). Thus, he sees the most important political action in the making of
the genre.
The basis for such convictions Naipaul sees in his background, the postcolonial
exile. This is where we can understand most easily how the general post/modern
questioning and challenge of narrative representation becomes a crucially postcolonial
aspect of Naipaul‘s writing. His particular background makes the aesthetic aspect of his
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writing intrinsically bound up with his political position and makes his textual practices
respond to existential problems/questions.
Naipaul‘s first attempt for the realization of the above Conradian task of
representing the world in its perpetually changing reality is The Enigma of Arrival. The
novel is postcolonial in its prompting, deconstructionist in its premise, medieval in its
thematic structure, and baroque in its delivery. Naipaul‘s Writer26-narrator is a version of
the modern everyman. The text is organized around three major themes, the metaphysical
contemplation of arrival; the inevitability of death and decay on the personal, social,
cultural, economic levels; and the writer‘s place in a postcolonial world. These themes
re/connect with each other and create other, minor topics via their repeated variations
from many angles in the course of the novel.
The premise of the novel is that the Writer/narrator moves to a country manor in a
valley in Wiltshire, England, where he slowly gets to know the location and the locals
and learns about their life in this historically and economically changing landscape. The
ultimate message of his narration is that he has to learn the meaning of the place by
experience because the representations are deceiving and untrue to changing reality. The
narrative is organized into a rhizomous and labyrinthine cluster of observations,
commentary seemingly loosely arranged around the general topics of the chapters and
structured by movement and spatial descriptions. Every event, every description is a

26

The protagonist of The Enigma is a writer very much like Naipaul himself. Because my
discussion relies on the separation of the character and the author, in order to avoid confusion between
these two figures, I marked my references to the character by capitalizing the word Writer.
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potential segue into a commentary and a link to other, thematically related parts of the
text.
The fictional basis for the spatial dynamics of the text is that the Writer takes up
walking among the country roads and the manor passageways and, by his subsequent
spatial commentary, creates a grid on which the reader locates the landscape‘s elements.
The spatially based rhythm is also supported by the complex thematic scheme centered
on the connotations of arrival, which are introduced by way of the Writer‘s contemplation
of de Chirico‘s painting of the same title. As a result of its focus on particulars of the act
of narrating, the novel becomes a story that slowly delivers multifaceted revelations and
shows the Writer‘s quest for meaning as its ultimate drive.
The protagonist/narrator is a writer presented very much like the author himself.
There are many biographical details that make them alike, but the text very carefully
constructs a separate identity for the narrator/writer persona from that of the author. As
Gillian Dooley in V. S. Naipaul: Writer and Man, points out, for example, the narrator is
very careful not to reveal his name even when a letter from his old acquaintance Angela
arrives. He is addressed as Victor, a nickname she gave him when they first new each
other (Dooley 102). Even so, many of the critics simply dismiss Naipaul‘s intentions27 to
keep the Writer‘s persona close but separate from the author.

27

Figuring out what Naipaul‘s intent might be seems to be a complicated task. The debate around
the generic categorization based on the narrator/author identification is usually based on claims in
interviews made by Naipaul, and they, interestingly, range from the declaration of non-autobiographical
novel as in Dooley to the condemnation of the novel form as tired and outdated in the end of the twentieth
century as in Tiffin. Hence my insistence on taking the text as the primary source of a careful analysis,
which then can be built upon for contextualizing it in its political climate.
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The separation of these two entities, namely narrator and author, is especially
difficult because the novel is written in first person and it is delivered in an
autobiographical manner always keeping the narrator‘s subjectivity in the forefront of the
narration. However, the division between author and narrator is key in the interpretation
of the story as a whole because it renders the writer clearly a character. It is essential
especially in the final chapter of the novel, when the text finally seems to fuse the Writer
character with the author by naming specific news events from the time of writing and by
involving Naipaul‘s family history as the story line and family members as characters.
Identifying the Writer with Naipaul makes this last segment entirely out of line with the
rest of the novel.
One way to reconcile the interference of auto/biographical details is by defining
them as stylistic/generic choices. The text resembles the style of travel narratives, which
is one of Naipaul‘s main genres. This generic categorization also explains the
aforementioned stylistic choices, that is, the attention to spatial relations and movement
as an organizing principle. An examination of the text‘s relation to travel narratives sheds
light not only on the narrator‘s function and representation in the narration but also on
Naipaul‘s postcolonial political aim in regard to the narrator‘s relationship with his
intended audience because of its evocation of the long tradition of European travel
writing. As Mary Louise Pratt explains in Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and
Transculturation, European travel writing is part of the Eurocentric imperialist discourse
that helped to formulate the ideological background for the colonial enterprise. As Pratt
explains, travel writing took on different forms and textual attitudes depending on the
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particular ideological agenda they served. In the beginning period of imperial travel, the
primary goal was exploration and interpreting/transcribing the land in the form of
scientific surveys; the writing style remained detached and objective.
In the later, sentimental travel narratives, which took the form of novels and are
the predecessors of modern travel narratives, the writer/narrator took on a much more
subjective, intimate, and emotionally involved subject position in relation to his subject.
As a result, the narrators/travelers of such prose are fully embodied personas as opposed
to the disembodied surveying eye of the early, scientific travel narratives. These latter
writers created reciprocity with the natives. The observing eye in these texts is visibly
positioned in the discursive field and becomes a character. Nevertheless, they all served
the same purpose: by virtue of their descriptive practices, they normalized their subjects
for the eyes of their European audiences. As Pratt says, these practices, which ―worked
[…] to fix members in a timeless present, where all his/their actions/reactions are
repetitious‖ (Pratt 64), created non-European subjects for the domestic audience (Pratt
64). In general, these travel narratives ―produced the rest of the world‖ (Pratt 64) for
European consumption while at the same time also producing a sense of European self in
terms of differences from foreign lands and peoples.
Generically specific embodiment is important not only because it defines
Naipaul‘s use of character‘s bodies but also because it points out one of the directions in
which Punday‘s examples of narrative authority should be expanded. In his study,
Punday mentions mainly those narrative formulas that create narrative authority by
diminishing the body of the narrator. However, as Pratt points out, in sentimental travel
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novels, the embodied narrator is essential to the dynamics of the narration. His embodied
presence in the text guaranties, in fact, the credibility of his story and his observations.
Naipaul makes full use of the embodiment of his narrators even in his novels less
obviously presented as travel narratives.
As part of his career, Naipaul has been a travel writer, and his travel writing
impulse is very apparent in his novels. His characters are always in motion, most often
between different counties and specifically within the imperial geography as, for
example, in Mimic Men. They are keen observers of the cultural differences between the
different places, as in A Bend in the River. They pay great attention to small details of the
environment and are keenly observant of the locals as if from an objective outsider
perspective. The narratives are delivered from a subjective perspective and in a pseudoautobiographical style.
The Enigma of Arrival also contains elements of Naipaul‘s travel writing. The
narrator/Writer is rummaging through memories, images, landscapes, and portraits of the
locals or reminiscences of acquaintances, all carefully developed with abundant detail
and in expansive style. The function of this style of narration in The Enigma supports the
idea of the Writer‘s mastery of place and local knowledges. He is the center of
observation and signifying in the narratives. Each judgment, minor detail, and bit of
information about the people is filtered through his narrative and evaluative process. His
descriptions are rich in detail, carefully crafted, and self-reflective to the degree that
every event, object and person is contemplated beyond regular reportage in order to also
relate it to the narrator‘s person and personal history.
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The Writer, then, is not simply the seeing eye but also the translating mind and a
self-reflective subject. If Naipaul‘s intent was to emphasize his personal involvement, the
text‘s generic categorization as a travel narrative makes it easier to see how the narrator
can have an amplified self-reflective presence without the autobiographical context.
However, the narrator‘s position as the travel writer/narrator is ironic because, while he
represents narrative authority, his narration, though rhythmic and flowing on the textual
surface, is constantly slowed down by cognitive obstacles. His exacting instinct creates
paragraph-long sentences, endless numbers of digression and inserted clauses for the sake
of clarity.
His self-conflicting textual practice leads to the next problem with the generic
categorization of The Enigma. Many critics also dismiss Naipaul‘s insistent definition of
the text as a novel (designated so in the title) because it does not abide by the conventions
of a regular novelistic narrative. Some define it as memoir, some as a reflection on
conflicted identification, some accept the generic category, but in all cases, they rely on
Naipaul‘s interviews and personal authority over the text. Dooley, for example, diligently
quotes from one of the interviews with Naipaul to make the case for the generic
classification of the novel, saying that ―there is no autobiography there,‖ and that Naipaul
―thought [he] should make the writer be [himself]—let that be true and within that set the
fictional composite picture because you can‘t use real people to hand philosophical ideas
about flux and change‖ (Naipaul in Dooley 102). While it is important that Naipaul very
decidedly wants to keep the identities separate, it does not mean he succeeds in doing so,
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and Dooley does not go further in figuring out how the text reflects the generic
parameters.
There is in fact a ―plot‖ spanning the text. The chronological background is a tenyear stay in a Wiltshire valley in England. The novel is delivered in five distinct
movements in five chapters. The progress between the chapters delineates the mental
processes of the writer‘s identification and the re-creation of his subjectivity by
developing his mastery of the English countryside. This is partly why his definition of his
time in the valley as a second childhood matters. The narrative approximates the
Lacanian ―mirror stage‖ in that it narrativizes/delineates the dynamics of a slow
recognition of the environment as the self, a later identification with it, and then launches
into action as a result of the revelations of this process. So while the novel is not
constructed in the manner of a traditional novel, it still follows a distinct progressive
pattern. The novel in a way is looking at the writer‘s identification process both literally
and in the psychologically symbolic sense. Literally, the text makes clear references to
the passing of time between the first chapter, where the narrator has just arrived, and the
last chapter, where he leaves the place for good. Symbolically, the Writer learns the
place, his position in it, the meaning of what he sees, and then he unhinges from the
central point of view, moves to a different angle and reflects on it from this new
perspective.
In terms of this psychological progression, in ―Jack‘s Garden‖ we witness the
primary engagement with the environment in an around the Wiltshire manor where the
narrator lived as a tenant for ten years, according to the story. The narrator introduces the
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circumstances of moving there and his first impressions of the place. The commentary
centers around the slow recognition of Jack‘s character, first as a remnant in a historic
landscape, then as an antithesis to the narrator, until the narrator encounters him up close
and creates personal rapport with him. We learn about his circumstances, his stature, his
family and his habits. His main attribute is his garden, in which time seems to have
stopped and old British country values are represented. By the middle of the chapter he
dies, and his death seems to precipitate a number of social changes, among which the
tenant cottages‘ changing population is the most important.
This expository chapter introduces the story‘s other key characters, and positions
the landscape as a central element in the novel because the narration depends largely on
the writer‘s mobile perspective. His way of engaging with the countryside is walking the
passageways and paths in and around the manor. His walking creates a rhythm for
translating his observations into prose, and it is a key structural element of the narration.
Besides the repeated references to the act of walking, ―Daily I walked in the wide grassy
way between the flint slopes […] Daily I walked in the wide grassy way […] Daily I
climbed up from the bottom of the valley…‖ (EA 19), he defines the walks as essential to
the act of observation:
The solitude of the walk, the emptiness of that stretch of the downs,
enabled me to surrender to my way of looking, to indulge my linguistic or
historical fantasies; and enabled me, at the same time, to shed the nerves
of being a stranger in England. (EA 19)
Via these repetitions, the Writer becomes a medium in the translation process by his
amplified bodily presence in his descriptions. His insistent repetition of the verbs ―see‖
and ―look‖ as well as his sustained self-referential treatment of his subjects already make
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him visible in the text, but his descriptions of his ailing body make his presence
especially unstable, and therefore, acutely present.
In the second chapter ―A Journey,‖ the writer steps back from the landscape and
explains his position in relation to it. He relays personal and historical circumstances that
define him and brought him to this place at this particular time. He tells about his
numerous journeys shuttling between post-colonial Trinidad, his native home, and
metropolitan London, his intellectual base. He introduces the novel‘s organizing
metaphor, de Chirico‘s painting ―The Enigma of Arrival,‖ and explains that his
subjectivity is formed by the paradox represented in the painting: being already too late in
the moment of arrival and wasting away his life in the place where he cannot accomplish
his presumed mission but from which he cannot return.
In connection with the central motif of the chapter, the text also elaborates the
different meanings of ―arrival.‖ Though the focus of the chapter prioritizes arrival as at
the end of a journey, the concept becomes extremely complicated by the multiple
synonyms and antonyms connected to this word. ―Jack‘s Garden‖ already introduces
arrival as rebirth, return/arrival to/at an ideal epistemological and ontological state as ―the
second, happier childhood as it were, the second arrival […] at a knowledge of things‖
(EA 88) or later ―those first four days of fog […] were like a rebirth for me‖ (EA 172),
which then is reverberated in the Writer‘s accounts of his revelations and the final arrival
at his decision to write the book. In these lines, the text already involves the seemingly
opposing movement to journey, ―return‖ or ―journey back,‖ to which it returns repeatedly
with a different emotional attitude as in ―the cruelty of this return to England, the dread
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of a second failure‖ (EA 102). The narrator‘s repeated references to various arrivals
and/as returns eventually erode the meaning of arrival as the final phase of a journey, and
build up the connotation of perpetuity and simultaneous multiplicity. The theme of
perpetual arrival is repeated in the rhythmic, repetitious pattern of the Writer‘s walks,
hence, it becomes a source of the novel‘s narrative structure.
This chapter also reinforces the postcolonial aspect of the narration and delineates
the Writer‘s professional and personal trajectory along the lines of Naipaul‘s own
biography. Finally, it also reflects on the Writer‘s tense relationship to Wiltshire. Even
though he has the vocabulary to know what the place consists of, he does not have the life
experience to substantiate his vocabulary. The writer‘s detailed parallels between his first
trip to England and his second arrival to the more specific area of Wiltshire imply that the
tensions of his initial depictions (in the first chapter) have resulted from the fact that his
eyes have been blinded by his misconceptions about metropolitan and rural English life.
He explains his misrecognition of reality as well as his place in it as the basic paradox of
the postcolonial subjectivity. This chapter relates most clearly Naipaul‘s professional and
aesthetic agenda in the novel by explaining that ―the universal child‘s eye of Dickens‖
(EA 170) is untenable for the postcolonial subject.
In the chapter ―Ivy,‖ the writer returns his attention to the Wiltshire countryside
and focuses on his knowledge about his landlord. The text reflects the hesitant
relationship between the two reclusive aristocrats. The Writer deliberates on his
identification with his landlord, who has come from very different circumstances but
seems to be marooned in the same way as himself, caught up in the historical changes
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that left him no place to identify with. This chapter registers a greater degree of
identification with the landlord and what he stands for, the symbolic center of the manor
and imperial England, than the preceding ones. In his comparisons between himself and
the landlord, the Writer reiterates the post-colonial binary presented in the axis of his
journeying between center and periphery. ―I was his opposite in every way […] it might
be said that an empire lay between us. […] we were—or had started—at opposite ends of
wealth, privilege, and in the hearts of different cultures‖ (EA 191). The narration,
however, very carefully constructs the reversal of the post-colonial binary not only in
words but also by virtue of narrative positioning. The central point of view of the narrator
allows him to objectify the landlord especially in the way the Writer displays his body, or
in Pratt‘s terms, produces it for the reader. At the center of this chapter is the ominous
sightings of the reclusive landlord, which could be considered the climax of the novel, the
moment of identification and misrecognition.
The chapter ―Rooks‖ slowly moves out of this center by preparing the reader for
the writer‘s literal departure from the valley and a shift in the thematic structure of the
novel figuratively. The descriptions register precipitous changes in life around the manor
grounds initiated by the experimental modernization of the manor economy, which does
not work out, which very clearly indicates the downhill future of the manor, old
fashioned English country life, and the idea/ideal of imperial Britain. Even though the
level of narrative engagement is similar to that of the previous chapter, there is definitely
a sense of loss added to the general tone of nostalgia in the novel.
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The final chapter, ―Ceremony of Farewell‖ turns away from the Wiltshire cottage
because the writer has to return to Trinidad on family business, his sister‘s funeral. This
chapter functions somewhat like an antithesis to the rest of the novel and a resolution of
the plot. There are two opposing emotional drives in it. On the one hand, the writer is
working on his first drafts of the book itself, which creates a feeling of upbeat urgency;
on the other, he is distracted for personal reasons, which continues the preceding
chapters‘ feeling of nostalgia and loss. The focus of the descriptions is on the Trinidadian
landscape and the family activities surrounding the rites of memorializing the Writer‘s
sister. The Writer continues and amplifies the expression of loss and lack by focusing on
what has disappeared from the landscape of his childhood. ―None of the Indian villages
were like the villages I had known. No narrow roads; no dark, overhanging trees; no huts;
no earth yards with hibiscus hedges; no ceremonial lighting lamps, no play of shadows on
the wall…‖ (EA 352). This is the point at which he reiterates the ―enigma of arrival‖
theme for the final time. He gathers the multiple meanings that it took on in the English
and Trinidadian landscape, and completes the narrative trajectory.
We had made ourselves anew. The world we found ourselves in—the
suburban houses, with gardens, where my sister‘s farewell ceremony had
taken place—was one we had partly made ourselves, and had longed for
when we had longed for money and the end of distress; we couldn‘t go
back. There was no ship of antique shape now to take us back. We had
come out of the nightmare; and there was nowhere else to go. (EA 352)
This is, however, not the final note of the novel. In the final lines, the writer loops
the whole narrative back to its very beginning by implying that his accumulated
knowledge was the reason for his decision to go back to England and begin to work on
the planned book anew.―And that was when, faced with a real death, and with this new
97

wonder about men, I laid aside my drafts and hesitations and began to write very fast
about Jack and his garden‖ (EA 354). The implication of this decision is that the novel as
a whole is looping back on itself because the story of the novel becomes the raison d‘etre
of the novel itself.
The loop of the story is important for several reasons. First, it reinforces the text‘s
circuitous development as the principle dynamic in the creation of meaning in the novel.
The meaning is accumulated through revisions and repetitions that create a palimpsestlike representational style, which is rooted in the political intentions of Naipaul‘s writing.
Second, making the action perpetual defines the outcome of the novel and anchors
Naipaul‘s Conradian aesthetic agenda of representing ―societies as places which
continuously made and unmade themselves‖ (CD 216). Thus, the representation itself
takes up the dynamic making and unmaking by simultaneously building and
deconstructing its images and signs.
First, circuitousness as the structural principle of the novel is supported on the
level of the narration by the looping, circular movements based on the writer‘s travels
and perambulations, the recycled themes and stories between chapters, and the recurring
narrative attention to certain characters and events within chapters. The narration creates
progress through circuitous repetition. Helen Hayward, in ―The Enigma of Arrival:
Autobiography and Revision‖ defines ―recapitulation and revision‖ and ―variation within
repetition‖ as the structural principles of the novel (Hayward 49). She explains further
that ―[t]he work repeatedly recapitulates its progress, summarizes its discoveries and
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reminds us of what had gone before. The manuscripts of the novel show [the Writer]28
busily revising himself in an attempt to recreate his initial impressions of Wiltshire, and
carefully striving to simulate the casual, natural progress of his thought‖ (Hayward 48).
While I agree with Hayward on revision as the key organizing factor, I see its function
and direction differently.
The narrator‘s intention in revising his previous observations and evaluations is
not simply to ―recreate his initial impression‖ but to register the differences between the
different phases of recognition and show the progress toward a more and more involved
and complex understanding of his environment. In every revision there is the
acknowledgement of earlier misrecognition as, for example, in regard to his landlord‘s
character ―I soon learned that the picture wasn‘t true‖ (EA 189) similarly to how ―[His]
ideas about Jack were wrong‖ (EA 93). Also, we need to put the repeated act of revision
into the greater context of the signifying process. It is important to note that the revisions
have not only a recapitulating but also an accumulative effect. These revisions always
add to and complicate the initial impression and never erase the statements made at
different stages of progress. The alternative, often even opposing, observations remain
part of the overall picture and overlap each other as layers of a palimpsest that depends
on the interference between the different layers.
The palimpsest-like structure appears not only in the narrative structure of the
novel. There are a number of accumulated observations that reflect on cultural discourses
28

Hayward‘s exact wording in this sentence was ―Naipaul‖ because of her definition of the novel
as an autobiography. While I believe that this difference in opinion does not make a difference in the style
of delivery, I changed the wording for the sake of easy understanding.
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as palimpsests that create an unreal impression on the mind that has to be unlearned in
order to see the place for what it is. For example, the Writer‘s reflections on the cows of
the farm are repeatedly associated with his perception of the cows from his childhood. As
he explains, while he never saw a cow in Trinidad, he was familiar with the shape all
along from graphic representations of the same kind of cows on dairy packaging.
Cows and grass and trees; pretty country views […] Though I hadn‘t truly
seen those views before or been in their midst, I felt I had always known
them […] This was like the design on the condensed-milk label I knew as
a child in Trinidad, where cows as handsome as those were not to be seen,
where there was very little fresh milk… (EA 36-7)
The live cows, however, do not live up to the iconic images because their overbreeding produced genetic mishaps, lumps on their bodies.
Curious additional lumps of flesh had grown at various places on the
animals, as though these animals had been cast in a mold, a mold divided
into two sections, and as though at the joining of the molds, the cattle
material, the mixture out of which the cattle were being cast, had leaked.
(EA 11)
The Writer‘s description of these lumps and his comparison to the cookie cutter cows on
the dairy boxes can be extracted as one of the central explanations of the effect of cultural
discourse between the colonies and the metropole and, more generally, a marker of the
problematic nature of representation. Literary or artistic depictions of rural England in the
service of imperial or national ideology created cookie cutter images of England, but the
reality of lumpy and mechanically divided-looking cows can never match the simple and
uncomplicated representations of pastoral English country side. This is the primary cause
of the Writer‘s struggle with recognition and his resulting alienation, and this is the
premise of his drive to revise the picture. His final decision to redraw the portrait of Jack
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and the whole Wiltshire experience is driven by the desire to resist and subvert the
simplifying effects of political discourses. The palimpsestic representation of images
created from different perspectives is key in this effort. They keep meaning and the
subject in flux and emphasize the existence of multiple perspectives, which are key in
Naipaul‘s textual politics.
References to the circuitous, revising narrative progression are present in the
different layers of the text, especially in the way the narration represents characters. As
seen, for example, in the case of Jack, the writer introduces a character from a distance,
defines his own position in relation to the character, identifies with the character at least
on the level of recognition, and then much later in the novel, he realizes that the image he
painted of the character might be entirely false and misconceived. The first chapter‘s
central characters are Jack and his garden. The writer first perceives Jack as a remnant,
which he quickly realizes is wrong because there is greater depth and more intricacy to
Jack than the pastoral image of the gardener in the landscape. ―Jack had at first been a
figure in the landscape to me‖ (EA 28).
He learns the differences between his and Jack‘s perception of the world, which
also brings Jack closer to him as another person who makes sense of things around him,
another creator of meaning, even if it is different from his.
I had arrived at my feeling for the seasons by looking at Jack‘s garden,
adding events on the river and the manor riverbank to what I saw in his
garden. But there were other ways of looking. Jack himself, giving the
attention he gave to a meaningless hedge […] saw something else,
certainly. (EA 59)
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He recognizes in Jack, his foil, their common humanity. Then Jack dies and his
image becomes frozen in time. In later parts of the narration, he is referred back to as the
same Jack who went to the pub to see his friends even in his last days of life until in a
later chapter, far removed, the Writer encounters Jack‘s widow. In the course of talking
about herself, she, by implication, puts the Writer‘s image of Jack into an entirely new
perspective.
This was something new about Jack. From a distance his own
beard, and his upright posture, had made him look like a romantic,
something like an early socialist (in my fantasy) […] Perhaps he had, after
all, self-consciously lived out a certain kind of life. (EA 94)
The writer realizes that he may have totally misrecognized Jack.
Thus, the looping or spiraling narrative time and events are caused partly by the
Writer‘s desire and attempts for ever greater accuracy in his relating the events and
describing the characters from the perpetually changing perspective caused by the
accumulation of the narrator‘s knowledge. Fitting with the premise that his storytelling
point of view is that of a bookish ex-colonial in a landscape he knows only from literature
(Shakespeare, Wordsworth, P.G. Woodhouse) and paintings (Constable), the Writer
himself claims that his learning of the landscape is basically substantiating the rich and
layered vocabulary he uses to describe the place or learning new expressions by engaging
with the place and the locals, like ―may‖ as the name for Hawthorn flower for Jack‘s
father-in-law or ―refuge‖ for garden refuse in the gardener Pitton‘s terminology. The
dynamic, palimpsest-like narrative structure is supported on the textual level by the
burgeoning descriptions of the landscape. However, because of the political implications
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of Naipaul‘s formal choices, the proliferating palimpsests as a stylistic trait cannot be
taken for granted.
Stylistic choices are important not only structurally but also in terms of the
Writer‘s character and the final assessment of the novel. His descriptions of his last trip to
Trinidad imply an epiphany of an undefined sort. He reiterates his contemplation of the
enigma of his arrivals in the Caribbean context and seems to understand that he had
wasted his time somewhere where he did not belong. Now, when he returns, he finds a
strange land, where time has moved on; the past he was acquainted with is eclipsed by
the forces of international economic development within his life time. He realizes that it
is not only the English countryside, where change and remaking of the world occur.
It is also important to note that in this last chapter for the first time, the Writer
uses the plural ―we/us‖ in the place of the figurative traveler. ―The world we found
ourselves in […] was one we had partly made ourselves, and had longed for…‖ (EA
352). This assessment parallels his perspective on his time in England but adds to it the
recognition of ―the enigma of arrival‖ as a universal human condition. But he also
realizes by looking at the emptied-out landscape and listening to his elders‘ rudimentary
versions of the island‘s history that, though places change, disappear, and remake
themselves, it is enough for men to have a fantasy of sacred places that ―reside in the
heart‖ (EA 353). And this is where he reconnects his contemplation about the loss of
Trinidad to England: ―places [in Trinidad] doubly and trebly sacred to me because far
away in England I had lived in them imaginatively over many books and had in my
fantasy set in those places the very beginning of things, had constructed out of them a
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fantasy of home‖ (EA 353-4). His urge to recapture his ―second childhood‖ in England,
then, seems to split between reconciliation of his existential and professional anxiety to
find a home or the ―beginning of things‖ with an understanding that this ―beginning,‖ the
place of origin, is only an imaginary construct or fantasy.
From the perspective of the narrative, the Writer‘s implied return to England to
begin to write the book is more than just a biographical moment. This Escheresque
moment29 reinforces the Writer‘s dual position as the viewing subjectivity and the
observed object. The return represents the existential and epistemological flux because
this essentially nostalgic moment of return to the place of origin, to the beginning, the
place where things were in the Writer‘s control, is also leading back to the state of
anxiety to re-cover reality. Thus this moment throws the narrative into flux by virtue of
suggesting reconciliation and by also sending the novel into an endless looping back to
the beginning where all we find is the anxiety of absence.
From this vantage point, it becomes clear that Naipaul‘s construction of his
narrative does not simply express his personal preferences. The excessive verbalization
slows down or sometimes halts the narration; the baroque elaborations are not simply
done because of the inner conflict over finding the right angle to express truth. They
result because the author wants to capture the dynamic nature of palimpsestic layering; he
wants to engage in the process rather than the result. From this perspective, there is no
wrong assumption, no wrong assessment, just palimpsestic texturing.

29

See M. C. Escher‘s wood lithograph ―Drawing Hands‖ (1948).
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If we consider his impulse to memorialize the death and life of Jack and the
English countryside as a character and an object he identifies with, this memorialization
will be the same romantic, heroic/poetic gesture that Jack made by driving down to the
pub to see his friends. At least this is how the writer assesses Jack‘s action in the novel.
―[Jack‘s] final trip to the pub served no cause except that of life; yet he made it appear an
act of heroism; poetical‖ (EA 48). So who is the Writer really trying to memorialize in
the story, Jack, the landscape, or simply himself, the observing eye in the story? With his
planned book, which is already writing itself, he wants to analyze the layers of history on
words, and objects; to clarify the meaning of the world in all its historicity from the
perspective of somebody who is able to cut through the texture of words and images.
With his linguistic maneuvering he wants to resurrect Jack, which is only possible from
his particular perspective, his experience as a traveler who arrives everywhere too late,
the eternal exile of the postcolonial writer who is not mired in the temporal and the local.
The writing becomes almost a ritual that keeps the world in linguistic, semantic
and narrative flux. Gillian Dooley picks up on this ritualistic function of the novel and
classifies it as a memento mori. The book is indeed a memento mori but not quite in the
way Dooley understands it when she says in passing, ―Memento mori this book might be,
but its gloom is suffused with the unquenchable joy in words that Naipaul evinces on
every page…‖ (Dooley 107).30 The reason for its generic identification as a memento

30

If anything, the narrative resembles a danse macabre in which poor and rich, young and old die,
and death does not ask or judge them but delivers the end. The circular movements of the narrative and the
constant presence of death in its many forms certainly resemble the danse macabre tradition. Also, we can
note that the Writer pays equal attention to each dying character. As he learns about the circumstances of
their deaths, he registers some kind of identification with the characters. Even though he sympathizes with
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mori is not the book‘s numerous deaths, though they give ample opportunity to identify a
sense of general decay in the valley. It is defined as such by dead-end streams of
narration that seem to be left out of most critics‘ analyses of the narrative. There are two
such moments in the text and many allusions to narrative slippages along the way of the
writer‘s interpretive journey in the novel.
The first one occurs in the chapter ―The Journey.‖ In this chapter the writer
contemplates the paradoxical nature of arrival prompted by the de Chirico painting. His
contemplation is framed by the stories of his multiple earlier journeys from his childhood
home in Trinidad to England, all of which were prompted by a misconstrued idea of what
his mission was. The first time he left home for England with the ambition to become a
great writer in the center of the universe known to him, England. His innocence and
ignorance did not allow him to see how impossible his undertaking was, how out of place
he would be in those circles.
In the second journey, he returned to Trinidad on a writing mission and was
thwarted in his attempt to finally succeed in his profession by his publisher‘s lack of
interest in quality work. He landed in the English valley after the second, devastating trip.
He healed from his professional and emotional wounds in the years spent there. During
his stay in the English country side, he goes through the process of reclaiming the real
England for himself by learning the substance of the visual, linguistic, and literary

some more than others, he treats each of the stories with curious understanding or compassion. This
equalizing attitude is also presenting the danse macabre tradition.
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vocabulary and references which were funneled into his head via his education and
reading experiences but which he never actually understood.
In the course of telling the arduous journeys of early postcolonial times, the writer
tries to explain the origins and the reasons for his intellectual blindness. He reiterates a
number of times that as a postcolonial subject, growing up in the colonial educational
system and having the ambitions of a writer akin to Dickens, he had lived with a fantasy
of Britain, as the center of the universe known to him. ―The London I knew or
imaginatively possessed was the London I had got from Dickens. It was Dickens—and
his illustrators—who gave me the illusion of knowing the city‖ (EA 133). He explains
that, as a child, he had no means to understand that all the cultural discourses and artifacts
that were brought to them in the stores and the schools were part of a world that had
become extinct. ―It never struck me […] that […] advertisements for certain British
things […] that had never been available in Trinidad […] were now […] no longer being
made‖ (EA131). By the time he reached England--there was not much remaining of the
life that he intended to live and write about, metropolitan life. ―I had come too late to find
the England, the heart of empire, which […] I had created in my fanstasy‖ (EA130).
After his arrival and before his leaving for Oxford to enter yet another institution
where his fantasy would have been further established and elaborated, he landed in a
London boardinghouse, where many of the freshly arrived ―flotsam of Europe‖ (EA 141)
congregated for cheap rooms. In the course of the few weeks spent at the boardinghouse,
he befriended Angela, an Italian immigrant, who managed the house. Through his
acquaintance with her, he had access to information he needed to understand the social
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milieu of England. It is important to point out that, in the act of looking back on this time,
the Writer characterizes his young self by creating rich images of the place and people in
this phase of his life, and at the same time reiterates that he did not see what he now can
see. So, the young self‘s participation in the lives of the tenants gives the Writer‘s
narration plenty of fuel to richly describe the place and the characters and, at the same
time, show the ignorance of his young self by contrast and by reiterating that he did not
see all this. By this means, he implies mastery of the material in retrospective.
However, there is one episode that does not fit into the general progress of the
narrative, either from the Writer‘s younger or older perspective. Angela one day took him
to a room to see an old man who seemed to have occupied it for a long time. The writer‘s
description of the old man is dry and morbid. His description is brief, but lingers on the
fact that the man seemed to emit the smell of urine. ―The room smelled of old dirt and
urine, old unwashed clothes, old unwashed bodies. It was as though the smell hung on the
darkness of the room; as though the darkness was an expression of the smell‖ (EA144).
The description does not resemble the writer‘s earlier, elaborate portraits of the other
characters, and, after another sighting on the corridor, he drops the old man entirely from
the narrative. Despite his mastery of his past, the Writer, who positions himself as a
speculative observer of his environment, has mostly questions about the old man‘s
purpose in the lodging house. Also, the Writer‘s retrospective speculation about the old
man‘s ominous place in British history as the bridge between the high imperial era of
Dickens and the demolition of The Empire around the time of the young Writer‘s arrival
is expressed in the form of questions. However, he does not inquire after the old man
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again and, even though practically all of the characters appear several times in the course
of the narration, we never hear about the old man again. ―[W]hen I came back to the
boardinghouse for the second and last time […] I never asked after the old man‖ (EA
146).
The interesting fact about this segment is that the old man made such great
sensory impression on the young man. In this otherwise visually enticing and extensively
textured narrative, the old man is possibly the only character that is characterized by an
odor as his primary attribute. The novel is otherwise full of colors and sounds, but the
smells are largely missing. Even the freshly cut and baled hay or a fire on the meadows
arrives to the Writer through its sounds and not by smelling. This old man stinks a great
deal and he still remains an unresolved memory in a bundle of questions. These questions
create a sense of detachment from the direct experience of the old man because, as the
Writer says, ―The questions come only now‖ (EA 144). The body of the old man,
therefore, creates an impasse in the corporeal narrativity of the novel by the fact that his
stench resists the narrative intent to eliminate it.
A second, very similar and apparently unmotivated mistake of narrative
corporeality is the Writer‘s sighting of his landlord in ―Ivy.‖ The text very carefully
prepares the reader for the encounter. We know that the landlord desires no personal
contact with his tenants. The chapter begins by expressing the lack of contact between
them, ―I never spoke to my landlord. And in all my years as his tenant I saw him—or had
a glimpse of him—only once‖ and then he corrects himself ―There was another glimpse;
but that was even briefer, was from a distance, and was of his back‖ (EA 183). Despite
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the separation between them, the two characters develop a certain rapport with each
other. The writer finds a likeness of himself in the great man and declares a certain
degree of identification with him. ―I felt an immense sympathy for my landlord, who,
starting at the other end of the world, now wished to hide, like me. I felt kinship with
him‖ (EA 192). Conversely, the landlord sends him a few poems he had written and
indirectly communicates with him through the manor employees. The narrator works
through his impressions from different perspectives and tries to hone in on the real person
of his landlord. There is a similar back and forth in the Writer‘s approach to the character
as in the case of Jack. The Writer takes careful measures not to ever intrude upon the
requested privacy of the landlord, but he still has a chance to lay eyes on him two times.
The first encounter is built up through the excessive descriptions of the circumstances so
that, by the time his actual sighting of the landlord, it feels rather a let-down, and projects
even more anticipation onto the second encounter. After declaring that ―the true glimpse
came on the public road one afternoon‖ (EA 183), the Writer gets sidetracked for pages
talking about the circumstances of the ―glimpse,‖ the weather, the landscape reminiscent
of Constable‘s and Corbett‘s paintings, the road, old memories of the place, and so on,
until he returns to his glimpse of his landlord mixed with an element of drawn out
surprise: ―So this glimpse of my landlord—this glimpse of someone unexpectedly
ordinary—made him, after all, more mysterious‖ (EA 189). The effect of side tracking is
further exaggerated by the Writer‘s explicit characterization of his glimpse as inaccurate
or precise only in terms of a minor detail, the landlord‘s hand. ―What I most clearly
remembered […] was a low, slow wave of the hand […] the tips of his fingers making an
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arc at the bottom of the windshield‖ (EA 188), while the rest of the figure is described
vaguely as ―a benign elderly man in a brown jacket‖ (EA 189).
In his narration of the second sighting, the Writer again reinforces suddenness and
surprise. There is a careful preparation for these moments in the text, which not only
express the Writer‘s anxiety but also intends to intrigue the reader. The narrator declares
he saw his landlord, but then he constantly delays getting to the point. He has to go back
repeatedly to create and recreate the circumstances of his moment of perception, so the
narration is constantly set back. This gives heightened emphasis to the Writer‘s
avoidance and anticipation, and then creates a crescendo at the moment of seeing. But,
then, the reader is left with fragmented images of the landlord, ―I again retained just one
clear physical detail: it was his crossed leg and his bare knee—shining in the sun‖ (EA
211) and then repeated later with greater focus on the details: ―Seminude, his legs
crossed, the fat right thigh (the thigh that was raised, and which I saw) tightly encased in
his shorts‖ (EA 213). But the sight‘s repercussions remain unexplained in the later part of
the text. The landlord‘s figure in the second scene appears fragmented, semi-nude and
unsightly. The presentation, the careful preparations make the event evoke conflicting
voyeuristic and homoerotic identification. ―I was suddenly shocked, suddenly felt an
intruder‖ (EA 214).
The image is in sharp contrast to the landlord‘s figure represented in other places
as stately and dignified. His vanity, his vulnerability, and his effeminate, flaccid body
complicate the Writer‘s earlier and later identification with his landlord. The Writer‘s
position as an intruder makes him very conflicted. There is no explanation, no further
111

reflection, and no elaboration of this encounter. All the build-up, all the erotic, social,
political tensions remain un-reflected upon and unexplained in the Writer‘s narration,
which generally is so capable of overdoing explanations, revisions, reconsideration. The
image of the semi-nude landlord is never covered up and never made sense of.
It is important to notice this unresolved marker in a text that is otherwise so
baroque in its narrative form because this is the point from which we can understand
Naipaul‘s textual politics and his intention in the novel in the service of his
aforementioned postcolonial aesthetic agenda. This is also the place from which we can
explain the importance of the separation of narrator/Writer and author. The point of entry
into this discussion is the textual nature of the narrative and corporeal narrativity.
As I mentioned repeatedly before, the narration is a richly textured and elaborate
perambulation among the scenes of rural England built upon the rhythm created by
detailed descriptions and careful revisions. Dooley gives a detailed account of the novel‘s
linguistic orientation. She explains the function of Naipaul‘s placement of anachronistic
vocabulary and word usages as referring to the narrator‘s depth of knowledge and also to
the historical depth in each word and image. However, she seems to derive the excessive
verbalizing of the landscape and its social or material components simply from Naipaul‘s
―abiding interest in words‖ (Dooley 97). Thus, she essentially, though arguing against the
autobiographical nature of the writing, defines the narrator‘s delivery from the author‘s
personal bias, by which she immediately conflates the narrator and the author.
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Dooley describes the reason behind the linguistic idiosyncrasies as resulting from
either the intent to ―disentangle‖ (EA 334) visual information and possess the landscape,
or the Writer‘s pedantic character and his definition of himself as against the landscape
and the people around him. As Dooley points out, the narrator characterizes many of the
characters based on their ―gift of words‖ or their relationship to literature (Dooley 99).
However, she only vaguely implies how such close attention to language defines the
dynamic of the narration and, more importantly, the narrator character himself--not so
much in contrast to other, less eloquent characters--but by virtue of his own style of
delivery as a coherent whole, and as a symptom of his self-image.
The narrator‘s language, for example, as much as it is delightful and eloquent, is
often blocked and thwarted by conflicting information in his course of exploration. The
pedantic nature of the narration reveals tension between the observing subject and the
object and between him and the other mediating characters. This is apparent in the
differences between the narrator‘s much more staccato delivery in ―Jack‘s Garden,‖
because the landscape resists his attempt to define its meaning, and his slower narrative
movements in ―Rooks,‖ where he lingers longer on the characters and their stories and
puts less emphasis on his incessant revisions prompted by the interferences from others‘
points of view. In the latter chapter, the reader receives a fuller or more seamless picture
of the main characters such as the gardener Pitton or the caretaker Phillipses than in the
earlier chapter, even though they are not as intriguing characters for the Writer as Jack.
I want to refer back to the claim that the narration itself calls attention to the fact
that the landscape and the narrative reality is made up entirely of words. The descriptions,
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though trying to reveal real meaning, hide the real more and more as they accumulate.
The narrative‘s cyclical movement is not simply the result of the Writer‘s pedantic
character or, more importantly, of the impossibility of his mission.
This is the point at which it becomes very important to differentiate between the
author and the Writer. Moreover, in order to understand the complications of the text, we
also have to consider the effect of looping on the character of the Writer. The primary
assumption at the outset of the novel and his subsequent actions turn the Writer into a
figure of futility because, as much as he wants to penetrate the signifying surface, he can
produce nothing more than endlessly accumulating words. The deconstructing process of
his inquiry into the nature of reality produces only more layers of discourse or fantasy,
which is what he is trying to demolish.
Existential paradox and Sisyphean futility is what the enigma of arrival represents
at this point in the text. The Writer has spent his life trying to find the original of the
sign, to get to the place of origin, but wherever he lands is a deceptive mirage that
promises resolution but does not deliver. When he realizes this and corrects course, he
finds essentially the same type of mirage, with no substance behind it. In Lacanian terms,
the first self-recognition in the mirror sets off a never-ending cycle of attempts and
failures at finding the self, finding the place of origin and being forever exiled from it. It
is in the dynamic of human subjectivity that as soon as the subject is called into being by
entering the signifying process, he is forever lost in trying to redefine himself. The
signifying process is intrinsically fraught with misrecognition and false arrivals.
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However, the Writer‘s recognition of the paradox of his exilic existence as the
human condition and his reconciliation to it in the final chapter rescues him from his
futility and turns the text into a self-aware manipulation of the layers of information and
perspectives in order to mobilize the palimpsestic fabric and process of signifying. By
means of the looping, the narrating subjectivity doubles into the Writer and another layer
of narrative consciousness that is already aware of the Writer as a character and
deliberately contemplates him/self and the text as agents of recovering, no longer
meaning, but the process, the dynamics of meaning, the flux created by the constant cycle
of recognition and misrecognition, construction and deconstruction, creation and
demolition, coming to life and dying in the same endless cycle. In other words, very
similarly to the ―mirror stage,‖ the narrator‘s subjectivity is looking at his
double/reflection or the Writer himself delineated in space and time and, as a result,
becomes/recognizes itself as the subject in the act of meditating/looking.
This type of doubling and separation are key to Naipaul‘s aesthetic agenda in the
novel, which is delivered not in the Writer‘s fumbling/faltering perambulations and
pedantic revisions as critics such as Dooley claim, but in his identification with the
contemplative self-aware point of view created by the relooping of the narrative. His
intention is to attach the reader not to the Writer‘s subjectivity but to the meditating point
of view, which he achieves in the moments of the Writer‘s loss for/of words, in his
moments of shortcoming, in the gaps in his suturing activity. Examples of corporeal
narrativity such as the raw sensuality and incomplete contextualization of the smelly old
man and landlord‘s bodies in the text are such gaps. By virtue of the Writer‘s failure to
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signify, they represent lack and absence, the absence of meaning. In these slippages of
the text, in the fissures of the fabric of the narration, the meditating narrator and the
reader can sense an abyss behind the Writer‘s words as well as the author‘s detachment
from the Writer. The author becomes the Writer‘s corporeal other.
The unexplained bodies function as phallic objects that capture the viewer in the
field of signification in the way that Lacan explains in the context of Holbein‘s ―The
Ambassadors.‖ The skull projected in the foreground of the painting is not part of the
constructed image; it does not have priority over that, yet the eye cannot resolve it in the
field of vision. The skull functions to capture the viewing subject and hold him in
suspense of his viewing position. The recognition of the skull in the Holbein picture is
only possible from an odd angle of a viewer‘s vision. In this way the painting captures
the paradox of representation. The image of the ambassador figures intends to capture
reality, but it is only representing things that are already dead or have passed beyond the
moment of depiction. Death underlies the image; it is in the foreground, though it is not
attached to its host and not clearly perceivable.
Similarly to the skull in that painting, the unexplained bodies of The Enigma do
not make sense from the dominant perspective constructed by the text/narrator in the
narrative. Yet their obtrusive presence is undeniable. They serve to arouse narrative
expectations, lure the reader into the action, and then frustrate them. They show the
vanity of the Writer in his moments of ineffectuality, his moments of annihilation as the
signifying agent of the narrative. He becomes a paradoxical figure mortified by the sight
of the incomprehensible.
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The unexplained bodies, their insistence of ―corporeal narrativity,‖ connect the
text to the memento mori tradition. Capturing the paradox of death is the true intent
behind the medieval genre of memento mori too: it reminds the contemplating subject of
the surprising, unsuspected, and often frightening ways in which death is present in life
and living beings. Its object is not simply to memorialize the dead but to show death as an
intrinsic part of (the) living. The Enigma is a memento mori not because the narrator
memorializes or resurrects the dead figures or the decaying environment, but because the
abyss of annihilation flashes through the gaps of representation.
In this mode of corporeal narrativity Naipaul can capture reality and truth in the
text, by signaling its absence. And this is the reason why he finds the Conradian aesthetic
so compelling. In Heart of Darkness, for example, Conrad uses the conventions of travel
narratives to take the reader to the heart of Africa, where the representational faculties of
the Western imaginary fail to capture the ―horror‖ of African reality. We never see or
learn the particular cause of Kurtz‘s transformation and horror. We only know there is
something powerful enough to destroy Kurtz‘s humanity and moral sense. The narration
explains and explains but never gets to a clear sense of what it is behind this break-down
of signifying faculties.
Already in Conrad‘s fiction, the primary site of such signifying absences appear at
the edges of the known, that is, the representable and meaningful world, on the dividing
line between unfathomable ―darkness‖ and mapped sites of Western knowledge or
political discourse. This is why he appropriated the traveler and the act of traveling as his
locus and process of Western subjectivity. What Naipaul sees in his comparison of
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himself to his master is that because he comes from one of those places that were given
their meaning by Western subjectivity, he is doubly displaced in his identity. He is one
with the darkness described, but he can only know this by looking at himself from the
outside, from the perspective of the dominant, imperial, Eurocentric gaze. This is, he
explains, the postcolonial paradox, and this is why his agenda to deconstruct the
signifying circuits of the Western imaginary is so urgent and important. This is why he
believes that the position of the postcolonial exile is the only possible one from which the
complexity of postcolonial reality can be depicted. However, this task cannot be achieved
by simply presenting difference within by resisting, subverting meaning and talking
―back to the center.‖ The only way to show this is by opening up the fabric of
representation and revealing its true function at the flashing sight of the unrepresentable
abyss.
Naipaul recreates Conrad‘s horror in The Enigma in the Writer‘s reaction to the
unexplainable encounters with the unmediated nature of the bodies at the center of these
encounters. In this sense, the author/reader contemplates the horror in the Writer‘s
subjectivity as his body instances subjectivity. In the narratives of A Way in the World,
Naipaul complicates the composition of the exchanges of perception by inserting a
narrator who is already aware of his paradoxical position. This is why Leonard Side‘s
figure and story are important as the site of representational flux.
A Way in the World returns to the colonial territories, away from the ―center,‖ to
investigate a premise similar to that of The Enigma, namely, the incompatibility between
post/colonial spaces and peoples, their representation in the Western imaginary, and the
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effects of such representations. The narrator of The Enigma reiterates variations on the
theme of conquest from the time of the discoveries to the present. They are seemingly
autonomous accounts of fictionalized encounters of more or less real figures named or
recast under different names held together only by an overarching narrator‘s voice. The
novel‘s premise is Pratt‘s claim about imperial travel writing--that knowledge about the
remote places of the colonial world is created in the metropolitan centers or in reference
to them, that is, from the metropolitan point of view which inherently disregards local
knowledges and perspectives.
However, what Naipaul laments and emphasizes is not simply that, as Pratt
claims, Western ideas generated about the colonial locales were ignorant and dismissive.
What is more important for him is that by reinforcing the cultural institutions (education,
literature, government) in the colonies, these ideas were internalized by the natives and,
as a result, their knowledge became detached from the local reality. Their disconnect
from signifying practices is the cause of the displaced identity and perception in the
post/colonial subject. The novel‘s central interest is the delineation of the processes of
such displacements in the post/colonial spaces. The text pulls together versions of this
displacement in different chapters by creating a network of recurring themes and motifs.
The stories focus on the dynamics of mediation between conflicting signifying regimes
represented in the characters or the motifs.
The central story, ―A Parcel of Papers, a Roll of Tobacco, a Tortoise: An
Unwritten Story,‖ is based on accounts of Raleigh‘s last trip. The narrative concerns the
stereotypical encounter of a Western traveler/conqueror and a mixed-race native, but
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what it focuses on most importantly is the process of signification and the fabrication of
narratives. The events and action very quickly become secondary to the contemplation of
the function of mediation in colonial political discourse. The words of the two main
characters, Raleigh and Don Jose, are translated into metropolitan political documents by
their counterparts in the story. Raleigh‘s ship surgeon, who is also a spy, reads all his
writings and documents, while Fray Simon, the Spanish monk-historian transcribes Don
Jose‘s oral account of his life and encounter with Raleigh.
In the first half of the story, Raleigh‘s ship surgeon, also a government spy, whose
function as a diagnostician or interpreter of representations is multiply situated in his
duplicitous persona, undermines Raleigh‘s travel narratives and catches out his fallacies
as a writer. In his vindictive speech about Raleigh‘s prose, he expresses the general
suspicion of the novel toward colonial representation. ―It‘s a slippery piece of work […]
you slip about, you lose your footing. […] It‘s not so easy, noticing first of all that […]
something‘s gone wrong with the writing. […] But those are the places where the writer
decides to add things or to hide things‖ (WW 171-2). He then explains how the
idiosyncrasies of Raleigh‘s writing are attempts to cover up the real flow of events, which
would witness failure and the lack of gold that Raleigh promised to his audience at the
end of the journey. In order to avoid admitting that he was a fool and his claims and ideas
were false, the explorer Raleigh fabricates an elaborate network of signs which bury the
abyss of uncertainty and failure within the tedium of textual details.
The surgeon‘s accusation can be seen not only as the gauntlet thrown at the feet of
the fabricators of imperial travelogues, but more generally as a challenge to the imperial
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master narrative, which served as the basis for the transformation of the world into a map
of impositions and expectations disregarding local cultural, historical realities. The
descriptions of imperial travel narratives, however unrealistic, have defined the imperial
imaginary and served both as a fantasy of desire inducing further engagement and a
rationale for conquest.
More importantly, the surgeon‘s analysis of Raleigh‘s account intends to unveil
the rhetorical faculties of travel narratives in general. Meanwhile, as Don Jose‘s narrative
unfolds, we understand that he is about to relate to us the story of the failed trip from the
unrecorded perspective of the native Indian. His story seems to be a straightforward
depiction of his chance encounter and involvement with Raleigh. But we learn that Don
Jose‘s words are uttered in the presence of the Spanish historian Fray Simon, who is
using Don Jose‘s words as evidence in his writing of the ―history of the Spanish New
World‖ (WW 187).31 The text dramatizes the mediation between the oral testimonial of
Don Jose and the stylized historical text being written by Fray Simon by delineating their
negotiation of words, meanings, and topographical references. In the moment of
translation, Don Jose‘s story is already distanced from its original perspective to the point
of obliterating his testimonial narrative voice. The irony of the situation is increased by
the monk‘s claim that he would ―present only the facts‖ (WW 197) and then his
launching into an elaborate and flowery sentence about the moment of the first encounter.
From this perspective, the title of the story ―An Unwritten Story‖ becomes acutely ironic,
because Fray Simon, in the act of writing, essentially ―un-writes‖/obliterates Don Jose‘s
31

Interestingly, as we learn, this is becoming part of the very set of documents on which the
surgeon bases his argument about the falsehood of Raleigh‘s accounts.
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narrative and, therefore, his corporeal presence from the Spanish script of colonial
history.
Don Jose relates his life story after his return to South America from a lengthy
exile as Raleigh‘s ―exchange‖ Indian who was caught up in Raleigh‘s elaborate romantic
scheme of colonial conquest reinforced by interracial/intercontinental marriages. This
detail explains the novel‘s numerous inscriptions of desire and sexual tensions. While the
Spanish exploited the region as aggressive colonizers, the English sentiments about
imperial interactions were different. With Raleigh at the forefront, the English imperial
propaganda promises a fairer exchange between the colonial center and periphery and a
quite romantic idea of the colonial relationship. In his proposals, Raleigh suggested a
colonial ―fair trade‖ of humans intending to consecrate the ―marriage of continents‖ with
literal marriages between natives of the Americas and British subjects. His proposals
intend to persuade the natives to an utopian understanding of the colonial relationship. He
imagines himself/England as the noble suitor/lover playing out fully the erotic imaginary
of the colonial conquest in the form of a romance.
This proves to be a particularly interesting version of the erotic register of the
colonial imaginary, which Edward Said calls attention to in his analysis of Western travel
narratives in Orientalism. Orientalism highlights the multiple corruptions of the
mediating subjectivity that travel narratives rely on. The interesting aspect of Naipaul‘s
Raleigh and his ―marriage of continents‖ scheme is that he plays out his fantasies of a
righteous hero toward two sets of audiences. While he represents the new continent via
the discourse of desire and marital relations to the metropolitan audiences, he is also
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selling a noble and powerful image of the English to the natives. In his pitch to the
English audience, he paints a picture of the Americas aided by the sensuality of his
language which makes the place seem desirable to metropolitan readers. The story
reiterates his sensual rhetoric in the character‘s reminiscences of his earlier visit in
Guiana. His sentences evoke sweet flavors and scents. But what is most interesting in
these accounts is his personal positioning as the go-between of the two worlds. He plays
himself up as a known entity in Guiana for the metropolitan audience and, at the same
time, as the noble explorer for the natives. Both gestures are suspect under the examining
eye of his surgeon when he says, ―it‘s a slippery piece of work.‖ The narrator of the story
reinforces the translator as an unreliable figure and the process of mediation as fraught
with corruption. The implications of this assessment of the travel writer‘s position is
particularly interesting because it not only deems the travel writer complicit in
perpetuating colonial rhetoric but, more importantly, because it represents him as an
active agent formulating and manipulating imperial discourse.
The story becomes extremely convoluted because of the overlapping/palimpsestic
narrative lines and the conflicting details of the same events as told from different
perspectives. The first encounter between Raleigh and Don Jose, for example, is
presented in three different versions. Don Jose arrives dressed in Spanish garments at
Raleigh‘s ship, and, when it is clear that Don Jose is harmless, Raleigh takes him under
his wing and dresses him in Jacobean clothing. This scene is reminiscent in the story of
another encounter between Raleigh and an Indian, the image of another patronized native
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dressed in Jacobean garments. By way of repeating the symbolic act of dressing the
natives, the garments become a central motif in this story and in the novel in general.
The thematic element of dressing bodies is also what, eventually, pulls the pieces
of A Way in the World together. They become part of the signifying practices that
produce the natives and new continent for metroplitan consumption. The garments
dressing the bodies are like words dressing the continent and its peoples in the rhetoric of
the Western imaginary. The act of naming and imagining them makes them come into
being for the Western eye, but it also imprisons and freezes the subjects in this frame and
image as Pratt explains (Pratt 64) or hides them under the garment. The proliferating
representations in the historical accounts of the colonial past obliterate/un-write the
colonial Other‘s voice exactly by means of burying it under the text. This textual practice
is palimpsestic in a different way from the Rushdie-like palimpsests, which emphasized
the restoration of all semantic layers; the colonial palimpsest functions by way of erasure
of one layer for another.
In ―New Clothes: An Unwritten Story,‖ the central motif is also an English
garment discovered in the forests of South America, where a modern day English traveler
(in the 1970s), a member of some kind of a revolutionary organization, heads into the
depth of a South American forest to organize a tribe of Indians. The romancing attitude of
the Western imperial imaginary gains literal meaning in this story because the narrator
protagonist becomes intimately involved with one of his young native guides and, as a
result, becomes the center of the natives‘ fantasy about the possibility of a new life in
England. The source of this expectation is represented in a Tudor garment of their
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ancestor, which is brought out and displayed as a proof of earlier encounters. The keeper
of the garment tells the fable of an ancestor‘s trip to England alongside an Englishman,
who liked him and ―wanted him to marry an English woman‖ (WW 68).
The ghost of Raleigh‘s marriage scheme or the Orientalist colonial discourse
enclosing the natives in the discourse of desire and conquest is presented in the garment.
The garment of the grandfather is saved as the relic of such romantic and erotic
sentiments. Through the motif of the garment, the story claims that imperialist/colonial
fantasies are the basis even of postcolonial political discourses and that political
encounters are still played out on the same colonial narrative pattern. Raleigh‘s fallacy in
presenting himself as a romantic hero at all costs to both colonials and colonizers is the
fallacy of all travel writing and originates in the narcissistic position of the travel writer
who mediates between two worlds, and fails to see foreign place and its inhabitants as
something independent of his needs and fantasies.
The reappearing garment can be read as the synecdochic representation of the
rhetorical acts that represent ―others‖ in writing. The otherwise voiceless body gains
meaning through the clothes and writing, but the individual meaning disappears under
these layers. The native‘s body is registered but over-ridden by the signifying vocabulary
of the Western imaginary. This can be compared to the creation of meaning by naming
places in the course of mapping the continent, which is another theme proliferating in the
narratives of A Way in the World. In ―A Parcel,‖ for example, the name of a small island,
The Soldier, in the Orinoco delta is reiterated several times both in its Spanish and
English spelling. What makes The Soldier an interesting object is that the name does not
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ever refer to the complexity of the locus and that the naming turns a blind eye to the
island‘s true nature or its place in the native imaginary. This disconnected naming
process is a microscopic example of the rhetoric of imperial signifying practices. The
English/Spanish names appear in imperial documents as if the place never before existed.
Similarly, in the story ―Passenger: A Figure from the Thirties,‖ Columbus‘s
Galley Point becomes the subject of contemplations in terms of the discourse of naming.
The narrator suggests that name of the geological outcropping given by Columbus makes
no sense until one approaches the island from the same direction and passes by it the
same way as Columbus did, without stopping and gaining a more favorable sight of the
point. The natives who never ventured to the Atlantic side of the island would never have
seen it so. ―I suppose that people had been looking for a galley shape on the island itself;
they would have been looking for something big and noticeable. They wouldn‘t have
considered the worn rocks out at sea, which the admiral would have seen from the other
side‖ (WW 74). Columbus‘ particular perspective, however, put the island on the
imperial maps and registered the natives‘ existence in the known world. What the
signifying agent asserts is meaningless for the native islander, yet the post/colonial
subject is forced to understand his world in this meaningless register, so he becomes
alienated both from the controlling imaginary and his own cultural heritage. The story
continues the dynamic of naming into the neo-colonial discourse of tourism and explains
the perpetual nature of colonial displacement when the narrator says, ―without the
witness of our visitors, we would have been floating people, like the aborigines first come
upon below Point Galera, living instinctive, unobserved lives‖ (WW 75). The idea of
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postcolonial subjectivity being defined by the Western ideology and imaginary has been a
recurring topic in Naipaul‘s writing and it is also an important theme in The Enigma.
The theme of being defined externally is also present in the process of decoding
Don Jose‘s oral account of the colonial encounter into the style of Spanish imperial
documents, which were known for their meticulous factual details. As I asserted before,
this process is the real focus of the story and the novel because the bulk of the narrative
given by Don Jose represents the other/native, even if multiply displaced, perspective of
the colonial encounter. But his perspective is immediately suppressed or erased as the
monk transcribes it into the imperial discourse. His English/Spanish in the story is
intentionally simplified, which gives the monk the opportunity to correct him on the
proper pronunciation and revise his spoken and often broken version of the imperial
tongue. His voice is dressed up, covered up, given significance and therefore silenced by
the Western imperial narrative, as is his body by the Western garments. He is rendered
powerless and ignorant by being forced into this particular register of signification alien
to him. This is why he says at the end that ―the difference between us, who are Indians, or
half Indians, and people like the Spaniards and the English and the Dutch and the French,
people who know how to go where they are going, I think that for them the world is a
safer place‖ (WW 211).
This statement designates Don Jose as a reflection of the narrator. The narrator of
the novel postures as a well traveled, knowledgeable ex-colonial, who understands the
intricacies of Western worldview, but he is also aware of his own displacement by this
knowledge. He, similar to the narrator‘s subjectivity in The Enigma, is a self-consciously
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ironic figure. He knows the facts; he knows even what came before the European
conquest, the names of places and the histories of the aborigines. He plays up the
narcissistic attitude of travel writer by flaunting his knowledge to create authority and to
place himself into the signifying field as the signifying agency, but he also reveals this
practice as pointless. ―With knowledge now I can tell you more or less how we all came
to be where we are. […] While the documents last we can hunt up the story of every strip
of occupied land. I can give you that historical bird‘s eye view. But I cannot really
explain the mystery of Leonard Side‘s inheritance‖ (WW 11), his mixed racial and
cultural, or historical heritage.
The novel is the narrator‘s quest to explain the place in various ways in order to
recover the colonial other from his displaced position, but he indirectly calls attention
over and over to the fact that his only sources are the data collected by the Western story
tellers, the Raleighs and Fray Simons, who translated local/native knowledges into
systematic ideological constructs and silenced the local voice /meaning, flattened its
richness, severed its relation to place, time, and people. Their texts, like some
palimpsests, hide rather than reveal, cover rather than discover. These translators/writers
had no connection to the places‘ and peoples‘ own reality/complexity because they were
mired in the signifying regimes of the Western imaginary and could never perceive the
reality outside of it. They, as well as he, are ―derivative‖ in Naipaul‘s term.
Like in The Enigma, the narrator acknowledges the futility of the signifying
process, here, more closely observing the dynamics of colonial travel writing as a
discourse that creates the colonial territories and post/colonial subjectivity. His persona is
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also in a similar position to the narrator‘s in The Enigma. He is contemplating the
perspective of his own displacement that sends him into endless cycles of
re/interpretation. The narratives do not provide reprieve, though, because they are
similarly spiraling into newer and newer images of recognition and misrecognition. His
only means in breaking down the vertiginous cycles of storytelling is by making visible
the palimpsestic nature of representational practices. The only moment, again, when the
cycle breaks is in the moment when the secondary narrator expresses her horror in
―Prelude: An Inheritance‖ at the sight of Leonard Side‘s phallic hairy little fingers. Side‘s
phallic body and the horror it incites sets the tone for the novel as the title of the chapter
pointedly indicates. It is a prelude; its function is to recapitulate the oncoming narration
in an abbreviated form, so that the stories can elaborate on its themes. But, in fact, this
story only leaves incomprehensible horror and the horror of the incomprehensible for the
reader.
Side‘s phallic figure replays the same crisis of representation and signifying
paradox as the bodies of the urine-soaked old man or the fragmented morbid body of the
landlord in The Enigma. However, the story adds a new element to the function of such
bodies by very clearly identifying the narrator‘s character with Side. After the teacher‘s
recollection of her horror incited by Side, she disappears from the field of vision and the
primary narrator/writer takes over to contemplate the story and his relation to it. Side‘s
figure provides an opportunity of identification between the writer/narrator persona and
his character by paralleling not only their possible geographical trajectory by saying that
―[p]erhaps [Side] had joined the great migration to England or the United States‖ (WW
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10) but also their ontological development. As the writer/narrator says, ―I wondered
whether in [his place of possible exile] Leonard Side had come to some understanding of
his nature; or whether the thing that frightened the teacher had, when the time of
revelation came, also frightened Leonard Side‖ (WW 10).The shift back to a personal
voice in the last paragraphs now fuses the two figures into each other by using the plural
―we‖ and ―us‖ in his reflective statements. ―[W]e go back all of us to the very beginning;
in our blood and bone and brain we carry the memories of thousands of beings. […] We
cannot understand all the traits we have inherited‖ (WW 11). In these last statements the
narrator asserts his kinship with the outsider Side, whose aesthetic sense and signifying
mode is outside of the established/official/canonic register of the Western imaginary, and
whose recognition of his unexamined hybridity could have frightened him as much as the
discovery of the narrator‘s own writing frightened him.
In this identification, the narrator also implies that, as he himself, the novel is
mirrored in Side‘s horrifying body. This is why it is important to notice that the narrator
very carefully implicates the reader as well. He includes the reader in the meaning of
―we‖/‖us‖ by breaking the narrative‘s otherwise self-contained diction and calling out to
the reader a number of times as in the earlier quoted line, ―I can give you that historical
bird‘s eye view‖ (WW 11). With this, similar to the revelation at the end of The Enigma,
he defines the post/colonial experience of displacement as a universal existential and
ontological paradox. ―Sometimes we can be strangers to ourselves‖ (WW 11). In this
gesture, however, the novel A Way in the World steps beyond the function of The
Enigma by involving the reader and situating him/her in the center of its vertiginous and
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palimpsestic world, not only as the contemplating gaze but also as a figure in front of the
mirror.
Naipaul‘s interest in finding the form that could accommodate an investigation
into the function and nature of narrative in the postcolonial era, and the place of the
writer in the postcolonial, multicultural context is very similar to Rushdie‘s concerns
presented in The Moor‘s Last Sigh. The result of his solution for the problem is similar
on many levels. The circuitous narration of his novels creates layers of transparent and
unstable palimpsests made up of dictionary definitions, imperial documents, travel
narratives, paintings, garments, memories, impressions, hearsay, other people‘s claims
and an endless number of cultural artifacts and local knowledges. Through these artifacts,
he suggests that representational practices are intrinsically bound up in distancing and
masking reality.
He is also using corporeal representations as textual signposts to break down the
signifying and suturing modes built into storytelling/narrative practices. The parallel to
Rushdie‘s literalized metaphors in Naipaul‘s prose are the momentary narrative slippages
created by phallic bodily representations. Both authors also work with protagonists who
are writers by chance or vocation, who, precisely in the act of writing, discover the
paradox of their existence, which also poses the epistemological and ontological
conundrum of searching for but never finding the place/time of origin at the center of
their narratives. While the novels lament the impossibility of return to a place of origin or
―beginning,‖ they also acknowledge the virtues of dwelling in uncertainty. They both
create versions of the archetypal exile figure cast out of his paradise at the moment of
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recognition. The value of their vision is that they draw the problematization of
displacement out of the simple binaries of post/colonial, multicultural, national discourse
onto a more universal plane and show the political discourse its own face of humanity.
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CHAPTER 4
HANIF KUREISHI‘S DISAPPEARING NARRATIVE BODIES

Hanif Kureishi‘s latest experimentation with the novel form, The Body, is a story
that, in some ways, can be considered a failure. The story seems to end before it can
progress beyond its exposition. The premise of the novel is a scientific break-through,
which enables people to replace their aging bodies with young ones of their choice. The
protagonist, an aging writer, undergoes the medical procedure, through which his brain is
transplanted into the body of a young and attractive man. The Writer32 ―leases‖ this new
body with the intention of recapturing a youth he could never have experienced in the
first place because of his callowness. With this strategic switching of bodies he wants to
stimulate his fading creativity and deepen his writing talent. The story explores questions
of commodification and identification as a result of the replacement of one of the most
fundamental parts of human subjectivity, the body.

32

As in the preceding chapter but for slightly different reasons, I will refer to the protagonist in
this discussion under the name ―the Writer‖ in order to avoid the arduous task of trying to pin down the
exact reference and location of his identity in different moments of the plot among the names Leo, Mark,
and Adam attached to the same person in different configurations. I suspect it might be more confusing for
the reader not sufficiently acquainted with the story to be switching between the multiple personalities
contained in the same character. Also, using the proper names would probably warrant careful analysis of
the relations between the different segments of the character, which may prove to be not very fruitful for
the purposes of the present study. Moreover, as it is a first person narration, the referential status of the
word ―writer‖ may become confusing at times. I spelled the word with a capital ―W‖ to differentiate the
Writer persona from the that of the author, Kureishi.
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The newly young-bodied Writer, under the new name of Adam, sets out on a six
month international journey to explore the possibilities of a different life and self. As a
result of his body-switching, he becomes a fairly impersonal observer of the interactions
of his body with the people around it as well as of his own shifting terms of identity.
However, his journey as a ―newbody‖ turns out to be a life-long commitment when he
loses the possibility of returning to his original body. The story ends at the moment when
the predicament of the protagonist seems to come to a truly intriguing turn in the
heretofore predictable plot. Not only can he no longer access his old body but he is also
sought after by a gang of ―newbody‖ hunters, who want to take his body and use it for
their own purposes. The body that gave him access to a new life, now, becomes the cause
of his peril because of its commercial value. In the last lines of the story, the
Writer/Leo/Adam is hiding in the front yard of a suburban house, soaked in diesel fuel so
as to scare off the gang of criminals in pursuit of him.
It didn‘t occur to me for a long time to consider my destination. When I
felt safe I rested in someone‘s garden. I needed a drink, but sweat and
petrol don‘t smell good together. The last thing I needed was suspicious
looks. I was carrying my credit cards, but realized there was nowhere I
could go now; not back to my wife, to my hotel, or to stay with friends. I
wouldn‘t be safe until Matte‘s brother dies, or Matte turned his attention
elsewhere. Even then there would be other criminals pursuing me. It was
as though I were wearing the Mona Lisa.
I was a stranger on the earth, a nobody with nothing, belonging nowhere, a
body alone, condemned to begin again, in the nightmare of eternal life.
(The Body 149)
The last sentence of this passage echoes the different derivatives of the word
―body‖ used in the novel to demonstrate the fundamental relationship and
interconnectedness of personal identity/agency and the human body. In this moment the
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Writer/Adam acknowledges that his ability to act and maintain his persona depends on an
integration of his body and psyche. This is because, even if the physical ties between his
original body and mind may temporarily be severed, he is dependent on the original
body-mind33 relationship to retain his identity and perspective. His importance and
function in the narrative as the narrator, and his point of view as the ―renowned aging
writer‖ persona, originates from and depends on this relationship. In losing the ability to
reconnect with his old body, his old outer shell, which signaled to the world who he was,
he has to start over or ―begin again‖ to develop a new identity based on the new
arrangement of bodies and brains/minds, which also means that, to a certain degree, his
identity depends on how other people perceive him.
This moment, then, opens up a gap not only in terms of his existence, but also his
identity and agency. His freedom to act or to engage with the world in a different way,
under the guise of Adam‘s face and body, fuels an exciting experience as long as there is
the chance for retrieval and return to his original, old body. As soon as the ties between
the original, old body and mind are severed permanently, his story changes on the most
fundamental level. This is now Adam‘s story, in which the Writer‘s history becomes
irrelevant. The Writer is buried under the body of Adam, whose past he is unable to
retrace, so he cannot even become Adam/Mark. He has to renegotiate his identity, his
place in society, and his relationships on a non-existent ground. This means essentially

33

One implication of the argument in this chapter is that it is hard to pin down what features of the
human figure are exactly the definitive factors of the traditional body-mind axis. Kureishi‘s intentional
shifting of existential and ontological boundaries in his character typology makes for confusing mattersubstance configurations. The best I can do without repeatedly clarifying the differences is to generally
refer to such configurations as body-mind relations and only deviate from this when clearly indicated and
necessitated by the text.
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the death of the Writer character and the narrator persona, which also means the end of
his (the Writer‘s) story, for that matter.
The moment at which the narrative comes to a halt, though, is central not only
because of its effect on the story and the character but also, and more importantly,
because it opens up the text to multiple considerations. There are a number of ways in
which the story can be interpreted from the perspective of this moment. It can be read as
a comment on the narrative possibilities in the age of bionic humans and cyborg bodies,
when the human body becomes an accessory of self-representation. It can be read as a
commentary on the identity politics of the late twentieth century cultural and social
terrain.
This moment is also essential in understanding Kureishi‘s undiminished interest
in the representational potentials of the human body throughout his career. It alludes to
the semantic/semiotic functions of the human body in Kureishi‘s earlier fiction. The
novel echoes Kureishi‘s tendency to preplex the body‘s role in the creation of personal
and public identity. As in this narrative, the body for Kureishi seems to be a primary
terrain in the signifying practices of identity politics. As, Ruvani Ranashina notes,
―Kureishi has long been intensely interested in the extent to which identity is ingrained in
the physical‖ (Ruvani in Thomas 65). To qualify her observation, I add that, although it is
presented as a fluid /permissive and easily transformed entity, the body is indeed one of
the most problematic aspects of identity and agency in (Kureishi‘s) narratives.
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The problematic body of The Body points to numerous other ones in Kureishi‘s
novels that represent the precarious relationship between identity and the body. More
specifically, though, it reiterates the figure of the disappearing body as a sign or locus of
the essentialist understanding of identity. For him, provisional and unstable body-mind
configurations serve to differentiate between identity as a fixed set of ideas about the self
and also as the ability to shift positions to maintain a successful persona in as much as
one remains the focus of desire in one‘s environment. In this chapter, I argue that
Kureishi, though deemed thematically and politically inconsistent, is insistent on probing
the human body as the most fundamental aspect of identity--whether ethnic, gender,
sexual, or other--and as the vehicle of identity narratives. Existing in a complicated and
ever shifting libidinal economy, such bodies and identities depend on fluid and creative
movement among different positions and identities for their survival and success. His
understanding of body-identity relations depends on the palimpsest-like configurations of
the corporeal signifying systems in his novels. These identities are connected to bodies
that are mutable, deliberately self-fashioned and manipulated. The palimpsest–like
construction of Kureishi‘s characters‘ bodily constitution promotes identities that are
provisional, unstable, and contextual or situational. In this lineage of bodies, though, The
Body creates an unsettling end-note by suggesting that either the traditional novel format
is not sufficient for the expression of post/modern (multicultural) identities or that the
manipulation of bodies—―corporeal narrativity‖ in this case--creates a heretofore
unprecedented discursive crisis on the universal scale. Projected onto Kureishi‘s
postcolonial-themed novels, instability of the bodies becomes the means of political
agency. Kureishi rejects essentialist identifications and simple binary oppositions. His
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characters often engage in ―strategic/staged marginality,‖ in positioning themselves in the
place of the ethnic, postcolonial other, but they are just as likely to engage in stretching
gender or ethnic/racial boundaries.
As I mentioned, the narrative in The Body is at a dead end in several ways in its
final scene. The protagonist is facing a life changing conundrum, in which the premise of
his identity narrative as the person who has switched bodies for six months to gain new
experience is existentially as well as logically challenged. The function of the body as the
locus of agency is refuted as well because he cannot even return to his, now-mutilated
life-prospect as Adam for fear of being found and killed. Logically, he either has to
eliminate any identifying features of his new body, thus eliminating the features that
made it valuable for him in the first place, or he has to go into hiding for the rest of his
life. Both options are identical to the annihilation of the persona-body connection that
defines him momentarily. Also, with the elimination of the preexisting conditions of the
story, the narrative comes to a dead end based on the terms that made it function
originally. The detour that any speculative solution would presuppose in the story line
would turn the preceding segment of the story into an exposition, in which the attention
given to the details of the protagonist‘s character would be unnecessary and
unfounded/dysfunctional. His and the narrator‘s only chance for survival is keeping the
body in flux, that is, in the state of immanent immolation.
If we look at the function of the protagonist and his body with regard to the plot in
this moment, we find a dead end situation again. The function of damaged, affected
bodies in a text is to provide terrain for signifying and, eventually, agency for action. In
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light of Daniel Punday‘s analysis of the relationship between the body and the plot, one
of the most important functions of a problematic bodily presence (―unruly body‖) in
modern narratives is in putting spokes into the wheel of the novelistic plot (Punday 9192). This also means, though, that what is generally understood as a trajectory of the plot
and that of other characters will be altered by this device. In his chapter on the ―Plot and
the Unruly Body,‖ on the body as a narrative device affecting the plot, Punday theorizes
the chronological elements of modern narratives and the place of the human body in the
chronological structure of the plot. He pins his argument on the basic tension between the
―narrative‘s two bodies,‖ one of which is the narrative‘s ―overarching body‖ (the plot
elements that are fashioned after corporeal functions and the symbolic life cycle of the
human figure) and the other is the individual body (the characters‘ unique corporeal
presence in the narrative), which resists narrativization. In order to explain the dynamics
between narrative‘s two bodies, Punday uses, among others, Bakhtin‘s concept of
―retarding device,‖ that is, those elements of the narrative that reroute and complicate
plot action. The ―unruly body,‖ according to Punday, is one such device because it stalls
the forward movement of the plot and delays or derails the linearity of the ideal plot‘s
progression.34
Based on this, what happens in The Body is that, at this point in the narrative, the
missing, old body sabotages the whole narrative. According to Punday‘s explanation,
34

Punday calls attention to the fact that this tension between plot and the ―unruly body‖ points at
basically the same structural and thematic tension and conflict that is at the center of a number of narrative
and performative social theories. He compares the tension between narrative‘s two bodies to Judith Butler‘s
theory of the resistance of the material to the socially inscribed in the course of the materialization of the
human, gendered individual body. The plot has the same role in the creation and the suppression of the
individual characters‘ bodies as the symbolic and social environment would have in the formation of
gendered identity of the individual.
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acquiring the strange body is the ―retarding device‖ in the Bakhtinian sense. If this is
true, then the inability to return to the original status quo turns the body not so much into
an ―unruly body‖ that delays the plot but rather an impossible body. If the unruly or
altered body is the ―retarding device‖ in Bakhtin‘s example of Lucius‘ metamorphosis
into a donkey in The Golden Ass, The Body‘s petrol-soaked ―newbody‖ combined with
the lack of the original body is a show stopper in the literal sense. It does not simply
delay and resist the forward movement of the plot, but it makes it impossible; it shifts the
plot into an entirely new story, which will have very little to do with the story at hand.
The premise of The Golden Ass creates a circular structure, in which the story is
basically the duration of the interlude. Lucius sets out on a journey to find his way back
to his old body and self, while having the perspective of the person in the original body
all along. Similarly, in The Body, the Writer (originally Leo, now Adam as a ―newbody‖)
leases a different body for a limited period of time to explore the world from the point of
view of an altered human being, who is practically hiding under the skin of his rented
body. It is the Writer‘s clearly stated intention, though, to keep this experience on the
level of an interlude. This premise/decision, predictable and similar to Lucius‘ situation,
leads him through experiences which he would not be able to achieve with the limitations
of his own body, primarily, because his real persona would be exposed. ―Being, in a
sense, invisible, therefore omniscient‖ (The Body 47) affords him the powerful
perspective of a detached first person narrator. Also, he would not be able to comprehend
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the new situation in his old body because of the limitations of his psyche-body
relationship, that is, his identity.35
Under the guise of the ―new body‖ he hopes to gain an experience very similar to
that of Lucius, except voluntarily. He hopes that the different body and his original (old)
mind/perspective together will give him a particular insight that would help him to be a
better writer. As a result, his body becomes the source of information, a text and a
decoding mechanism itself that helps to give access to heretofore hidden meanings; he
uses it as a testing ground of sensual and emotional experience. This may be seen to fit
the way Punday addresses the function of the corporeal aspect of modern narratives.
Suspending the established mind-body relationship by dislocating the associated body (or
relocating the mind) results in the suspension of the social and cultural restrictions
imposed on the body.
In this sense, The Body introduces an ―unruly body‖ to the narrative on two
different levels. The ―newbody‖ is the ―retarding device‖ in the Bakhtinian sense in the
structure of this particular narrative. However, the concept of the replaceable body poses
a more universal challenge to modern/novelistic narratives in general. The Body‘s
narrator comments on a new kind of understanding of body-time as well as body-mind
relations. The traditional rules of body/mind/narrative relationship hardly, if at all, apply

35

Narratives of such nature are fairly common, especially, in (fairy) tales (―The Prince and the
Pauper,‖ Harry Potter, Stuart Little, etc.). Under a similar premise, the masquerading narrator can share
intimate insights into the workings of his/her society as s/he is familiar with the lay of the land, but his/her
disguise protects him/her from tailored responses. Receiving information as if an outsider, yet having the
perspective of an insider, can provide a powerful narrator‘s perspective: one that has the consciousness and
awareness and reflection of the person in the background of the manipulated body, but one that is also able
to see the difference and be a detached observer.
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to this situation. Compared to Lucius, who received his unruly body involuntarily by
magic, the Writer/Leo chose his own new body, paid a hefty sum and signed a lease
agreement for it, and if he chooses can keep it or get another body later.
As a result, The Body seems to gesture toward a new understanding of the
narrative structure in the sense that, as Punday claims, narratives are part of historically
changing political, epistemological, ontological discourses. In his discussion of modern
narrative, Punday establishes that it is a cultural product of modern, evolutionary thinking
about the human body; therefore, ―it is a mistake to talk about ‗the world of the text‘ in
medieval or non-modern texts‖ (Punday 45) because their organizational principles were
entirely different from those of modern narratives. Punday delimits the extent of the
structural, ideological set-up at the other end of the time scale too. As he explains,
changes in science and technology shift the understanding of human identity (Punday 49)
from the evolutionary model of human body and origin, which assumed an involuntary
and ―accidental body‖ combination as its basis, to the post-evolutionary model of body,
which is based on design and intentionality (Punday 48). The cyborg body36 is
constructed, assembled and doesn‘t depend on birth as its starting point, which is a
definitive element of modern narrative according to Punday (Punday 45). Because the
realist narrative depends on this evolutionary model of accidental combinations (Punday
48), the changes in the corporeal model will change our ideas about narrative and
36

Punday uses the cyborg body as his example of paradigm change. Even though The Body‘s
corporeal model, in many ways, poses similar questions and challenges to the traditional corporeal models
as those of the cyborg and bionic bodies, I have to admit, I could not find a matching category for this sort
of alteration of the body. Could it be called prosthetic—the purposes of medical interventions do not apply
here. Would it be the Frankensteinean body—it is very clearly not working the same connotations because
the procedure is voluntary, created from a single donor body, and does not result in monstrosity. The only
name I could come up is ―designer body,‖ but even that does not cover all angles.
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fictional worlds (Punday 50). Modern narrative is/will be challenged in its structure and
character formations.
The scientific break-through fictionalized in The Body is disturbing not only to
the traditional body-mind relationships of the novel form. The body becomes
commodified and at the same time it is separated from the mind, so the traditional bodymind dualism is broken up. The existence of ―newbodies‖ poses a fundamental challenge
to all modern discourses about human relations and based on traditional body-mind
paradigms. It poses questions as to the understanding of human identity and the
expectations about behavior.
The repercussions of this paradigm-shift in the novel are multidimensional. First,
Adam‘s designer body is a commodity that has commercial value independently from his
brain, which was supposed to be the seat of his identity. This aspect of the text echoes
Kureishi‘s general understanding of the body as commodity and as subject to
manipulation, or ‖just an object to be worked on‖(The Body 29) to fashion a desired
effect, and to express a persona or identity. As a result of such degree of objectification,
the body loses its ability to demarcate stable boundaries of human subjectivity.
Second, this situation points out the ethically problematic and central role of the
human body in social/cultural discourses and also shows how closely and precariously
human identity is tied to the body. As Ralph, the person who shows the Writer this new
way of existence and leads him to this precarious fountain of youth and perverted form of
immortality, assures him, ―You are beyond good and evil now‖ (The Body 44). Moral
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responsibility cannot be applied to these bodies in the traditional way because of the
severance of the traditional body-mind ties. When Adam expresses his doubts about his
sexual freedom, Ralph replies that ―It‘s okay to be unfaithful […] It isn‘t you doing it‖
(The Body 45). This can be interpreted in two ways. Either the body assumes all the
weight of existential and moral problems, and the mind just follows its lead with
impunity--at least this is how it seems for most of the story--or because morality is
assigned to the paradigm of ―accidental body-mind combination‖ (Punday 46), as
discussed by Punday; therefore, action committed in the leased body is outside the realm
of criminal discourse. After all, nobody could identify Adam as the Writer.
Third, the aforementioned paradigm-shift also alters the stakes of the (plot) action
in two opposing ways. While moralistic thinking doesn‘t factor into the decision making
process because the replaceable body doesn‘t necessarily have death looming over its
deeds, at the same time such bodies are specially prepared and scarce, so they become
precious enough to kill for, that is to eliminate the person/brain inside them. This dualism
defines Matte (another one of the ―newbody‖ characters), who, while he is nonchalant
about his own prospects already in his third ―reincarnation,‖ is ready to do anything to
save his ailing brother‘s life by securing a ―newbody‖ (this would be Adam‘s body) for
him at any price. The body-mind combinations of the newbodies do not assume the same
importance; the leased bodies are disposable, even though at the same time precious
commodities; they do not have histories, and they are only considered temporary
solutions for the problem of aging and mortality. As a result, in terms of the characters,
the stakes of action within their given newbodies are reduced, while, in terms of the
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narrative, the plot-action has to shift to a more open ended and provisional trajectory. The
temporality and provisionality of human identity with its implications of the narrative is
expressed in Matte‘s assessment of his experiences in his different bodies:
I‘ve been in this body for three years. You get used to bodies, and the
person you become in them. As with jeans, newbodies are better the more
they‘re worn in. You forget you‘re in them. (The Body 113)
The effect of this notion of human identity on novelistic narrative is profound. Stories of
newbodies could not be included among traditionally modern narratives, which, as
Punday defines them, are based on lasting body-mind pairings in the characters.
Fourth and most important repercussion of corporeal paradigm-shift, separation or
severance of the old or the newbody from the controlling mind has wider ranging
implication in terms of identity. When looking at his mentor Ralph, the Writer/Adam
observes:
I found myself studying his face. How should I put it? If the body is a
picture of the mind, his body was like a map of a place that didn‘t exist.
What I wanted to see was his original face, before he was reborn.
Otherwise it was like speaking on the phone to someone you‘d never met,
trying to guess what they were really like. (The Body 19-20, italics added)
This passage not only signals the perception of the severance between the constituents of
the body-mind binary but it also picks up the rhythm of the common saying ―the eyes are
the mirror of the soul,‖ which, along with the paraphrased usage in the text, indicates the
importance of mind over matter/body in the determination of identity/subjectivity in the
traditional Cartesian cultural universe. Adam‘s observation reinforces the human need for
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consistent body-mind ties. It also designates the body as a means of translation between
the persona and the world. 37
The above passage also opens up Kureishi‘s textual configurations of body-mind
relations to a reading through the figure of the palimpsest, which corresponds with the
novel‘s challenge of traditional body-mind correlations. This reading can work here in
multiple ways in light of Sarah Dillon‘s survey of the use of the term palimpsest in The
Palimpsest. According to Dillon, the palimpsest functions as a social, psychological, and
historical model based on its layering of otherwise unrelated surface structures. Dillon
also considers the palimpsest model in interpretive and reading practices.
The palimpsest as a model for the interpretation of The Body encompasses both
usages of the term. First, the Writer is actually acting as a palimpsest himself: he is hiding
an unrelated, different identity behind his present body-mind combination and it is
inscribed with the experiences of another body, another surface.38 In this configuration,
he is considering the existence of his ―newbody‖ as the vehicle for an advanced bodymind combination. As we see, the Writer‘s intention from the outset is to gain material
for writing, to turn his experience as a ―newbody‖ into fodder for his future writings
while his identity is invested in a stashed-away old body. Thus, his body becomes a
37

This particular passage brings into focus the aforementioned paradigm shift from yet another
angle. The lack of perceptual coherence between body and mind in the above passage echoes the anxieties
of the cyborg versus human identities of late 20th century science fiction narratives. The anxiety about the
appearance of the human-like robot as, for example, in Blade Runner, is the possibility that the
differentiating markers will be diluted, and, therefore, the dilution of distinctly human identity narratives.
38

Interpreting this aspect of the character/story figuratively takes us to the symbolic
relationship/split between body and identity in many other narratives, but most importantly in Rushdie‘s
The Moor‘s Last Sigh. However, in Rushdie‘s novel there is a disconnect between the socially, politically
inscribed body and the underlying suppressed body, which is the seat of Moor‘s agency.
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precarious interface between himself and the world infused with meaning but not
invested with importance. Such positioning of the body is similar to the relationality of
texts in palaeographic/real palimpsests. In the paleographic palimpsest the focus is on
what is hidden, which makes the visible, primary text become only a ―vessel‖ surface,
unimportant in itself.
Second, from his position as the creator and adept reader of texts, the Writer‘s
function as the narrator becomes even more closely aligned with that of interpreter. He is
the reader of this new body, which he perceives from the comfortable distance of the
observer writer. While recounting the experiences of his ―newbody,‖ the Writer also
treats his ―newbody‖ as a source of information, as a text, something to be interpreted. He
often reflects on his reactions to his ―newbody‖ from mundane to downright
existential/philosophical levels. His body becomes a surface of signification of which he
himself is one reader.
His palimpsestic relationship to his body is multiplied by his gradual recognition
of the presence of the body‘s past existing simultaneously. Soon after his translocation
into his ―newbody,‖ Adam is greeted on the street by strangers, who call him Mark and
recount some mutual experiences, for example. After this surprise encounter with the
alien aspect of his body, Adam himself comments on having a sense of the body‘s
separated past. ―It is as if I have a ghost or shadow soul inside me. I can feel things,
perhaps memories, of the man who was here first. Perhaps the physical body has a soul‖
(The Body 51).

147

Such experiences are indicators of the palimpsestic relationship between the body
and the mind located in it because of their disparate origins (which seems to provide a
fruitful comingling for most of the novel). The body as a medium of translation is also
connected to its purpose as the medium of representation. The interconnectedness
between introjection and projection is emphatic in The Body because the Writer‘s choice
of this particular body at the outset of the story is already a choice in the direction of
creating a specific, however temporary, outward persona/signifier for himself. Thus, he
uses the body not only to interpret meaning but also to gesture toward the world.
Such palimpsestic separating and comingling of corporeal surfaces in the
formation of identity is also present in different forms and degrees in Kureishi‘s earlier
characters as well as in his tendency to prioritize characters‘ bodies as means of
expression. His preoccupation with the separation of surface and essence as a recurring
theme of his novels in an increasingly literal fashion is already present in his first novels
and films. His tendency to brand his characters, that is, to signal their identities, positions,
and types through fashion brands and their choices of clothing, is his trademark since The
Buddha of Suburbia. His mention of pop-culture figures and phenomena as points of
reference are the premise of The Black Album. Kureishi‘s attention to branding and popculture returns when The Body‘s protagonist laments not being part of contemporary
youth culture. He measures himself not by what he is but what he is not: fashionable and
young.
In the final moments of the novel, the Writer‘s identity depends wholly and
exclusively on the body he momentarily occupies. This positioning of the body as the
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only remaining source of identification is the heretofore final step in Kureishi‘s fiction in
the gradually increasing gap between the outer shell of human figures and their inner
core. This is why I insist that the critics who find fault with Kureishi‘s turning away from
the ethnic literary agenda don‘t take into account that, in fact, Kureishi not only focuses
on the same principal problems but he also creates the same kind of characters over and
over again.39 The fact that The Body advances the continuum of Kureishi‘s general
concerns about identity politics can be seen through the consistent traits of his characters.
In this novel, many of the questions and concerns of the earlier characters‘ journeys are
echoed and brought to a breaking point.
In The Buddha of Suburbia, the protagonist narrator Karim‘s main preoccupation
with following people around and reporting their progress is to dismantle the
discrepancies between the performance of masquerade by different characters and their
―true‖ natures. He insists on trying to find out what is behind the demonstrative layers of
the other characters. His ―nosiness‖ is oriented toward the separation of the outer,
performative layer of the person and some kind of undefined inner core or authenticity. 40
As he describes his interest in observing his father, ―What I wanted to see was whether,
as he started to blossom, Dad really did have anything to offer other people, or if he
would turn out to be merely another suburban eccentric‖ (TBoS 22). His focal point in
this investigation is his father, who reverts to his presumably authentic ethnic
39

Moore-Gilbert and Thomas both note the divided definitions of Kureishi‘s agenda. Depending
on the critics‘ position, they either term his shift of focus in his later works as a turning away from the
postcolonial /ethnic agenda or as Kureishi‘s resistance to the ―burden of representation.‖
40

It is important to note from this perspective that his professional life as an actor seems to be
focusing on accessing and extracting some sort of an essence from other characters and delivering his
rendition of their personalities to theatre audiences.
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background. Critics note that the interesting and disturbing element of this identity shift is
only that Haroon‘s ethnic background specifically clashes with his projected identity.
What is even more interesting is that Karim doesn‘t particularly condemn him for
pretending to be something inauthentic. On the contrary, he finds it fascinating. Through
Karim‘s positive judgment, the novel itself valorizes fluid identification with different
cultural affiliations.
One of the most extreme examples of this separation/severance of body from
mind and the prioritization of the superficial, prior to The Body, is Deedee Oshgood, the
central female character in The Black Album. Not only is she a good example of what
Bradley Buchanan calls the ―conflating of clothes and bodies‖ and the mutability of
bodies (Buchanan 101), but also of Kureishi‘s preference for representing identity politics
in terms of sexuality. Carefully investigating her character, one notices that she
practically is a ghost of a person represented only peripherally through her shell of
clothing, actions and genitalia. Not calculating her ethnicity based on her socio-economic
background and name, it may take the reader a long time to decide about her racial/ethnic
affiliation. Actually, even after the first allusions to her location in the racial map of the
novel, we can only deduce that she is a white middle class woman from circumstantial
evidence. All the assumptions about her character in the postcolonial ethnic scheme of
the novel are derived from her references to such facts as, for example, that Shahid was
the only colored person at the parties and clubs she has taken him. Consequently, she
must be white.
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Especially because Kureishi is labeled an ethnic/postcolonial/multicultural writer,
we must carefully examine the intentions behind his textual practices. He strategically
creates figures with problematic bodily relations, but as Bart Moore-Gilbert and Susie
Thomas point out, he is far from accepting such simplifying labels and the ―burden of
representation‖ assigned to ethnic/postcolonial writers (Moore-Gilbert, 2001 19; Thomas
4). As any other writer, he lets his readers see only as much of his characters as he
intends for the purposes of the character‘s functioning.
It is often assumed that, because Kureishi‘s male characters are fashioned after
himself, they have to have his ethnic marking. Objective mirroring of narrator characters
is complicated in the case of first person narratives such as The Buddha of Suburbia,
Intimacy, and The Body, or where the narration is tied to a subjective point of view as in
The Black Album. But these examples prove Kureishi‘s careful calibration of
representational cues for the reader, to reach a particular effect. In Intimacy the ethnic
coding is very indirect, derived from circumstantial evidence. Even in the most
narcissistic scene in the novel, Jay‘s recollection of looking at his own body in the mirror,
the text doesn‘t attach ethnic markers to his body.
Similarly, even though The Buddha of Suburbia is a first person narrative told by
a self-absorbed young man, Kureishi finds a special narrative device to break with the
dominant point of view and mirror Karim‘s character from another character‘s
perspective. When Karim spends the night at his friend Jamila‘s house, he becomes
witness to a conversation about himself. Even though he breaks off the conversation, the
reader is privy to the return of the narrative‘s dominant perspective , which creates a self151

reflexive glance in the fabric of the novel. In The Black Album Deedee serves as a mirror
to Shahid especially in the intimate moments of their sexual play.
Deedee‘s ghostly figure becomes interesting exactly in light of Kureishi‘s
attention to complicated representational challenges. While all the other characters in the
novel are extensively described in their corporeal existence, and even Shahid gains bodily
substance via the reflections of others, Deedee‘s clothes are curiously empty. Assuming
then, that the lack of corporeal references to Deedee is intentional, and noticing the
discrepancy between this lack and the text‘s emphasis on her particular attention to
expressiveness of identities through fashion, we have to consider the textual
repercussions of such choices in the novel.
It is also important to look at Deedee because she is a key character in the
motivational system of Shahid‘s character. She is the inspiration for Shahid to enter
college, she becomes his lover, and she is his intellectual mentor. She is also an important
segment on the ideological map of characters. She opposes the fundamentalist Muslim
organization Shahid becomes involved in to the point she clashes with members of the
group in her house. Her liberal views, though seemingly progressive, are judged to be
part of the failure of the liberal white intellectuals whose ideals from the 1960-70s do not
realistically address problematic race relations of the 1980s. She and her husband,
Professor Brownlow, exemplify the irrelevance of the liberal white middle class as an
alternative in the ideological battle between Thatcherite, hard-line racial and social
politics and Muslim fundamentalism. The couple‘s principles and action split over the
violent ―discourse‖ of freedom of speech and minority rights surrounding Rushdie‘s
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contested book, The Satanic Verses. Thus, Deedee can be considered a key segment on
the symbolic map of cultural affiliations and ideologies presented to Shahid.
For Deedee an undefined/missing body can be the sign of lack of political and
ideological integrity. We see her acting out different versions of the white British
authority figure while claiming to be progressive. Bart Moore-Gilbert, in his study of The
Black Album as a revision of the genre of British ―condition of England‖ fiction, claims
that Deedee‘s liberal position becomes ambiguous and questionable with regard to her
actions and attitude toward her students. He points out that her revision of the canonic
British literature curriculum can be seen as a patronizing attempt to force on them an
assumed perception of their place in society as students of minority ethnic background,
and her ―liberalizing‖ influence on her students echoes the figure of the ―paternalistic
district officer‖ (Moore-Gilbert 2004, 150) whose meddling with the lives of protégées
puts them into a precarious position in relation to their own cultures and families.
More specifically, Moore-Gilbert points out that Deedee‘s initiation of a sexual
relationship between herself and a student calls to mind a widespread story of the male
lecturer‘s desire for the female students from the British post-war ―academic fiction‖
genre. The fact that the novel reverses the initiation theme‘s traditional gender dichotomy
combined with the two main characters‘ eager participation in gender and sexual role
reversals calls attention to suspiciously Orientalist elements in their relationship (MooreGilbert 2004, 150). In a different place, Moore-Gilbert calls attention to the imagery of
the scene when Deedee teaches practical skills and fashion to a set of female students in a
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―hut‖ on the school grounds as an echo of the patronizing figure of the ―female colonial
missionary‖ (Moore-Gilbert 2001, 144).
Deedee may be the only viable alternative to the fundamentalist religious groups
in Shahid‘s grapple with political identification and affiliation between the western
liberal and fundamentalist Muslim poles of the ideological spectrum. However, her
character and actions are not portrayed as the representative of an ideal social and cultural
politics in the scheme of multicultural Britain. Because Shahid resists easy and single
minded identifications, so he more and more clearly rejects Deedee‘s demands for his
exclusive attention. He repeatedly reacts to her demands on his time and attention by
saying his mantra, which is that he doesn‘t like to be told what to do. Deedee supports
this attitude for a while, but as time goes on, she is less and less able to see the dynamics
of the relationship objectively, and comes to rely on Shahid more and more. As a result,
she becomes more and more demanding. Perhaps, Deedee‘s insubstantial corporeal
presence and apparent ease in shifting positions makes her still more appealing as a
model of identification for Shahid. The resolution of the novel shows them walking into a
future undetermined in terms of direction and duration.
Deedee is reaching the end of her rope by the end of the novel. She is
disillusioned with the system of Western liberalism; she finds Brownlow‘s Marxist ideals
rather ridiculous; and she is gradually losing her own ideological footing throughout the
novel. She is a woman in crisis. Her lack of bodily substance can be interpreted as the
expression of her intellectual and emotional crisis and loss of ideological integrity. Why
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would Shahid still decide to stick with her then? Because he sees her as the manifestation
of his own conundrum, his liminal position among divided cultural identities.
If we read Deedee as part of the symbolic ideological structure of the novel, we
can see her as a manifestation of not only culture in crisis but also ―culture as crisis,‖ the
anti-essentialist conceptualization of culture as an unstable and ever-shifting entity
constructed in the practice of cultural and political discourse. In this reading, Shahid‘s
choice reinforces his resistance to ready-made and exclusive ideological positions and his
understanding of the constructedness and fluidity of identities and cultural affiliations. In
this case, her lack of body as part of the novel‘s corporeal narrativity challenges the
Arnoldean idea of culture as a set of fixed values and manifestations of ideals. Instead,
she is all representation and surface without underlying stable values.
It is especially important to note that the representational marker of Deedee‘s
character is fashion. The figure of the ―fashionable female‖ has historical and ideological
significance. As Deborah Laycock explains in ―Shape-Shifting: Fashion, Gender, and
Metamorphosis in Eighteenth-century England,‖ the emergence of the fashion industry
was induced by the development of public credit-based economy, and signaled an
overarching paradigm shift in Britain. Both sides of the political debate created in the
shift toward a bourgeois value system ―appropriated the figure of the fashionable
woman‖ (Laycock 128) to forward their political agendas. Such women were accused of
destroying morality and of having no substance.
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Deedee‘s character as a modern version of the substanceless, shape-shifting
female participates in what Baudrillard defines as ―the final disqualification of the body,
its subjection to the total circulation of signs‖ (Baudrillard in Laycock 134). Fashion
destabilizes the corporeal signifying codes as the body loses its signifying capability.
However, as Roland Barthes suggests in The Fashion System, this process has a
democratizing tendency because the discourse of fashion conceals its normative function,
that is, its function in coding and reinforcing economic or political status. Whether
applied to class strictures or postcolonial, racial/ethnic contexts, fashion is capable of
blurring the boundaries exactly by unhinging the surface-essence correlation in bodily
representations. In terms of The Black Album, the ―shape-shifting female figure‖
represents the resistance to essentialist identity politics that attach substance to corporeal
signs.
Finally, Deedee‘s corporeal traits, or lack thereof, are also important because of
her sexualized identity politics. In fact, the only direct physiological reference to her is
the description of her genitalia. In terms of the narrative, sexuality is the primary
connection between the two main characters. Though Shahid originally is drawn to his
teacher for intellectual reasons, sexual interest develops between them fairly quickly. In
their sexual games, they push gender and racial boundaries the same way their idols,
Madonna and Prince, do on stage. As Maria de Gabriele explains in her article on
sexuality as politics in The Black Album, Shahid and Deedee are modeling their sexuality
after the representational politics of the two pop-icons. They subvert/mock traditional,
patriarchal gender ideals by presenting themselves as representation or mimicry of those
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ideals. They also challenge racial and gender boundaries by appropriating and
exaggerating elements of cultural and gendered inscriptions.
The important aspect of this modeling strategy for the two characters is not only
the performers‘ tendency toward radical gender and sexual identification but also their
performance of sexuality as representation. As de Gabriele points out, Kureishi
intentionally associates their sexual games to ―pornography [as] a mode of playing with
and subverting power‖ (de Gabriele 8). But the subversion of power only happens to a
certain degree. The reversal of sexual roles and the stretching of boundaries of gender
and sexual identity only oscillates between the binaries of heteronormative sexuality. It
does not challenge and in some ways it reinforces the depiction of Asian men as
effeminate or the dominant-dominated role correlations inherited from the colonial
period.
The two characters‘ ideological, cultural relations and interactions culminate in
the sexual aspect of their relationship, which ties the novel into Kureishi‘s oeuvre on yet
another level. The significance of sexual positioning and connections of characters are
important in terms of Kureishi‘s identity politics in his other novels. In one of the
interviews about his films, Kureishi explains that ―[i]f a black and white couple are
screwing, it involves colour, class, and relations between the sexes. Human relations are
meeting points for a whole complex of social arrangements, and that is why I like to write
about them‖ (Thomas 44). As Moore-Gilbert also points out in his biography of Kureishi
based on Gayatri Spivak and Radhika Mohanram‘s analyses of his early films, Kureishi
readily ―maps the categories of gender, sexuality, or race onto each other […] so that
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these terms can seem to be ‗equivalent‘, if not substitutable, for one another.‖ He adds
that the ambiguity of gender roles and sexual orientations in these relationships ―do not
only problematise dominant discourses of ‗normal‘ and ‗perverse‘ sexuality, but of
national belonging too‖ (Moore-Gilbert 2001, 199).
Erotic tensions and libidinal relations are pervasive in Kureishi‘s texts and often
become the primary motivation for his characters. In The Body universal libidinal
motivation is translated into the vocabulary of the turn of the century body-work industry
in the Writer‘s observations about the objectification and commodification of bodies
around him from the perspective of his new awareness of the function of bodies.
I know women, and not only actresses who had squads of personal
trainers, dieteticians, nutritionists, yoga teachers, masseurs, and
beauticians laboring over their bodies daily, as if the mind‘s longing and
anxiety could be cured via the body. Who doesn‘t want to be more desired
and, therefore, more loved? (The Body 33).
This passage locates the body in libidinal relations. The point of the body‘s manipulation
is to increase desirability of/through the body. The body in the novel‘s social structure
takes a primary role in the body-mind dichotomy of the Cartesian vision of the universe.
As Adam explains his realization, ―I had always taken it for granted that I was a person,
which was a good thing to be. But now I was being reminded that first and foremost I
was a body, which wanted things‖ (The Body 35). In these lines, the text prioritizes the
body as the locus of the existential and libidinal paradigm, in which corporeal desire is
the primary motivation of human interaction.
This aspect of bodily representation becomes extremely important in Kureishi‘s
postcolonial novels because it is closely tied in with issues of race and colonial relations.
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In The Buddha of Suburbia, identity is not simply the result of a self-initiated projection
of the inner urges and intellectual affiliation of the individual. It is also a response to the
Other‘s desire. The subject is ―made‖ by the dominant gaze or the desire to perceive
him/her in a certain way. The subject is situating him/herself into the space of the Other‘s
desire. In fact, the personality/identity traits are prompted by the interplay between
expectations and desire. Haroon and Eva‘s relationship shows this double play best
because they feel a sexual attraction driven by a political imaginary that sets up the Asian
migrant Buddhist (the representative of the Oriental fantasies of the West) as the exotic
object of fascination. Haroon‘s transformation/development into the Buddha of suburban
London is triggered by Eva‘s very vocal erotic response to this part of his persona. His
desire to fit into the space created by the Eva‘s desire makes him masquerade in an
identity that is culturally not entirely his and that simplifies his personal associations.
Being/looking and performing difference becomes an asset for Haroon but
especially for Karim, even though the novel candidly and critically reassures the reader
that both men assist in the creation of ethnic stereotypes and not unique identities. Both
are willing participants of ethnic stereotyping because this is what directs attention/desire
towards them. ―[Haroon] still stumbled around the place like an Indian just off the boat
[…] but his naivité made people protective, and women were drawn to his innocence.
[…] Not that this was entirely uncontrived, or unexploited‖ (TBoS 7). Their
attractiveness depends on their ―unique,‖ exotic traits. Being exotic and different thus can
be considered as an asset in the right setting, but it is only valuable to a certain degree.
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Especially in the postcolonial setting, it is important to recognize the agency of
the racial Other in playing upon the postcolonial expectation and stereotypes and in
repositioning himself based on political and libidinal interests. Graham Huggan, in The
Postcolonial Exotic, defines the paradox of the exotic based on his analysis of
postcolonial literary texts. Huggan‘s main tenet, which is applicable to my discussion, is
that postcolonial interactions consist of a complex set of relations and reactions that
cannot be reduced simply to the dynamics of domination and political opposition. The
position of the Other elicits not only domination but also libidinal agency, which might
serve the postcolonial Other well.
Using the 1990s‘ discourses of commodity culture and conceptualizations of the
exotic, Huggan investigates the place of postcolonial intellectual and cultural production
and positions in the system of global commodity culture. He points out that marginal and
postcolonial positions have ambiguous relations to metropolitan culture. On the one hand,
writers and thinkers are opposed to the dominant, metropolitan culture and operate from
positions of resistance. On the other, by virtue of their presence in the nomenclature of
postcolonial writers and thinkers in the metropolitan cultural institutions and industries,
they are appropriated or conscripted into the metropolitan commodity market, system of
domination, and representation of the exotic.
In the global cultural commodity market, the polarized concept of marginality
(which Huggan often uses synonymously with postcoloniality) becomes a complexly
layered position. Mainstream culture operates ambiguously between the exclusion and
recuperation of the marginal based on the value of ―difference.‖ The labeling of the
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marginal as exotic brings difference into the realm of the familiar while, at the same time,
it maintains distance from it. What is more important from our perspective is the position
of the marginalized exotic ―other,‖ who engages with the mainstream culture with similar
ambiguity. On the one hand, warns Huggan, positioning oneself as a
marginal/oppositional agent already conscripts the person into the systematic politics of
value and domination because the language of communication and its categories are
defined by the marginalizing mainstream culture.
On the other hand, however (and this is where Huggan deviates from simply
summarizing and re-channeling the discourse of exoticism, and creates his definition of
the ―postcolonial exotic‖), the position of the marginal/ postcolonial ―other‖ can provide
opportunity for considerable agency by strategically displaying the exotic and
manipulating its definitions through the dramatization of its representation. Huggan
creates the term ―staged marginality‖41 to define the process of appropriating difference
as a cultural commodity and as a tactic. In this process, the exotic/marginal other caters to
the expectations of the dominant culture by performing/staging his/her assumed
difference to suit his/her own interest. Thus, being in the position of the exotic ―other‖
has its own political and economic advantages, which the postcolonial subjects often
exploit quite readily.
Huggan uses Homi Bhabha‘s description of colonial mimicry in ―On Mimicry and
Man‖ to explain the delicate interplay between difference and similarity or familiarity
41

He derives the term from D. MacCannel‘s theoretization of the relationship between tourists and
exotic cultures, ―staged authenticity‖ (Huggan 87). The key in this phrase is the reference to performance
as a tactic.
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that is enlisted in the ―tactical manipulation of appearances‖ by socially subordinate
individuals and groups (Huggan 88). For Bhabha, ―mimicry emerges as one of the most
elusive and effective strategies of colonial power and knowledge‖ (Bhabha 85, emphasis
in original). Using Jacques Lacan‘s camouflage/mimicry concept as one of his bases for
the formulation of his theory of colonial power relations, Bhabha looks at the dynamics
of mimicry primarily from the point of view of the colonizer, and considers mimicry as
the discursive process of colonial objectification. The colonizing subject in this scheme
creates a partial reflection of himself as a metonymical representation of the self, whose
most important quality is his/her ambiguous resemblance to the subject. This
colonial/mimic ―other‖ is recognizable ―as a subject of a difference that is almost the
same, but not quite‖ (Bhabha 86). In the colonial context, this ―almost the same, but not
quite‖ becomes the basis of imagery and discourse about the racial and national ―other.‖
Huggan explains mimicry from the perspective of the colonized as the act of ―resisting
subordination by appearing to embrace it‖ (Huggan 88), which assumes Bhabha‘s
perspective in its definition of the source of the exotic ―other‘s‖ agency.
In Kureishi‘s novels, however, one senses the presence of a different perspective
and a different focus on the concept of mimicry. The discourse of mimicry in The
Buddha of Suburbia as well as in The Black Album depends on a more nuanced sense of
the Lacanian concept of mimicry. The term in Lacan becomes associated with the
concepts of ―masquerade‖ and ―camouflage,‖ only the latter of which makes it into
Bhabha‘s terminology, where it emphasizes the combative aspect of the context. For
Lacan camouflage is used to indicate that adaptation to background is not at to the level
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of perfect reflection of the background, but approximates close enough similarity-―almost the same but not quite‖ (Bhabha 86).42 Masquerade becomes the more revealing
concept of the two in our context because it refers to the libidinal motivation for
adaptation in the human context. In Lacan ―masquerade‖ is originally the term describing
the invitation and solicitation of the gaze, the ―other‘s‖ attention. This concept designates
an active, signifying agency on the part of the mimicking party, be that animal or human.
The point of adaptation here is not simply to blend into the background but also to call
attention to a particular signifying element of the self, the ―stain,‖ which markedly stands
out from the background. This is an active and quasi-narcissistic solicitation of the gaze
and desire on the symbolic level (Lacan 193) in order to elicit the desire of the ―other‖
(Lacan 158). The fact that Lacan‘s explanation compares psychological processes to
animal behavior emphasizes the importance of somatic features in this process, which in
turn is important in postcolonial discourse in which racial and ethnic differentiation is
built primarily on corporeal markers of difference.
Translating this correlation of mimicry and desire onto Bhabha‘s postcolonial
context, one cannot help but notice a much more even handed discourse of mimicry in the
Lacanian model. The racial or postcolonial Other in the Lacanian sense would have the
ability to re/create him/herself in the form of a desired image and also, to a certain
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Lacan tackles the responsiveness and relationality of the human psyche and persona in terms of
libido and desire. He establishes the Freudian concept of libido as the psyche‘s narcissistic attempt to
maintain the desire of the other by fluidly moving between assimilation and dissimilation. Lacan explains,
based on scientific observation, that most animals‘ camouflage, while reflecting assimilation to the
background, very clearly marks a dissimilation from it as well. Lacan concludes that assimilation and
dissimilation are equally strategic choices in terms of the survival of the specimen. Avoiding and eliciting
attention are both part of the repertoire of the positioning of the individual in the complex libidinal
economy of a species.
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degree, resist a total engulfment by the power of the dominant, colonizing subjectivity.
Bhabha‘s concept of agency on the part of the ―almost the same but not quite‖
objectified, colonized subject is and focused on terms of defense against the colonial
imagery. Kureishi‘s characters flaunt their exotic difference and turn it to their benefit in
the marketplace of exotic marginalities. Instead of covert camouflaging, they engage in
the tactics of overt masquerading.43 In the case of Kurieshi‘s characters, this aspect of
mimicry can be seen in their consistent preoccupation with repositioning or refashioning
their bodies.
As Huggan points out specifically in reference to Rushdie‘s characters, the
characters‘ professional background as actors or entertainment professionals emphasizes
the performative aspects of mimicry (Huggan 93). They are metonymic representations of
the process of exoticism, that is, the process ―through which the cultural other is
translated and relayed back through the familiar‖ (Huggan ix). In Kureishi‘s novels there
are also a number of characters who are connected to stage acting or other types of
performance in their professional lives. In The Buddha of Suburbia Karim is one of the
most accessible actors, whose job on stage and off is to mime the exotic, and he is
perfectly willing to even disloyally expose his friend Changez as the ―fresh-off-the-boat
Pakistani immigrant bum‖ to pave his own path to success. He gradually loses his
scruples about representing stereotypes of his ethnicity on stage for mainstream
audiences. His environment does not provide him many alternatives for nuanced
43

Huggan calls attention to the fact that Kureishi himself is also engaging in the same kind of
strategic marginality as his characters. He points at Kureishi‘s ―reputation as one of the enfants terribles of
contemporary British pop-culture‖ and his ―staged quality of anger‖ in his representation of contemporary
race and class politics (Huggan 94).

164

representations. It is either the Orientalist perspective of the directors or the occasional
politically correct stereotyping of race-conscious minority actors like Tracy, a black
actress who for political reasons rejects negative images of minority characters.
But the stage professionals are not the only ones in whose figures the element of
performance is emphasized. Haroon and Eva‘s ethnic clothes and esoteric gatherings are
also put on and inauthentic. Yet the text very carefully avoids either a direct criticism of
their action on the basis of inauthenticity or any revelation of their action as a hoax.
Shahid in The Black Album complains that ―[t]hese days everyone was insisting on their
identity, coming out as a man, woman, gay, black, Jew—brandishing whichever features
they could claim, as if without a tag they wouldn‘t be human‖ (TBA102). Even personal
relationships are fraught with the performance of the exotic. Karim, witnessing his
father‘s copulation with Eva in the suburban backyard, wonders about his own birth.
―Was I conceived like this, I wondered, in the suburban night air, to the wailing of
Christian curses from the mouth of a renegade Muslim masquerading as a Buddhist?‖
(TBoS 16). The term ―masquerading‖ is appropriate as a way to represent/metaphorize
any character‘s personal identity politics. The use of the term coordinates the political
and libidinal elements of identity formations. The statement about Haroon signals the
coexistence of multiple and incompatible affiliations among which the character
oscillates in his performance.
One of the most prominent modes of performing identity, of course, is through the
characters‘ corporeal self-fashioning. Masquerading and self-fashioning are especially
appropriate terms for fashion-conscious characters who take great pains to be attractive
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through their clothing, hairdo and make-up. They use bodies and accessories to represent
difference and to stage marginality as attractive/exotic. Everything associated with the
body can signify cultural affiliation. Even though it is presented in a disparaging fashion
in the above-mentioned garden sex scene, later we learn that Haroon and even Karim‘s
most valuable asset is the ability to mobilize aspects of their subjectivity that would
normally be considered incompatible.
The fluidity of identification seems to be an asset and a favorable trait for
Kureishi‘s characters in general and so it is inscribed on several different levels in the
texts. First, in terms of plot trajectory, most of the events in the novels are not about
arrival but about departure. The novels most often end without closure. Kureishi seems to
favor final scenes in which protagonists are more likely to focus on the unfolding of new
events and new opportunities for their identity. The endings emphasize mobility and
mutability as a necessary aspect of the personality rather than the stitching up of
unresolved aspects of their lives. Even if the plot and narrative action run full circle by
the end, the protagonists are not settled in the closing scenes; instead, they are propelled
toward something different. Karim in The Buddha of Suburbia is getting ready for a
successful new life. Shahid in The Black Album walks away with Deedee making no
decisions whatsoever about his life, and committing only to making no commitments. Jay
in Intimacy opts for the limbo of London singles‘ life, which he admits is in no way a
solution, waiting for the doorbell that could deliver him for a moment from his persistent
dissatisfaction with his life.
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On the level of character trajectory, the mobility of characters is reflected in their
action. Success from Karim‘s perspective is represented in mobility or ―going
somewhere‖ (TBoS 2). The protagonist of The Body makes conscious choices along the
same paradigms as earlier protagonists in order to be ―going somewhere.‖ In this sense,
the aging Writer is an older version of Karim, who is willing to distance himself from his
family ties in order to recreate himself. His experimenting spirit also evokes Shahid‘s
willingness to repeatedly reposition himself in his quest for personal and political identity
and social position.
In fact, locking in on one single aspect of a persona is never appealing or
desirable in a character. Karim leaves Charlie, the icon of chameleon-like qualities in The
Buddha of Suburbia, in New York for no other reason than Charlie‘s simple and
unquestioning immersion into his British punk singer persona. When Karim sees that
Charlie has become a one-dimensional character, he finds it dangerous and distasteful
and leaves to engage in his own, more complex new role as an actor who makes his living
doing make-believe. Changez, the epitome of fluid identity politics, engages with his new
society in a variety of ways that, from an essentialist perspective, seems incompatible. He
readily shifts not only his cultural but also his gender and sexual position in his new
environment. His adaptability becomes an asset for Changez and makes him a success
despite his many handicaps.
The valorization of fluid identifications in characters also can be seen through the
contrasted trajectories of Changez and Anwar, his father-in-law. Anwar‘s tragic flaw is
that he cannot adapt to new situations and sticks rigidly to his perceived standards. Even
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though he invents a new persona for himself in the figure of the starving Hindu, his real
fault is not that this identity is problematic for a Muslim, but that he sticks to it at any
price. Anwar locks into a stereotypical ideal of the Oriental man, only to defend the
traditional, patriarchal decision to exert power over his daughter‘s future husband. He
wants to change the world around him to fit this ideal, rather than adapting or shifting
positions.
There is a fine balance between performing selves and incorporating ideals that
the characters strike in their most successful moments in the novels. This is where
looking carefully at the degree and quality of corporeal representation of the characters is
important. The more a character is able to engage in fluid shifts between different facets
of his cultural affiliations, the less his/her body weighs into his/her overall textual
presence. Comparatively, the more a character is tied into (incorporates, so to say) a
single-minded idea of cultural identity, the more heavily physiological his/her
characterization becomes. In the case of Chad in The Black Album, his body is always
emphasized as weighty symbolically as well as literally. Anwar in The Buddha of
Suburbia becomes a bundle of bodily functions and olfactory sensations when he
descends into his Gandhi-like demonstration against cultural assimilation and flexibility.
Charlie in Karim‘s last days in New York is also represented decidedly more through his
painful bodily interactions with other bodies; he is more corporeally defined than ever
before.
This aesthetic of bodily presence creates a curious interference with the corporeal
economy of conventional novels. Punday claims that narrative authority (indirectly, the
168

authority in the national/political discourse) is largely created by means of corporeal
positioning. In traditional novels, bodies are endowed with importance based on their
degree of embodiment. The less embodied a character is, the closer to the moral, political
center s/he is. Conversely, the more heavily embodied the character, the more marginal
and unimportant s/he is. Kurieshi‘s corporeal aesthetic twists this equation by shifting the
emphasis from lack of embodiment in the central characters to the mutable, unstable
nature of their corporeality. These characters pay keen attention to their bodies and the
accoutrements accentuating, representing it, and they actively articulate their bodies‘
meaning. Perhaps the balance tips from disembodied characters to a mobile and
accentuated form of embodiment because, in the postcolonial/multicultural context, a
textually unmarked presence would still be understood as designating white male
subjectivity.44 This is why perhaps critics are so entranced by the question and
investigation of the ethnic component of Kureishi‘s characters and stories.
The degree of embodiment is where the extreme examples of Deedee and The
Body‘s ―newbodies‖ prove to be interesting showcases for Kureishi‘s textual
representation of the theoretical underpinnings of personal and cultural identity. From the
chameleons of The Buddha of Suburbia to the body switching ―newbodies‖ of The Body,
he explores the negotiation between the layers of human subjectivity and emphasizes the
constructedness of identity. But this understanding of subjectivity and the valorization of
fluidity also implies that identity is (always) provisional and temporary. Depending on

44

This is why perhaps critics are so hung up on the question and investigation as to the ethnic
component of Kureishi‘s characters and stories.
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the momentary interpersonal or environmental demands, the subject is able to shuffle
through possible reactions and perform the applicable facet of his/her persona. As Shahid
writes in his journal, ―How could anyone confine themselves to one system or creed?
Why should they have to? There was no fixed self; surely our several selves melted and
mutated daily? There had to be innumerable ways of being in the world‖ (TBA 285).45
Kureishi‘s bodies and identities are tied strongly to gender, sexuality, and race
mapped onto each other as interchangeable categories. Moore-Gilbert qualifies this
layering and substituting of different categories of subjectivity as a palimpsest-like
operation (Moore-Gilbert 2001 199). However, another form of palimpsest-like operation
in Kureishi‘s texts becomes just as prominent: the ability of the characters to move/shift
between different facets/affiliations of their subjectivity as their means of success and
survival. The different possible affiliations operate like different layers of a palimpsest,
often incompatible and channeled into the same location by random circumstantial forces.
The identity politics of a multicultural or multiethnic individual depends on his/her
ambiguous or palimpsestic mingling of different positions and his/her agency comes from
the ability to fluidly oscillate between different representations of his/her identities. In
Kureishi‘s novels palimpsestic imagination becomes a representation of hybrid cultural
identity. The narratives often focus on character fluidity and set the characters up in terms
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The Body takes this trend of unsettled identities and unfinished endings further by having the
character stuck in mid-action with no options for surmounting the obstacles that occurred in his pursuit of
ultimate and fundamental self-refashioning. Effectually, this questions the value of bodily mutability and
mobility because, by the severance of body and mind, the person is left with no options.
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of their possession of this trait. Mutability of body and subjectivity are tied into each
other.
If we consider The Body as an abstract manifestation of Kureishi‘s interest in the
textual representations of human subjectivity, that is, a text in which the ethnic, racial, or
class related factors of identity are muted or non-existent, then the moment at which the
Writer loses his mobility between his different bodies and identities can be interpreted as
a commentary on the textual possibilities of the novel form. Assuming the definition of
the modern narrative or novel as the vehicle of cultural, national imaginary and ideals in
the Andersonean sense, Kureishi essentially questions the ability of the
traditional/conventional novel form to address the realities of contemporary global,
multicultural, metropolitan identities and cultural relations.
Kureishi‘s latest novels and films raise his questioning of cultural identities to a
general level above the specifically ethnic slant and the clearly demarcated time frame of
the earlier novels. As we notice, the characters since Intimacy are more markedly race
neutral and the casts of Kureishi‘s films suggest an intentional relocation of his stories
into white mainstream middleclass environments. If the solidity of the body and the
secured relationship between body and mind (accidental bodily configurations) are the
bases of modern narratives and national identity, then the traditional forms of
representation will not be able to reflect the realities and concerns of an age in which the
importance of accidental body-mind correlations is diminished by endless opportunities
and increasing social pressure to transform the body by body-altering medical
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interventions in which difference and marginality are desirable commodities and bodies
are geared to show mass-produced uniqueness.
With respect to the other novels in this study, Kureishi‘s narratives present a
different sort of challenge to the representative regimes of the novel compared with
Rushdie‘s or Naipaul‘s. While those probe the epistemological problems of novelistic
representation, he focuses on the existential problems inherent in the representation of
bodies in a multicultural context. His writing examines the limits of the novelistic
discourse from the perspective of the unstable representational boundaries of the human
body. For this reason, his narratives are more linear than either Rushdie‘s or Naipaul‘s,
and stay closer to a realist narrative style than Rushdie‘s. Kureishi also deploys his
character‘s bodies in the service of his investigation in a more indirect way than do the
other two novelists. While both Rushdie and Naipaul assert a self-reflective narrative
style, which fuses the narrator‘s body with the text not only as a symbolic but as a
functional gesture, Kureishi‘s narration is less self-aware, even though his narrator‘s
point of view is subjective.
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CHAPTER 5
CORPOREAL NARRATIVITY AND MONICA ALI‘S CONFINED BODIES

Nazneen, the protagonist of Brick Lane, is last seen in the novel poised to step on
ice for the first time in her life. The image refers to a number of scenes earlier in the
novel, when the recently arrived Nazneen is mesmerized by the sight of an ice skater on
television or in magazines. ―[The ice skater] stood on one leg. Her body was horizontal
and the other leg perpendicular. Her arms reached out and held on to his hand, but she
looked and smiled directly at Nazneen‖ (BL 71). In the last image, Nazneen looks
nothing like her cherished image of the ethereal Olympic skater: she is in her mid-thirties;
she wears a sari with her boots, no glitter, no skimpy skirt and surely she performs no
gliding on one leg. The two images provide the landmarks for Nazneen‘s journey. The
figure of a fairly young ethnic woman in a sari with ice skating boots has to carry the
weight of her character. However lightly and funnily she is presented, the weight riding
on this image and her figure is placed upon her in the last statements of the book, ―This is
England. […] You can do everything you like‖ (BL 415).
This final sentence reveals the background of the skating rink scene with Nazneen
as the central figure in the ethnoscape of contemporary multicultural Britain. Her position
here and in the novel depicts her as a representation of Britain‘s ―curry-multiculturalism.‖
Like curry, the newly coined national dish of Britain, her unrefined curiosity, her
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boldness and independence are the result of long belabored personal and national
histories. Like the dish, her image takes its components from distant lands and colonial
past, but it produces a unique synthesis which solely exists in this particular context of
London, the global metropolis. Also like curry, current representations of British
multiculturalism are produced, in part, for consumption. The image of the domestic yet
exotic female figure is important in British multiculturalist discourse where the definition
of multiculturalism as the practice of ―living with difference‖ within the boundaries of
the nation carries similar conceptual conflicts as concepts of nationhood and national
identity.
The multicultural nation seen through a female perspective and its attendant
political expectations exacerbate the heroine‘s predicament. Everything about Nazneen‘s
corporeal appearance and functions ties her story to theorizations of gender in cultural
and diaspora studies and seem to underscore the focus on ―women‘s bodies [as] a marker
for cultural difference‖ (Kalra 55) and ―carriers of cultural symbolism‖ (Kalra 51). The
undercurrent of spatial relations points to systematic restrictions from all sides and it
frames not only Nazneen‘s body but also the narrative in the ―double bind‖ (Kalra 56)
between the home culture and host cultures. In many ways Nazneen‘s story replicates the
multiculturalist expectations of an integration narrative, and in some ways, her corporeal
presence follows the same pattern by a reversal of the the way characters are defined by
their bodies. Nazneen‘s embodiment is problematic at best when we look at her body in
relation to the kinetic space of the novel, that is, to the general setting or spatial
definitions around her.
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In this chapter, I argue that nuances of kinetic space and embodiment in Brick
Lane complicate and question the political orientation of the novel and challenge the
stereotypical representations of modern British multicultural ethnoscape as the place of
freedom and possibility for the ethnic subject. The kinetic space in Brick Lane defines
Nazneen‘s problematic identification, which undermines postcolonial and post-feminist
interpretations and expectations exhibiting Nazneen as an intentionally/actively
peripheral/liminal character, who can choose not to engage and be represented. She gains
agency by not committing to cultural affiliations, which is an ultimate form of
interstitiality rather than integration.
Her narrative does not align with progress narratives projected by multiculturalist
national discourse, and points out short-comings of multiculturalist relations and rhetoric
toward ethnic minorities, through which multiculturalism was supposed to be formulated.
Through its open-ended relation to metropolitan immigrant existence, the novel questions
concepts attached to turn of the century multiculturalist thinking such as agency,
hybridity, freedom, and opportunity. I argue that Brick Lane‘s ending is indeed an ―odd
kind of emancipation,‖ in James Procter‘s words, in that instead of celebrating
multicultural integration, the novel presents an alternative form of agency that evades
commitment and national/cultural identification.
Because I look at Brick Lane in the context of diasporic female narratives, I will
connect its traits of corporeal narrativity with Zadie Smith‘s novels, especially White
Teeth. This is because, as James Procter points out in ―New Ethnicities, the Novel, and
the Burdens of Representation,‖ these novels seem to be, in some ways, the output of a
very successful marketing campaign that promotes the new voices of multicultural
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Britain not only to the country‘s own public but also to international audiences. The star
clout of Zadie Smith and Monica Ali seem to originate in the zeitgeist of the turn of the
twenty-first century in Britain, when official cultural and ethnic politics has turned
toward Britain‘s ethnic communities with great expectations for cultural and political
renewal. The new driving forces of the country‘s internal discourse are multiculturalism
and diversity, in which difference figures as a key asset. Thus, ethnic and cultural
difference is welcomed and actively nurtured in the media and in governance. These
authors and the stories they deliver/share seem to have been greatly anticipated.46
The young female writers fit the stereotype of the Oxbridge educated multiethnic
elite, and their stories deliver spunky statements on the most important questions of the
time: the future of multicultural Britain and the globalizing West in general. Thus,
audiences love them, and the media groups marketing them find them a profitable
enterprise, so they recycle them on TV or in theaters. They seem to fit perfectly into the
―curry-multiculturalism‖ of twenty-first century Britain, where, like curry, mixing
different cultures result in bold local flavors. Smith‘s novels, White Teeth, Autograph
Man and On Beauty and Ali‘s Brick Lane and Alentejo Blue,47 are set in multicultural
environments and focus on racial, ethnic and cultural tensions in racially or culturally
mixed communities (family, neighborhood) addressing the problems of an ethnically
diverse society from the specific perspective of gendered ethnic subjectivity.
46

They were so anticipated, in fact, that, as many critics point out, they received unprecedented
advances for their debut novels.
47

Interestingly, both young women came out with multicultural integration stories as their first
novels and opened up the scope of their discourse to a larger, global level in their subsequent novels. I
intentionally left out Smith‘s Autograph Man from my selection because its focus is relatively different, so
it would be a distraction. I also kept On Beauty at the level of reference, though it would certainly merit a
longer study.
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Their debut novels (White Teeth for Smith and Brick Lane for Ali) follow similar
veins of storytelling. These novels are armored with the trickle-down parlance of
multiculturalism, late twentieth-century postcolonial theories, and hard fought racial and
gender minority politics as well as established lineages of ethnic literary works and
personalities. They both focus on coming-of-age narratives in the bustling metropolitan
setting of London; they both strike a satirical tone and make much use of the surprising
aspects of cultural difference. They both end on an optimistic note. They are daring and
bold on the one hand, sensitive and thoughtful on the other--something like what
Nazneen looks like on the last pages of Brick Lane, as she readies herself to walk onto
the ice for the first time in her life. Standing there poised in her sari and her boots she
also looks like the ultimate product of British multi-culture.
The reason why their novels are interesting is not that they offer radically new
perspectives on the representational faculties of the novel as do the other texts in my
study, but especially because the authors themselves seem to matter so much in the
representation of new national paradigms fraught with the problematization of identity
politics, and because of the expectations and the cultural discourse generated around
them. Even though Smith and Ali can be hardly called established writers, and the jury is
still out on their literary merits, they were branded with the celebrity stamp of cultural
institutions from their first appearances as the young exciting voices of Britain‘s New
Leftist multiculturalist agenda. Procter‘s essay ―New Ethnicities, the Novel, and the
Burden of Representation‖ titles a section about the two young female writers
―Difference, Inc.?‖ His title refers to the institutionalized cultural difference into which
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these authors were packaged upon their arrival on the literary scene and the immediate
star status that they gained from the media machinery marketing difference.
The expectations raised by the discourse surrounding the novels are symptomatic
of the discourse concerning disaporic/ethnic females. The Andersonean doctrine that the
novelistic text functions as a representation of the national imaginary in active
participation/negotiation/correspondence with the national discourse is redirected/altered
when a novel revolves around female subjectivity. As Anne McClintock explains in
Imperial Leather, the most important question concerning women is their place in the
domestic hierarchy and their role in the figurative, familial relations of the nation, where
their symbolic function is to be transmitters of national and cultural values as well as
nostalgic representations of traditional life (McClintock quoted in Gopinath 264).
The discourse of female representation is complicated by the ―double bind‖ that
Kalra explains in Diaspora and Hybridity as the ―result of assumptions about tradition
and diasporic communities‖ (Kalra 56). As many feminist scholars point out, the place of
female characters in narrative representation is especially complicated by female
embodiment made emphatic by conflicting ideological practices connected to the host
nation and ethnic communities. On one side of the ―double bind‖ there are the demands
of the home culture, which is generally assumed to be traditional and patriarchal. As
Gayatri Gopinath explains in ―Nostalgia, Desire, Diaspora: South Asian Sexualities is
Motion,‖ immigrant women are positioned by an immigrant male bourgeoisie as
repositories of essential nationality‖ (Gopinath 264). However, we have to add to it the
other side of the diasporic divide, the host culture‘s demands on diasporic women.
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On the other side, the discourse of female embodiment in Western national spaces
is further complicated by the inner conflict of Western, post-imperialist national
discourse because it combines the essentially patriarchal underpinnings of nationhood
with echoes of colonial attitudes toward ethnic ―others‖ and imperial discourse about a
universal civilizing mission. Additionally to the competing registers of national identity,
there are the influences of the feminist ideals of independence, self-determination for the
female subject. The argument C. T. Mohanty made in 1986 in her seminal ―Under
Western Eyes,‖ that Western feminism does not take into account cultural differences in
its discourse on Asian women, has relevance on a more general level in the
multiculturalist/diasporic context, where integration narratives of the dominant culture
demand progress beyond traditional/patriarchal models of living and, as Marie-Anne
Fortier points out in ―Multiculturalism and the New Face of Britain,‖ an affirmative
response to mainstream culture (Fortier 7). This attitude and assumptions are a remnant
of the colonial/imperial civilizing mission, which positioned Western culture as the
source of universal progress.
The political discourse surrounding the female figure as part of the national
discourse affects the form of novels. For example, novels, while conforming to novelistic
narrative conventions on the surface, undermine the traditional narrative authority
through variations of what Daniel Punday calls ―differential embodiment.‖ As Punday
explains, modern narrative negotiates its meaning through a systematic differentiation
among characters‘ bodies. While female bodies play a prominent role in the national and
postcolonial/diasporic discourse, their function, as Gopinath emphasizes, is limited to the

179

representation of ―patriarchal and heterosexual configurations of nation and diaspora‖
(Gopinath 265).
Diasporic/postcolonial novels by female authors, however, often follow a
formula, whereby the narrative trajectory and motivation is seemingly dominated by male
characters and the traditional divisions of gendered spaces are acknowledged, but the
strong female characters learn to wield power under patriarchal arrangement. In this
sense, the novels, fairly predictably, end on a resolution that shows how the female
characters create agency for themselves by reversing and subverting the effects of
patriarchal domination. This way they show an alternative solution to the dramatic
conflict on the level of the narrative. The novels use female corporeality to trump the
conventional narrative/national discourse and create agency and authority in an
alternative way.
It is important to point out that these novelists actively refer to Western narrative
tradition and conventional genres. Smith is especially known for her postmodern
quotational attitude in following styles or plot elements of iconic British novelists, to
which she herself calls attention. White Teeth is often compared to Dickens‘ depictions
of the rich texture of London life. In the case of On Beauty, she took the dramatic
structure of Howards End to test the validity of its value system in twenty-first-century
global multiracial, multicultural political context. Ali‘s Alentejo Blue references the
formal conventions of travel novels. Therefore, these novels are especially apt to create a
sharp response to the conventional narrative modeling of national ideology. What is more
important in their representations of nationhood is that they insert the social contexts of
non-Western patriarchal cultures into that of the Western nation by which fusion they
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make similarities in the power structure of the competing political traditions operating in
diasporic spaces more apparent.
The problematization of female corporeal positioning is key in the interpretation
of all of these novels. In general, they create a palimpsestic narrative structure in which
the textual references to female corporeality add up to an underlying layer, which
interferes with the plot trajectory and character structure that otherwise seems to comply
with traditional novelistic forms. But some of them utilize corporeal narrativity to subtly
yet radically undermine novelistic conventions that they subscribe to on the surface.
Interpretations and criticism readily respond to the surface only.
As for the emphasis on female characters‘ bodies, women in these novels are
represented as emphatically embodied beings at all levels of their experience. Based on
the gender politics of postcolonial novels, female embodiment is often deployed to
subvert the traditional, patriarchal narrative formulas. In such narratives, spatial divisions
and the corporeal focus on females stay intact, and the male perspective is gradually
undermined by the manipulation of those very elements of the female figure/s, deployed
in order to give agency to the females.
The palimpsestic layer of female representation is created within what Punday
calls ―differential embodiment‖ (Punday 156). Punday explains that the interpretation of
a narrative conventionally hinges on the perspective of narrative authority, if not a direct
narrator figure or voice. As Punday explains, narrative authority is crucial in order for
narrative fiction to establish a rapport of credibility with the reader (Punday 156). One of
the most often used, traditional devices for establishing the narrative authority or
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credibility of the narrator‘s point of view is the careful calibration of the degree of
embodiment among the characters.
Even though this narrative practice, having been established in eighteenth-century
novels (Punday 155, 165), has become the most naturalized convention of traditional
fiction for today‘s reader, narrative authority is always in flux and in need of shoring up.
As Punday explains, ―differential embodiment‖ works by deflecting attention from the
central characters and the narrator‘s point of view by augmenting other characters‘
corporeal features, and hence by designating them as peripheral, unreliable (Punday 156).
Projected onto the full spread of characters in a novel, the less embodied a character is,
the more central to the narrative and the narrator‘s perspective or message s/he is, and
vice versa.
According to the gendered divisions of space, the growth of the male characters is
motivated by events set outside of the bounds of the family and the domestic space. Male
characters explore their identity in the pursuit of ideological principles, which they hash
out (however inconsequentially) outside of the household, in public settings: Samad and
Archie in Mickie‘s pub, the patriarchs of On Beauty on the stage of international
Academia, the young men of White Teeth or Brick Lane in fundamentalist Muslim
organizations. The women, on the other hand, create relationships with one another and
pursue, at least initially, their ideas and profess their worldviews in domestic settings
such as the basement piece work workshop among bunches of panties in White Teeth, or
in the privacy of their homes visiting with friends in On Beauty.
Broadly speaking, if we compare the spatial orientation of female action in Brick
Lane, which presents the least Westernized characters, with the other novels, which are
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made up of more fully assimilated women, the difference is only the stricture of etiquette.
The battleground of the female characters‘ independence is the family and the household.
Their growth is seen in terms of their pursuit of self-possession and personal autonomy.
White Teeth provides an opportunity to examine the palimpsestic narrative
structure of the traditional western novel structure. The novel appears on the surface to be
a male oriented family and community satire, in which the action is initiated by male
characters. The female characters appear intermittently as counterpoints in the men‘s
search for meaning and control. But the plot ends in a neutering of male agency by
playing up and then frustrating the textual conventions of realist novels. We can follow
the dynamics of this subversive mode of representation with a closer look at Irie‘s
function in the novel. The female characters‘ bodies are doubly inscribed; once with the
expectations of conventional representation of female embodiment, twice by endowing
the characters with agency in and through their bodies.
White Teeth, among its other generic classifications is a three-family coming of
age story that involves the histories of earlier generations as well as indirect speculations
about the future of multicultural Britain. The three families, the Pakistani Iqbals, the
Jamaican and white British Joneses, and the Jewish Chelfants, represent the
multidirectional historical engagements of Britain. They become involved with each
other via their children‘s school activities. The parents‘ involvement in their children‘s
lives stems from their own need for cultural identification, so the children‘s lives reflect
the complexities of multicultural identification and the discourse of the multicultural
nation. The novel‘s conflicts are centered on the generationally different attitudes about
cultural identity. The action ultimately revolves around conflicting views about a
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scientific experiment, in which all three families participate to a certain degree and with
different attitudes in the creation of a genetically engineered mouse.
Of course, in the case of White Teeth, the correlations of character embodiment
are not so simple to define because the narrator‘s voice is presented in free indirect
speech, which also shifts quite fluidly among the perspectives and consciousness of
characters. In fact, nobody can be easily captured in this quasi-narratorial role. The text
relies heavily on bodily markers such as descriptions of buckteeth, pimples, or bodily
functions to create its satirical tone and comic characters. Still, embodiment can become
quite problematic. While Irie comes closest to the author-narrator persona in terms of her
background and story, and so in the reader‘s expectations, her coming-of-age narrative is
centered around her continuous struggle to, more or less literally, get out of her own skin
and eliminate the burden of her own embodied subjectivity.
Irie is the outcome of generational post/colonial histories, which mix in her blood
historical conflict and desire, divisions and fusions by virtue of cross-racial sexual
intercourse. At the end of the novel, her body becomes the source of an even more mixed
next generation and reconciliation with the demands of a multicultural society because
she is pregnant from either one of the Iqbal boys. Ironically, because Magid and Millat
Iqbal are identical twins, the exact genetic lineage of the embryo will be undetectable.
In the course of the novel, she is represented primarily as an embodied subject.
Her story is fraught with struggle to eliminate her body‘s natural characteristics (dieting,
hairstyling, etc.), of which the most representative is her attempt to reshape her body.
This episode is inscribed onto the page with an actual line drawing in the place of specific
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descriptions—an image instead of words (WT 223). The effect of Irie‘s problematic
embodiment is the novel‘s increasingly satirical tone.
Irie is the most non-traditional female of all the ethnic female characters in White
Teeth, yet she is often forced into traditional female roles. For example, in the team
organized around the groundbreaking scientific project in the Chelfants‘ house, while
Magid, one of the Iqbal twins, is employed by Mr. Chelfant to work on the problem, Irie
shuffles paperwork and acts as a secretary. Moreover, her positioning as the female other
is also reinforced by sexual attention from Mr. Chelfant, who represents male intellectual
authority in the household and the novel. Thus, Irie is bound to domestic and sexual
female spaces and functions. While she seems to be only the counterpoint to the struggle
for cultural, historical, scientific authority among the male characters, eventually and
very quietly she becomes the source of resolution for the novel and for multicultural
Britain.
Even though the grand finale is played out among the men, the ideological
quandaries voiced by the male characters and embedded in the plot and character
relations are upended by Irie‘s pregnancy. The male-dominated discourse over the future
of multi-cultural Britain finds its ultimate solution not in the Franken-mouse of genetic
engineering or the double displacement of the Iqbal twins as a result of their father‘s
family-sized socio-cultural engineering feat, but in a colored, mixed race uterus without a
trace of definite heritage, that is, in a visceral response to the intellectual contest for
racial, national, and cultural authority.
Irie‘s character and body eventually become the symbolic stand-in for cultural
and national discourse. The irony of it all is that Irie‘s body, the female body whose
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function traditionally is to embody the ―nostalgically depicted tradition‖ (Gopinath 262),
is what becomes complicit in annihilating every one of the ideas of cultural, racial purity
and traditions as presented and enforced by the Iqbal and Chelfant side of the discourse.
Irie‘s ironic positioning as the embodied, spatially restricted female ―protagonist‖ is
interesting and important not so much on the level of the plot because it thwarts the
expectations of the male-oriented narrative trajectory, but more so in the negotiation of
narrative authority and agency within the British multiculturalist national discourse which
this novel represents.
Ali‘s Brick Lane complicates differential embodiment to liberate female
characters from the confines of their gendered subjectivity and to show how they can
make embodiment functional for its creation of their agency. In most of the criticisms,
Nazneen, the protagonist, is compared to her transgressing sister, Hashina, but we can see
other female characters around her whom are not approved by patriarchal standards of
morality. Generally, each of these female characters wields some form of control over
their lives. Even the most traditional female figure, Nazneen‘s mother, transgresses the
subsumed cultural rule of bearing the burden of life silently.
Brick Lane follows the expectations of a female ethnic Bildungsroman, where the
arranged wife (Nazneen) of an older, London based Bangladeshi diasporic male (Chanu)
learns to work both the patriarchal system of her own culture and the more subtly
constricting system of the Western metropolis. Ali, through her use of particular
strategies of corporeal narrativity, frustrates stereotypical expectations about the nation
space and its inhabitants. She raises a small family, starts to do piece-work from home,
integrates into the society of the council housing estate, and even takes a lover. However,
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her alienation and obvious feeling of displacement are not relieved until the post-9/11,
revivified racial/ethnic tensions drive her husband and lover out of the country to
repatriate in Bangladesh, where they would not have to face increasing animosity and
discrimination. Nazneen realizes at the last moment that, while she lived her life with a
return in mind all along, she has no interest in returning to her motherland. She decides to
stay with the children and begin her life anew, with her friend‘s ―This is England…‖
ringing in her ears.
Transgression, then, is quite common among women under patriarchal
domination. Nazneen‘s action also shows that part of coming of age for women in
patriarchal contexts is learning how to create agency while playing as prescribed part in
the social structure. Nazneen, for example, very carefully treads the line between
rejection and flirtation by playing along with or relaxing the behavioral code between
herself and her lover. She also creates space for herself by stretching the mechanics of
rules of conduct, for example, when she eats only in the night or when she sublimates
gestures of physical intimacy in her letters to her sister. Her independence is the result of
her creative use of the standards of bodily conduct in a patriarchal culture. However,
seeing the narrative simply from this perspective can be misleading in judging the
intentions of the narrative.
Many critical commentaries and even the controversy accumulated in the wake of
the Brick Lane‘s publication consider Ali as catering to Western progressive
multicultural discourse based on its narrative trajectory. The novel is read as a story of
Nazneen‘s coming to consciousness and struggle for independence or, as Shukdev
Sandhu phrases it, ―a floundering woman‘s coming-to-(feminist)-consciousness‖ (Sandhu
187

2003). The novel‘s heroine is interpreted by many critics as successfully overcoming
traditional gender roles and power structures, casting off patriarchal subordination. The
novel is almost automatically regarded as a cultural, mental liberation narrative. Besides
Sandhu‘s thematic categorization of the narrative in the London Review of Books, Nicola
Walker in The Age Review calls it a story ―that celebrates the possibilities of life in
England for immigrant women‖; Natasha Walter in The Guardian ―loved the idea of
freedom that drives the final scene.‖ The rhetoric is similar in some scholarly articles.
Pirjo Ahokas sees Nazneen‘s story as an example of ―the emergence of postmodern
female subjectivities characterized by fluidity, multiplicity and heterogeneity‖ (Ahokas
165).
The general expectation toward these texts is that the characters progress toward
more open, fluid notions of identity and ―challenge their traditional, passive and docile
notions of female identity‖ (Ahokas 165). The language of such criticisms seem to
generally view the novel from the perspective of the freedom that Western multicultural
society can offer to Asian women. However this assessment is made from the perspective
of Western multiculturalist expectation. Jane Hiddleston, in her analysis of Brick Lane‘s
self-reflexive rhetoric, calls attention to the tendency that ―members of the minority
groups are most likely to be read as representatives of minority groups,‖ and so their
interpretations are ―liable to stereotyping‖ (Hiddleston 67).48 Thus, the ―burden of
48

Of course, I have to add to it, that their inclusion in studies (of which this study is guilty) and
anthologies of postcolonial, diasporic, ethnic authors itself already inscribes stereotypical expectations
about their writing, but this essentially takes us back to the basic question of the aesthetic vs. political
aspects of representation in the arts and away from the topic in sight. Nevertheless, it is important to keep
in mind the tendency of pigeonholing of either the stories or their authors, especially, when they themselves
advocate against it.
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representation‖ associated with ethnic, diasporic representation is especially heavy on
representations of and by disaporic ethnic females.49
The publication of Brick Lane was bolstered by a bold marketing campaign and
greeted with vibrant controversy on all sides of the multi-cultural divide. One of the
beneficiaries of the hype around the book was Brick Lane itself, the actual topographical
entity in London, which has often been depicted as the gateway between mainstream
culture and various forms of otherness, difference and exclusion. This area of the East
End had undergone gentrification in the preceding decade and by the beginning of the
twenty-first century was central to representations of Britain as a multicultural nationstate.
Brick Lane seemed to have become a cartographical symbol for British
multiculturalist discourse on both sides of the debate, those who are critical toward and
those who applaud the rhetoric of multiculturalist nation-state. Anne-Marie Fortier, for
example, in her analysis of the rhetoric of the controversy surrounding the 2000 Parekh
Report on The Future of Multicultural Britain mentions Brick Lane as one of the sites
where multiculturalist discourse is played out in a stereotypical fashion. On the other
side, Shukdev Sandhu in his review in the London Review of Books picks up on the
marketing value of the Brick Lane area in representations of Asian diasporic life in
49

Pirjo Ahokas also calls attention to the pitfalls of stereotypical interpretations of ethnic
representations in ―Constructing a Transnational Female Identity in Bharati Mukherjee‘s Desirable
Daughters and Monica Ali‘s Brick Lane‖ and she elicits transnational feminist practices to alleviate the
problem. She analyses Ali‘s novel from the perspective of transnational feminism, which makes its task the
careful analysis of the influence of the home cultures on lives and representations of diasporic females. As
part of her interpretation, she points out a number of specifically ethnic Muslim gender-coded behavior in
Nazneen‘s character and their proper place in interpreting the novel. However, she does not entirely take
into account that Ali operates in the Western context, and her narrative practices still tie into Western
novelistic tradition.
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metropolitan multicultural spaces so much so that, even though he recognizes that ―Brick
Lane is the first novel to focus almost exclusively on the lives of Bangladeshi women in
Tower Hamlets‖ (Sandhu 2003) and not the exoticized market district. Sandhu points out
that the choice of the title was an editorial decision. The original title of the novel, Seven
Seas and Thirteen Rivers, would have emphasized more the dynamics of the narrative,
which explicates the psychological movement out of total displacement to a gradual
integration into the no-man‘s-land of council housing in Tower Hamlets. Nevertheless, he
spends a large portion of his essay on a tribute to Brick Lane‘s centuries old history
before he says anything about the novel. His attitude toward his subjects is
counterintuitive because he repeats the exoticising attitude indicated in his account of the
re-titling of the novel. In both actions, Brick Lane, as an emblem of British
multiculturalist discourse, overshadows and simplifies the novel‘s representation of
diasporic identification.
The association of iconic cultural spaces with the story of the diasporic female
protagonist created in the novel and reinforced by critics can be the source of an upbeat,
optimistic interpretation of the novel. However, Brick Lane‘s story is not Brick Lane‘s
history. Nazneen‘s shifting consciousness resonates in the contrasts between her place of
origin and London. In this process, her sensual reaction to news and memories from
home, sharply contrasted to her barren family life in London, is gradually shifted to her
affection for her lover and her children. The inner drama of Nazneen‘s life is connected
to Tower Hamlets and she stays there even after her men leave the country. This simply
means that we never make it to Brick Lane, the well known landmark, the site of
affirmation of cultural difference in the context of multicultural Britain.
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Nazneen‘s ―odd kind of emancipation‖ (Procter 2006, 118) is hidden in the details
of her embodiment. There is a recurring scene connected to this period of her story, in
which she, together with the narrator/reader, scrutinizes her body in her bedroom mirror.
This scene seemingly fits in snugly with numerous other references to the bodily
manifestations of the psychological changes in ―a floundering [diasporic Muslim]
woman‘s coming-to-(feminist)-consciousness‖ (Sandhu 2003). Brick Lane already
displays Ali‘s propensity and preference for corporeal and material richness of style, so
the readers learn the psychological changes Nazneen goes through via her mode of
dressing, her eating problems, and her forays into moral/sexual transgression. However,
the aforementioned moments in front of Nazneen‘s bedroom mirror complicate the
seemingly predictable narrative by virtue of framing Nazneen‘s bodily reflection in a
cropped field of vision, especially because of their symbolic connotations to gender
studies and psychological discourses about the function of the gaze in the creation of
identity and gendered representations in.
This is made possible by Ali‘s adoption of free indirect speech for her narrator.
The story unfolds in an intimate, personal manner from Nazneen‘s point of view, which
made many of the critics call attention to the stylistic unevenness of the narration (as in
the case of Nazneen‘s detailed account of the objects in her apartment). Sandhu, for
example, calls Nazneen‘s surveying descriptions ―pointlessly accretive compendions‖
(Sandhu 2003). This textual device is more important than simply the characterization of
the protagonist. Especially because these descriptive narrative segments appear
systematically, Nazneen‘s surveying impulse serves several purposes.
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First, it provides an insight into her psychological state at the time of arrival and
her development as the narrative progresses. She registers her observations in the
culturally alien environment as she tries to get her bearings.
…There were three rugs: red, orange, green and purple, brown and
purple. The carpet was yellow with a green leaf design. […] The sofa and
the chairs were the color of dried dung, which was a practical color. They
had little sheaths of plastic on the headrests to protect them from Chanu‘s
hair oil. There was a lot of furniture, more than Nazneen had seen in one
room before […] There was a low table with a glass top and orange plastic
legs, three little wooden tables that stacked together, the big table they
used for the evening meal, a bookcase, a corner cupboard… (BL 9)
The cluttered abundance of furniture makes very little sense to her at first. Jane
Hiddleston reads Nazneen‘s surveying as a mode of ―drawing attention to the mechanics
of revelation, in the deluded desire to collect and accumulate noteworthy pieces of
information‖ (Hiddleston 64). Similar segments appear later with the intention to register
the material developments resulting from or forecasting the psychological changes not
only of Nazneen but also Chanu, the perennially discontent diasporic male subject.
Second, the surveying passages are a source of comparison between cultural
understandings of space when contrasted with the simplicity of a Bangladeshi village
setting and her sister Hashina‘s descriptions of her living situations in her letters. Third, it
helps to place Nazneen in the greater symbolic setting of Britain. The detailed
descriptions of the alien furnishings of the apartment figuratively represent traditional
notions of British domestic culture and society.
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the surveying passages contribute a
significant segment of the novel‘s kinetic space, that is, in Daniel Punday‘s definition, the
aspect of fictional space that allows for movement and access within and between spaces
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(Punday 117). These pieces of furniture are not simply the decoration of the home but
very clearly define the space of movement within the apartment. Because Nazneen‘s life
is concentrated in the flat, her movement and accessibility within this space become
central to our/her perception of life. Also, the text closely follows Nazneen‘s negotiation
of culturally prescribed codes of conduct, which also revolve around the use and
divisions of and the movement within space by different members of the community,
hence, reflecting its gendered power structure.
The descriptions of furniture function to contrast the ways in which different
cultures construct subjectivity and Nazneen‘s liminal place between the different cultural
registers of space. But whichever aspect of these observations we look at, they all point
beyond themselves to the relationships of narrative space and character‘s bodies. This
focus comes from the general concern with the reciprocal relationship between physical
space and social structure as channeled through the human body. Whether it is the body
that models the construction of space (Douglas, Johnson and Lakoff in Punday 118, 135)
or the socially institutionalized spaces that regulate the body (Foucault in Punday 118),
body-space relationships reflect culturally and historically differing constructions of
social space.
From the perspective of kinetic space, as Punday explains based on theorizations
of fictional space by Ruth Ronen and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, the meaning of the setting
becomes important because of the physical movement narrative spaces open up within or
in between them, whether realistically or by surrogate means (imagination or
sensory/artificial perception) (Punday 124). This notion of fictional space clearly
divorces itself from the definition of space as setting in the service of symbolism or
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atmosphere. I would add to it that, as can be seen in Brick Lane, the symbolism of the
setting is enabled and evaluated by the movement or lack thereof that it engenders.
Kinetic space is what makes sense of the above mentioned functions (psychological state
and development, cultural comparison, and cultural symbolism) of descriptions of objects
in Brick Lane. Moreover, kinetic space is what helps interpret the novel‘s trajectory, that
is, what is the extent of Nazneen‘s progress in the arc of the Western Bildungsroman.
From the point of view of the symbolic functions of setting, excessive and
repeated descriptions create social, cultural context for the characters and the action. The
implied origin of the furniture and its abundance evokes representations of property in
traditional British domestic fiction, and tends to order its female characters into domestic
spaces as opposed to the public spaces where the politics of the novels are worked out.
This symbolic division exists in the novelistic influences of the two young female
authors, Ali and Smith. For example, Zadie Smith in her On Beauty emphatically
references E. M. Forster‘s Howards End, one of the quintessential British novels about
the political implications and symbolic meaning of women and property in the nation.
The function of kinetic space then can be seen as a discursive entity because, as
Nancy Armstrong argues in Domestic Fiction and Desire, eighteenth-nineteenth-century
domestic fiction was not only to formulate female subjectivity but to carve out a
place/space for women in modern British national/cultural imaginary by virtue of the
representation of female spaces, practices, and figures (Armstrong 11). Novelistic
representation of (female characters in) domestic space provided/framed visibility for the
female subject, by which means it also naturalized them in the nineteenth century social
landscape. Armstrong defines the discourse of sexuality as key in the dramatization of the
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dynamic between female space and subjectivity (Armstrong 10) and it became a marker
of agency or lack thereof.
Armstrong‘s argument is especially important in terms of Brick Lane because of
the novel‘s bearing on the conventions of domestic fiction. Initially, Nazneen‘s character
is formed within the conventions of domestic fictions (furniture, men, children,
sexuality). However, as Punday asserts, the discursive aspect of the setting is only
animated by the way Nazneen relates to these pieces of furniture in her movements and
physical being. As Punday puts it in his analysis of the function of kinetic space, the
symbolism of narrative space is only meaningful, or the text can only attach values to
setting, in relation to character movement a character‘s movement--be that real or
potential (Punday 125). A character‘s movement joins the different spaces into a
physically and figuratively coherent setting. For this reason, in order to clarify the
function of Nazneen‘s observations about the furniture, we have to open up analysis to
the kinetic spaces of the novel. This analysis cannot encompass the entirety of the novel‘s
spatial references. Such depth could not be reached within the confines of this study. My
goal is to give minimal breadth to my interpretation of the function of Nazneen‘s
spatial/material observations.
Brick Lane‘s kinetic space consists of several layers. The literal/real spaces
include the greater geography of London‘s East End neighborhoods such as Brick Lane
and Tower Hamlets along with the posher London street of Dr. Azad‘s dwelling. It is
important to note that Nazneen‘s knowledge/perception of the city is spotty at best. It is
made up of isolated locales connected by virtual lines dotted with metro station names.
Even though she is familiar with the nearest surrounding areas of Tower Hamlets up to
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Brick Lane by the end of the novel, her idea of her greater surroundings is very limited;
therefore, her movement within and between them, her access to them is lessened by a
lack of knowledge that includes her limited language skills. She does not gain conceptual
ownership of the metropolis. Already in the beginning of the novel, the narration
qualifies the limitations of her relatively limited spatial agency by declaring that ―Staying
on the estate did not count going out‖ (BL 31).
Among the interior spaces, the flat and the community meeting hall figure most
significantly in the representation of Nazneen‘s agency and development. Movement is
displayed very differently in relation to these interiors. In the meeting hall, her
assessment of space relies primarily on her assessment of the interpersonal dynamics of
the group of people present at the meetings. She judges the power dynamics of the group
based on who sits where, who wears what clothing, and how the two leader figures
interact with each other and their audience. Whereas at home, besides the interpersonal
spatial relations that contribute to the overall kinetic space (such as Chanu‘s big belly
drooping onto the counter) represented as if from her peripheral vision, material objects
play a greater role, especially because Nazneen spends a considerable amount of time by
herself at home moving among the objects in the flat.
There are also a number of virtually accessible spaces connected to the
geographical, physically accessible spaces of the London portion of the novel. As Punday
explains, even though these spaces are not realistically accessible for the characters, they
are just as important as real spaces are. These can be existing spaces that the characters
cannot access, or are accessible by surrogate means, or only by means of mental imaging
in fantasies, dreams and the like. In terms of the kinetic aspect of fictional space, the
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question of accessibility and movement is what matters, not how real these spaces are.
Among such virtually accessible spaces in Brick Lane, London and the Western world at
large is present via the television and the internet. Even though these virtual spaces only
engage Nazneen as either passive or indirect recipient of information, they still have an
effect on her thinking and actions.
We can see the function of this aspect of kinetic space, for example, in the
representation of the skater first on television and later in a magazine photo. News and
entertainment media are obvious sources of cultural identification, but from my
perspective the reappearing figure of the skater is important because of Nazneen‘s
relationship to the world of the skater. At the time of her arrival, this is one of the first
images she sees, but she is not able to connect with it.
A man in a very tight suit (so tight that it made his private part stand
out on display) and a woman in a skirt that did not even cover her bottom
gripped each other as an invisible force hurtled them across an oval arena.
[…] By some magic they all stopped at exactly the same time. […] Every
move they made was urgent, intense, a declaration, The woman raised one
leg and rested her boot (Nazneen saw the thin blade for the first time) on
the other thigh, making a triangular flag of her legs, and spun around until
she would surely fall but didn‘t. (BL 22)
The description of the skaters functions primarily to define Nazneen‘s ignorance and
displacement as the viewing subject. The skater in the first place represents freedom, but
only within the confines of the representational framework of skating competitions. All
this is unintelligible to Nazneen because it is out of context. The sound is turned off on
the television set. She sees the skater‘s body as contorted, excessively expressive, glitter
on her clothes, one-legged glide, and with legs naked. Later on the same image becomes
part of Nazneen‘s romantic identification with the culture of desire. She describes the
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skater‘s body upon a later sighting in much more familiar terms: ―her legs were as long as
the Padma. She was a fairy-tale creature, a Hindu goddess. Nazneen fell somehow into
the picture and caught hold of the man‘s hand‖ (BL 71).
In a later phase of the story, after a nervous breakdown, she gives up on the idea
of the skater, as something that is so out of reach for her that she does not even want to
contemplate the figure for the sake of identification. In the last scene then, she finally
gains access not only to the idea, but to the real space, the ice skating rink, but by this
time, she is not thinking of the space in terms of the skater, she brings her own vision of
herself to it, she is going to skate in a sari if at all. This time, her access to the space
suggests her agency. Interestingly though, we do not see her take off. The unfinished
business of skating makes the fusion of her appropriation of identification patterns only a
possibility, not a reality.
Her letters to and from Bangladesh are similarly very important as virtual kinetic
spaces. Nazneen‘s passionate connection to her homeland is most clearly expressed
through these letters. The only way she can assert her presence and active participation
there is by writing the letters. Her very bodily attention to the act of writing and
communicating, maintaining contact, reflects the most important dualism in her life,
which constitutes the axis of her development as a character. ―Nazneen threaded herself
between the words‖ (BL 72). Her coming to consciousness revolves around the conflict
between Fate or Action, between docility or resistance, in the face of difficulty. In the
framing segments of the novel, this is what her birth story is about; this is what creates
her conundrum about the family‘s return to Bangladesh. The letters weigh heavily on her
development for about two thirds of the novel and then their energy is partly channeled
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into Nazneen‘s love affair and partly into her increasingly active participation in her own
life in London. But they become a key textual feature in describing the dynamics of
Nazneen‘s personality, her embodied, sensual mental life.
Moreover, the impact of contrasting culturally defined spaces becomes
increasingly important when we compare the two sisters‘ descriptions of their living
spaces from the perspective of kinetic space: we notice not simply how bare bones
Hashina‘s dwellings are, but also how little security she has in them or how little control
she wields over them. This reflects how fragile the boundaries of her rooms are socially
and physically (flimsy doors, open yards, unannounced visitors, etc.). It is the possible
access to her interior (personal and social) spaces by other characters that makes her
spaces so paranoid even when not directly violated, as at the moments before her rape: ―I
sleeping on my mat in underclothes and a knock coming on the door. I call out and he
reply then bang with his stick. Just a minute I tell him I getting dressed. But he kick the
door and break latch [sic]‖ (BL 131). Compared to this, Nazneen‘s council flat is a fort,
where other people can have only permitted access.50 In this sense, Nazneen‘s safety
proves to be much greater and much less violable.51 This comparison takes us back to a
Foucauldian concern with the relationships between social boundaries and bodily
50

There are many, very intriguing nuances of kinetic space in the text that could be explored from
this perspective, for example, the protocol of acquaintances vs. strangers entering the flat, the slight
paranoia created by unknown agents delivering political fliers to the door, the function of the windows for
mediation between public and private matters, and so on.
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Perhaps for this reason, the text avoids very carefully any descriptions of sexual intimacy
between husband and wife. We know that on everyday terms, Nazneen pretty much loathes her husband,
but there is not one mention of how their sexual life pans out. It is implied that it is a most uninteresting if
not a horrifying experience, but for such a curious character as Nazneen is made out to be, it is one of the
blind spots of the text. Of course, in order to keep Chanu relatively in the readers‘ good graces as a
misguided fool, this step is perhaps necessary, but the author chose to eliminate this aspect of the
relationship to the detriment of the novel, especially, in light of the references to sweaty love making
between the wife and her lover.
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boundaries and the control of the body as the expression of social control. Consequently,
the kinetic space helps to determine agency and control in terms of the characters as well
as their cultural context.
Without going into further detail, it is important to emphasize that in terms of the
use of kinetic space these virtual spaces prove to be important because, for example, in
the case of the first real then virtual presence of Nazneen‘s home country, virtual spaces
complicate her agency. Whereas in the beginning, she is desperately trying to create
physical connection with Bangladesh by becoming one with her letters, at the end of the
novel she clearly rejects the possibility of actually returning to it, and chooses to have
only surrogate, indirect means to access it. So, in the overall interpretation of the setting,
that is, the effect of kinetic space on the symbolic aspect of the narrative, it is necessary
to carefully consider different types of spaces and the interrelations between them
because they are very clearly tied into the corporeality of the characters.
Going back to the meaning and significance of Nazneen‘s meticulous description
of the objects in the flat, there are two aspects that suggest an interesting twist on the
interpretation of the textual politics of the novel. As I explained above, the furnishings of
the flat obviously belong to Chanu and he makes a habit of collecting them. The fact that
he collects rubbishy old chairs with the intent of fixing them and reselling them, one of
his fantasy schemes for upward mobility in British society, is an ironic reference to his
grievance for not being treated properly by the country whose culture he adores and is
better acquainted with than many of its own sons. It also parallels his atavistic psyche that
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reenacts colonial modes of thinking such as his pursuit of the soap business upon his
return to Bangladesh.52
More importantly, the old fashioned, out of place furniture is increasingly noticed
in the later parts of the narrative for its bulkiness, ugliness, and for the fact that it is
multiplying and blocking space. ―She examined the newest chair. She did not remember
it. To get to the far end of the room she had to climb over the glass topped, orange-legged
coffee table. The cane-backed chair had had its bottom removed…‖ (BL 111). The most
disturbing piece of furniture for Nazneen and for the reader is the ―monstrous black
wardrobe that claimed most of the [bed]room‖ (BL 7), which is repeatedly noted even in
the scenes of passionate love making with her young lover, Karim: ―the wardrobe doors
touched the side of the bed making another black-walled room inside a room‖ (BL 111)
or finally, at the end of the novel, when Nazneen reconsiders her life in London and the
possibilities she had missed by not being more assertive of her needs, she thinks of the
chest as one thing she should have had thrown out to begin with. The weight of the chest
on her life increases by every mention of it. The fact that it is part of the British
paraphernalia connects her aversion toward the object to the symbolic social/cultural
space of post-imperial Britain. It is not simply the object but the world it represents that is
blocking Nazneen‘s movement and diminishes her life to a liminal existence. It is British
society in general and Chanu‘s complicity with its values that weighs her down so.
Moreover, if we interrogate one of the recurring close-ups of the narration, one of
the vignettes of Nazneen‘s private life in the flat in London‘s council housing, we can see
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Pirjo Ahokas notes that marketing soap was one of the first colonizing projects in the South
Asian region by the British (Ahokas 175 ).
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an even more visually enticing representation of the stifling social, cultural, or national
space. In these scenes, Nazneen literally tries on the figurative trappings of her new life.
She poses in front of her bedroom mirror, looking at her legs naked, in a pair of Chanu‘s
pants, posing as a skater, or pretending to be a white girl. These quasi narcissistic
moments are created very obviously to suggest the symbolic stages of the development of
her consciousness and confidence and her acquaintance with Western values.
However, if we look at how exactly these scenes are staged, we notice that her
self-image is radically cropped by the impossibly situated mirror.
To see herself she had to stand on the bed and look in the curly legged
dressing-table mirror. Then she could see only her legs, and ducked and
twisted to try to gain an impression of the whole. […] She walked towards
the headboard, turning her trunk to catch the rear view, of flash of pants.
Close to the wall, eyes to the mirror. (BL 111-2)
As the mirror is part of the ―British‖ furniture, it becomes the symbolic
representation of British culture that stokes her desire to engage with it and also blocks
her from fully accessing it. Her cropped and fragmented sight of herself, her lack of full
access to an image of herself in the ―shape‖ of Western women, however virtual, in a
Westernized configuration of space suggests that she is stifled by the very place that she
wants integration with, and that she does not fit the frame provided for her in this
symbolically organized reflection of the nation. Her identification is incomplete, can
never be complete because the mechanisms of desire always point at the incomplete
body. But this is symbolically represented in her inability to possess the sight of her own
body. Her attempts at identification are thwarted and blocked by the very furniture and
the British culture symbolized in it that was supposed to aid her in this process. She can
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never gain the dominant perspective, and can never possess the gaze or the dominant
perspective of her own narrative.
If we interpret the novel‘s outcome in terms of kinetic space in this moment and
others, Nazneen‘s story seems less optimistic than it is said to be in the book reviews and
criticism. Even at the end of the novel, which represents Nazneen‘s liberation, her range
of action remains the council estate, which can hardly be called integration or success in
British multiculturalist marketing terms. Nazneen continues to do home-work and enters
into an enterprise in the domestic trade of exoticised otherness by working for the desi
style fashion industry, which exploits ethnic difference to profit from the interest of the
mainstream public in familiar yet exotic commodities and artifacts. She also remains in
the position of the stay-home Muslim wife and only replaces her husband with her friend,
Razia, in the public functions of her husband. As she assesses her situation in her prayer
after both her men leave for Bangladesh, ―Nazneen gave a silent thanks. Without Razia
there would be no money at all, because Karim had disappeared. She had no middleman,
no contact for the factory, no work for her needle, no means to support the children. She
prayed to God, but He had already given her what she needed: Razia‖ (BL 407).
At this point, the novel opens representation, agency, identification, and hybridity
to an interesting criticism. Nazneen‘s choices and action do not suggest either her
integration or her liberation in the sense of breaking down the barriers of her cultural
background, which is the path of Razia‘s charater. Rather than becoming a representation
of multicultural hybridization, the novel constructs for her an interstitial position. She
defines her place in the negative space among the ideological, cultural demands over her
body and actions. Her agency is created by disengaging from the ideological regimes that
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claim her, by coyly avoiding action. Her husband for example tries to entice her to come
with the girls to Dhaka, but she only responds with a tentative ―we‘d like that‖ (BL 413)
and no more commitment. Also, meeting with the Muslim youth organizer of the estate,
she revises her promise to go to his meeting after a moment‘s thought, and says, ―But that
was before I knew what I could do‖ (BL 410).
Reading her situation through the figure of the palimpsest, her character at this
point is actively constructing palimpsestic images of herself to avoid being recruited by
any of the ideological regimes defining her position. As in her kinetic space, so in her
cultural affiliations, Nazneen becomes an interstitial character, who is agilely
manipulating the discursive boundaries of ethnic/national identities.
Her situation at the end of the novel can be interpreted from both sides of the
diasporic environment. First, as I suggested before, the novel follows a theoretically
correct plot of the effect of Westernization on a fairly stereotypical post-colonial
diasporic British Muslim family. But the representation of the kinetic space gives the
otherwise optimistic story a claustrophobic, paranoid feel. Fortier and Huggan both
explain the exoticising effect of Western/global cultural marketing industries, which are
keen to find newer and newer exotic commodities for their circuits of cultural
consumption but only within the safety of familiar difference in order to affirm national
belonging in a multicultural setting. As Fortier explains, the populations of the diasporic
peripheries of the nation space are in the perfect position to cater to this desire and to
present their otherness as part of the self-definition of the Western national and cultural
community, but only on their own terms. The effect of this is to freeze the others at a
comfortable distance and require it to conform to preset notions of its exotic nature. This
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way, the insider other is cocooned in the bounds of the internal empire created in postcolonial metropolitan cultures (Fortier 7).
The reason for this, explains Fortier, using Sarah Ahmed‘s analysis of
multiculturalist rhetoric in Australia. is that the national imaginary can only register
strangers as legitimate members if they perform intelligible subjectivities. The difference
of marginal groups needs to be defined in terms that are already familiarized in the
discourse of the nation in order to maintain a sense of unity. Thus, the figure of the
stranger (ethnic/national other) involved in the multicultural imaginary, implies Ahmed,
is not less necessary and paradoxical than the racial/ethnic other in the imperial
formulations of nationalism. Only the rhetorical positioning of the Other is different.
If we look at the closure of the novel from Nazneen‘s perspective, she actively,
though meekly, chooses not to commit herself to any of the cultural affiliations presented
to her. She does not challenge, and in many ways even affirms, the stereotypical
perspectives she is approached from. Her action can be compared to the way Laila Amine
describes the effect of new type of immigration patterns since the 1990s in Britain on
national identity formations. In her analysis of Dirty Pretty Things by Stephen Frears,
Amine argues that the film calls attention to the ―means of coercion shaping immigrants‘
lives‖ (Amine 82). Dirty Pretty Things‘ migrant characters intentionally stay under the
radar and strategically engage stereotypical positions and perceptions. Even though
Nazneen certainly does not register among the illegal migratory elements of the
underbelly of global metropolitan London, she is potentially engaging in what Graham
Huggan calls ―staged marginality.‖ In this term, Huggan defines cultural practices
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whereby marginalized subjects create agency by affirming the stereotypical assumptions
of the dominant/Western imaginary (Huggan 87).
From this perspective, it is interesting to note that most of the disappointed
criticism of her novel arrived from audiences from Tower Hills and similar diasporic
communities. It claims that her protagonist is too stereotypical. But Ali‘s interest in
writing the novel was spurred by the conclusion of a sociological study on Bangladeshi
garment factory worker women, who were in a similar situation as Nazneen, and chose
not to return to Bangladesh with their spouses (Haq 21). The implication of the external
details related to the novel‘s reception and inspiration redirects the conversation to the
keen interest with which Brick Lane and other similar novels are anticipated and read.
Based on Ali‘s use of the kinetic space, her text, like Nazneen, does not easily
commit to the multiculturalist agenda to the degree that it was designed to do by
publishing and marketing interests. This is why I claim that critics and scholars
scrutinizing the texts approach them generally from a western liberal multiculturalist
perspective, which sees the emancipation of ethnic, cultural, racial minorities as a
desirable factor in the future of multi-cultural societies. The expectations from this
perspective fall into place with generally western post-feminist gender politics. What we
see in the novels I have discussed is a theoretically and politically correct response to the
multicultural conundrum in the context of national discourse to a certain degree.
However, as a careful scrutiny of Ali‘s novel proves, such presumptuous and
stereotypical reading of the text is pre-determined by the marketing scheme behind the
novel, but not necessarily followed through in the text. This is why I find Ali‘s novel an
important addition to my selection of texts: it reaffirms the ability of multicultural
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narratives to probe the narrative conventions of the national discourse on an ever so
subtle level. Moreover, it highlights the possibility of reading such texts with a vigorous
attention to their form.
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSION

As Ali‘s text proves, my selected texts and authors are in a position of intense
negotiation with the national imaginary not so much because of the stories and characters
they produce in their narratives but because of their commitment to finding generic and
textual solutions for complexities in the representation of the nation, and national/cultural
identities. These novels work on at least two different levels. They address the discourse
of the nation through the particularities of ethnic, gendered experiences and, at the same
time, they are testing grounds of the novel form. They probe the novelistic narrative‘s
ability to deliver such experiences and participate in the discourse of the nation.
Consequently, I argue that value of these novels is set in their textual politics rather than
their specific political messages. The latter can be only seen as the result of the former.
This is why I favor a thorough textual analysis as the basis for forming opinions about
what the narrative in fact delivers.
I see the virtue of these texts in that they are unwilling to create simple resolutions
and that they complicate representation and emphasize ambiguity. However, the value of
a study exploring the idiosyncratic operations of corporeal narrativity in postcolonial or
multicultural fiction lies in the implications of the last chapter Monica Ali‘s Brick Lane,
in which the narrative‘s attitude toward literary, novelistic conventions is much more
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tolerant. By applying more conventional narrative techniques, the novel lends itself to
seemingly easier interpretation and also to the assumption that it has a more
straightforward message to deliver. However, as I showed in my analysis, especially
narratives about the formation/development of subjectivity and national/cultural identity
are delivered in a complex network of textual signs. Ali‘s systematic use of the kinetic
space in reference to the protagonist‘s agency and identification works against a
simplified reading of her cultural affiliations. It reinforces the awareness that every novel
is part of a generic discourse in which each unique novel negotiate its conformity to and
deviance from generic definitions and boundaries.
There is a definite movement detectable between my preceding chapters from the
more abstract and universal concerns to the more immediate and concrete applications of
the novel as a discursive space. Rushdie‘s The Moor‘s Last Sigh focuses on the
correlations of a character‘s embodiment and the text in the context of a search for
meaning in the perpetually reproducing palimpsests of representation as a mode of
allegorical operations. Naipaul‘s The Enigma of Arrival focuses on the place of the
observing subjectivity, the meaning making subject in the same search for an
unattainable, non-existent point of ontological or epistemological origin. Kureishi and
Ali‘s novels engage with questions of identity formations in terms of multiple cultural
and national affiliations. Seeing/discussing texts with different degrees of
experimentation side by side has the benefit that the more idiosyncratic ones influence
the perception of the more conventional ones. As a result, the interaction between the
texts helps to uncover their inner workings.

209

As for the horizon of my study, I see its expansion in several directions. From the
textual perspective, the primary theoretical underpinnings of my study, corporeal
narrativity and the palimpsest model, reconnect in the texts and complicate the
interpretation of the texts from textual, aesthetic, and political perspectives. However,
much more needs to be done in both directions. On the one hand, Sarah Dillon‘s careful
analysis of the palimpsest, though it addresses the usefulness of the paradigm in the
postcolonial context, does not take into account configurations affecting meaning in the
specific terms that Rushdie prescribes in his texts. The palimpsest model should be
further expanded to accommodate not only general assumptions about intertextuality and
historical/political paradigms but also the effect of very specific configurations on the
politics of cultural and artistic representation. In this particular study, Rushdie‘s extensive
use of the palimpsest trope creates a model for reading the other novels not only in his
oeuvre but also in those of other writers.
While specific textual applications of the palimpsest form are numerous, they
constantly emphasize the mechanisms and processes of national and cultural affiliations
and discourses. This is why the texts‘ quotational attitude toward the literary canon is
important; they themselves function as palimpsests of the canon and the national
imaginary. As a consequence, the novels become engaged with the national/multicultural
discourse not simply by virtue of their stories and characters but, more importantly, in
terms of their particular and complex palimpsestic methods. It is important to see the
novels discussed here in this particular light because, while the discursive factors of the
Andersonean ―imagined community‖ have become political commonplace, the
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understanding of its intrinsic relationship with narrative form in this discourse is rarely
emphasized.
On the other hand, corporeal narrativity, as Punday establishes, can be considered
a fairly new theoretical approach for its interdisciplinary tendencies, but, as my study
suggests, the focus should be shifted from the merely historical to the cultural studies
approach. Punday acknowledges the definitive role of cultural background in which the
texts are set. However, he does not venture very far in this direction. If we think about
narratives as part of cultural/national discourses, it is important to see how tightly
corporeal representation is tied in with cultural/national imaginary. Judging from my
texts, I suggest that corporeal narrativity should be looked primarily in terms of its role in
cultural politics.
From the political perspective, careful attention to details of corporeal narrativity
in these novels reinforces their active participation in the negotiation of multicultural
national imaginary and political discourse. As both Sarah Ahmed and Anne-Marie Fortier
point out, the rhetoric and representation of contemporary official multiculturalist
discourse is inherently mired in the same paradox of inclusion/exclusion as is the national
imaginary. This is why in his ―Conclusion‖ to Un/Settled Multiculturalisms Hall
prescribes a challenging agenda for a new type of liberal attitude in the creation of an
effective multiculturalist politics for Britain.
Hall suggests that, instead of the ―hegemonic universality of Western liberalism‖
(Hall 2000, 233), which has already failed to deliver its ideals, a new type of
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multiculturalism would operate on what Hall describes as ―concrete universalism‖ (Hall
2000, 233). That would be an open ended process which ―emerges out of the particular‖
(Hall 2000, 234), promotes ―radicalized democratic practices,‖ and contests
―racialized/ethnicized exclusionary closure‖ (Hall 2000, 237). Similarly, Paul Gilroy in
his After Empire demands the disruption of hegemonic multicultural political and cultural
constructs and suggests ―conviviality‖ as the paradigm of a new type of multicultural
nation space.
Hall and Gilroy‘s models of multiculturalism engage a rhetoric/discursive logic
reminiscent of the textual practices of the novels in my selection. They emphasize openendedness or resistance to closure in terms of a palimpsest-like multiplicity of Hall‘s
―concrete universalism.‖ Based on their textual politics, the novels discussed here can be
considered one layer of the palimpsestic discourse of a newly forming multicultural
nation.
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