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ABSTRACT

CHANGING PLACES, SHIFTING IDENTITIES: THE QUESTION OF
IDENTITY IN THE NOVELS OF V. S. NAIPAUL AND ZADIE SMITH

Namayanja, Saidah
Doctor of Philosophy, English Literature
Supervisor: Assoc. Prof. Dr. Nil Korkut Nayki

August 2023, 157 pages

Studies related to identity are mostly about the growing multiculturalism that has
come to define the world since the latter half of the twentieth century. In this context,
certain theories about identity introduce concepts related to hybridity, whereby
individuals can have more fluid and flexible identities shifting in line with their
environments. This study seeks to investigate the extent to which the characters in The
Mimic Men and Half a Life by V.S. Naipaul and White Teeth and On Beauty by Zadie
Smith tend to have shifts in identities which may be affected by changes in the places
they find themselves in. Using mainly the notion of hybridity as related to postcolonial
studies, the dissertation investigates in what ways the characters in these novels succeed
or fail to adapt to their multicultural environments through developing hybridized
identities. This is done through a textual analytical method, where characters’ responses
to the way they are perceived and how they react towards their religious or social bodies
are examined as pointers towards identity formation. The study argues that the hybrid
identities characters may adopt are in fact suggestive of an unstable position and subject
to continuous changes. The study also suggests that, compared to Naipaul, Smith’s
characters appear more at ease in adapting to their multicultural environments although
their ordeal is also tough and filled with crises. The general findings of the study suggest
that in all the novels analyzed, characters’ identities are in a constant shift, turning the

question of the search for identity into a constant challenge and a never-ending debate.

Keywords: V.S. Naipaul, Zadie Smith, identity, space, hybridity, multiculturalism



0z
DEGISEN MEKANLAR, DONUSEN KiMLIiKLER: V. S. NAIPAUL VE ZADIE
SMITH ROMANLARINDA KiMLiK SORUNU

Namayanja, Saidah
Doktora, Ingiliz Edebiyati
Tez Danigmani: Dog. Dr. Nil Korkut Nayk1

Agustos 2023, 157 sayfa

Kimlikle ilgili ¢alismalar cogunlukla, yirminci yiizyilin ikinci yarisindan itibaren
diinyay1 tanimlamaya baglayan, biiyiiyen ¢ok kiiltiirliiliilk hakkindadir. Bu baglamda,
kimlikle ilgili baz1 teoriler, bireylerin ¢evrelerine gore degisen daha akigskan ve esnek
kimliklere sahip olabilmeleri i¢cin melezlige iliskin kavramlar ortaya koymaktadir. Bu
calisma, V.S.Naipaul nin The Mimic Men ve Half a Life ve Zadie Smith in White Teeth
ve On Beauty adli romanlarinda, karakterlerin kimliklerinde kendilerini bulduklari
yerdeki degisikliklerden etkilenebilecek sapmalara sahip olma egiliminde olduklarini
aragtirmay1 amaglamaktadir. Postkolonyal arastirmalarla ilgili olarak baslica melezlik
kavramini kullanarak, bu calisma romandaki karakterlerin melezlesmis kimlikler
gelistirerek ¢ok kiiltiirli cevrelere uyum saglayip saglayamama konusunda basarili olup
olamadiklarini aragtirmaktadir. Bu, karakterlerin algilanma bigimlerine tepkilerinin ve
dini veya sosyal topluluklarina nasil tepki verdiklerinin kimlik olusumuna yonelik
isaretler olarak incelendigi bir metinsel analitik yontemle yapilir. Calisma, karakterlerin
benimseyebilecegi melez kimliklerin aslinda istikrarsiz bir durumu diisiindiirdiigiinii ve
stirekli degisime tabi oldugunu savunuyor. Calisma, ayn1 zamanda Naipaul a kiyasla,
Smith in karakterlerinin ¢ok kiiltlirlii ortamlarina uyum saglamada daha rahat
goriindiiklerini, ancak yasadiklar: siirecin zorlu ve krizlerle dolu oldugunu gosteriyor.
Calismanin genel bulgulari, incelenen tiim romanlarda karakterlerin kimliklerinin
stirekli bir degisim icinde oldugunu, kimlik arayisi sorununu siirekli bir meydan
okumaya ve bitmeyen bir tartigmaya dontistiirdiigiinti gostermektedir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: VS. Naipaul, Zadie Smith, Kimlik olusumu, melezlik, ¢ok kiiltiirliiliik



To my family

Vi



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I would like to acknowledge the overwhelming support I have received toward
the entire Ph.D. thesis write-up accorded to me by my supervisor Assoc. Prof. Dr Nil
Korkut Nayki1, the members of my jury Assoc. Prof. Dr Elif Oztabak Avci and Assoc.
Prof. Dr Mustafa Kirca as well as the defence committee members Prof. Dr Nurten Birlik
and Assis. Prof. Dr Selen Aktari-Sevgi. Your tough questions and guidance are what
have turned into material for this thesis. The whole staff at the Department Foreign of
Languages has been very supportive right from the time of my early days during my
Ph.D. coursework years.

My appreciation goes to the YTB team that awarded me a scholarship to pursue
this degree, and also an opportunity to work part-time with them in 2018. It was good
exposure to be with a team that not only supports you financially but also gives you an
opportunity to grow careerwise.

My sincere thanks to my colleagues at Karadeniz Technical University, who
have borne with me during these times, having to juggle between my studies and my
work. Special gratitude goes to Assis. Prof. Dr Zafer Ayar who has not gone a single
day without asking about the progress of my work, sometimes holding brief seminars to
discuss areas that we are working on, which has been helpful. My colleagues Giilay
Akgiin and Deniz Akgesiz were the ones I always bothered by explaining to them what
I was doing so far, and for this, I am forever grateful for it always helped me think about
my work in a better frame. My sincere gratitude also goes to Chairs Mr. Murat Oztiirk
and Mr. Koray Gengiz my immediate supervisors in the School of Foreign Languages

at KTU.

Last but not least, my special thanks go to my husband Rashid Ssenteza who has
stood by me throughout this entire time, and to my children from whom I have had to
hide so I can work in peace. Although we have lost time together, I hope that one day

when you are old enough to read this work it will make sense for you.

vii



TABLE OF CONTENTS

ABSTRACT ...t ettt ettt et sttt et ae e e s v

OZ ettt \%

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ...ttt e vii

CHAPTERS

INTRODUCTION ..ottt ettt sttt 1

IDENTITY IN CHANGING PLACES: A THEORETICAL AND

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND ......ccooiiiiiiieneriteieeteeee et 17
2.1 Margins Of TAeNtity ......c.coeuieiiiiiiieiece e 17
2.2 Hybrid IAENTILIES ...cocuvieiiiiiieiieeie ettt ettt e s 30
2.3 Identity and Place in Postcolonial Literature............cccoeceeeveeniieiiienieniienns 40
2.4 Identity and LangUAZE .........ccceeevueeriieeiieiiieeieeieeeeeenreesereeereeseeeseessreeseeseneens 45

PLACE AND IDENTITY IN V.S. NAIPAUL’S THE MIMIC MEN AND

HALF A LIFE .ottt 49
3.1 Mimicked Identities in V. S. Naipaul’s The Mimic Men..........c..cccceevervennne. 49
3.2 The Half-identity(s) in V. S. Naipaul’s Half a Life...........cccceovevvevieveniennne. 64

PLACE, IDENTITY AND MULTICULTURALISM IN ZADIE SMITH’S
WHITE TEETH AND ON BEAUTY ..ottt 77

4.1 Identity, Multiculturalism and its Challenges in Zadie Smith’s White Teeth. 77

4.2 Identity and the Body in Zadie Smith’s On Beauty..........cccccoceeveniencnnenee. 100
4.2.2 Marital Homes as Subversive Spaces in Identity Formation................. 107
CONCLUSIONS ...ttt sttt ettt st sttt nae s 116
REFERENCES ...ttt 126
APPENDICES
AL VITA et 137
B.  TURKISH SUMMARY/TURKCE OZET .......c.cocovsiumimmrrnericnienieninenans 138
C.  THESIS PERMISSION FORM/TEZ IZIN FORMU........cccccovvvumerunrrnenene 157

viii



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

This study is chiefly concerned with the shifting identities of characters in the
novels Mimic Men and Half a Life by V.S. Naipaul and White Teeth and On Beauty by
Zadie Smith. By analysing the effect on the characters of changing places from both a
geographical and an ideological perspective, the study will show how characters struggle
with forging and forming identities. Different definitions of identity will be delved into
in order to show what stance this study considers pertinent with the analysis of identity
formation as connected with place. Whereas Naipaul’s writing career spans decades
across varying colonial and postcolonial epochs compared to Zadie Smith’s, he still
shares the themes of identity crisis with Zadie Smith, and he does not only chronicle this
in many of his novels but it is also a phenomenon he himself has encountered in his
lifetime. Much of V. S. Naipaul’s and Zadie Smith’s novels, especially those that have
been mentioned, use plots that involve historical settings impinged upon a colonial and
neo-colonial history, and the resultant postcolonial epoch on home and homelessness,
which are notions directly linked to identity.

In this study, postcolonial theory will be used as a guide for shaping the
discussion that rotates around the understanding of identity- a topic that has become
more prevalent because of the history of colonialism. The inferiority ideology instigated
by the colonial powers towards the peoples of colonized nations during the period that
is subsequent to colonialism has since sparked off endless migrations toward the western
world, as shall be discussed later. The effect of these migrations cannot be overstated. A
notable outcome in relation to the identity crisis that ensues from migration is Bhabha’s

conception of an ideological and more abstract “third space,” where a “hybrid” can live



independently of the new culture, but with the awareness of his difference from it. The
“third space” and “the hybrid” have become one of the most widely studied and
examined theories in postcolonial studies and are important in shaping this study by
bringing into perspective how individuals subscribe to or reject this space. This study
argues that while Zadie Smith’s characters attempt to problematize the multicultural
places they occupy, Naipaul’s characters seem to be falling short of the attempt and end
up repositioning themselves time and again in different identities across different places
and sometimes resorting to mimicking.

The importance of studying identity issues cannot be overstated in an era when
its discussion has drawn a lot of attention and become contentious around the globe. As
the citizens of Hong Kong are trying to ascertain whether they are more British than
Chinese, some in North America are fighting to be recognized as befitting of the
American brand. Others in the meantime are fighting to contest the actual blackness of
some African Americans or British Africans for that matter. A more recent example can
be drawn from the Windrush scandal that began in 2018. This started in the early 2010s,
when the UK home office adopted a “Hostile Environment” policy where undocumented
immigrants would be denied all forms of services from housing to health. Former
Windrush migrants were denied legal status and leave to stay which had been previously
granted, healthcare was only granted with the presentation of proper documentation,
pension was stripped away, and many sacked from work, jailed, separated from kith and
kin, deported, humiliated. The aim was to curb immigration and scare away those

intending to live in the country illegally.! As a result, people who had come to the UK

! What starts as an attempt to prevent migration turns into government policy and in the words of the then-
home secretary Teresa May in an interview by The Guardian “The aim is to create here in Britain a really
hostile environment for illegal migration” (Bozic et al, 2018). The requirement was for everyone to
conduct immigration checks right from landlords, health practitioners, and school boards. No one could
receive services if their documents were found lacking. In short, one could be faced with an immigration
officer during a hospital checkup or at a counter in the bank. Then an immigration campaign titled
Operation Vaken started and it featured Billboard vans with the markings “go home or face arrest.” In
2



as far back as 1948 were negatively affected by the policy through wrongful arrests and
deportation (Bozic et al, 2018). As a matter of fact, the Inspector of Constabulary?
showed that officials had disregarded Windrush generation migrants who had “leave to
stay” in the country. It is that small group of migrants and their descendants that sparked
off an almost decade-long scandal that peaked in 2018. It aroused nationwide interest in
the country’s policy on immigration, and for the most part questions of identity for those
who had for long only known Britain as their motherland or homeland. These battles
and scandals are what turn into material for novelists, who create fictional characters to
replicate the global mental and physical identity shifts that are real albeit fictional in the
world of the novel.

The reality embedded in the above brief introduction is what draws writers to
comment on these societal changes and in the end, it becomes material for many
novelists. In fact, many critics have gone to great lengths to prove that Naipaul employs
biographical elements in his novels although he himself often repudiated this idea
(Dooley, 2006). The choice of these two prolific writers, one spanning close to five
decades of literary production and the other a comparably more recent writer on the
literary scene has been well thought out. The study uses Naipaul and Smith’s novels as
case studies because the settings in their novels traverse different periods of time yet
their thematic concerns seem to converge into similar identity concerns. It is these spatial
and historical differences (sometimes also similarities) that inspires the main objectives
of this study, that is how identities tend to shift as the settings in which they are
constructed change.

V.S. Naipaul is important in this discussion because of his ever-changing attitude

addition, adverts were placed in leaflets to announce immigration surgeries that would be carried out.
2 This is a body that independently carries out assessments related to the police force and investigates any
irregularities in policing.
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towards not only India, his land of origin, but also Britain, his land of dreams, in that it
affects his shifting ideology, which is also reflected in his writing. Born to Hindu parents
in 1932, Naipaul grew up in the Islands of the Caribbean where his father had migrated
in search of work (Ray, 2002). He won a scholarship to study English at Oxford at the
age of eighteen and moved to England where he decided to stay even after his studies.
Throughout his writing career, he endlessly tried to come to terms with the “many-sided
background” (Dooley, 2011) which characterized his entire life and had a tremendous
effect on his writing as well as influenced and thus determined the characterization and
plotting of events in his novels.

As a first-generation Windrush, Naipaul assumed himself a British National
because at the time anyone coming from a former British colony was automatically
granted non-verbal or non-written and thus legitimate “leave to stay” according to the
Commonwealth Arbitration Reports 1974. This was until laws were being revised one
by one, which seemed to side-line him and other “colonials” at every moment as
documented by Spencer (2002) in British Immigration Policy Since 1939: The Making
of Multi-Racial Britain. The England that he had for some time seen as his own
homeland and one that he had praised and raised over and above the Indian and the
Caribbean lands where he grew up, came to disown him. But he had long been aware of
this alienation, which existed for both Britain and his motherland Trinidad. As Ray
notes, “V. S. Naipaul never cared for the land of his own birth and his people [...]
Trinidad was for him a destitute society without history, without achievement [...]
Apparently, Naipaul quests for an identity” (Ray, 224). Whereas he defined himself as
a “Citizen of the World,” the problematic nature of this description is foregrounded in
later years when he finds himself physically without a nation and an identity. In some of
his semi-autobiographical works like An Area of Darkness, (1964, 2002) Naipaul feels

that he has been reduced to just his flat, desk, and name. “All mythical lands faded and
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in the big city, I was confined to a smaller world than I had ever known. I became my
flat, my desk, my name” (19). This shift in sentiment should be read against the grain as
Naipaul writes this at a time when he has seen enough of Britain, travelled to and from
India and Trinidad, and visited other places in Africa. However, this could also have
been a warning for him that his Western dream was indeed just a dream. So, when reality
dawned on him and the immigration protection laws became fluid (Karatani 2004), he
was engulfed in yet a new dilemma of having to find himself anew.

Although in many of his interviews, Naipaul seemed to make no connection
between himself and his work (Dooley, 2006), there was still an implicit portrayal of his
actual life in his novels. As a young enthusiastic immigrant writer, his first insight was
to compare India to “the land of opportunities”, which to him was England. He viewed
India as a “static and decaying society, lost in the double fantasy of the imitation of the
west and oriental resignation” (84). His earlier writings like A House for Mr. Biswas
(196) which too is partly autobiographical, illustrate the abhorrent life in the Caribbean
(at least according to him), which indicates the disillusionment not only of Biswas the
character but also that of the writer Naipaul. But the book that mostly shocked critics,
who thought Naipaul ought to have been more nationalistic, is The Middle Passage for
its negative portrayal of India, and mostly for the ironically acclaimed success it received
from the Western critics as one that is written with objectivity and a sense of detachment
(Walder, 83-100).

Naipaul’s works have thus drawn both positive and negative criticism as well as
an assumed tendency to lean towards an acclamation for western civilization and an
inclination to suggest that perhaps India and all the other colonies needed to be colonized
and “civilized”. In The Pleasures of Exile (1992), Lamming commented on Naipaul’s
satire towards his own people as a form of escape from his own soul (Lamming, 225).

Thus, in his summation of Naipaul’s characteristic writing, Walder argues that he seems
5



to be caught up in what according to Fanon is “the first stage of interaction between the
metropolitan and the colonial cultures: successfully assimilating European modes of
expression, but not going on to assert an identity” (Walder, 83-100). On the other hand,
Brent Staples argues in Naipaul’s defence as follows:

Few writers of V.S. Naipaul’s stature have been so consistently and
aggressively misread on account of ethnic and racial literary politics. Much
of the criticism stems not from what Mr. Naipaul writes but from
expectations about what he (ought) to write, given that he is a brown man (of
Indian descent) born into the brown and black society that is Trinidad. Alas,
after a 40-year voyage as a writer, Mr. Naipaul has arrived at a time when his
work is too often viewed through the filter of race. This would seem an
impoverished way of seeing in any case. In V.S. Naipaul’s case, a strictly
racial reading amounts to no reading at all (Staples, 1).

Indeed, this underscores the fact that much of Naipaul’s later works illustrate an inner
struggle by many of the characters to find an identity after years of living in denial and
disillusionment. One of these novels, Half A Life, which has been considered for this
study, is a mid-sequel of three novels following the character of Willie Chandran who
spends much of his life searching for an identity but without being able to conform to
any. Much of Willie’s life in the novel parallels that of Naipaul. This study does not
intend to investigate the writer’s life and to claim explicitly that the works are less
fictional, albeit it acknowledges that with Naipaul, his life and background are depicted
in his novels and as Landeg White, a close friend, and critic of his works contends, “all
his books have their feet firmly in his experience” (White, 24). The study will take an
unbiased stand in examining the texts as depicting mainly fictional characters for the
purposes of this analysis and what Naipaul does perhaps too well is to depict the reality
at the time even to the disdain of the more nationalistic postcolonial critics of the time
like Franz Fanon and Edward Said. This study has particularly chosen Naipaul’s Mimic
Men and Half a Life, in which the details of his background do not undercut the rest of

the narrative as fiction. Moreover, Naipaul’s major themes and conflicts, which rotate
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around the “colonial subject” of the post-independence era in India and around the
world, make his works appropriate for a discussion on identity.

The “colonial” as Michael Angrosino terms it, becomes central throughout his
novels and autobiographies. In his article, “V.S Naipaul and the Colonial Image”, he
attempts to define Naipaul’s colonial figure arguing that, “For Naipaul, the ‘colonial’ is
not just any oppressed or exploited member of what is frequently called the ‘The
World.”” Rather to be a “colonial implies that the psychological loss of identity which
is the result of oppression has occurred within a context of spatial displacement”
(Angrosino, 1-11). In essence, the “colonial” is a continuous condition because even
though the imperialists departed from the colonies, they left their roots implanted in the
previous colonies. Thus, the colonial exists on both sides of the aisle, the immigrant
colonial and the non-immigrant colonial, who both battle with the same challenges of
identity formation. As a result, the latter grapple with settling in these places that have
become unrecognizable to the locals whereas the former grapple with engaging with
new cultures and norms, and for both, the result is the same: a struggle to find an identity.
Thus, as Timothy F. Weiss cautions, Naipaul should be looked at as one that speaks for
many today in a changing world where migration upon migration and forced exile have
become the order of the day due to unending cross-border or civil disputes. Weiss further
contends that “for Naipaul, exile has been both an outsiderness and a state in-between
different cultures and worlds” (qtd in Zhou, 21).

On the other hand, Zadie Smith’s background as a writer and critic in
postcolonial literature makes her work profoundly important to this study too. Smith was
born to a Jamaican mother and an English father in 1975. She became a successful and
acclaimed novelist following her first debut, White Teeth. As a twenty-first-century
British novelist, Zadie Smith catches the reader’s attention by chronicling societal ills

and exposing her characters’ troubles springing from ideologically construed beliefs in
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multiculturalism. Seemingly comic, Zadie Smith’s novels may be a gruesome ironic
portrayal of a cultural as well as an identity crisis (Tew, 13), experienced by characters
coming from diverse backgrounds such as India, Pakistan, Jamaica, and Britain itself.
The continuously changing places impede what according to Khademi-Vidra are
“recognizable performative repertoires that are expressive and embodied,” which would
be the basis for identity (Khademi-Vidra, 109-120).

Tew in “Re-reading Zadie Smith’s White Teeth” elaborates on the many
misconceptions Smith received right after her first novel is published. He explains how
one critic Lassner, in an interview with Smith about her work, asserts that Smith’s
novel’s aim is to pay homage to the long and quiet silence after WW 1I and celebrating
the outcomes of multicultural communities:

Britain’s most celebrated postcolonial prodigy. [. . .] White Teeth proclaims a
declaration of independence not only from haunting and constraining memory of
the war’s catastrophes and racist oppression but from the very idea of belonging.
After centuries of colonial oppression and decades of postcolonial depression
and anger, White Teeth imagines the grand finale of Empire as the construction
of a multicultural, multiclass British bazaar (294-309).

That and so many other issues are what shape the concerns of White Teeth. Where
originally it was considered to be more of a celebration of multiculturalism and
Britishness seen from the abundance of character portrayal, later studies have suggested
otherwise. Tancke’s “White Teeth Reconsidered: Narrative Deception and
Uncomfortable Truths” revisits earlier studies about Smith revealing how some of the
criticism regarding her style had been reductive to the point of diluting the novel’s
serious message. As Tancke argues in his commentary on Smith’s misconceived style
of writing, “it functions as a mechanism of narrative deception, in that it misleads the
readers about the narrative’s underlying rationale” (30). The rationale here refers to these
characters’ living together assumedly happy to be in this environment presented

comically to the reader, yet, as he asserts it is actually an invitation for the reader to
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question their ways of interpreting the text(s). Tancke later alludes to Smith’s coinage
of the word “original trauma,” (White Teeth, 161) as a direct insight by the narrator into
the troubling experience of migration and settlement, which become a new space for
identity formation. (Tancke, 30). In addition, Bentley (2007) comments about her
“operating mainly through a form of Horatian satire, picking out unavoidable foibles,
hypocrisies and moral expediencies [...] which all “serve to avoid the didacticism of
political correctness” and still manage to portray the seriousness of immigrant
experiences (497).

Further, Nick Bentley’s combined analysis of Julian Barnes’s England, England,
and Zadie Smith’s White Teeth about their portrayal of Englishness reveals the ongoing
debate on the effect of place changes on identity formation. He uses Benedict
Anderson’s (2008) model of nation as imagined communities to show that the plurality
that results from multiculturalism (which characterizes both texts) can be “identified as
an amalgamation of different social and cultural communities, each of which is engaged
in negating the larger grouping that constitutes the nation” (485). If the nation here is
taken to mean the physical place where characters reside, the model would work to show
that this place continuously changes and its compositions of the different ethnic
groupings are in a constant battle to assert superiority. Although Anderson’s argument
is that this amalgam of different communities co-exists in “comradeship,” this study
attempts to show that at times this may not be the case as many individuals are tied down
by their beliefs and notions about selthood, which are usually influenced by their
cultures and histories.

Smith seems to problematize the ideas of multiculturalism and hybridity as have
been propounded by postcolonial critics such as Homi Bhabha. In “Affirming
Complexity: White Teeth and the Cosmopolitan,” Katina Rogers argues that what Smith

does in her debut novel is to create a complex London that is dynamic and diverse, which
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in turn fosters a dynamic culture. She writes that “...the novel sets both up as objects of
irony and satire, implying the need for a more nuanced understanding of such characters
and settings” (46). It is this problematization of the multicultural setting that Rogers
points out and the way it pledges allegiance to humanity but in essence, exposes the
challenges faced by individuals living in mixed communities. In fact, Rogers makes
reference to Timothy Brennan’s critique of hegemonic essentialist communities and he
suggests that they serve to hurt that which they supposedly defend, because of
continuously looking at matters through the western lens, which in turn promotes that
cultural hegemony (qtd in Rogers, 47). Rogers further supports this thesis by arguing as
follows:

Smith populates White Teeth with characters brimming with hybridity, mixed
backgrounds, a variety of religions, and subsequent generations of blended
cultures. This would seem to be an ideal backdrop for a cosmopolitan
viewpoint.... She, however, does not present such an idyllic conclusion. The
ideas are put in the mouths of the most satirical characters and are shown to
be untenable-indeed ludicrous (49).

The above passage is in line with what Tancke and Bentley propose about Smith’s
novels. Naturally, her style of writing is of light-hearted nature, but the message behind
the so-called caricatured characters should not escape the reader’s eye. This study will
reveal in later sections that the portrayal of multiculturalism is not a straightforward
phenomenon or an easy fit for many of the characters she portrays. Thus, Rogers’
description of Smith’s novel shows that what we see as a celebration of hybrid identities
may rather be a critique of the same and a sheer problematization of it, for the characters
that are portrayed as hybrid are also shown to be uncomfortable in those positions that
they have taken. In that sense, Smith’s standpoint is rather ambivalent and this is what
is brought to the fore in this analysis.

Additionally, Smith is often seen defending herself against the reductive thinking

that because she is a biologically hybrid person herself, her characters should be deduced
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as supporting and perhaps replicating her identity. Tew notes that the many criticisms
that a novel such as White Teeth receives allow it to be misunderstood. He points out
that Smith insists that her work desists from being about one essentialist ideological
reasoning of postcolonial literature and should not be elided in favour of the dominant
cultural reading practice. He argues that it is “through this distorting prism that the book
is still misunderstood, with its actual mood, its nuanced perspective and its range of
contents and characters being either neglected or completely ignored” (295). Smith, like
Naipaul, is not without her personal identity struggles. In “Speaking in Tongues™ she
insists that voices are meant to be “unchanging and singular,” because they are a major
signifier of our identity. Yet whenever one changes their voice or accent, it is as a result
of wanting to sound like this person or that person and in a way shifting their identities
in a matter of seconds. She sees this as a way of having different ways of interacting
with people. Tew further notes that Smith seems to be irritated by the idea that her first
novel White Teeth in a way celebrates hybridity and is comparable to Salman Rushdie’s
novels. Thus, Smith evokes the coordinates of being in-between which to her is still a
representation of changing places where one must be able to move away from and back
in, as the situation requires. She notes again in “Speaking in Tongues” that:

In Dream City everything is doubled, everything is various. You have no
choice but to cross borders and speak in tongues. That’s how you get from
your mother to your father, from talking to one set of folks who think you’re
not black enough to another who figure you are insufficiently white (Smith,
2008).

The choice to consider a study on V.S. Naipaul alongside Zadie Smith is that
both novelists have been controversially received and there doesn’t seem to be a

unanimous consensus about the stances their works take on issues related to identity,

3 This was part of a public lecture given at the Department of English at the University of New York. The
Dream City is referred to as those places that people often migrate to, which influence not only their
accents but also their identities.
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hybridity, multiculturalism, and other issues in postcolonial literature. Some critics have
argued that Naipaul detests his ethnic background, preferring the culture of the white
man (Lamming, 1960) and that Smith celebrates the multicultural nature of British
society. Both of these criticisms, although not entirely false, still warrant a closer look
at the works to arrive at an ideologically balanced understanding of the works of both
novelists in relation to their views on identity. It is this discrepant argument and
character portrayal by these two novelists that make them an important comparison for
this study. On the one hand, Naipaul, as this study shall portray, shows characters that
are disillusioned and portrays their dilemma as they try to settle in their immigrant
communities. Naipaul’s writing career can be seen as “an identity-seeking journey
navigating between worlds” (Zhou, 12). His novels explicitly represent characters that
are in a quest for identity. On the other hand, Smith’s characterization problematizes the
idea of multiculturalism by creating a humorous and comic plot, which casts doubt on
notions of hybridity and celebrated multiculturalism (Tew, “Rereading Zadie Smith”
294-309).

It can be argued that whereas Naipaul is considered a product of
multiculturalism, Zadie Smith is its by-product. The two writers present characters
whose identity problems, though not utterly different, are still contingent on one another.
The challenges arising from the identity crisis in Naipaul’s novels are extended in Zadie
Smith’s works. Naipaul is a “man of no single nation, and a writer in exile... an exile
from the Hindu tradition, an exile from the Caribbean cultural heritage, and an exile in
Britain” (Zhou, 13), and his novels depict these movements as he follows the characters’
constant movements in the narrative. In Smith’s novels, the characters are not ingrained
in their identities but seem more willing to bear with the circumstances that they find
themselves.

The novels discussed in this study question whether Naipaul’s and Smith’s works
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wholesomely celebrate multiculturalism and applaud the resulting hybrid as well as
celebrating “the third space” as a comfortable one. Questions of how Naipaul and Smith
show their characters’ willingness to navigate or settle in the third space will be
investigated. The study will also explore whether the third space is a more theoretically
meaningful phenomenon rather than a practically applicable one. Moreover, there are
very few studies that compare Naipaul and Smith who, despite their different styles of
writing, exhibit significant similarities in terms of themes and characterization. Among
the limited literature that compares these two writers is Berna Kdseoglu’s book chapter,
“The Immigrant Experience in V.S. Naipaul's The Enigma of Arrival and Z. Smith's
White Teeth: An Exploration of Homi Bhabha's Postcolonial Theory” in which she
portrays challenges faced by migrant characters when they journey to the west.
Koseoglu’s chapter analyzes the conflicts that still exist when former colonials migrate
to former colonial masters’ countries such as England, portraying how the “cultural
trauma” that results from earlier colonial practices continues to affect individual
characters (15-32). Rebecca Walkowitz’s (2009) book chapter about “The Postcolonial
Consensus” summarizes some of the latest divisions and subgenres of British novels that
have come on the scene in the early twenty first century. One of them the novel of
multiculturalism is important to this analysis and she suggests that it celebrates the
existence of many cultures in one setting. Among the writers she compares is Brookner
and Naipaul who she argues tough upon the theme of “difficult arrival” throughout their
novels and as well deal with “antiracist policies in the post-consensus era (231). Her
discussions are devoid of in-depth analysis which is different from what this study does.
To draw another comparison between this study and other studies, a look at some of the
recent thesis work that has been done in the field is warranted. For instance,
Kahramanoglu (2021) makes an interesting comparison between two past world orders,

that is colonialism and apartheid by comparing V. S. Naipaul’s The Mimic Men and J.
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M. Coetzee’s Disgrace. The study traces the protagonists’ inherent quest for identity
post the two eras of segregation and shows how the main characters Ralph Singh and
David Lurie end up alienated because of the environment they find themselves in. Added
to this is Taniyan (2015), who follows the ambivalent nature of Naipaul’s writing,
grouping it into phases that explicitly reveal his changing attitude as his writing career
progresses. This is of interest because Naipaul as mentioned earlier has been arguably
one of the most controversially read and critiqued writers. However, as Taniyan shows
(something that will be emphasized in this study too), it is this ambivalent stance which
if not contextualized can lead to different criticisms of Naipaul’s works. On the other
hand, among the many studies related to Smith’s works are Hassan Al Attabi (2022)
thesis in which he draws a comparison between White Teeth and On Beauty. He explores
how the ideological underpinnings of particular places might affect real-life
circumstances because of the disparity between the two. His conclusion is that the
characters in both novels are mostly suffering from identity crises because of these
disparities. This study extends Hassan Al Atabbi’s and other studies discussed by
showing how identity problems in Smith’s novels are a somewhat unresolved issue and
that characters in the end are not so dismal about this status compared to those in
Naipaul. The present study is unique in such a way that it will open up discussions of
first, second, and third-generation migrant experiences in terms of identity formation, as
well as analyse the challenges that they face in a supposedly inclusive multicultural
society.

By analysing the textual rubric of the novels chosen, the study’s main aim will
be to assess the influence of place in both physical and ideological terms on the identities
of characters, causing them to shift across varying spatial facets. The study sets out to
analyse the different identities portrayed by characters in particular but not limited to,

social identity, religious identity, and body identity, to identify how spatial and temporal
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facets affect the formation of individual identities, and to examine the shifting identities
in the same characters and analyse how their understanding of themselves in terms of
religious and societal norms and bodily identity affects perceptions about themselves.
By examining the social behaviour of characters in the novels, their reactions towards
their perceived body difference and/or body satisfaction, the way in which they react
towards their religious affiliations or spiritual beliefs coupled with the changing places
and time frames in the novels, the study attempts to show the effects that these have on
the way people perceive themselves or the way they form their identities.

This study will make use of textual analysis as its main method. While doing
textual analysis, sometimes the text will be taken as an independent entity on its own but
sometimes the biographical approach will also be employed. The study assumes that
changing places result in shifting identities, and the changes do not only mark a shift in
time but also in space. This to some extent has necessitated a look into the biography of
the authors whose spaces (especially Naipaul) were continuously changing during their
entire writing career. The texts chosen span different historical time frames, thus
rendering the setting of paramount importance to the study both historically and
ideologically. Although Naipaul comes from an earlier generation of postcolonial
novelists, his and Smith’s backgrounds of being connected to the Windrush generation,
a fact that has become pertinent to identity studies, is an important paradigm. Identity
shifts have always been a fiery topic in many areas of study and the changes that are
reflected in the works are presumed to be sparked partly by the experience of the authors.

The results of this study are significant to the body of literature, in particular
studies in postcolonial literature, which are related to notions of hybridity, diaspora,
home, and unhomely attitudes, with the hope of exposing the challenges in identity
conceptualization and formation. The study will also enhance one’s understanding of
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identities as opposed to just one identity, which, as shall be shown, can be formed as
individuals change their places.

In the first part of the study, a background will be provided by scrutinizing the
notions of place vis a vis identity shifts, while paying homage to existing research that
has been heavily invested in postcolonial migration and its resulting apogees of
homelessness, double consciousness, homelessness, alienation and hybridity. All of
these notions have become the foundational starting points for many scholars in the field
of postcolonial studies and identity. Whereas in essence hybridity and multiculturalism
are seen as welcome solutions to the identity struggles that many find themselves in, this
study argues that it is problematized because identities are always in shifting as the
characters’ places change. The study will discuss how place, in both a physical and an
ideological sense, has been crucial in continuously causing identity shifts in the novels
of V.S. Naipaul and Zadie Smith. Therefore, the following sections are going to focus
on the background that has shaped identity studies in postcolonial literature. The study
will then delve into Naipaul and Smith’s selected novels respectively engaging with
firstly the issues of identity crisis in shifting places as portrayed in V.S. Naipaul’s novels,
and then the problematics of third space and hybrid identities in Zadie Smith’s novels.
The last chapter will conclude the study and make recommendations for future research
related to identity studies and the contributions of this research to the general knowledge

and body of postcolonial literature and research.
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CHAPTER 2

IDENTITY IN CHANGING PLACES: A THEORETICAL AND HISTORICAL
BACKGROUND
This chapter reviews some of the most significant scholarly literature that has
come to define identity studies in the field of postcolonial studies. For a long time,
questions of identity have been at the forefront but the first works to have spearheaded
the discussion were Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth (1963, 2005) and Black
Skin White Masks, (1967, 2008), and Edward Said’s Orientalism (1979). These were
ground-breaking in the sense that they opened an avenue for talking about the challenges
of identification in a foreign community and how the West played a part in creating
binaries that encouraged subjugation and caused inferiority-thinking among many
migrant communities. This chapter further explores how the aftermath of colonial
encounters such as the resulting stream of migrants from third-world nations towards the
West has also laid the ground for alienation and feelings of homelessness, which too
have resulted in problems with identity formation.
2.1 Margins of Identity
Whereas the issue of identity formation and identity shifts has spanned decades
of study and research, it is still a burning debate in fields that include not only
postcolonialism but also economics, psychology, and other fields in the social sciences.
Carr et al (2021) articulate the concept of identity shifts, noting that it involves a self-
transformation resulting from the “intra-personal effect of self-presentation in a
mediated context” (202-214). The above research goes further to elaborate a theory, the
Identity Shift Theory (IST), specifying the “processes, conditions, constraints and

effects of identity shift based on personal, psychological and communicative
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characteristics” (Carr, 202-214). Earlier works on postcolonial studies and the novels
that were produced during that time were more akin to speaking back to the occident (as
seen in the work of Aime Cesaire and Joan Pinkham [2000], and Franz Fanon [1967,
2008], on negritude and colonial discourse) and correcting the distortions created of the
orient as an uncivilized and uncultured set of nations whose destiny lay in the hands of
the white colonialists. This section will delve into the literature related to the definition
of identity in postcolonial literature vis a vis the ideological and physical spaces within
which it has been conceptualized. This will be done by looking closely at some of the
critical studies that have been carried out in the field.

Identity, to a larger extent, is an abstract notion and as Frosh (2018) contends, it
involves “having a private internal arena that others do not necessarily know” (Frosh,
8). In “Identity and difference,” Jackson and Moshin underscore the importance of
identity in recent debates by stating that “there is nothing more daily, sustained and
socio-politically charged than our identities (348-363). Anthony Elliott in The Routledge
Handbook of Identity Studies reviews Zygmunt Bauman’s understanding of identity as
one that is continuously fluid. Bauman argues that “it is increasingly difficult to settle
one’s self-identity because the accelerating pace and widening scope of cultural,
economic, political, and social change forces individuals continuously to dispose of
existing identities and replace them with fresh biographical narratives” (qtd in Elliott,
117). Thus, the idea that identity(s) is a continuously evolving and pluralistic notion is
fundamental to this study. It is a “fundamental organizing principle which develops
constantly throughout the lifespan,” but also “something that is assigned to persons by
other persons”, in which case the question of “who am I in the eyes of others becomes
crucial” (De Levita, 7). This last emphasis by De Levita brings the notion of place in
relation to identity into perspective as shall be discussed in later chapters. According to

her argument, individuals tend to construct their identities based on the people around
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them as well as their surroundings. Drawing from Elliott and De Levita’s analyses, two
kinds of place facets are brought into perspective: firstly, place as a physical, tangible
and substantial location, and secondly, place as an ideological conception. Both of these
notions of place as a location have proved very contentious areas in postcolonial studies.
Edward Said’s Culture and Imperialism (1993), relates the empire to geography as
shown by his argument about the effects of imposing a seemingly dominant culture on
the orient by the occident, which in turn imposes a different ideological conception of
particular places. Said’s work is crucial because it demonstrates the power that lies in
texts. He underscores how literature has the power to mould and also delude individuals
who are bound to approach it in different ways. Literature and literary works are an
exposition of an undeniable reality in that what is theorized outside of this material is
either upheld or dismantled in the process of the analysis of literary works. Said’s
emphasis is on the power of cultural production, particularly novels, music, or film,
which are sometimes constructed with bias about a particular community or region.
These artistic creations open up new spaces, or imagined spaces for that matter, that
create biases in the way individuals think and act. This argument has its seeds in Said’s
Orientalism (1979), where he argues that these spaces are not just geographical but also
cultural, political, linguistic, and ethnic (Said, 50), and in these spaces the orient as both
a physical place and an ideological space is many times negatively depicted, causing
individuals to try and escape by attempting to adopt more favourable western styles
which can also be a portrayal of a move towards identity change.

As the major thrust of the study, it is warranted that identity is defined from the
very onset. But firstly, it should be noted that there have been contestations on the clear-
cut definitions of this concept; therefore, what is stated here shall serve as the framework
within which to view identity in the context of this study. Eisenberg’s argument is that

identity is the attachment that people have to particular communities, ways of life, and
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sets of beliefs or practices that play a central role in their self-conception or self-
understanding (Eisenberg, 18). Rather than think of identity as “already accomplished
fact, which the new cultural practices represent,” we should instead think of “identity as
a ‘production’ which is never complete but always in process, and always constituted
within, not outside, representation” (Hall and Du Gay, 145, 167). It is these constant
productions from which behaviour springs, which later comes to determine identity.
Therefore, at the core of Hall and Du Gay’s definition, the outstanding idea is that if
production is endless, the same principle applies to identities. And as Woodward (1997)
further notes in Identity and Difference, whereas identity poses similarity and affinity to
society and culture, it may well signify the differences that constitute “what we really
are or what we have become” (Woodward, 52). This argument is further augmented by
Hall in “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” who notes that individuals or the “I” speaks
from a particular context, in which case the “I” is already “enunciated” and speaks from
a “particular place and time,” and also from “a history and a culture which is specific
(145). Although the previous argument is specific for a more encompassing cultural
identity, it is this shared culture (that he discusses) that resonates inside the individual
and determines their “true” selves as they move from one context to the other. In his
second analysis of cultural identity, Hall makes a strong observation about identity:

[T]t is something - not a mere trick of the imagination. It has its histories - and
histories have their real, material, and symbolic effects. The past continues to
speak to us. But it no longer addresses us as a simple, factual “past”, since
our relation to it, like the child's relation to the mother, is always-already
“after the break”. It is always constructed through memory, fantasy,
narrative, and myth. Cultural identities are the points of identification, the
unstable points of identification or suture, which are made within the
discourses of history and culture. Not an essence but a positioning. Hence,
there is always a politics of identity, a politics of position, which has no
absolute guarantee in an unproblematic, transcendental law of origin (223).

The above passage points out two key ideas that relate to this study. Firstly, that identities
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are constructed through a remembrance of our cultures, norms and histories and
secondly that all these may be affected by the places in which we find ourselves what
Hall terms as ‘“the positioning.” Hall further assert that “the unity, the internal
homogeneity, which the term identity treats as foundational, is not natural, but a
constructed form of closure, every identity naming has its necessary, even if silenced
and unspoken other, -that which it lacks” (223). This definition is central to this study
because Hall points out critically that identity is indeed both presence and absence,
which represents an ambivalent state. It would also suffice to argue that identities exist
in binary oppositions as noted earlier by Woodward (1997). One can define what they
are by considering that which they are not, which also poses a challenge for these
definitions. Hall further poses a question for this challenge:

If identity can only be read against the grain- that is to say, specifically not
as that which fixes the play of difference in a point of origin and stability,
but as that which is  constructed in or through différance and is constantly
destabilized by what it leaves out, then how can we understand its meaning
and how can we theorize its emergence? (Hall and Du Gay, 5)

This study falls back on Hall’s definition and questions regarding identity because it
shows that identities are not fixed but are rather in a constant shift, which results from
the outer space that prevails to create a constant imbalance for any newly formed
identity. In his more assertive definition, Hall states,

I use “identity” to refer to the meeting point, the point of suture, between on
the one hand the discourses and practices which attempt to “interpellate,”
speak to us or hail us into place as the social subjects of particular discourses,
and on the other hand, the processes which produce subjectivities, which construct us
as subjects which can be “spoken” (Hall and Du Gay, 5- 6).
Hall’s use of Louis Althusser’s (1970) concept of “interpellation” could not be more apt,

for it signals the extent to which individuals are constituted by already existing
ideological structures, which in turn influence and shape their identities, thus making

them subjects to these already existing social and cultural constructs. Many people are
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concerned (even when they are least aware of it) about what others think of them, so it
would suffice to say that some identities are preferred over others because of the
representation they hold in a given community. Therefore, as individuals move from one
place to the other, the values and ideologies of that place are imprinted on their
personalities, which in turn affects how they identify themselves. Hall summarizes thus:

Identities are, as it were, the positions that the subject is obliged to take up
while “knowing” that they are representations, that representation is always
constructed across a “lack”, across a division, from the place of the other, and
thus can never be adequate- identical — to the subject processes which are
invested in them (6).

Thus, it is worthwhile to explain the disparity that the term causes and the ways that it
can be understood which will be beneficial to shaping this analysis.

The literature that springs from the postcolonial rhetoric subversively questions
the imperialistic ideas that partly define it, and the subjects defined continuously tend to
resist colonialist and imperialistic ideas of subjugation and domination, upon which the
imperial master hegemonically defines the subject’s identity. Postcolonial critics have
criticized the colonial ideology for its resultant hegemonic ideas about identity and its
all-encompassing notions embedded in the imperial ideology of civilization, whose
aftermath resulted in questions of identity as well as attempts at decolonization
(Nederveen, 2001). Postcolonial studies pivot towards studies on identity later in the
twentieth century when the rhetoric shifts from a struggle to regain control by the
colonized states to questions of national identity. Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks
(1967), George Lamming’s The Pleasure of Exile (1992), Edward Said’s Orientalism
(1995), Homi Bhabha’s The Location of Culture (1994), and Ashcroft, Griffith, and
Tiffin’s The Empire Writes Back (2003) are very significant in laying a foundational
ground for postcolonial rhetoric on identity that has spanned decades of the dispute by

departing from essentialist ideas related to migrant and immigrant communities. Ryan
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(2012), in his analysis of postcolonial theory, summarizes Fanon’s view of postcolonial
identity as “the experience of wearing ‘white masks’ to cope with the West, or turning
from one’s own particular identity to appear to the colonizer in an image that prevents
all debased attributes that show the colonized as ‘primitive’ (qtd in Dizay, 79-86).
Dizay further contends that “theoretically, identity is argued primarily in the connection
between self and other, where instability resides inside of the confinement of the space
between identities” (79-86). These changing places and spaces are propagated through
movement and a tendency to create a mass culture to which not everyone can ascribe
and conform to.

Whereas critics such as Bhabha (1990) and Ayar (2021) have argued that these
resulting multicultural spaces serve as a secure zone within which individuals integrate
into new cultures, other studies have shown that these spaces might lead to more identity
shifts. The challenges that stem from identity crises seem to have a direct link to
migration and immigration, which sprang from the propagation of ideas about the west
as a grandiose place/space. Mayblin and Turner (2020) emphasize that the history of
migration is much entangled with colonialism. And as Spivak (1999) argues, removing
and decentering colonialism away from migration is tantamount to ‘“‘sanctioned
ignorance” (164). Studies in identity may be dated as far back as the pre-colonial period
and have continued to dominate research related to social and cultural studies throughout
the colonial and postcolonial periods. The colonial period is important for this research
because it set in motion a tangential form of imperialism and imperialistic forms of
domination that directly or indirectly created inferiority mindsets for past colonial states.
This in turn resulted in many “natives” migrating from their lands of origin toward their
“mother” countries. Not all migrant communities have encountered the same fate,
though, as those from previously colonized countries.

The Roman Empire saw the migration of many to different parts of the world but
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they experienced little or no sense of unhomeliness partly due to the fact that they
belonged to the ruling class and to some, the act was voluntary (Tacoma, 2). Although
many of them were merely accompanying their masters, it is still worth noting that their
identities were not as disrupted as what we see much later during the postcolonial period.
Thus, the time scope for this research is crucial in creating a frame within which the
discussion on migration vis a vis identity shifts will be carried out.

Peter van Dommelen (2012) tackles the issue of migration in early ancient
colonialism in his article, “Colonialism and Migration in the Ancient Mediterranean”
and states that “Greeks and Phoenicians were the first to engage in long distance,
overseas migration and to establish settlements on a substantial scale” (Dommelen, 395).
He points out that the major difference between the two colonial periods — the ancient
and the modern - is racism. Another defining characteristic is that the colonial period
was Eurocentric and that western imperial domination was at the helm. Dommelen
however, questions why postcolonial ideas of ambivalence and ambiguity should not be
explored in ancient Mediterranean colonialism. In answer to his own query and to justify
this study further with something he later expounds upon, he asserts that latter colonial
eras were marred with “asymmetrical socio-economic relationships between the
colonizing and colonized groups- inequality in a single word” (395). It is these
inequalities that set into motion a myriad of problems for the colonialist machine, forcing
people who felt that they might change their status if they travelled abroad towards the
west, to the “promised lands” with hopes to acquiring well-paying jobs which would
raise not only their income but also their social statuses.

The modern form of migration in the mid-twentieth century saw a rush of
migrants from the African and Asian continents and from the Caribbean, many of whom
came from countries that had been under imperial domination by the English and the

French. Although colonialism played a crucial role in the influx of migration, Modood
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(2016) notes that there was an “economic imperative” that created a push for employers
to provide low-paying vacancies for workers from abroad. In the wake of the Second
World War, when Britain experienced a shortage of laborers, an invitation was issued to
interested young people from the Caribbean British Colony to come and work as well as
enjoy the benefits of British Citizenship, something which was backed by the British
Nationality act of 1948. In the 1950s, the Empire Windrush travelled thousands of miles
across the Atlantic, transporting young men and women to Britain that had heeded this
call (Mead, 2012). This set into motion the start of the most widely spread immigration
ideologies that many governments are battling with today, and a host of Windrush
literature emerged.

On the other side of the terrain was a stream of migrants from other nations,
particularly from India, Pakistan, and West Africa (Walker, 2003). Although there was
no particular agreement between the sending and receiving nations, individual migrants
went out of their own accord with a clear assumption that the United Kingdom and
France in particular, as well as many other European countries, were their “mother”
countries to which they felt an affinity. As Stalker (2003) notes, previous colonial links,
job availability and ease of entry into a receiving country were among the main factors
fostering immigration (151-179). The underlying misconception is of course the
disappointment at the state of affairs after arrival in the foreign states. The fact that such
an ideology as had been cultivated and propagated by the British and French imperialists
could have been a hoax was a shock for many new arrivals. Many migrants were struck
by the utter illusion upon which they had based their hopes when they arrived at these
[lands of dreams]. A good example is of the migrants that travelled on the Empire
Windrush from the Caribbean to England, whose experiences have been documented by
different novels such as Caryl Phillips’ The Final Passage (1996), among others.

The inflow of migrants toward the West and in particular towards the UK
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mainland continued unchecked for decades and their numbers grew rapidly overtime.
As these migrants tried to settle and identify themselves as Britons, it sent shock waves
to different governments, which led to the adjustment of laws related to the protection
of migrants from the colonies. Those migrants (the Windrush generation), regarded
themselves as UK citizens and were protected by law, although they were never issued
any form of documentation to ascertain their legality and “permanent leave to stay” in
the country. As a result, later years saw under-handed changes to these protective laws,
which left many on the brink of losing their supposed citizenships. The UK nationality
act later stipulated that it only protected citizens who came to the country before 1973.%
The 1999 Immigration and Asylum Act was later introduced to protect all long-standing
residents from commonwealth countries which, according to Pater Catterall’s preface to
Reiko Karatani® (2003), shows that the latter had indeed set themselves a trap by trying
to do what legislators had avoided for the past fifty years - create room for formal British
Citizenship. In Karatani’s assertion, the British case was a special one because of having
connected itself to so many colonies. He notes that

The Statute Book did not contain the term “British Citizenship” until 1981.
Before then, there were citizens of the United Kingdom and Colonies
(CUKC), British subjects without citizenship (BSWC), and citizens of
commonwealth countries but there were no British citizens (Karatani, 1).

To try and come to terms with what Karatani defines in the above quotation, the 1999
legislation, although protecting long-standing citizens (at least in the beginning), made
it harder for those attempting to come to the United Kingdom, thus creating more
ideological controversies. Another yet controversial immigration legislation was

introduced in 2014, and it did not protect longstanding residents (reversing the 1999

4 See https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1971/77 for a detailed view of the changes that have been
made over time to the immigration act in a bid to curb the influx and unending stream of immigrants to
the UK.
5 The book is based on Karatani’s thesis where he explores in depth the challenges and shortcomings of
trying to create and even define a legitimate British citizen.
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legislation) and only took into consideration the up-to-1973 Windrush generation
immigrants. This legislation resulted in the hostile environment policy which took effect
in 2012.° The act was supposedly designed to make it practically impossible for all
residents who did not bear “leave to remain” status to continue residing in the UK and
make it even harder to reside in the UK for those trying to enter if found not entirely
loyal and prejudicial to the Crown.

Whereas migrants are not entirely welcome in foreign nations, the practice has
been aptly encouraged by the available labour opportunities that many seek when they
choose to go abroad, which is also coupled with Eurocentric and imperialistic ideas
about the North or the West being better. As Steven Castle argues, “all highly developed
economies find themselves reliant on immigrant labour - at all skill levels” (Castle, 102).
Therefore, what started as a colonialist project of civilizing later backfired. The bid to
support the failing labour system after the Second World War that resulted in these
strings of migrations is now considered vile in contemporary twenty-first-century
society (especially Europe and North America) and has heavily impacted people’s
identities, as will be discussed in the proceeding chapters. Moreover, the reasons for
migrating as earlier mentioned may be out of goodwill and intention. For instance, one
may win a green card (another ideologically embedded phenomenon) legitimating one’s
stay in the United States of America or win an express entry Visa to Canada, but this
does not eliminate the some of the sentiments towards immigrants as “harmful and
dysfunctional” (emphasis mine). And because the causes of migration are seen as
poverty and violence and very recently terrorism (Smith, Common Wealth Migration,

1981), it is generally believed that the migrants will most certainly carry most, if not all

®Colin (2022) among others discusses the effects of this act and how it affected many immigrants including
those of the Windrush generation who had not been documented despite earlier acts having exonerated
them for any crimes related to illegal immigration.
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the vices of their countries of origin. As a result, they tend to be isolated and segregated
and made to feel unwelcome in the country which they have gone to, even after they
become legitimate citizens.

The issue of immigration, although taking centre stage in setting the background
for identity shifts, may not be the sole reason to explain why a person may feel a sense
of unbelonging in a place he or she has migrated to and assumes to be home, but it
suffices to say that it is a great contributor to the identity crises and innuendoes that have
become the topic not only for this study but also other significant postcolonial studies.
The effect of migration is that it distorts the spaces in which individuals find themselves,
which in turn affects identity formation. As Aminah (2018) states in “Construction of
Space Identity: Socio-historical and Political Dialectics in the Globalization Era,” “[N]o
space identity constructs itself, as space and identity themselves are all constructed
through a series of political and historical syntheses about and within a certain region,
space, and place” (140-154). This statement affirms this study’s thesis that other existing
factors, whether religious or political, always come into play in demarcating particular
spaces, which in turn affect identity formation. This study bases its understanding upon
the idea that identity is not a homogeneous commodified entity (Brubaker and Fredrick,
2000) but rather a shifting notion without a stable centre and can only exist in what
Michel Foucault terms as “heterotopia”. In "Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias"
(1997), Foucault suggests a series of binaries within which space can be defined, such
as “the contrast between public and private space, family and social space, cultural and
utilitarian space, the space of pleasure and the space of work,” which all operate together
to produce meaningful existence. He proposes several functions for heterotopias and in
one of them he states:

on the one hand, they perform the task of creating a space of illusion that
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reveals how all of real space is more illusory, all the locations within which
life is fragmented. On the other, they have the function of forming another
space, other real space, as perfect, meticulous, and well-arranged as ours is
disordered, ill-conceived, and in a sketchy state. This heterotopia is not one
of illusion but of compensation, and I wonder if it is not somewhat in this
manner that certain colonies have functioned (Foucault, 1997).

Foucault's conception of space as a series of heterotopias is important for this study as it
plays a crucial role in mapping and breaking down the categories of spaces and places,
which, as they change, foster identity shifts. Foucault makes reference to the illusionary
spaces/places and for this study the West, shows the breakdown that migrants face when
they first arrive. According to David Morley, history shows that cultures [and identities]
were thought to be “rooted in space, in stable patterns of interaction of people doing the
same things in the same places” (Morley, 148). The influx of movement by different
individuals which Morley phrases as “the obverse of all this hyper-mobility” (Morley,
148), around the globe have fostered these changing contexts and in turn distorted the
basic understanding of home and belonging as well as affected the notions of identity.

The continuous interaction of cultures and the transient nature or in Burke’s terms

(139 29

transient impressions’ or ‘transient feelings’” (Burke 56) of these cultures, have given
rise to many cultural phenomena resulting in the production of other notions such as
hybridity, mimicry, ambivalence, and in-betweenness, among others. Thus, much of the
discussion on spatial changes and changes in place in this particular study focuses on
the historical settings, which is the backdrop of physical locations, and how these
settings affect narrative events and their sequences in the novels that will be studied.
Therefore, immigration is paramount to this study because it serves to explain
the changing places and spaces within which the immigrant operates, which in turn
signal identity shifts in those characters who try to navigate through the new cultures
and norms that they encounter in the new territories. The characters in most of V.S.
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Naipaul’s and Zadie Smith’s chosen texts have faced some form of migration either as
first or second generation Windrush migrants, and many still have roots back in their
countries of origin and are often seen to be moving back and forth either through their
actions or through actual relocation between their countries of birth and the UK
mainland. It is such movements, whether ideological or physical, that set the premise for
the discussion of identity shifts in relation to changing places, in the texts chosen for
analysis.
2.2 Hybrid Identities

Postcolonial literature has predominantly concerned itself with not only post-
coloniality as a state of being but also with issues such as difference, haunting, memory,
hybridity and globalization, language, orality, rewriting violence, and gender (Edwards,
1). The onset of postcolonial studies features struggles against certain kinds of
representation, hinged upon a homogeneous way of identifying all colonial subjects. The
criticism is embedded in contesting this homogeneity, proposing a portrayal of variance
across the orient in terms of identity, which is sparked by the dynamics in cultures,
ethnicities, and languages. As Neil Lazarus notes in the Introduction to A Cambridge
Companion to Postcolonial Literature (2004), this academic discipline, although dating
from around the early 1970s, can be dated back, especially in countries where
independence had been gained much earlier and the struggle of the rhetoric of
anticolonial nationalism had already been set in motion. But that earlier conception of
postcolonial studies is also fraught - as mentioned earlier - with a more ahistorical
identification and categorization than the current one which is more ideologically bent.
The contestation of a clear-cut colonial period permeates through Homi Bhabha’s
argument in his essay “The Question of Power” in The Location of Culture. He argues
that positioning one writer or an ideology as postcolonial and another as not, is simply a

continuation of the power struggle that the colonial machine has set in motion earlier on.
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He posits that the perspective on postcolonialism

[...] departs from the tradition of the sociology of underdevelopment or
“dependency” theory. As a mode of analysis, it attempts to revise those
nationalist or “nativist” pedagogies that set up the relation between the third
world and the first world in a binary structure of opposition. The postcolonial
perspective resists the attempt at holistic forms of social explanation. It forces
a recognition of the more complex cultural and political boundaries that exist
on the cast of these often-opposed political spheres (178).

The holistic explanations that Bhabha contests in his argument echo the difficulties
people find themselves in while trying to navigate their identities that are strewn with
varying cultural dynamics. In one of Bhabha’s other works, Life at the Border, in which
he examines diasporic relations among the hosts and immigrant communities Bhabha
shows how these two groups are intertwined by that which seemingly separates them.
He argues that the gaze that is cast towards them as they arrive “...unsettles the mimetic
or narcissistic demands of colonial power but reimplicates its identifications in strategies
of subversion that run the gaze of the discriminated back upon the eye of power”
(Bhabha, 30-31). There is a continued struggle for assertion on the side of the immigrants
but also a struggle on the side of the host to penetrate this realm, if not physically, then
at least ideologically or scientifically. This kind of struggle will also be observed in the
coming analytical chapters on the selected novels.

Said’s Orientalism (1979) discusses one of the outstanding repercussions of
colonial ideology. He shows that the result is the discourse he terms Orientalism,
designating a way of thinking about the orient in the European experience (Said, 12).
This biased mindset may continue to produce feelings of superiority amongst the people
of the West directly or indirectly, whereas those from other parts continue to court
feelings of inferiority. Much of the postcolonial criticism that follows from Said’s
analysis does not attempt to turn the wheel of history but rather to come to terms with

the results and how to incorporate these into present societies. Underscoring this fact
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thus is the work of Bhabha on hybridity that attempts to bridge this gap by drawing on
the ambivalence that can be exploited by characters and in the end subvert the colonial
ideology by creating anxiety in the minds of the colonialists. Theoretically, Bhabha
strikes a code with this proposition, but practically, the problematics of the theory and
the challenges of living as a hybrid are apparent, and this study also aims to explore this
condition further though the analysis of the characters in Naipaul’s and Smith’s selected
novels.

In Diaspora and Hybridity Karla et al give a detailed analysis and evolution of
the term, and its usage is well defined. Whereas there are several connotations of
hybridity especially in a biological sense, in postcolonial literature, hybridity is primarily
linked with the developments in postcolonial discourse and its critique of cultural
imperialism. Emphasis is thus placed on the effects of mixing different communities and
cultures and the resulting identity disruptions that may occur. The effects of migrations
discussed in previous sections are a direct recipe for this cultural mix and the awareness
of these multicultural communities are what raise concern for the survival or otherwise
of hybridity as a theory and a practical phenomenon. Chambers (1996) suggests that
“hybridity is the process of mixing where the diasporic arrivals adopt aspects of the host
culture and rework, reform, and reconfigure this production of a new hybrid culture or
hybrid identities” (qtd in Karla, 71). What Chambers suggests as other have done too, is
that hybrid identities result from a microcosm of cultures that work together to unsettle
the original identities of individual regardless of whether they are aware of the process
or not. Individuals may then start to act and behave as required by the new environment
sometimes going as far as mimicking certain behaviour.

The concept of Mimicry in postcolonial studies as discussed by Bhabha and other
scholars who draw upon his analysis is very crucial to this study. In fact, it is an
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underlying factor in identity formation. Earlier scholars approach mimicry as an attempt
by the colonized to copy the mannerisms of the colonizer so as to be and perhaps appear
more assimilated. Fanon (1967) shows that there is an underlying concept in personal
identity that is exhibited both in the “Myself” as opposed to the other “itself,” both of
whose identities are determined by the existence of an individual. As Bhabha writes in
his Foreword to Black Skin White Mask (1986), “As a principle of identification, the
other bestows a degree of objectivity but its representation - be it the social process of
the Law or the psychic process of the Oedipus — is always ambivalent, disclosing a lack”
(Bhabha, Foreword Black Skin White Mask, xxix). The process of mimicry whose basis
is underscored by the desire to respond a “lack” is explained here. The individual who
undertakes to mimic attempts to fill an existing desire that has been created by cultural
or societal demands, or simply a psychological and pathological desire. This ultimately
speaks to the script of one who engages in mimicry. But as Bhabha later argues, Fanon
has always been important, especially in Britain where there have sprung up so many
groups that seek autonomy amidst so many different minority groups whose intention is
specifically to gain recognition. Bhabha suggest that it is in Britain today where a “range
of culturally and racially marginalized groups readily assume the mask of the Black not
to deny their diversity but to audaciously announce the important artifice of cultural
identity and its difference...” (Bhabha, Foreword Black Skin White Mask, xxix).

As Huddart (2006) argues in his study of Bhabha’s work and the latter’s reliance
on Fanon’s earlier criticism, that Fanon sets the concept of mimicry in motion by
articulating that “[b]lack men [or brown men and women] want to prove to white men
at all costs, the richness of their thought, the equal of their intellect” (Huddart, 2). This
would at the surface produce a mimic of that particular identity that such individuals are
vying for. Although Fanon does not explicitly state that this is a form of mimicry,

Bhabha does so in his writing. As Huddart further explains, Bhabha understands
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mimicry to be “an exaggerated copying of language, cultures, manners and ideas”
(Huddart 39). Bhabha’s emphasis is on the sort of exaggeration that yields a comic effect
to the point that the person mimicking may not be taken seriously, and if they are, they
are only considered at the literal level. He also emphasizes the effect of literal
representation, which has the capacity to mirror and reflect back a non-desirable picture
of what is being mimicked. This discussion is compatible with the identity mirroring
that takes place especially in Naipaul’s novels and in particular The Mimic Men. In his
definition, Bhabha posits that ““...mimicry is the desire for a reformed, recognizable
Other, as a subject of difference that is almost the same, but not quite. Which is to say,
that the discourse of mimicry is constructed around an ambivalence; in order to be
effective, mimicry must continually produce its slippage, its excess, its difference”
(Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 86). The slippages and excesses are what produce an
almost contemptuous comic effect. It is this kind of mimicry that Naipaul attempts to
portray in the novel The Mimic Men, where the main character resorts to mimicking
behaviour that ridicules the object of his copying. In essence it speaks to the ambivalence
of the character and his behaviour. But Naipaul’s analysis extends further into a
discussion of colonial or postcolonial discourse as explained by Huddart. It is such a
discourse that is presented in an ambivalent manner, and this ambivalence is necessary
for one to reach a meaningful analysis. As shall be discussed later, both Naipaul and
Smith use these parameters in their novels. Their presentations of character and
behaviour or the thematic concerns in the novels are not too straightforward. Always the
object of desire is shown to have the same capacity to repel whom it sets out to attract.
These mimicked identities are later theorised as presenting more hybrid
positions, which do not only question existing structures but also aim to create an

imbalance between the new and the old, thus creating anxiety. In The Location of Culture

34



(1994), Bhabha suggests that the liminality of hybridity is the result of colonial anxiety.
Bhabha attempts to reveal how “iteration and translation” which are crucial in identity
formation, are processes that can only be achieved through the eyes of the “Other.” He
reiterates the purity of cultures, emphasizing that hybridity opens up space within which
a new colonial subject emerges who is neither the colonizer nor the colonized “Other.”
This in essence attempts to dissolve the rhetoric of imperialism and also repositions the
emerging other as the one casting the gaze.

Bhabha’s notion of hybridity questions the authenticity of colonial discourse, and
this study further elaborates on these “authentic” identities as might be portrayed by
characters in the novels that will be examined as opposed to “non-authentic” ones. The
hypothesis is that whereas characters in the novels might be portrayed as hybrid,
there are underlying tones and different points of view in these novels that contest this
position and problematize it. In Nation and Narration (1990), Bhabha argues that the
hybrid position signifies a destabilization of the fixity and rigidity that is attributed to
the colonial subject. Similarly, Jenni Ramone conforms to this notion by emphasizing
the latter’s point of view that “this idea of the shifting or ambivalent boundary and of a
sustained sense of ambivalence, in general, is fundamental to Bhabha’s concept of
hybridity as a mechanism by which the alienated subject is enabled to challenge
oppressive authority” (Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 165). Bhabha further asserts
that “the hybrid is finally uncontainable because it breaks from the symmetry and duality
of the self/other, inside/outside” (165). But it is this very idea that the hybrid stands as a
split self that this study seeks to problematize. Bhabha in Life at the Border argues that

Hybridity is the revaluation of the assumption of colonial identity through the

repetition of discriminatory identity effects. It displays the necessary

deformation and displacements of all sites of discrimination and domination.

It unsettles the mimetic or narcissistic demands of colonial power but

reimplicates its identifications in strategies of subversion that run the gaze of
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the discriminated back upon the eye of power. For the colonial hybrid is the
articulation of the ambivalent space where the rite of power is enacted on the

site of desire making its objects at once disciplinary and disseminatory
(Bhabha, Life at The Border 30-31).

As Bhabha points out, the ambivalent space in identity formation takes precedence as
opposed to a seemingly authentic and homogeneous identity. Bhabha’s arguments
against a shared identity in colonial states and against a homogeneous block of colonial
status, which thus support an ambivalent hybrid, becomes a starting point for this
research but goes further so as to question its effectiveness by closely studying
characters whose hybrid position only serves to entangle them in a myriad of cultural
oppositions.

Hybridity is a movement, a process that is continuous. This means that hybrids
also spring from previous hybrids. Karla further suggests that there are no
uncontaminated purities (72) and perhaps this is where the debate problematizing
hybridity emerges. One of this study’s focuses is to identify the challenges that hybridity
as a phenomenon poses in communities. The study sets out to problematize the often-
lauded idea of hybridized communities and expose the challenges that are encountered
in assuming that the concept can gain a utopian view and can be adapted by many
striving to attain a liminal space in their identity. One of the strongest critics of the
concept of hybridity, Patrick Colm Hogan, argues that the preference of the “middle” as
opposed to the two alternatives of say, African and British, may still pose the same
problems as those found in the alternatives. He goes further to suggest that hybridity
may be seen as “another hegemonic identity category, with all the paraphernalia of a
regulatory ideal, defining an elite group that establishes what genuine hybridity is, and
so on” (Hogan, 12). This study rests on this strand of thought and goes further to

exemplify this fact by showing the constant shift in which characters find themselves as
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far as their identities are concerned, even in the assumed hybrid ones.

Therefore, although the concept of hybridity became very popular at the time (and
still 1s), and was acclaimed as a break from the Eurocentric attempt to canonize the
colonial migrant, there also arose critics who saw it as more theoretical than practical.
Nederveen (2001) argues that hybridity is “inauthentic, without roots, (and is) for the
elite only, does not reflect social realities on the ground. It is multiculturalism for the
elite that highlights superficial confetti culture and glosses over deep cleavages that exist
on the ground (3). This echoes earlier arguments by critics of the theory that it
circumvents issues related to culture and diversity whereas it is these very problems that
should be the point of contestation in a discussion on identity in the global arena. In
Postcolonial Literatures: A Materialist Critic, Benita Parry discusses Manthia
Diawara’s works which assert that “the question of hybridity “as the correct way of being
Black in the West has enabling elements as well as uncanny moments” [...] “one must
be aware of the fact that in fusing Whiteness with the seductiveness of hybridization,
one is sacrificing not only a part of Blackness but certain Black people” (qtd. in Parry,
70).

As a matter of fact, Karla further warns against the conservative notion of
hybridity. The research shows that as a national or cultural identity phenomenon, it is
used as a response to the earlier problems of acculturation and diffusionism (Karla, 86).
Thus, whereas the term offers material used to elaborate on and even encourage cultural
mixing, at the same time it further complicates the notions of cultures and the politics of
diaspora. He points out that whereas hybridity as a category “at the edge” is important
in the emerging politics of migrant identities, it is usually a “slippery category,
purposefully contested and deployed to claim change” (70). This relates back to Hall’s

argument about the “hybrid” who is slightly different, for he suggests that there is a need
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to examine the nuances that come into play and emerge during the convergence of
cultures so as to form a hybrid subject. In his discussion about diaspora, in Cultural
Identity and Diaspora (1990) Hall contends that

[t]he diaspora experience is defined, not by essence or purity, but by the
recognition of the necessary heterogeneity and diversity; by a conception of
identity that leaves with and through not despite, difference; by hybridity.
Diaspora identities are those which are constantly producing and reproducing
themselves anew through transformation and difference (70).

One confers from Hall’s assertion that identities are always in a constant shift, even those
that seem to take on a hybrid form. Similarly, in Postcolonial Literature: A Reader’s
Guide to Essential Criticism, Justine D. Edwards asserts that the notion of
“difference” is something crucial to postcolonial literature. He argues that postcolonial
literature “exposes categories of difference...”, and that “the discourse that constructed
the colonizing distinctions ‘between,” ‘among,’ ‘others,” “us and them’ and ‘subject and
object’ act as starting points for the formation of identities.” He adds that this ideology
creates a series of structures that are hierarchical and are impinged upon religion, race
and ethnicity (17).

This resonates with Jacques Derrida’s poststructuralist thought of “différance,”
which is also Bhabha’s guiding principle in his analysis of postcolonial discourse and
criticism. Derrida uses the term to refer to both the spatial and temporal connotations of
the verb. “Differer” which means both to differ, to make a difference, and to defer - to
put off something for future action. This notion is important to the study because
initially, identities can only be formed through what they are not- in a sort of binary
opposition. One can be said to be “this,” because he or she is not “that.” It can be argued
that although the critique of othering has become old fashioned in postcolonial literature,

when it comes to processes of identity formation it is still apparently an important tool
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in relation to the way people perceive themselves.

From this critique, it can be understood that coloured or immigrant communities
undermine the sense of pure cultural contact (Huddart, 2005). Whereas this history of
cultural contact cannot be overturned, the attempt to deny its existence and its influence
becomes the basis of an identity crisis. In Bhabha’s view, a refusal to be rigid and fixed
within a certain boundary which “prevents identities from either end of it from settling
into primordial polarities” (Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 5), resulting in an
ambivalence, is applauded, yet at the same time it is bound to dislocate the individual
from within and from without. The emphasis in this study is the connection between
cultural identity and history and how these factors act as bondage in identity formation.
In addition, the dynamic nature of society provides the ground for continued cultural
interaction, which in turn fosters changes in identity. If one fails to be assimilated into a
new culture and cannot turn back to the old one, then their position is unstable, their
identities are continuously shifting, and the hybrid identity which they might supposedly
have acquired is thrown into imbalance.

The notion of a hybrid identity has thus been challenged on several fronts due to
the limitations it poses in its understanding of the operational structure within which it
claims to be based. If it is that society and culture are determined partly through human
behaviour and that human behaviour, or rather how we think and act, will correspond
with who we think we are, this circle renders the hybrid identity inadequate. The reverse
may also be true in that as we change our perspectives about ourselves, then our
behaviour (or hybrid identity) might also change. Thus, the hybrid identity perhaps is
always a destabilized notion and in constant shift and it becomes questionable due to its
instability. In Du Bois’ Double Consciousness and the Veil, the writer shows how the

African American community was faced with the challenges of being black as well as
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trying to settle in an all-white community (Bruce, 299-309). He showed that many tried
to settle into a double consciousness. To this effect, Paul Gilroy emphasizes that by
developing the notion of “cultural insiderism”, one can help to foster within themselves
“...an absolute sense of ethnic difference which would allow an individual to merge two
different cultures into one hybrid one so as to create a sense of belonging (Gilroy, 3).
However, in this very submission lies the crux of this study. The idea that a constituted
hybrid identity can suffice and be sustained by an individual living in a dynamic and
continuously changing environment becomes to a large extent arguable.

Shifting identities in relation to spatial changes according to Alexander (2020)
“(re)generate anxieties about the presence of strangers” or the feeling of estrangement

“and the perils of cultural difference both in places marked by a history of colonial

[(X13 999

entanglements, settlement and ‘“multicultural drift”” (Alexander, Introduction 1). It is
this constant shift that creates unstable identities, dismantling even the double
consciousness that some characters may seemingly adopt. This study will show how
hybridity as a strand of postcolonial criticism that stems from the bid to delegitimatize
the holistic Eurocentric view of the Asian or African colonial subject, plays a role in
identity formation, but it will also question in what ways these hybrid characters assume
or negate their ambivalent in-between identities. Individuals found in the novels, as shall
be exemplified, are in the shackles of these dominant hegemonic identities, and they find
themselves cornered due to these ideological underpinnings and are constantly trying to
disentangle themselves from these frames of identification.
2.3 Identity and Place in Postcolonial Literature

Designating the concept of place is crucial for this analysis as it is the basis for

identity formation at least as far as this study is concerned. Places and spaces have

become a burning topic in many areas of study and for this research, it acts as a variable
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for identity formation. Since all places conform to certain forms of identifications, it is
the elements found in these places that later characterize them. For instance,
identifications such as the cosmopolitan city, the romantic city, and the countryside have
specific structures known to the community and the general public and will create no
confusion as to the identity of that particular place designated if the residents understand
and agree on the tenets that define these places. Space and place identity has become a
contentious issue in recent times due to the globalized mass migrations and movements
for work and settlement. Harvey (1989) and Castelle (2010) both tackle the concept of
space as a determinant for identity formation. The identity of a place or a space can be
an impediment to identity formation or a determinant for identity changes.

Studies in postcolonial literature have shown, as earlier discussed (Hall 1996),
that spaces and places have the ability to interpellate individuals and cause them to
conform to existing social structures that in turn shape their identities. Earlier studies
that touch upon issues of space are Edward Said’s Orientalism in which he juxtaposes
the spaces between the Orient and the Occident showing how this binary has been
created by the patronizing rhetoric of the West versus East and South. Like Benedict
Anderson in Imagined Communities, Said’s argument about how spaces are branded and
later perceived resonates with the idea that it is these perceived spaces that later influence
identity. Thus, space and place should be considered at several levels, such as
geographical, anthropological, sociological as well as political. (Aminah, 140-154)
Proponents of space identity theory such as, Boisen et al (2011), Kalandides (2011) and
Fairbanks (2003), have proposed the importance of studying a particular place in order
to understand the unique elements that define and identify it as different from other
places. And in so doing, the outcome is what he terms as space branding. Boisen et al
note that place or space branding is a marketing strategy and just like in economics,

brands are portrayed as better than others as a means to attract and make them more
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competitive.

In postcolonial literature, the regions covered as settings for novels have either
been branded positively (the West) or negatively (East and South). Naipaul, for instance,
has been accused of this negative branding in his novel, The Middle Passage where he
takes the main character through former British, French and Dutch Colonies such as
Martinique, Trinidad and Guiana. He is accused of a patronizing rhetoric (Doley 2006),
one that tended to negatively brand these regions and give essence and importance to
colonial regimes that they had to go through for many years. On the other side of the
terrain are the imperial countries, whose sole colonizing mission was to civilize, whose
tenet was branding the mother country as better and thus requiring the colonial country
to behave more like them. As a result, Britain, France, and America created and retained
the positive brands which resulted in the mass demand to associate with these superior
brands. The mass migration (such as the famous Empire Windrush that brought loads of
immigrants from the Caribbean islands), which has been touched upon in an earlier
section, is a direct result of this positive branding, a sort that promised better standards
of living, better jobs, and better quality of life.

Places that have been branded may realistically hold what the brands profess
them to have, but due to different tastes and preferences, the positivity may not reflect
the same attitude for everyone to be exactly the same. As Boisen et al quote from Jeremy
Bullmore, “[t]he image of a brand is a subjective thing. No two people, however similar,
hold precisely the same view of the same brand” (135-147). Boisen further postulates
that spaces “are not distinct entities but are part of a scalar hierarchy, through which
identities at different scales are selectively layered” (135-147). This concept is seen at
play in many postcolonial novels where individuals are pushed into these hierarchical
spaces which later change or distort their identities as they try to fit in.

Concerning this study, space or place branding stands as the precursor to identity
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struggle, identity shifts, and even alienation, in the sense that characters do not often live
up to their expectations when they travel to different environments. For instance, the
recurrent theme in Naipaul’s novels is the disillusioned protagonist who often struggles
to settle in the host country as he feels less at home than he expected earlier. This is why
many of the characters are seen to be moving back and forth and drawing comparisons
between places that they go to. Smith, on the other hand, portrays an inner struggle for
characters who essentially admire and appreciate their spaces but are still challenged by
their demands and expectations, which also sometimes creates an impediment to fitting
into those places. Thus, successful space branding can have both positive and negative
effects. On the one hand, it can have the capacity to attract, for instance, the way North
America has successfully been branded as the place for “The American Dream,” but it
can also have negative effects when this very American dream starts to become limited
and can only be suited to a certain category of people (see Modood, 2011). Thus, the
way a particular place is perceived may attract, only to later repel an individual when
they witness it by themselves.

But space branding does not only occur physically where some places might be
more physically attractive than others but also ideologically whereby the internal
structures such as norms and beliefs may have a better appeal than others. Behind every
social construct lies an ideology and it is this ideology or ideologies that come to define
a particular space. Although some critics have tried to dismiss colonialism as an
ideologically backed concept, others like Sarkowsky and Stein’s (2021) volume on
Ideology in Postcolonial Texts and Contexts have shown a direct link between
place/space branding and postcolonial ideology. The writers emphasize that ideology
should not be taken to mean a false consciousness but rather a starting point for which
structures in a given society are formed and within which they start to function and even

shape or interpellate individuals in an Althusserian sense. In fact, it is the heterogenous
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nature of postcolonialism as a field of study that continuously allows room for
discussions of different concepts in cultural studies and literature, and that gives liberty
for this study to shape as one that debates spatial influence on identity formation. As
posited by Sarkowsky and Stein, societies are ideologically bound whether the attempt
to critique it argues for it or against it. In their analysis, they point out Freeden’s
argument about the discrepant lines of thought that a discussion on ideology may entail,
that is

ideology as a distortion of a generally perceivable reality vs. ideology as an
indispensable framework for interpreting a reality that cannot be accessed from
a “neutral” position; and ideology as a tool of oppression wielded by the
powerful vs. ideology as a ubiquitous form of political thinking also underlying
resistant thought and action by marginalized subjects and groups (Sarkawsky and
Stein, 3-4).

The above text speaks to the ideology that may occupy a certain place but either in
Althusserian sense interpellates or fails to configure a desirable effect for those in that
place. This is what seems to be the outstanding characteristic in many of the places that
individuals occupy in the novels discussed. Thus, as Said emphasizes, history is made
by men from ideas that govern their thinking at a particular time, which ideas later shape
the spaces or the Orient in his exact terms (Said, 4-5).

Therefore, what results from the migration earlier discussed is a changed and
continuously changing place because if anything, migrations and immigrations seem to
have gained a heightened pace since the start of the century and have further complicated
matters for both the host culture and the diasporic arrive. As Karla et al signify, diasporic
spaces become the most important facet in identity formation among migrant
communities:

[w]e note how diaspora more often than not evokes two social spheres of
interaction — the place of residence and the place from which migration has
occurred. Agency, in these multiple locations, is in the diasporic group
which exhibits some form of collective mobilization around the tensions
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between home(s) and abroad(s). It is the ongoing political, economic, social
and cultural ties between multiple institutionalized spaces that characterize
diaspora (Kalra, 3).

Moreover, the fact that immigrant communities are tied together with concepts diasporic
in nature might be “constituted as a threat when it interrupts the black/white divide,
something that has recently occurred with the racialization of Arabs, Muslims, and South
Asians in the USA” (Karla, 15). Thus, diasporas as branded places also work in
conjunction with other factors as shall be discussed to influence identity formation.

Additionally, as Karla further demonstrates, whereas ethnicity is tightly linked
to diaspora, it also comes into play when it comes to identity formation. However, some
critics argue that a continuation of ethnic, or intentional or unintentional boundaries
based on ethnic grounds poses a political challenge for many host countries whose main
aim would be to create continuity between nationalities. Karla et al further argue that
ethnic minorities that exist in host countries may well maintain static boundaries and are
not open for outsiders to penetrate. Karla et al cites Anthias, who argues that

Diaspora entails a notion of an essential parent — a father, whose seed is
scattered [....] The original father(land) is a point of reference for the
diaspora notion: it is this constant reference point that slides into
primordiality, however much it is refined and reconstructed...” (qtd in Karla
et al 16).

These innovations and the creation of a new language cannot be taken as simple replicas
of already existing cultures but should rather be taken as the creation of new material for
minority groups. This is illustrated in the proceeding chapters where different minority
groups create new languages from the existing one, which ultimately come to signify a
different cultural group.
2.4 Identity and Language

Identity and language are fundamentally connected, and as Fanon ascertains in

Black Skins White Masks, the Antillean migrant is desperate to learn and keep the
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language not of his origin but of his colonial master. He further argues that this places
individuals, especially migrants, in a precarious situation of having to negotiate their
different spaces, thus causing identity shifts. The counter-argument for this phenomenon
is Ngugi Wa Thiong’o’s Decolonizing the Mind: The Politics of Language in African
Literature in which he touches upon the destiny of Africa in relation to its language,
culture, and civilizations which was “always decided around conference tables in the
Metropolis of the Western world” (Ngugi, 4). The book was published at a time when
many African writers both at home and abroad were plagued by the idea of using English
as a medium for their artistic creations, which Ngugi terms as preying on the African
languages as well enriching the foreign ones (English and French). However, his final
argument seems to be that this can be done, as he himself avows to carry on, by making
the expressions of his characters in the novels he writes carry the African norms and
cultures that in the end cease to sound English, at the very least a sort of hybrid language.
He further argues that this would not be a desecration of English but rather showing the
dynamics and thus growth that may occur when a language meets a new culture. A very
good example is seen in Zadie Smith’s White Teeth and On Beauty in which the
characters try to appropriate different language structures depending on the person they
are speaking to.

Identity as portrayed in this study spans across different facets of our social
existence. Looking at Ngugi’s study, it can be surmised that the writers were faced with
an identity crisis, questioning whether they are writing for the white or the French man,
or the African, Asian or Caribbean, whom their works were supposed to be about. The
result of such works as Ngugi’s has led to one important development in postcolonial
novels, one where every character is accorded their own way of speaking, where the
writer does not seem to be at pains in creating traditional English novels —a phenomenon

which shall be observed in the novels of V. S. Naipaul and Zadie Smith. In these novels,
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if a character is given a pure English tongue, it is often to ridicule and mock that
Eurocentric mannerism that he is seemingly adopting or even mimicking. This language
becomes a defining factor for identity and for many of the characters might act as a tool
to aid in identity formation.

Jerrica Linn Watts’ article on Zadie Smith’s White Teeth touches upon the way
language is used to create new spaces. As Watts posits, “Smith draws upon an impressive
linguistic repertoire — which combines Cockney and Creole, Bengali, and the King’s
English, into a melting pot of linguistic diversity...” which, as she explains, does not
only explain a multiplicity of London ethnic cultures but also ultimately presents a
challenge for identification (Watts, 851-874). Watts’ discussion relies on Ben
Rampton’s sociolinguistic research into what he calls language crossing. Language
crossing as identified here occurs in cases where minority groups seek to identify
themselves as different from the larger community in particular moments of speech acts.
It can also be a means for being more assertive in the community. These issues about
how language is used as a tool to demarcate places are tackled in the coming sections
that discuss how language is used in particular places and context to signal how that
particular place has fostered a change in language and then a change in identity.

Individuals are social beings that are capable of a multiplicity of different
belongings as a way of manifesting different identities. This study takes into
consideration the plot and setting of the novels of V.S. Naipaul and Zadie Smith as well
as the manner in which these characters relate to each other across varying contexts. In
addition, a comparison is drawn between characters in the different novels by studying
the changes in their identities, which brings into perspective the challenges faced in
relation to identity formation. The study seeks to find out whether there is an identity
shift in the characters portrayed in the selected novels, showing how the understanding

of identity has changed in consideration of the spatial and temporal underpinnings. By
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examining the social behaviour of characters in the novels, their reactions towards their
perceived body difference and/or body satisfaction, the way in which they react towards
their religious affiliations or spiritual beliefs coupled with the changing places and time
frames in the novels, the study will attempt to show the effects that these have on how
people perceive themselves. Many postcolonial novels exhibit differing and perhaps
disconcerting identity issues that arise and are expressed by characters that have
migrated from different places with a permanent scar of colonial history — from the orient
(Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean) to the occident (Europe or America) - carrying with
them different languages and cultures that later on come to clash with those that they
find in their areas of settlement. The result is often an ambiguous and liminal space that
they come to harbour, which as Bhabha proposes, maybe a “third space,” but which I
seek to contest and problematize in this study, pointing out that such a character who
stays and opts for a hybrid identity tends to crumble under the very nature of this identity,

as it offers no centre and seems to remain at an uncomfortable threshold.
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CHAPTER 3
PLACE AND IDENTITY IN V.S. NAIPAUL’S THE MIMIC MEN AND HALF A
LIFE

This chapter explores the effects of spatial changes on the characters’ identities
in V.S. Naipaul’s novels, The Mimic Men and Half a Life. The chapter analyzes how
spatial aspects merge with characters’ dispositions to distort or encourage identity
formation. The Mimic Men explicitly exposes the “double colonial” state in which many
of the characters find themselves due to the fact that they have originally migrated from
India as plantation workers but also encounter the residues of the colonial machine after
the seeming departure of the colonial masters. In the same light, the analysis of Half a
Life extends the discussion and examines how different places strewn with different
cultures affect and determine identity formation. Both of the novels’ plots move between
different cultures and continents, for instance, from Asia to Europe and then to Africa.
It is these different places that interfere with identity formation because as the characters
move about, they encounter new cultures, new norms, and beliefs which they either have
to conform to or struggle against and in both cases, the challenges are immense, as shall
be discussed in proceeding sections.
3.1 Mimicked Identities in V. S. Naipaul’s The Mimic Men

Naipaul’s The Mimic Men (1967) explores the challenges colonial subjects
encountered in a changing place such as the Island of Isabella. One of Naipaul’s best-
known novels, The Mimic Men is indeed a portrayal of a man who struggles for a sense
of belonging in a world where the very notion of identity is questioned by the history of
the place and thus often ends up mimicking behaviour that is less suited to him. The
Mimic Men is an autobiographical memoir set in a previously colonial city in the

Caribbean Islands, which is also the birthplace of the author. The novel features the
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protagonist Ralph Singh as one whose space has been marred by both physical and
mental distortions and is at the moment exiled in a hotel room in London, where he can
write his memoir that reviews his entire life. In the memoir, Singh explores his
tumultuous social and political life as he navigates through his East and West Indian
origins. At the age of forty, Ralph Singh sees his life as a half-life, to borrow the phrase
from another title by Naipaul and it is with this view that he transports the reader through
a series of flashbacks exploring his life struggles at balancing both his personal and
political life. Through his internal and external self-criticism, Ralph Singh undergoes a
self-examination of his identity struggles and exposes to the reader how the effects of
colonial encounters that linger in previous colonial states might affect the process of
self-identification. His pursuit of a political career, as Greenberg (2000) explains, and
his being ousted by his party during a second election are what form “the rhetorical
momentum of the retrospective narration” (220-221). It is this retrospection that reveals
the inner struggles, hopes and dreams, and ultimately his identity.

Originally, Ranjit Kripal Singh, Ralph contemplates the tumultuous environment
of Isabella, an Island that for decades was under British colonial governance and is
inhabited by immigrants who were previously indentured sugar plantation laborers.
Ralph Singh is born to an Indian Brahmin father and a rich mother who at the time
resided in Isabella, which was a former British colony. He is British by this fact. The
memoir follows his childhood memories, then his college life in London as a youth
where he spends most of his time immersing himself in British culture. He then narrates
his life regarding his marriage to Sandra, a British woman, and his return with her to the
Island of Isabella where he endeavours to pursue a political career as a minister whilst
running a real estate enterprise that he starts up. All of these pursuits fail and are arguably
the leading cause of his self-exile.

In this novel, Naipaul explores the extent to which doubly displaced communities
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are affected in terms of identity formation. As a former British colony, and later an
independent nation, Isabella’s culture has been utterly diluted. The citizens can hardly
trace their origins and this makes it hard for their identities to form. Many of the people
on the Island have been displaced twice, first as those who came to a foreign Island, and
then as those who were exposed to foreign colonial cultures in a foreign land. It is this
double alienation that Ralph Singh faces and the consequent lack of identity that
epitomizes the “mimic” nature of not only his personality and other characters in the
novel but also the town of Isabella itself.

As a colonial island, Isabella is an amalgam of cultural impurities made up of
previously indentured labourers from India, Asia, and some African countries; all have
come to the Island to forge new beginnings as they traverse the harshness of plantation
life amid colonial existence. Many of the buildings in Isabella are an imitation of British
architecture and as such, at the time of Independence, the Island is strewn with remains
of colonial authority in every sense; the leaders are puppets of colonial masters, and the
houses and streets retain their colonial appearance. Isabella as the centre of the narrative
thus is a microcosm of not only the colonial power that was yielded in the past but also
the positions of leadership that different people, both colonials and locals held in the
past. These political positions play out a lot in the novel and also determine how far
Ralph can attempt to embark on the idea of rooting himself in Isabella. In addition, this
space being a previous colonial space represents a transition, which also affects the
people that reside in it. As Chandoke notes in The Post-Colonial City, “[i]n the
postcolonial world, the city is a historical subject because it is a manifestation of the
articulation, the symbiosis of the non-capitalist modes of production, and the dominant
capitalist mode” (Chandoke, 2868-73). It is this riding principle of capitalism, the
apparent success story for every successful man in Isabella, that later influences Ralph

Singh’s notion of real estate development and later political ambitions. He views them
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as avenues he must take as one of the upper-class successful colonials and more so as a
deserving citizen of the land.

Additionally, Isabella has land and regions that have been marked as belonging
to the upper-class colonials, a system of segregation designed to replicate the former
colonial masters’ regime. But as Fanon warns in Black Skin, White Masks, viewing
colonial spaces as wholesome is tantamount to reducing the understanding of the
dynamics of colonial spaces. He warns against stereotypes but also points out that the
markings of say, schools for blacks as opposed to those for whites, houses for blacks
also as opposed to those belonging to whites, determine the future understanding of how
these spaces will be organized in urbanized settings. He notes as follows:

It is probably unnecessary to recall the existence of native quarters and

European quarters, of schools for natives and schools for Europeans; in the

same way, we need not recall apartheid in South Africa. Yet if we examine

closely this system of compartments, we will at least be able to reveal the lines
of force it implies (Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 37).

Fanon’s caution is evidenced in the description of the narrator’s feelings when he is
writing his memoir. Singh’s wish to dissolve the current sight of Isabella into one he
dreams it to have been, showing his longing for the unknown past, a past that perhaps
can link him to his history and help to determine his identity and might reveal a
“collective or true self hiding inside the many other, more superficial or artificially
imposed selves,” (Hall, Questions of Cultural Identity, 5) that might lie within the walls
of the deeply historical city. In his thoughts, he contemplates this:

[...] when I go out to the center of this city, this dying mechanized city, [...]
I see a picture of the city of other times [...] I long to be transported into that
scene and at the same time I am overwhelmed by the absurdity of the wish
and all the loss that it implies (The Mimic Men, 97).

This whole place has been marked out by past colonial dominance and it can hardly be

recognized by the dwellers. The pain he feels for the loss of the city is also seen in the
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one-page chapter he uses, to express it, as though to show that it is beyond his capacity
to define and explain it in more words. However, Ralph Singh’s view of these facts is
one-sided, for he too applies the same domineering authority and power over those
around him just like in colonial times. Thus, when he inherits land from his family that
has been in disuse for some time, he does not put into consideration the terrain and
distance from other amenities, but merely resorts to ill-advised plans of building a
modern residence. This action is symbolic of past times when colonialists set up
buildings that were not to the standard of the natives or did not fit into their living
lifestyles. But because Singh has partly adopted the “master” attitude, he too disregards
these bare facts and builds a modern residence that ends in shambles. Thus, the project,
like many other things he attempts to do, fails, which signifies a failure in attempting to
empower oneself when power is stripped away at the start of the colonizing mission.

Colonial cities and people, as Culhaoglu notes, suffer from sentiments of
“othering”, and looking at the other as the better option simply implies a hegemonic and
domineering ideology earlier instigated by imperial leadership. Ralph’s disappointment
arises from the disenfranchised perspective of Isabella as a worse place than London or
other European countries. As Culhaoglu notes, it

[...] is the case in many once-colonized countries, and, in the whole world, it
is still under the hegemony and domination of Western neo-colonialist
imperialism. And again, as is the case in all the colonized countries, the
colonized are made to feel that only the colonizing metropolis has the truth;
whatever comes from there is real, valuable, and important; it is the place
where there is order, wholeness, beauty, art, and common sense; history is
made there; knowledge, philosophy, wisdom, science, technology, and
novelties are there; it is the home of creators, masters, rulers, patrons, and
authorities; it is the centre of the world, in brief (Culhaoglu, 88-103).

This understanding that the “other” is better is a riding principle and at times governs
mimicked behaviour and identity in the novel. It is this othering that ultimately strips

Ralph of his identity, for he thinks little of himself and can only afford to live behind the
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shadows of those whose identities he thinks are appropriate. Ralph Singh adopts a stance
that is neither British nor Indian. He is neither here nor there. He says in his memoir: “I
could not pretend even to myself to be part of a community or to be putting down roots”
(The Mimic Men, 13) However, he makes several attempts before his own self-reflection
and criticism to at least fit a certain category, although without much success.

Yet despite all of this, Isabella is a mirror of London. It is a reflection of the
expected majesty and dazzle that he anticipates before his arrival in London. The
difference though is that whereas he does not expect a lot from Isabella, he hopes to gain
a lot from both his study and cultural empowerment as a result of living in London, but
in the end, he is utterly disappointed:

Here was the city, the world. I waited for the flowering to come to me. The

trams on the Embankment sparked blue. The river was edged and pierced with
reflections of light, blue and red and yellow. Excitement! Its heart must have  lain
somewhere. [...] But the magic of names soon faded. Here was the river, here
the bridge, there that famous building. [...] In the great city, so solid in its light,
which gave colour even to unrendered concrete to me as  colourless as  rotting
wooden fences and new corrugated-iron roofs- in this solid city life was two-
dimensional (The Mimic Men, 23).

Ralph Singh’s confusion about the city stems from his consideration of the
Isabella he wishes to have lived in and the one he actually lives in. He is engulfed by a
past but this past as Hall asserts can “no longer address us as a simple, factual ‘past’,
since our relation to it, like the child's relation to the mother, is always-already ‘after the
break’. It is always constructed through memory, fantasy, narrative, and myth.” (Hall
Questions of Cultural Identity, 223). He continuously fantasises about his dream city
which is the end creates two places for him and which places cannot allow him to create
a stable identity.

The hope that Singh has for living in London too is soon lost, after he realizes

that there are two dimensions to living there and he has to choose one. As an upper-class
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colonial, he chooses the dandy, a style which he thinks will be much appreciated in the
streets of London. As he writes, he contemplates that

[t]here was no one to link my present with my past, no one to note my
consistencies or inconsistencies. It was up to me to choose my character, and
I chose the character that was easiest and most attractive. I was the dandy, the
extravagant colonial, indifferent to scholarship (The Mimic Men, 24).

But as mentioned, these feelings are short-lived and only an illusion of his real self. Later
his disappointment about London as a looming city when contrasted with Isabella is
striking. He is disappointed by the non-eventfulness of his arrival. He notes that the city
wasn’t waiting for him and that he wanted to feel “whole” to feel that as a British by
birth, his identity would be complete by finding this missing space. Instead, he feels
distraught and describes his panic as

[...] not the panic of being lost or lonely; [but] the panic of ceasing to feel
myself as a whole person. The threat of other people’s lives, the
remembered private landscape, the relationships, the order which was not
mine [....] (The Mimic Men, 33).

Ralph acknowledges that he had looked for “largeness,” and perhaps recognition, but
instead he feels smaller and becomes almost invisible. He experiences a more
fragmented self than when he first arrives and becomes more alienated and estranged.
The more his space changes the more his identity moves further from his core. And thus,
his arrival in London exposes his desire for self-discovery but ends in a feeling of
emptiness because his expectations are not met. London, like Isabella, causes more
alienation for him as his hope and dream of fulfilling that empty space that would
otherwise signify his identity is shattered.

As earlier noted in the introductory chapters, Naipaul has come under attack for
his commentary on colonial countries and Islands like Trinidad or Isabella for that
matter. Many critics have accused him of thinking the worst of colonial spaces. But his

criticism of the colonised countries ought to be read with a grain of salt. Isabella is a
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very symbolic place. But a close look at Naipaul’s The Mimic Men may yield a
contradictory perspective. Singh’s failure to gain fulfilment in both of the spaces he
considers home can be viewed as a portrayal of the disillusionment that many migrants
face when they travel to the West. In essence, Isabella as a city is the greatest symbol
and embodiment of mimicry in the novel The Mimic Men. Thus, Ralph Singh’s attempt
at creating a middle-class village that cannot be accessed is one example of a failed
economic and success plan not only for Ralph Singh but also for other like-minded
middle-class men and women in Isabella. Crippleville (Ralph Singh’s estate) is symbolic
of a culture that is only beautiful on the outside but cannot be wholly comprehended and
appreciated by those who live in it because either it is locked from the inside or the other
way around. This means that those on the outside cannot exit the entanglement they are
in and the other way round. Singh is depicted to be belonging to both, the outsider and
insider, which is a position even more difficult for identity formation.

Isabella is represented with an ambivalence (Bhabha, 1997, Young, 2005), that
capacity to both “attract and repulse” its dwellers, and high expectations are soon
followed by deep disappointment. Singh’s description of the city as three dimensional
explains the feeling of alienation he gets when he goes there:

I see that all the activity of these years existing as I have said in my own mind in
parenthesis represented a type of withdrawal, and was part of the injury inflicted
on me by the too solid three-dimensional cities in which I could never feel myself
as anything but spectral, disintegrating, pointless, fluid. The city made by man
but passed out of control: breakdown the negative reaction, activity the positive
but equal aspects of an accommodation to a sense of place which like memory,
when grown acute, becomes a source of pain (The Mimic Men, 61).

In essence, the feelings that Ralph gets when he is in Isabella, are of illusion,
disenfranchisement, and alienation. Yet at times, he feels at home being in Isabella like
that time he comes home with Sandra having spent years at college in London. Whether
it is the feeling of homecoming or the change of environment, at that time Isabella seems
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grand to him: “We were coming to the Island expecting the meanness and constriction
of Island life; we were dazzled, as by the sunlight itself, by the freedom which everyone
who welcomed us proclaimed” (The Mimic Men, 66). This happiness is short-lived, and
like the port lights that shine at night and disappear during the day, the realities of
Isabella come to haunt him once he settles back in. As Dizay points out that Naipaul’s
The Mimic Men is a portrayal of a society “that can never attain a complete and utter
degree of cultural purity” but that Naipaul shows that within the psyche of his characters
lies this constant struggle. He posits that Naipaul is aware that “characters can never
attain their original identities and original values” (Dizay, “Postcolonial identity crisis”
920-26).

As a parody of men, The Mimic Men is also a portrayal of how human identity
can be reduced to mere copying. In his Nobel Prize Lecture, Naipaul posited that the
novel is “about colonial men mimicking the conditions of manhood, men who had grown
to distrust everything about themselves” (Naipaul, Two Worlds). By this, he means that
the protagonist Ralph is a caricature and representative of so many in colonial states.
Ashcroft et al summarise mimicry as the concealed imitation of behaviour that is not in
line with individual identity (Ashcroft, 19). Mimicry is symbolic of self-hatred and a
distrust of the self. In the novel, the first instance of mimicry is seen through the
relationship Singh has with his Jewish landlord, Mr Shylock. Singh writes that “[h]e had
the habit of stroking his ear and inclining his head to listen. I thought the gesture was
attractive; I copied it” (The Mimic Men, 1). With that as a beginning to his endless
copying, he copies the clothing, way of talking, and detachment from other people. In
short, Singh’s only desire is to fulfil a life that has been designed for him by the British
colonial masters or by his Aryan ancestors. And as Dizay further asserts in his discussion
about mimicry in The Mimic Men, “mimicry is a strong desire and urge for attaining

recognizable and reformed identity rather than rather than reflecting the other” (Dizay,
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920-26). Thus, what is seen in relation to Ralph Singh’s behaviour is this attempt at
copying behaviour he thinks is more suited to the Western world -London. This mimicry
is extended in his attempt at building a modernized Westernized estate- Crippleville
whose name had been “...speedily corrupted...” from Kripalville. Like all mimicked
habits, the happiness they bring is short. He feels empty because the achievement is not
his, but perhaps of his Aryan ancestors, as he observes.

Furthermore, Ralph Singh is seen to prefer the fair-skinned Europeans to his
fellow colonials as better candidates for his sexual exploits. He abhors Lieni, his
neighbour and acquaintance, who seriously loves him, but her Maltese background
assumedly makes her unfit for him. His marriage to Sandra might be a reflection of the
need “to be white” similar to that which Fanon touches upon in Black Skins White Masks.
Fanon’s criticism analyses a near-psychotic tendency for the blacks and non-white men
to not only conquer the white female body but “grasp white civilization and dignity and
make them [his]” (Fanon, Black Skin White Masks, 45). It is a feeling that might bring
back some form of power and autonomy to the colonized. However, even the
relationships he gets into with the white women come to no fruition because he gets into
them for the wrong reasons. To Singh, women are compartmentalized objects and he is
only able to appropriate parts of the body in place of full identities. He thus attaches no
emotion to his affairs, which usually end in shouting and slamming doors. The word
intimacy is horrendous to him. He writes:

Intimacy: the word holds the horror. I could have stayed forever at a woman's
breasts if they were full and had a hint of a weight that required support. But
there was the skin, there was the smell of skin. There were bumps and
scratches, there were a dozen little things that could positively enrage me...
These scenes in the book-shaped room didn't always end well; they could end
in tears, sometimes in anger, a breast grown useless being buttoned up, a door
closed on a room that seemed to require instant purification (The Mimic ~ Men, 206).

Singh’s identity, then, can be thought of as one that spurs in the moment. He loves and
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loathes the very objects he holds, such as the women’s breasts. To him, beauty is taken
away by the freckles on the women’s skins. This shows his immaturity and lack of self-
awareness or lack of identity. This passage is a reminder of what Bhabha, in Of Mimicry
and Man, terms as the “ambivalent”, the ability of an item or concept, or idea to entice
and revolt at the same time (125-133). It also reveals the discussion that has for long
been at the core of postcolonial rhetoric for both the colonial and the master. Whereas
colonial places were mostly viewed as those that lacked and needed civilizing, as per
Joseph Conrad’s analogy of the “dark continent,” it is this same dark continent that
attracted and still attracts many to it. What Ralph Singh and the novel The Mimic Men
do is to change the direction of the “gaze” and cast it toward the master and his country.
The stern revelation is that the attitudes are mutual and that England, just like Africa or
Asia, has the capacity to both attract and repulse in the same breath.

Naipaul’s insight into how minority groups in communities might be
encapsulated or interpellated by existing structures is also portrayed in The Mimic Men.
Isabella, the fictitious island setting, is a place that belongs to no one in particular, thus
disabling all claims of legitimacy and rootedness by individual characters. This upsets
both the physical and ideological spaces and affects the order of things, especially the
process of identity formation: Singh writes thus in his memoir.

We went through purely mulatto villages where the people were a baked copper

colour, much disfigured by disease. They had big light eyes and kinky red hair.
My father described them as Span- iards [....]. They permitted no Negroes to
settle among them... (The Mimic Men, 121).

This passage reveals how difficult it might be for people to form stable identities in a
space that continues to change due to migration. The tone of the passage and the naming
of a people as “Span- iards” might reveal that the speaker- Singh or that his father too
did not have an affinity for this group of people. Moreover, the Spaniards too don’t like

to live among black or Negroes. Naipaul also reveals not only the racial but also the
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social gap between Singh and his old school friend, which for both seems to be
embarrassing as they occupy different ideological spaces. Singh’s childhood friend
Ethelbert Browne and later political ally exposes to Singh the corrupt nature of Isabella
and together they start up a magazine. But in the past Singh has always felt himself in a
much higher position than Browne, which is shown in his commentary about his visit
that ends their friendship.

We never forgive those who catch us in postures of indignity. That Saturday,
with itstwo gestures, its two visits, its two failures, marked the end of the
special intensity of our relationship. I cannot deny that I was relieved. I had
been choked in that interior, and not by its smallness. Joe Louis and Haile
Selassie on the wall, the flannel vest, the family photograph, that black
jackass: it was more than an interior I had entered. I felt I had had a glimpse
of the prison of the spirit in which Browne lived (The Mimic Men 150).

This passage reveals something crucial about Singh and the place he occupies. He sees
himself as being above Browne, pitying their relationship and glad at the end when they
don’t get to see each other anymore. However, it also reveals in Singh a lack of self-
identification which directly correlates with spatial distortions of two people who went
to the same school, and lived in the same neighbourhoods, yet were so far apart in the
social order. As Hall (1996) and Woodward (1997) argue, identity is created through
difference. Thus, this loss of friendship might be for Singh like a loss of a reflection in
the mirror; he can’t see himself because Browne’s presence helped him to differentiate
his identity from that which he is not.

Singh’s lack of self-identification is arguably most characterized by his inability
to acknowledge his successes or even failures for that matter. He attributes his successes
to pure chance and lack. For instance, the political movement that he and his friend
Ethelbert Browne found is to him “little more than just a game” (The Mimic Men, 45)
and his assumption is that having foreign experience from living abroad equipped him

better for the ministerial position. But as Greenberg (2000) points out, “there is clearly
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self-recrimination at having to return to London as a nobody near the age of 40 (214-
37). And in Singh’s own words, he acknowledges the surprise at the kind of work he has
to do, and in the end, regrets having lost his job.

I know that return to my political life is impossible. The pace of colonial
events is quick, the turnover of leaders is rapid. I have already been forgotten;
and I know that the people who supplanted me are themselves about to be
supplanted. My career is by no means unusual. It falls into the pattern (10).

Singh contemplates the idea of returning to Isabella and according it is one he cannot
consider seriously because he thinks he will not find a place or that things will have
changed. He consoles himself by saying “[t]he career of the colonial politician is short
and ends brutally (The Mimic Men, 10). This self-consolatory note depicts a tone and
mood of regret despite his claims of disinterest in his past career. This might be due to
the spatial shift that happens as he leaves Isabella for London as an exile. He does not
think much of his job while in Isabella, pitying people of all conditions (The Mimic Men,
45), and thinking himself above everyone. But as an exile in London, both his physical
and ideological spaces have shifted, which enables him to reflect back on the
opportunities he had while in Isabella. All of these situations make him long for that
other old self, and thus he later acknowledges that this part of his life was necessary for
him to be able to find a true identity although the end of the novel shows this to be a
continuing struggle.

Perhaps for Singh and for others in Isabella, the postcolonial space has not
changed so much despite the years that pass to allow fellow citizens to rule over others,
or even to allow a native Indian such as himself to form a meaningful relationship with
a white woman Sandra. Towards the end of his quest, which he documents at the start
of the memoir, Singh signals the plight of the colonial, something that parallels the life
of Willie Chandran in Half a Life, as will be discussed in the next section He notes that

after failing at almost everything in life including self-identification, the result and
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perhaps ultimate end is flight:

I know that return to my island to my political life is impossible. [...]  know that
the people who supplanted me are themselves about to be supplanted. My career
is by no means unusual. It falls into a pattern. The career of the colonial politician
is short and ends brutally. We lack order. Above all, we lack power, and we do
not understand that we lack power. [...] For those who lose, and nearly everyone,
in the end, loses, there is only one course: flight. Flight to the greater disorder,
the final emptiness: London and the home counties (The Mimic Men, 10-11).

In the end, although the big history book about his ancestors the Aryans doesn’t come
to fruition, Ralph Singh writes a history about himself. The journeys and physical spaces
he inhabits throughout his entire life up to the point of writing his memoir are a life
lesson about who he is and what he identifies with. Although his identity is not fully
formed, Naipaul shows that this act of writing serves as his salvation for his lost identity.
In the last paragraph of the memoir, he notes:

It does not worry me now, as it worried me when I began this book, that at the
age of forty, I should find myself at the end of my active life. I do not now think
this is even true. I no longer yearn for ideal landscapes and no longer wish to
know the god of the city. This does not strike me as a loss. I feel, instead, I have
lived through attachment and freed myself from one cycle of events. It gives me
joy to find that in so doing I have also fulfilled the fourfold division of life
prescribed by our Aryan ancestors. | have been a student, householder, and man
of affairs, recluse. My life has never been more physically limited than it has
been during these last three years. Yet I feel that in this time [ have cleared the
decks, as it were, and prepared myself for fresh action. It will be the action of a
free man. What this action will be I cannot say [....] I do not wish to re-engage
in that cycle from which I have freed myself [...] so writing, for all its initial
distortion, clarifies, and even becomes a process of life (The Mimic Men, 300-
301).

This last passage in the novel is perhaps the best takeaway from the novel as it offers
straightforward insight into the protagonist’s feelings about himself and ultimately his
identity. For someone who starts his life with presumptions about beauty, foreign
cultures, and the optimism leaving Isabella, he ends up with the uncertainty of

everything, yet the same uncertainty comes with the freedom of the lack of knowledge,

62



not the anxiety of high expectations. Similarly, this passage shows that Singh’s survival
and struggle for the self will now be based on changing and shifting his identity as he
traverses new places without predetermining the things he will do and see in that
particular place prior to his arrival.

At the start of this chapter in his memoir Singh acknowledges that it was a period
“between my preparation for life and the withdrawal from it” (The Mimic Men, 38). This
signals the uprootedness in everything he does in life. Later he recalls the period of his
active political life that coincided with another accident that had just ended- his marriage
to Sandra. Singh seems to be unfulfilled in life, his education, marriage, and even
inheritance or political life seem to result in further alienation. Thus, whereas he felt
powerful as a politician, having his servants run to him as soon as he was summoned,
this excitement is short-lived. As earlier mentioned, Singh attempts to adopt the attitude
of the colonizer, seen in the way he redesigns his inherited land and turns it into an estate,
having servants run for him and even looking down on his best friend Browne due to his
impoverished state. Despite all of this, his predicament is not any better than the others
like Browne. He is ousted from Isabella and ends up an exile in a London Hotel. This
part of his memoir can be summed up as representing an individual trying to occupy as
well as dominate the places that are not designed for him, and that is why he further
alienates himself.

Although Naipaul portrays Singh to be hopeless most of the time, there are
instances in the novel that reveal the protagonist’s capacity to identify with what is
around him despite the difficulty it entails. During one of his many journeys between
London and Isabella, he picks up a “fat” prostitute during their layover, but this time
round simply acknowledges her body and the self that she is instead of objectifying her
in his usual manner. "Flesh, flesh, I thought: how could I disdain? How could I even

judge?” (The Mimic Men, 282) This refusal and perhaps conscious self-discipline that
63



prevents him from casting judgment is the author’s way of signalling the character’s
acceptance of the cultural differences he is faced with. Naipaul perhaps intends to show
that, for Ralph Singh the time he spends and the experience he gains while in London
has shown him what humanity is about, and thus this should warrant a change in his
behaviour and maybe identity.

In summary, the discussion on the effects of changing places on identity
formation as relates to The Mimic Men has revealed that because places are deeply
embedded in the histories, these histories come back to haunt those who live there and
will continue to interfere in their identity formation. Moreover, Naipaul reveals in the
novel that multicultural ideology may not be famous for his characters as Singh fails to
identify himself with either Isabella or London whose ethnic diversity was evident from
the narrative. This confirms that Walkowitz argues that Naipaul’s fiction is against
multiculturalism “even when [it] offers some of the most compelling, moving accounts
of postcolonial consciousness.” She further argues that “[i]n Naipaul’s fiction cross-
class and cross-cultural solidarities are false, empty of real understanding, or simply
embarrassing and end up in a half-life” (231), something that has been exemplified in
the previous discussion and is better expounded in the next section.

3.2 The Half-identity(s) in V. S. Naipaul’s Half a Life

The previous section analysed how spatial changes coupled with (post)colonial
conditions can affect an individual’s identity and cause them to suffer from alienation.
In Half a Life (2001), this discussion is extended by looking at some of the resulting
identification problems that arise for characters who struggle to live in foreign and
changed places, and as the title of the novel at hand suggests, the ultimate tendency not
to live as a whole being but as only half of that whole. Half a Life revolves around the
life of Willie Chandran, who is in a continuous struggle to find a whole, not just half of

his identity. Perhaps this struggle is rooted in his past because his father has previously
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given up his Brahmin heritage and married a girl from a lower caste. This in a way seals
Willie’s fate, because his own father lives to regret his own relationship to a woman
from a lower caste and does not bring himself to officially marry Willie’s mother. This
split identity sets in motion a quest for an identity for Willie’s father and later for Willie
as well. During his youthful years, an opportunity appears to him in the form of a
scholarship, which is also connected to one of his names “Somerset,” and one that allows
him to flee India to form a new self in London. While there, he loses himself in a series
of sexual encounters which are meant to ground him in British culture but instead cast
him into an abysmal void leading him to flee farther from London to Africa. He hopes
to be saved by his wife Ana, by seeking solace in her innocence and peaceful living in
Africa, but rather he ends up living her life and not his own. Thus, the Christian in the
name Willie, the British in the name Somerset and the Indian in the name Chandran are
some of the religious and cultural aspects which are all entangled in Willie’s identity
and are in a constant struggle to enforce themselves in Willie’s character. This, coupled
with his constant spatial shifts between India, England, Africa, and Germany result in a
split self and long-time alienation for Willie and his sense of identity.

Willie’s quest starts as a question about his identity, handed down to him by his
father at the time of naming him. “Why is my middle name Somerset? The boys at
school have just found out, and they are mocking me” (Half a Life, 1). As the first
identity marker, names are considered to be our first entry into a cultural setting. Names
tell a lot about the people and where they come from. Finch confirms in her “Naming
Names: Kingship, Individuality and Personal Names,” that “[I]n societies which prize
individuality, a name quite literally ‘personifies’ the individual by encapsulating the
essence of that person for those who know them or know about them” (709-725). The
boys at school who mock and laugh at an Indian boy with a foreign name, even without

knowing its origin, do this with foreknowledge of his background and see no reason why
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he should be named something that makes no sense to them. The mockery results from
the fact that a foreign name may signal that your father did not care enough to find you
an appropriate name from around the land. It signifies too, a lack of kinship or in Willie’s
case, a desire to attain other kin from faraway lands. Finch further emphasizes Benson’s
argument about naming as a social act of attaining or assigning belonging by saying that
“Naming [is] a quintessentially social act [...] naming acts as a critical element in
processes of social incorporation and the constitution of personhood” (qtd in Finch, 706-
725). What one is called has the power to make or break his personality because names,
like cultures, are rooted in history, and the story that they tell can replicate personality
to a greater extent. Willie Somerset Chandran has half a name that does not belong to
him and was given as homage to a foreign writer who had visited his father at the temple.
Incognizant about what he has done, Willie’s father is seen to ponder about his son’s
state: “Little Willie. Little Willie, what have I done to you... Why have I forced this
taint on you?” (Half a Life, 18) In short, what Willie’s father does is to taint him not only
with a caste trait (because his mother was a “backward”) but also a foreign one in his
name. This is the first insight the reader gets into Willie’s future identity changes or
crises. His sense of unbelonging is embedded too in his father’s lack of faith in his own
rootedness, and he keeps searching for people he thinks resemble those in the family,
perhaps to console himself about his belongingness to the Chandran lineage.

Naming can be as effective as not naming. The results depend on the names given
or not given at all. Naipaul’s preference not to name Willie’s father and mother is another
way in which he places the latter’s identity nowhere and everywhere. As earlier noted,
names are our first identity markers, but Willie’s mother is only known as “the
backward” and his father is a man who has rejected the Brahmin culture preferring the
Mabharaja’s calling, thus making him less grounded even in his own cultural base. This

places his son Willie in an unstable identity space and sets in motion the difficulties he
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goes through in settling for a particular identity and gaining autonomy.

Willie’s uprootedness is also detected in the lack of respect for his father, and
although he has a slight affinity for his mother, he abhors both of their backgrounds. He
chooses to deny their existence and recreates stories about his life and upbringing using
excerpts from foreign stories he reads. He imagines he is a young boy in Canada and
starts to create an alternate reality about his own living space. He fills it with upstairs
and downstairs spaces, calling his parents “mom” and “pop” in the stories he writes
during his English class assignments (Half a Life, 39). This identity falsehood and
mimicking are encouraged by his teachers as well as his classmates, who think he is a
genius in art, which actually involves conjuring up stories about his last holiday. But his
father sees through this false alternate self that Willie prefers, and the futility of this
action is what Fanon’s criticism is about. Fanon writes:

Sealed into that crushing objecthood, I turned beseechingly to others. Their
attention was a liberation, running over my body suddenly abraded into
nonbeing, endowing me once more with an agility that [ had thought lost, and by
taking me out of the world, restoring me to it (Fanon, BlacK Skin White Masks
82).

Fanon explains how Black identities or Asian, in this case, can be over powered by
dominant white identities. He adds that this only results in further identity splits creating
more fragmented selves. Thus, Willie’s resolve to be something other than what he is
seems to be demonstrated by the stories he writes, and to his father, they are “.. lies,
lies... they are worse than Shelley and W and the rest of them” (Half a Life, 39). The
question is whether this character trait is propelled by the knowledge of his foreign
inherited name “Somerset.” Whereas this might be true, it also underscores what Naipaul
tries to portray in Willie’s behaviour, which is a desire to live another life, instead of one
that his father is ashamed of and also afraid to confront. According to Willie, his father

is not “only a fraud but also a coward” (Half a Life, ibid). Naipaul tries to lay bare the
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ambivalence in aspects of courage and cowardice, showing how both can be the same
side of a coin. While Ralph Singh in The Mimic Men attempts to mimic only resulting
in failure, Willie Chandran in Half a Life shows that even failing or fearing to do and act
towards a certain character trait is in itself a failure.

Half a Life also portrays a kind of segregation that culminates in ideological
spatial changes acting as an instrument that drives identity shifts. The discrimination
with which Willie’s mother is treated when she first joins her school sets in motion an
identity crisis not only for herself but also for Willie later in his future. As one from a
lower caste (backward), she does not expect to get similar treatment as the rest of the
students, but while this is the case, she gets even worse treatment:

Willie Chandran’s mother wondered in a childish way whether she would get
brass or aluminium. But when she appeared before him (the cook) no choice like
that was offered her. The ragged half-starved man became very angry and
frightened and made the kind of noise he would have made before he beat a
stray dog. Some of the children objected, and then the water man made a show
of looking for something and from somewhere on the ground he picked up a
rusty and dirty tin jagged at the edges from the tin-opener. It was a blue Wood,
Dunn butter tin from Australia. Into that he poured the water for the girl. That
was how Willie Chandran’s mother learned that in the world outside
aluminium was for Muslims and Christians and people of that sort, brass was for
people of caste, and a rusty old tin was for her (Half a Life, 38).

Perhaps it is this spirit of unworthiness that is propagated during her childhood that
makes Willie’s mother commit blindly to a relationship and hide for months in the
backroom of the image man’s workshop pretending to fear for her life. As a child, she
is stripped of all self-worth, as she is treated worse than a person from a lower caste. She
is taught to expect so little from life, which affects her identity later in life. Willie
remembers a story his uncle tells him about the "backwards,” [...] “that the backwards
had been shut out for so long from the society that they knew nothing of India, nothing
of the other religions, nothing even of the religion of the people of caste, whose serfs

they were” (Half a Life, 55). Naipaul has written extensively about the caste system in
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India and has sometimes defended it as a friendly feudal system that the people of India
understood well (Bilgrami 1991, Misra 2015). This system is deeply rooted in India’s
social and political system and it has to date been a systemic mode of discriminating
against some ethnicities in India. Whereas Willie’s mother had initially gone to a caste
school, “a broken-down and dusty shack in a suburb far from the maharaja’s palace”
(Half a Life, 37), she is treated worse because she belonged to the “backward,” the
untouchables- those who have been pushed further down the line of any sense of self-
identification so that no identity is accorded them whatsoever. Worse for her still,
Willie’s father also segregates, as seen from the way he questions and asks for
forgiveness from the high gods for having slept with a woman of a lower caste. He
continuously thinks he has done no good for his son, and does nothing to salvage their
(Willie’s father and Mother) estranged relationship.

Naipaul seems to suggest that our identity(s) is an action of a spur in the moment
just like Willie’s father who takes up a role he never imagined he would and grows
comfortable in it. In trying to escape his shame for having befriended a girl of a lower
caste, Willie’s father decides to adapt to ancestral ways of seeing no other escape route.
He discovers that being a Maharaja was not just an escape from his shame, but also
something that suited his personality, that it fitted him more like a clock on his back:

There was no escaping the role now. In the beginning, I felt I had trapped
myself. But very soon I found that the role fitted. I became easier and easier
with it, and I understood one day that, through a series of accidents, tossed as
in a dream from one unlikely situation to another, acting always on the spur
of the moment, wishing only to reject the servility of our life, with no clear
view of what was to follow, I had fallen into ancestral ways. I was astonished
and awed. I felt that some higher power had taken a hand and I had been
shown the true path (Half a Life, 32).

Whether it is a matter of self-entrapment or wilful behavioural disposition, this passage

confirms the hypothesis that changes in places (he managed to move from his usual
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home and move to the Maharaja’s temple) influences his identity. Willie’s father,
although feeling trapped by his new identity, cannot deny that the lack of self-
understanding is in fact what drives him towards this quest. The matter of his illegitimate
relationship with a woman of lower caste might be another reason because the new
identity offers an avenue to escape this past. As a Maharaja he is not expected to have
had an illicit affair with a woman, and as a result, he skips the marital ceremonies,
pretending to be already married. With a lost parent, one who perceives identity and the
self as something experienced by mere chance, it is no wonder that Willie cannot escape
the shackles of his father’s alienation. Naipaul thus places Willie as one who suffers
from a double alienation: first, the alienation he inherits from his parents, the father being
a half Brahmin and mother from a backward caste, and then the one that he later faces.
When he later gets married to Ana (a college friend) as an escape from his own realities,
it shows how the generational identity crisis seems to be following him, fragmenting
him further and making him more removed from the person he is currently. This,
however, falls short of what Hall (1994) suggests in identity formation and creates a
contrast between the two writers for this analysis. Hall suggests a negotiation between
historical experiences if characters are to navigate between identities.” Hall’s stance is
obviously different from the one that the character’s in Naipaul’s works take. Their
failure to look at past experiences not as those that should tie them down but as those
that can help them to merge the past and present and form an identity is what creates this
difference.

Just like Singh, Willie’s flight to England is an example of a quest for identity

but also an escape from his current one. He deserts the dirty and soiled home of the

7 As the coming chapter will show, Zadie Smith challenges this position by showing characters who
despite bemoaning their identity crises, do not completely escape present circumstances and navigate their
identities remembering their past and not completely attempting to escape their present.
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Maharaja and journeys north to an idealized fairyland in Britain. He is let down by what
he sees, just like Ralph Singh in The Mimic Men: “Buckingham Palace. He thought the
Mabharaja’s palace in his own state was far grander, more like a palace...” (Half a Life,
52). This self-civilizing mission, in Fanon’s terms, shows the disillusioned concept
Willie has of England and presents an unrealistic idea about his personal aspirations.
This can be contrasted with what he sees when he first sets foot in Africa. “The Town
was big and splendid, far finer than anything he had imagined, not something he would
have associated with Africa. Its grandeur worried him. He didn’t think he would be able
to cope with it” (Half a Life, 132). He thinks later in the novel that he cannot deal with
this reality of a beautiful town in Africa because accordingly, the town speaks for itself,
contrary to London which has been accorded so much in theory albeit different to the
characters in the novels and the praise is unrealistic. Additionally, he can easily deal
with London whose truths and realities are a distortion, just like his identity.

If England can afford to be grand in books but different in reality, so can he. He
realizes that culture’s rules do not have to apply. As a matter of fact, they are “make
believe,” and he could even write his own revolution if he wished it. This results in his
disavowal of any relation to the firebrand (a kind of tribe his mother belonged to), a
connection he gets from his mother’s side. He sees no use for that sort of affinity which
embarrasses him even though it is who he is. Fanon argues that this kind of behaviour is
an escape from a preconceived identity of the “Other,” that in a way prevents individuals
from forming individual identities. He writes, “[he- the other] is overdetermined from
without. [He is] the slave not of the idea that others have of him but of [his] own
appearance” (Fanon, Black Skins White Masks, 87). It is this enslaving fear of what
others think of him that embarrasses him about his identity and thus makes him want to
escape his true identity, which leads to his alienation.

England not only presents a place for escape but also an opportunity to be what
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he likes and to conjure up a new identity for himself. As a result, in the next couple of
years and throughout the time he spends in England as a college student, Willie is
another person. His ancestral roots are different from what they were previously. He

[...] adapted certain things he had read, and he spoke of his mother as
belonging to an ancient Christian community of the subcontinent, a
community almost as old as Christianity itself. He kept his father as a
Brahmin. He made his father’s father a “courtier.” So, playing with words,
he began to re-make himself. It excited him, and began to give him a feeling
of power (Half a Life, 61).

His London identity replicates the city where he is, grand in words but different in
reality. For a time, he manages to deceive himself about who he is to his friends like
Pacey and June. Willie comes from an insulated world in India, and lacks knowledge
about much of the outer world and the one he encounters in England. Naipaul’s portrayal
of his personality is perhaps to dislocate him further as one who has totally encountered
a new culture that bends him. But these efforts at his self-re-making project lead him
into dire limbo. In a bid to assimilate himself into British culture, he resorts to sleeping
with several women and instead of satisfaction, he gets utterly disgusted by the smelly
rooms and dirty ramshackled places he is taken to. The feeling of liberation and the
ability to do as he pleases are very short-lived.

Willie’s relationship with Roger, his future producer, is the only obvious crack
in his pretentious identity. Roger rejects his stories because they lack personality or a
portrayal of his culture: “What is interesting to me as a lawyer is that you don’t want to
write about real things. I’ve spent a fair amount of time listening to devious characters,
and I feel about these stories that the writer has secrets. He is hiding” (Half a Life, 81).
This calls to mind Hall’s question on identity being a historical agency, something that
communicates its existence in relation to what happened in the past. Whereas current
identity studies attempt to be more liberal, the dynamics involved still necessitate that

culture is a basis for identity formation. Thus, for Willie to be a proper writer he must
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draw from his history and culture so that his writing will be more realistic and grounded.
Additionally, Roger’s words mortify Willie because he realizes that Roger has
discovered his shame- the shame of failing to replicate his culture and his real identity
in his writing. Willie’s decision to change his characterization and nature of the story
making it more realistic is an attempt to rediscover his identity. His book is an instant
success but regardless of this fact, Willie has already fallen into an abysmal state of
discontentment, and his dislocation from his Indian culture right from the time of his
birth (congenital dislocation) cannot be erased by the mere success of a novel.

The chapter, “The Second Translation” signals Willie’s deeper estrangement
from his inner self. The section is dramatically ironic in such a way that it presents
Willie’s positive review of his books, but he is far removed from these reviews.
According to him, the reviews seem to be about another person. Moreover, the word
“translation” is used at two levels, firstly that the journey to Africa allows the reader
first-hand information about Africa different from the one that has been told in the “first
translation” as represented through the stereotypical lens, which according to the novel
has always been the case. Secondly, Willie’s identity perhaps gets a chance to reshape
more in another place when he travels to Africa, so for him, this is another way of
translating his identity. His choice to go to an unnamed country in Africa, a country on
the brink of a revolutionary struggle for independence shows his effort and struggle for
self-identification. While there, his language, his ways, and everything he knew in India
wanes. He “was trying to deal with the knowledge that had come to him on the ship that
his home language had almost gone, that his English was going, that he had no proper
language left, no gift of expression” (Half a Life, 132). This further points to a more
figurative translation, in the sense that it shows that when knowledge and information
move from one language to another, they ultimately lead to a loss of cultural values-

they are what is lost in translation. Additionally, Willie works as an agent to relocate the
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reader’s mind about the values and cultures in African communities as retold by a
colonial or someone who has come from the third world to Europe and then back again.
Willie’s ability to complete this cycle might be the missing link in reinstating his identity
as one that might be devoid of preconceived notions about the West and non-Western
nations. His final journey to Africa and marriage to Anna are the two acts that seem to
demonstrate a lack of progress although they were necessary to complete his quest. His
dream of a magical destination perhaps signals a man who has exiled himself, lacks
identity and any sense of direction whatsoever albeit it is these very feelings that act as
a call for action regarding his quest.

The “half-life” Willie lives in India and London, as discussed earlier, totally
comes to a complete standstill while in Africa. He disappears in the shadows of the big
mansion and the old poster bed belonging to Anna’s long line of family lineage. His
attempt at self-discovery ends in shame when Anna acknowledges that she is aware of
his affair with the neighbour. The freedom he hopes to attain from Anna’s knowledge of
his affairs is also an illusion because she also seems resigned to the lifeless relationship.
In the end, Willie realizes that for the 18 years he was in Africa, he wasn’t there. At one
point before he arrives in Africa, he can feel another personality but is not strong enough
to let this identity surface. “But all this while Willie felt that there was another
personality or identity inside of him, in a silent space where all his external life was
muffled (Half a Life, 133). His breakthrough comes from a fall from the slippery stairs
in front of the house. Naipaul gives us an insight into Willie’s state of mind at this time,
for the latter asks Anna, “[D]o you think that it would be possible for someone to look
at all my bruises and cuts and work out what had happened to me? Work out what [ have
done to myself?” (136). Willie’s bruises are very symbolic of his mental state and the
trouble he has with not being able to identify. These internal and psychological bruises

show that his youthful personality has been damaged by the many years of passivity and
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lack of genuine aspiration towards achieving anything valuable in life. His misdirected
anger at Anna for having lived her life is yet another pointer to how alienated he feels.

Toward the end of the novel, Willie’s fall, which leads him to an unconscious
state of mind, becomes a significant event in his life, one that awakens the identity
neuron functionality in his brain. He has the courage then to say to Anna: “I mean I’ve
given you eighteen years. I can’t give you any more. I can’t live your life anymore. I
want to live my own” (136). This final disavowal towards living a “half-life” is what
Fanon advocates, to fight the dominant culture and sustain one’s identity is foregrounded
in his work. But Bhabha relegates this argument further by advocating for relocating
one’s identity and finding space between existing cultures. Naipaul not being a
proponent and advocate of multiculturalism (Coovadia, 2009), does not attempt to show
his characters surviving in a multicultural society. Thus, unlike Zadie Smith’s characters,
as shall be discussed later, Naipaul’s characters’ struggles in both The Mimic Men and
Half a Life seem to continue and their quest for identity seems endless.

As the discussion in this section has suggested, Willie Sommerset Chandran’s
journey and quest for self-discovery may seem fruitless, which emanates from Naipaul’s
earlier disdain for mixed communities. However, he still shows that it is a journey that
the protagonist must go through so as to fully understand his identity. The deluded
mindset that Willie has of London as a place that will grant him salvation from his inner
hatred of who he is, as one that will give him a sense of autonomy is merely just that, an
illusion. His exit from London journeying south to Africa further signals the denial that
London was a place where he as an individual was supposed to use as neutral ground to
rediscover himself. It is a portrayal that individuals should hold responsibilities for
themselves and not be reliant on outer forces to drive their inner beings. Unavoidable as
this seems to be in the novels discussed so far, the conclusion to be drawn is that place

can determine and shape characters’ identities. When Willie asks Anna, his wife, if his
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cuts and bruises will tell his past, it is to show that he has learnt that every place gives
one something that in turn shapes who they are. In essence, these two studies recall to

mind Hall’s assertion about space that is important in the formation of identity.
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CHAPTER 4

PLACE, IDENTITY AND MULTICULTURALISM IN ZADIE SMITH’S
WHITE TEETH AND ON BEAUTY

Many of the novels discussed in this study are set in Britain and the West in
general. The identity crisis that develops in the minds of the characters as shown by the
novelists, springs from both this environment and the longing for home. There seems to
be an inability for the immigrants to settle in this new place mostly due to the imprinted
origins on their identities that cannot easily be eroded. Hall posits that .. .there is always
a politics of identity, a politics of position, which has no absolute guarantee in an
unproblematic, transcendental law of origin” (223). The ruptured identity that
acknowledges both the effects of history and the challenges of the present place, a place
which many times negatively affects the characters is what causes the identities to
continuously shift according to the environments in which these characters find
themselves. Even the ambivalent “third space” (Bhabha 1994) that is celebrated in
postcolonial literature seizes to pose a safe haven for the characters as will be shown in
the proceeding discussions. Moreover, the place of the “other” that the immigrants hold
in society challenges this space further. It becomes an intangible idea for the immigrants,
a place without a surface, without ground on which to stand. In the novels discussed,
these aspects of identity changes are seen through the languages that different characters
use in different circumstances, their religious affiliations, their physical outlook, and
their perception of their bodies, versus how others perceive them. But most importantly
it is also seen in the way they act towards those around them, especially if the other
person is different from them.
4.1 Identity, Multiculturalism and its Challenges in Zadie Smith’s White Teeth
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White Teeth (2000) is a novel set in London’s multicultural Britain. It is mainly
about “the characters’ fates as first and second-generation immigrants in Britain, and
[...] the painful effects of ethnic mixing and the blurring of racial and cultural
boundaries” (Tancke, 28). The novel features mainly three London families with diverse
origins such as Caribbean, Bangladeshi and Jewish. Clara, a Jamaican woman is married
to a British white man. Samad who is originally from Pakistan and also previously
Bangladeshi is married to a much younger wife Alsana of the same decent. The Chalfens
on the other hand, are the self-made brains middle class family of Willesden and are of
Jewish descent. This wealth in the heterogeneous characterization that Smith employs
is, according to some critics, celebratory of multiethnic London, but it could also be
argued that Smith uses this heterogeneity in characterization to portray the inevitability
of a hybridized multicultural Britain as well as to portray the challenges that such an
environment poses for the characters’ identity formation.

Zadie Smith’s narratives follow a pyrotechnic model also considered as the
“return of the Omniscient” (Dawson, 152-55). This old-time technique allows the reader
to critically analyse the characters and thus surmise specific identity changes,
particularly for this study. Smith also projects stylistic devices such as fragmentation
and subjectivity to illustrate ideas related to identity shifts in varying physical and
ideological spaces. Many of the characters look inward and tell their stories, which in
turn alerts the reader toward their status of mind and individual characterization.
Fragmentation is used to show or even downplay some of the celebrated ideals such as
hybridity and multiculturalism.

Zadie Smith writes from the point of view of history as a determinant factor in
our identities. Although she has been represented as one praising hybridity, Tew (2010)
illustrates that taking White Teeth at face value and as one celebratory of hybridity is

reductive of the more nuanced approach the narrator has towards this state of affairs. He
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shows that the characters are rather stereotypes and archetypes, such as Samad
representing a disillusioned migrant and Archie representing a rather dull British man
satisfied with life his simple life. Moreover, the chapters in the novels are listed as years
but in reverse order as if to show that whatever happened then is very much related to
what is happening now. Hall asserts to this effect that our cultures and identities are
determined by history. He notes that “...there is always a politics of identity, a politics
of position which has no absolute guarantee in our unproblematic transcendental law of
origin” (Hall, 223). In Hall’s assertion, whereas it may not be to our liking, one’s origins,
however problematic, will resurface in the future.

The issue of language as earlier noted has long been a hot contest in postcolonial
literature. Whether language is a means of subjugation has remained at the top of the
debate. Moreover, language stands as a multi-layered phenomenon, in that it should be
thought of as not only the arbitrary sounds that produce meaning but the nature and
character of those sounds or language. In Gayatri Spivak’s canonical essay, “Can the
Subaltern Speak,” her famous words are echoed in the language issues that arise in the
novels discussed. For Zadie Smith, the problem doesn’t seem to be about whether the
subaltern can speak, but more about which language the subaltern can use. Language
being a disseminating tool in postcolonial literature and elsewhere poses the challenge
of communicating, which in turn reflects back on its usage as an identity marker. Smith
portrays characters who choose language carefully and go as far as changing their
languages such as deciding to use the pidgin when speaking to a neighbour or using
correct grammar when speaking to British nationals or those, they consider to be
indigenous. This can be seen as the “third space” where the ambivalence is represented
by not exactly disliking the colonial communication tool but adjusting it to fit the
purpose of communication at the time.

In Smith’s White Teeth one of the novel’s main characters, Clara, always shifts
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her language and English accent to suit the environment and the people whom she is
talking to, perhaps to signal how self-conscious she is about identity issues. This
language change is signalled by a change in her place, which in turn leads to an
immediate shift in her identity. These shifts, as the narrator points out, mark her roots,
her origin, which she is bent on keeping. This pyrotechnic narration that Dawson refers
to where a narrator gives her own opinion of the narrative and the characters is what
Smith employs to protect Clara in her identity struggles. However, Clara’s respect for
her roots is also presented with an ambivalence in the sense that she understands how it
is a struggle and she has to constantly fight for her identity. As the daughter of an
immigrant, her roots are embedded in her language and skin colour. Moreover, Clara
thinks that she and Archie are similar. Archie, who is first introduced to the reader as
one tired of life, and tries to commit suicide by inhaling exhaust fumes in his car only to
be saved by a butcher Mo Hussein-Ishmeal, whose vocation is designing folded paper
material for a printing firm, and spends most of his time at his favourite bar-
O’Connell’s, might be what Clara thinks he is in terms of character. They are both like
““...islands floating...” and “...neither Irish nor Roman Catholic” (White Teeth, 27). This
shows her awareness of the inability to ascertain any form of identity and acknowledges
the constant shift.

Perhaps the biggest challenge that characters face in White Teeth is the shifting
physical and ideological places. As the narrator posits,

[...] immigrants have always been particularly prone to repletion- it’s

something to do with that experience of moving from West to East or East to

West or from Island to Island. Even when you arrive, you’re still going  back
and forth, your children are going round and round. There is no proper  term —
original sin seems too harsh: maybe original trauma (White Teeth, 161).

The above excerpt shows that moving to different places is not only traumatic but also

critical for an individual’s identity. “West or East” is figuratively used to create the

80



binaries that Said (1978) discusses, which create power structures among the immigrant
communities and the people they find in those areas they go to. Moreover, physically
arriving at a place does not mean the end of your journey, for it remains that for the
immigrant, the compass changes its pointer, whenever an ideology, a thought, or even a
policy changes as was discussed about the immigration policies in Britain during the
2000s. The fight for a place especially “among the chosen” as shown in the novel starts
with Clara Bowden and Ryan Topps, her boyfriend, which also clearly exemplifies this
ideological movement.

Clara Bowden, (later Clara Bowden Jones after her marriage to Archibald Jones)
transitions through various sets of identity markers, from a toothless Jehovah’s Witness
determined to save souls, to one seeking salvation from the extreme religious
environment that her pious mother surrounds her with. Her relationship with Ryan Topps
doesn’t go well because at first, she thinks she is saving him or that because he is not
too religious, he will be her saviour. However, he becomes a better Jehovah’s witness.

If Clara realized what was happening, she wouldn’t allow herself to believe

it. [...] Later that month, when Clara persuaded a doleful Ryan to go through

the motions with her in the disabled toilet, she squinted so she couldn’t seewhat
she didn’t want to see. But it was there, underneath his jumper, there hardly
visible in the dismal light- it couldn’t be, but it was -the silver glint of a tiny silver
cross (White Teeth, 41).

This signals Ryan Topps’ change, which comes as a surprise not only to Clara but to the
reader as well. He is first introduced as one who hangs out with a marijuana-smoking
commune and rides a vesper scooter that almost knocks out all of Clara’s teeth during
one of their adventurous rides. However, when he starts spending more time with
Hortense Bowden, Clara’s mother, a self-proclaimed evangelical, the latter convinces
him to change to Christianity and this swiftly changes his identity to become one who
believes in Christ instead of Clara, who couldn’t convert, despite her mother’s influence

and constant warning about the impending apocalypse that will kill all those who will
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not have converted. In the ensuing exchange when Ryan asks her to ride with him,
Clara’s alienation becomes clear:

There is still time for you. Who do you want to be with Claz? [...] With the
144,000, in heaven ruling with Christ? Or do you want to be one of the Great
Crowd, living in earthly paradise [...] Eh? I’'m just separating the sheep from
the goats, Claz, the sheep from the goats. That’s Mathews. And I think you
yourself are a sheep, innit? (White Teeth, 43)

Clara’s response, however, is short of being comic because she becomes very assertive
even with the threat of death. As an outsider in the evangelical community, her identity
gains new meaning for her and she realizes that she is a young girl who still wants to
enjoy her life. She asserts, “I’m a goat. I like being a goat. I wanna be a goat. An I’d
rather be sizzling in the rains of sulphur wid my friends than sitting in heaven, bored to
tears wid Darcus, my madder and you! (White Teeth, 43). Clara’s choice to take on the
identity of an atheist despite her constant desire for a saviour justifies her future character
alienation. Whereas she can still come to her mother’s house, that place has been taken
and she becomes an outsider. She has to migrate not just to the colonial master’s country
but also to the colonial master’s home- that of Archibald Jones, the would-be saviour.
When she finally gets married to Archibald, “The Union of Dog and Cat” as the narrator
calls it (White Teeth, 61) is sealed in a kind of identity disarray that follows their
marriage home and later their child, a later pathologically distraught youth Irie Jones.
All these instances affirm Hall’s assertion that “characters develop as a sort of a troubled
space or an indecisive inquiry in that space between various meeting talks” (Hall,
“Cultural Identity and Diaspora” 8). What Hall asserts is that the process of identification
occurs in a space where the character questions their identity in relation to others.
Similarly, Clara does the same as has been explained above, by identifying as a “goat”
(meaning a nonbeliever) as opposed to Ryan who has converted because she has

identified that being faithful requires her to sacrifice her happiness.
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On the other hand, Alsana’s character reveals a lot about others in the novel.
Alsana Begum Igbal is the wife to Samad Miah Igbal. She is a very opinionated woman
and is always embroiled in both verbal and physical fights with her much older husband,
whom she has married through an arranged marriage. Samad, a world war veteran and
best friend to Archie, shares the fiery-tempered that his wife possesses and that is why
their fights last many years. He is a father to two twin boys, Majid and Millat, and
devotes his life to controlling them and influencing their identities. He is, however, very
insecure especially about his religion and lives in constant fear of committing religious
sins such as adultery. He is a waiter but continuously insists that his education does not
make him fit for the job. As a man who continues to live in the shadows of a historical
hero, Mangal Pande, his identity suffers from this delusional trust in another who had
also failed in life:

“I mean I am educated. I am trained. I should be soring with the royal

Airborne Force, shelling from on high! I am an officer! Not some mullah,

some sepoy, wearing out my chappals in hard service. My great- grandfather
Mangal Pande”- he looked around for the recognition the name  deserved but being
met only with blank pancake English faces, he continued- “was the great hero of the
Indian Mutiny!” (White Teeth, 87).

The silence in between his speeches signals that those listening to him do not believe a
word he says, and it also casts doubt even on his belief in his historical hero. This defense
for his failed career shows a disillusionment about his identity. He can only afford to
live in a historical moment as the only kind of space that gives him a sense of worth and
an identity as one who fought in the war. Beyond that, Samad feels worthless and
unappreciative of his current life, and, unlike the other characters that embrace their
current situation, there seems to be no end to his grievances as emphasized by his
continued violence towards his wife, Alsana, who also seems to be a better match when
it comes to a physical fight. As a disgruntled, failed husband father, and later failed

Muslim, he, too, like his best friend Archie, spends most of his time at the bar —
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O’Connell’s, allowing the two wives Alsana and Clara to spend more time together.
The closeness that Alsana shares with the Joneses family, especially with Clara,
allows her criticism of the biracial marriage to sip through and gives the reader an insight
into her views about the projected outcome of Clara and Archibald’s unborn baby, which
as she predicts is bound to be a “half blacky white” (White Teeth, 61) and also casts
doubt on the celebrated multicultural scene that, according to many critics, Smith seems
to be portraying. In fact, the narrator doubles down on the issue of multi-ethnicity and
multiculturalism by portraying its challenges, especially for the children that result from
mixed-race marriages. These facts arise from the undertones about the nature of the child
that is to be a true hybrid with “blue eyes” whose shade disappears a couple of days after
birth (White Teeth, 68). In addition, Willesden as a multicultural community has several
challenges, among which is the fact that it is an expensive area to live in and many of
the residents cannot afford to put food on their tables. Alsana’s smashing of the China
plates could be interpreted as trying to challenge the status quo and demystifying the
seemingly peaceful living conditions of the people in Willesden. In addition, Alsana’s
constant fights with Samad may arguably be triggered by their change in place. They
have to work a lot to put food on the table and maintain the higher standards of living in
Willesden which puts a lot of pressure on the couple. On the other hand, Alsana tries
desperately to fit the Western woman/wife character in an effort to meet the standards
of Willesden. However, instead of acting like a submissive Indian woman, she succumbs
to the character of an outspoken person due to the pressure that living in Willesden has
brought. As thus, the identity of this place has also been dismantled, by not only
multiracial children but also the inability to meet the needs of residing in it amicably.
Thus, although Willesden Green has been portrayed as a multicultural place where all
children of different ethnicities can hang out and go to school together, as a place safer

than Whitechapel where the Samad’s previously lived, it still presents its challenges
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embed in this mix-up. As a matter of fact, Samad manages to conjure up only a slight
affinity to the place because he believes its British culture will corrupt him and his
children, which leads him to send one of them to Bangladesh.

There are several nuances embedded in Smith’s portrayal of the twins Magid and
Millat. Magid who, as a young boy, is kidnapped by his father and shipped off to
Bangladesh so he can become a true Bangladeshi ironically turns out differently. Firstly,
this is to show that whereas Samad and his family seemed to enjoy life in Britain, they
still fought to be Indians or Bangladeshi. The idea that identity is determined by
historical and cultural spaces is projected through these two characters, for whom it is
their father’s obsession to shape their identities. In the course of the novel, they become
the two opposing characters that Smith creates. Magid, who is whisked off to his
homeland in Bangladesh by his father in a fruitless effort not to stain him with British
culture, ends up the exact opposite of what his father’s original design was becoming
more British than the British whereas Milat on the other hand becomes the Muslim
fundamentalist. This irony is what Smith uses to challenge and problematize the status
quo- the assumed multicultural community in Willesden Green and Britain as a whole
and to underscore the dynamic nature of human character and identity. Moreover, as
Yuval-Davis notes, cultural traditions are linked to specific behaviour and ethnic
boundaries, which may further create a detrimental effect on the characters (Yuval-
Davis, 201). However, in Magid’s case, the effect is on his father because the young boy
does not become what his father wants him to be - a good Muslim. He imagines himself
to be British and that is how he behaves and acts. The irony embedded in this character
reversal of Magid and Millat serves to show how space is not only physical but also
imagined. This is because even if Magid is in Bangladesh, he still had the capacity to
imagine his own British space and identity. Despite the twins’ physical places, they

managed to live and act according to their imagined places and identities.
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Millat, on the other, is a teenager who takes pride in living a careless street gang
life, involving himself in a disillusioned Islamic fundamentalist group KEVIN. Both of
these instances (Magid the British in Bangladeshi and Millat the Muslim in Britain)
show the rootedness of both the British and Bengali cultures in the twin’s identities.
Additionally, represents the in-between, the third-space occupant, one who is unsettled
by the demands of a multicultural society. He occupies a “third space” across different
religious and social arenas. He goes through a series of character developments and
comes to imitate both worlds., Ultimately his thinking is that he is neither one thing nor
the other, and the Muslim and Christian dichotomies matter less, preferring to live
between the English or Bengali, smoking a “fag” and still believe in Islamic
fundamentalism. Magid on the other hand can be said to represent the old conservative
generation, that is ingrained in culture and tradition and although he mirrors conservative
British identity, his character is synonymous with that of Samad. Alsana points out that
“...they [Millat and Magid] will always have daddy-long legs for fathers. One leg in the
present, one leg in the past... their roots will always be tangled” (White Teeth, 80). Thus,
it can be said that Magid is Samad’s leg that stands in the past and Millat in that leg that
stands in the present. The entanglement is further discussed in the challenges of locating
cultures in Bhabha (1994) and this problem is particularly exacerbated by the fact that
non-western cultures are no longer located outside of the West and cannot be totally
eroded from their origins, which also explains why Magid successfully gains a British
identity while far away from Britain.

Whereas KEVIN is a failure and serves to mock Millat’s efforts at being a true
Muslim, it as well sharpens the line of cultural difference between Bengali Muslims and
British people (Tancke, 34). The attempt by Samad to shape Magid’s identity ought to
be a successful experiment of eroding the Western influence and culture, maintaining

Muslim purity according to Samad’s standards, and thus relieving himself of the
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foreboding guilt he often feels for being a bad Muslim himself. Not surprising is that
Samad’s experiment backfires when he first sees the son’s picture that arrives in England
via post. He notices that Magid is starting to look “like a little Englishman” (White Teeth,
217).

In addition, Samad is bent on maintaining his Bangladeshi identity seen from the
way he complains about the names he is often addressed by during the war. “Don’t call
me Sam..., I’'m not one of your English matey-boys. My name is Samad Igbal. Not Sam.
Not Sammy. And not- God forbid Samuel. It is Samad” (White Teeth, 93). So Samad’s
act is in this same light — a struggle to maintain a Bangladeshi identity. But his verbal
fight is in vain because of his already existing identity struggles and alienation as a result
of the changes in the place he harbours, whether physical or ideological. His actions and
words are perhaps in an attempt to salvage what little there is of Bengali in him. He is
often seen to protest that he is not from India, but rather from Bangladeshi, previously
Pakistan, previously- Bengal. His sexual urges that are assumedly sparked off by his
current space, make him long for the East as he feels his identity as a Bengali Muslim is
threatened. It is against this backdrop that Samad takes swift action aiming to protect
Magid from this identity crisis. On the other hand, Millat, who stays in Britain, although
wild and undomesticated, becomes the “true” Muslim going as far as to participate in
religious-related protests. Millat represents the freedom of the younger Windrush
generation that is able to navigate all spaces with challenges but yet with little or no
regret. Moreover, the boys are portrayed as being telepathic, a technique that the narrator
uses to link the past and the present. This is portrayed through the events that happen to
both of them at the same time despite the distance between them.

But the fact was Millat didn’t need to go back home: he stood
schizophrenic, one foot in Bengal and one foot in Willesden. In his mind,  he
was as much there as he was here. He did not require a passport to live in
twoplaces at once, he needed no visa to live his brother’s life and his own
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(White Teeth, 219).

The above could be equally true for Magid. That while he lived in Bangladesh, he also
lived in Britain. However, one should also remember that Magid as well as his twin
brother are British by virtue of their place of birth, and no matter where he (Magid) could
have been, his Britishness followed him and thus he behaved, dressed, and appeared
British.

Elaine Child’s view and observation about hybridity as less of “a utopia than a
source of anxiety for many of White Teeth’s characters” (Childs, 8) is best exemplified
through the character of Irie Jones. Irie is the daughter of Archie, a British white man,
and Clara, a Jamaican black woman. She grows up to dislike everything about herself,
the kinky hair, and voluptuous body, and often tries to wear very tight clothes to diminish
this appearance. Irie goes through a set of challenges springing from the way she sees
herself physically and from what she perceives to be thoughts about her by others. She
feels all wrong, her back teeth, the mountain curves, the blue eyes that disappeared two
weeks after birth, all these heighten her desire for physical change.

From the beginning, Smith layers Irie’s identity with undertones that ultimately
problematize the very idea of hybridity and the hybrid. The sarcasm with which Maureen
(Archie’s co-worker at the paper folding company) questions Archie’s prospect of a
blue-eyed child is yet another challenge for hybridity. She seems to question the
possibility of a child born of British white and Jamaican black to be able to possess blue
eyes. “Did you say blue eyes, Archie, love?’ said Maureen, speaking slowly so she might
find a way to phrase it. ‘I’m not being funny... but ain’t your wife, well-coloured?” The
connotation is that blue is a pure form and can only come from two such genes. As a
fifteen-year-old Irie examines herself in the mirror and “she finds that her voluptuous

figure inherited from her grand-mother does not conform to the European ideals of
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beauty (White Teeth, 265-6), and to this Tancke (2013) asserts that Irie’s roots are
“irremovable beyond the scope of individual self-fashioning” (35). This points to how
Irie is in a constant struggle against her roots which are ingrained in her physical
appearance and the fight to fit into her idea of beauty. Whereas she might not be able to
change much about her body, she thinks she can do something about her kinky hair at
the very least. The whole project is a failure resulting in her having to glue Indian hair
on her head. In this way, Irie becomes the centre of silent ridicule and an absurd portrayal
of the hybrid. Smith does not condemn the idea but shows that whereas multiculturalism
and hybridity as theoretical and biological phenomena respectively are heralded, the
practicality and possibility of their survival in British society is a challenge. Even Mrs.
Roody in Irie’s literature class does not quell Irie’s worries with her statement during
the discussion about the dark lady in Hamlet. Irie thinks that the lady is black like her,
but Mrs Roody objects, saying; “No dear, she’s dark. She’s not black in the modern
sense. There weren’t any... well Afro Carr-bee-yans in England at the time dear” (White
Teeth, 217). Her teacher further cautions her against reading what “is old with a modern
eye” (217), which further emphasizes the historicity and rootedness of the subject of
colonialism. The statement robs Irie of the desire to identify with a moment in history,
to find her roots and existence in history, which further alienates her. The note she is
slipped after the class reads ‘ODE TO LETITIA AND ALL MY KINKY HAIRED-
BIG- ASS BITCHEZ’ (217) is perhaps her final blow and push towards the identity shift
she yearns for. For Irie, the physical pain (especially with her hair ordeal) has to be
accompanied by more shame and ridicule and perhaps lifelong effects on her personality
and mental stability.

In his discussion of Irie’s identity struggles, Tancke adds that because Irie is
“unable to transcend the corporeal constraints to which her body subjects her, [she] feels

disconnected from England, her country of birth, preventing “her individuation and
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thwart[ing] her sense of self...as a painful reversal of the Lacanian mirror [where] she

299

fails to be recognized by the ‘Other’” (Tancke, 35). Irie’s process of othering fails
because the mirror (England) is supposed to reflect an appropriate image of her character
and because it does not, she is further alienated. “There was England, a gigantic mirror,
and there was Irie, without reflection. A stranger in a stranger land” (White Teeth, 266).
This failure at self-recognition is what propels her towards a journey of self-discovery
which luckily comes in the form of research about Jamaica.

In another problematization of the hybrid, Millat and Irie too, envision their
possible offspring. “Imagine what our kids would look like [...]. Browny-brown. Afro,
flat nose, rabbit teeth, and freckles. They’d be freaks!” (White Teeth, 229). This comic
outburst is as well a problematization of the hybrid both biologically and ideologically.
Later when Irie becomes pregnant, her unborn child represents the narrator’s ambivalent
take on roots and the importance of history because she sleeps with both twins who
represent different ideas in the novel. The child will bear the genes of the twins which
fact also shows that they would still be the same genetic composition regardless of which
twin is the actual father. This impasse in Irie’s action may reveal the narrator’s final
summation about origins and as Bentley proposes this “undecidability of the child’s
paternity represents a significant [...] evasion of the nightmare of history, and
symbolizes an escape from the ideological weight of colonial genealogy (483-504).
Smith can be seen as offering freedom to future generations in multicultural
communities where neither history nor ethnicity will bind individuals to places, an
opportunity to experience both challenges and the freedom that being entangled in
identity might bring for one might not be expected to answer to any particular one, as
she portrays in her younger characters. In a way she ambivalently responds to Bhabha’s
idea of the lack of boundaries which “prevents identities from either end of it from

settling into primordial polarities” (Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 5). Irie’s baby,
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even before its birth will be a child whose boundaries might be so entangled by the many
cultures, ethnicities, and origins of its totality that they may cease to matter to him or
her.

On the other hand, Irie’s perception of Jamaica as an ideal space for identification
offers insight into her idealistic view of this space, both as a false conception of it and
also as a safe haven for the unknown as what gives comfort to her. For her this space
“that she has never known offers an imaginary space that appears unsullied by the
coordinates of current relationships. It can be, and therefore is, idealized by her” (Tew,
309). The brand of Jamaica we see is through the eyes of those in Britain and she chooses
to ignore it or she cannot trust that view. Her preference to trust her own idealistic view
of her far away unknown homeland shows that she can work within her own brand of
Jamaica and not others, confirming what Jeremy Bullmore says about spaces as those
that can never be seen with the same perception because of our differences as human
beings (See Boisen, 2011). Irie’s newly discovered place allows her to reconstruct her
own history of that place by becoming a master herself and reversing the colonial
perspective related to power and dominance. “Jamaica appeared to Irie as if it were
newly made. Like Columbus himself, just by discovering it she had brought it into
existence” (White Teeth, 402). Thus, this discovery allows her to dominate her new space
and helps her to assert her newfound identity in this space. In total contrast to earlier
characters discussed, she is exhilarated by the discovery of Jamaica because unlike
Ralph Singh or Willie Chandran, for whom London’s beauty is constantly drummed into
their heads through the books they have read or the news they watch, Irie’s discovery is
made by herself: “and the particular magic of homeland, its particular spell was that it
sounded like a beginning. The beginning nest of beginnings. Like the first morning of
Eden and the day after the apocalypse. A blank page” (White Teeth, 402). This portrayal

is different from Naipaul’s protagonists who are haunted by the brand from the books
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and media that they have consumed about The West. Irie is hand instead faced with a
blank page upon which she can rewrite her history, and reconstruct her identity in this
newly found place. It can be argued that Irie and Millat who spend most of their lives in
Willesden Green similarly adapt to their new places, form their own perceptions and try
to navigate new identities for themselves however challenging.

So, for the characters in White Teeth, changing identities comes as an ultimatum,
a systemic need that has been propagated by both the inward and outward gaze
propagated by the place they are in. Millat’s choice to live as a gang member is partly a
result of his feeling alienated in the society where he is because the idealized concept of
a neatly cut multicultural space has slipped through, and its hostility glares back at him,
showing that he does not share the same sentiments of homeliness and a shared identity.

[...] no one who looked like Millat or spoke like Millat, or felt like Millat, was
ever on the news unless they had recently been murdered, in short, he knew he had
no face in this country, no voice in the country until the week before last when
suddenly people like Millat were on every channel and every radio and every

newspaper and they were angry and Millat recognized the anger, thought it
recognised him and grabbed it with both hands. (White Teeth, 233-34).

This lack of voice on Millat’s side further triggers his alienation; he can only copy others
and join radical Islamist groups to help him find stable ground on which to stand. The
society he lives in has ostracised him and branded him as a curry-smelling Paki and
therefore it is difficult to try and autonomously claim his identity amidst this haze.
Perhaps the most outstanding problematization is shown through Smith’s
portrayal of the pretences in a multicultural community, of characters trying too hard to
fit in as society expects them to. This calls to question Bhabha’s proposition about
hybridity which tends to support new transcultural forms that come up in contact zones
such as Britain. In White Teeth Smith presents a different challenge, which is very
common with teenagers who are struggling to fit into this myriad of cultures. The

question of interpellation in the Althusserian sense becomes more apparent when many
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of the characters try to imitate societal norms, good or bad. This is, for example,
extended in the self-destructive actions of Joshua Chalfen. Joshua is the son of Joyce
and Marcus Chalfen (the clever scientists) and is considered a “nerd” by his peers such
as Millat and Irie. In the mind of Joshua Chalfen, masquerading as a drug addict would
make him recalcitrant and thus acceptable to the community of the “bad boys.” After he
became a supplier, he “... gained more respect, (was) patted more on the back by more
people, and generally loaded it around more than he ever had in his life” (White Teeth,
301). At the time he is found smoking “fag” joint with his friends (which was actually
true) and he claims to be an addict saying to the principal, “... yes... umm, it started
small, but now I believe I have a real problem. I don’t want to deal drugs, obviously, I
don’t, but it’s like a compulsion...” (White Teeth, 302). Jushua has learnt that if he is
not a part of the gang, cannot do what the gang does, then he is lost in the community.
He wants to take the fall for his friends not out of the joy of saving his friends but for
the joy of the principal and perhaps the whole school thinking that he is a drug addict
something which is maybe less associated with him. Obviously, the place- Willesden
Green has encouraged him to change towards a more acceptable member of the gang.

Furthermore, the narrator takes a clear stance on the issue of diverse communities
and cultures in the portrayal of the Chalfens family. The Chalfens are a middle-class
successful family seemingly happy and open to diversity, something we see in the
quotation about Joyce Chalfen’s book, which supports the diversity of flowers through
cross-pollination.

“The fact is cross-pollination produces more varied offspring that are better
able to cope with a changed environment. It is said cross-pollinating plants
also tend to produce more and better-quality seeds. If my one-year-old son is
anything to go by (a cross-pollination between a lapsed-Catholic
horticulturalist feminist, and an intellectual Jew!), then I can certainly vouch
for the truth of this (White Teeth, 309-310).

The excerpt is an example of how the narrator only problematizes hybridity but still
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shows that it is perhaps an advantageous and rewarding practice which according to
Joyce Chalfen should be done with the presence of mind. Joyce adds to her writing in
her book that “[i]f we wish to provide happy playgrounds for our children, and corners
of contemplation for our husbands, we need to create gardens of diversity and interest”
(310). This is also reflected in the young Jushua Chalfen who goes into a relationship
with Irie knowing that she will bear a child that is not his and whose paternity will remain
a complete mystery.

Reflecting back on Irie’s interest in the Chalfen family, Although, she is
oblivious about the characteristics of the Chalfens’ home and its uniqueness- is perhaps
the middle class that the family has lived in for generations. This status is different from
what characterizes hers and the Igbal family which is- they are from the working class
the older generation (for example Samad and Hortense) are fixated on the past partly
due to their racial and colonial history. These differences however do not prevent her
from wishing to be a part of the Chalfen family. The jokes and hard truths that flow
unimpeded between the adults and the young Chalfens represent a sense of freedom for
Irie, who only experiences otherness in her home and school. The younger Chalfens
represent the new generation and new forms of living as well as ideology. In essence,
Smith presents the challenges of multiculturalism but throws a spark on the experiment
as one that is necessary and unavoidable. As the narrator writes:

This has been the century of strangers, brown yellow, and white. This has been
the century of the great immigrant experiment. It is only this late in the day that
you can walk into a playground and find Isaac Leung by the fish pond, Danny
Rahman in the football cage, Quang O’Rouke bouncing a basketball, and Irie
Jones humming a tune. Children with a first and last name on a direct collision
course... (yet) despite all this mixing... it is still hard to admit that there is no
one more English than the Indian, no one more Indian than the English (White
Teeth, 326).

Through such a remark, the narrator aims to point out that whereas multiculturalism is
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in some ways a positive development in current times, it drives individuals’ identities to
become mixed up, but this still does not lead to people accepting these new identities
without any problems. Thus, whereas Alsana seems to think that Millat’s spending time
with the Chalfens is bad and it is a way of Englishifying him completely “... leading
him away from his culture and his family and his religion...” (White Teeth, 345), Irie
sees this as an opportunity to fit in. To her, this is something she ought to do because
she “... wanted to merge with the Chalfens, to be of one flesh; separated from the chaotic
random flesh of her own family and transgenically fused with another. A unique animal.
A new breed” (White Teeth, 345). In contrast to her parents’ relationship (Clara and
Archibald), this union is more thought out, tested in the place and space in which it is,
and thus this preference for a new breed, that goes beyond the mere categorization of
ethnicity.

Marcus Chalfen’s project is also representative of a modern place space, a place
where scientific discoveries ought to thrive, where identities are symbolically
engineered just like in one of his projects, but one which is not met with glee among the
conservative community of Willesden. Marcus Chalfen is an Oxbridge graduate, a
brilliant scientist who is interested in experimenting with engineering DNA and devoutly
believes in the future of scientific discovery. He is symbolic of British values, which is
a total contrast to his fundamentalist friend Samad, for whom religion is the guide for
his actions. Early in the novel, Samad’s confrontation with Marc Pierre Perret, also
known as Dr Sick (another scientist whom he meets in the battleground), shows his
distrust in scientific inventions which accordingly pose a challenge for the space he is
in.

Do you know who this man is, Jones? [...] The Russians told me. He’s a
scientist, like me—but what is his science? Choosing who shall be born and
who shall not—breeding people as if they were so many chickens, destroying
them if the specifications are not correct. He wants to control, to dictate the
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future. He wants a race of men, a race of indestructible men that will survive
the last days of this earth. But it cannot be done in a laboratory. It must be
done, it can only be done, with faith! Only Allah saves! I am no religious
man—I have never possessed the strength—but I am not fool enough to deny
the truth! (White Teeth, 119).

Samad’s conservative nature makes him distrust any projects for which decision-making
is based on man and not God. This is perhaps why for him living in Willesden is twice
as hard compared to the younger generation that view change and scientific inventions
as inevitable. So, for him, this place acts as a tool for his further alienation, whereas it
accords freedom to others of a younger generation. This challenge is also echoed in the
plot of the mouse project that Marcus and Magid are involved in. The narrator seems to
be communicating the uncertainty of all things human yet proposing that characters
ought to be able to make their own decisions. The narrator emphasizes “[n]o other roads,
no missed opportunities, no parallel possibilities. No second-guessing, no what-ifs, no
might-have-been, just certainty. Just certainty in its purest form” (White Teeth, 490). The
idea is that the past should be owned but it should not tie individuals down, “no what-
ifs,” and there should be no regrets once things do not go as desired. The escape of the
mouse further exemplifies the ambivalence embedded in the process of identity
formation, which is supported by many characters as the novel draws to a close with the
escape of the mouse. “He [ Archie] watched it dash along the table, and through the hands
of those who wished to pin it down. He watched it leap off the end and disappear through
an air vent” (White Teeth, 542). Smith thus presents generations of people whose spaces
will continue to affect their identities regardless of the fight they put up to prevent this.
Throughout the novel, the new, and different, or hybrid, is an ambivalent phenomenon.
It is neither good nor bad. The hybrid mouse too represents this idea. It is successful as
a project but the showcasing of this success is a failure. This perhaps shows that hybrid

identities may exist but the challenges of the gaze cast upon them as “different” neither
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here nor there remains in places such as Willesden. Symbolically, the mouse perhaps
escapes in an attempt to run away from this public gaze.

In White Teeth issues of hybrid cultural encounters as influences on identity
formation are further extended in language use. Language in postcolonial literature is
very much a hybridized form, what Young refers to as linguistic hybridity, a condition
where language has the capacity to be simultaneously the same and different. He uses
Husserl’s model of defining the composition of hybrid languages as follows:

What we are calling a hybrid construction is an utterance that belongs, by its
grammatical [syntactic] and compositional markers, to a single speaker, but
that actually contains mixed within it two utterances, two speech manners,
two styles, two ‘languages’, two semantic and axiological belief systems. We
repeat, there is no formal-—compositional and syntactic—boundary between
these utterances, styles, languages, belief systems; the division of voices and
languages takes place within the limits of a single syntactic whole, often
within the limits of a single sentence. It frequently happens that even one and
the same word will belong simultaneously to two languages, two belief
systems that intersect in a hybrid construction—and consequently, the word
has two contradictory meanings, and two accents (qtd in Young, 19).

The above passage reveals the extent to which language evolves when it is made to
interact with different cultures and belief systems. In White Teeth language crossing is
popular although it is limited to immigrant communities. Watts argues that this presents
a certain level of marginalization as it is only these characters that are accorded this
negative attribute. As a matter of fact. “...for Smith’s characters, modern London is a
world wherein very real restrictions and significant limitations are placed upon
immigrant populations — even within a linguistic realm” (Watts, 849). As Watts further
demonstrates, based on Rampton’s field research about social linguistics on which the
latter bases his analysis of Smith’s White Teeth, “moments of linguistic crossing are
indeed limited to a prescribed set of conditions and choreographed social interactions.
For starters, such a style sets the narrator apart from the individual characters and

secondly, even this linguistic distinction that is given to different characters helps to
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differentiate them apart and also signify their context of language use in particular
settings.

Hortense Bowden Clara’s mother changes her language according to the space
she is in. For instance, she speaks with a Jamaican accent to her daughter but has another
for church and the white ladies. When Clara hears a “voice Hortense put on when she
had company- an over-compensation of all the consonants — the voice she used for
pastors and white women” (49), she understands that her mother is hosting a different
sort of guest. The language shifts Hortense engages in while speaking to Ryann Topps
can be taken as a sort of identity shift for the benefit of Ryan, as if to show that she
(Hortense) can speak his language. But it can also be a move to exclude him from this
cultural realm and keep him as a permanent outsider from the small inner circle of the
Jamaican or African minority.

Another instance is seen with Millat’s Raggastani, a minority immigrant group,
mostly second-generation, or even third. The name itself signals two language and ethnic
bases, African and Asian as Ragga is commonly known to be for Jamaicans or Africans
in general and Stani for Asians. But most important is the fact that Raggastani as a group
is a microcosm of all sorts of minority migrant youth communities, whose speech
variations are represented in different ways and with different types of language
borrowing, which Smith refers to as a “cultural mongrel.”:

Raggastanis spoke a strange mix of Jamaican patois, Bengali, Gujarati, and
English. Their ethos, their manifesto, if it could be called that, was equally a
hybrid thing: Allah featured, but more as a collective of big brother than a
supreme being, a hard-as-fuck geezer who would fight in their corner if
necessary; Kung Fu and the works of Bruce Lee were also central to the
philosophy; added to this was a of Black Power (as embodied by the album
Fear of a Black Planet, Public Enemy); but mainly their mission was to put
the invincible back in Indian, the Bad-aaaass back in Bengali, the P-Funk back
in Pakistani (White Teeth, 231-32).

The above passage shows the continuous formation of spaces for the purposes of identity
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formation. All the youths in this group are “different,” they are a very small minority,
and if they are to survive being swallowed by the larger groups, they need a coalition.
Language change is the most physical way of expressing not only their coalition but also
their fearlessness toward the outside world. For instance, in the dialogue below when
Millat is purchasing a train ticket, there is an extreme level of language crossing in which
the ticket man cannot be sure whether he is saying something or asking a question. His
manner of speech and posture all exude a certain degree of masculine bravado:

Millat spread his legs like Elvis and slapped his wallet down on the counter.
“One for Bradford, yeah?”

The ticket man put his tired face close up to the glass. “Are you asking me,
young man, or telling me?”

I just say, yeah? One for Bradford, yeah? You got some problem, yeah? Speaka
da English? This is King’s Cross, yeah? One for Bradford, innit? [. . .]

That’ll be seventy-five pounds, then, please.

This was met with displeasure by Millat and Millat’s Crew.

You what? Takin’ liberties! Seventy — chaaa, man. That’s moody. I aint payin’
no seventy-five pounds! (White Teeth, 230).

As Huddart argues, there “is nothing definitively proper about British English: English
is in fact not owned by anyone, and so its transformations in other places create their
own versions of propriety” (Huddart, 43). This passage is revealed to serve exactly this
objective. The main purpose of this type of conversation is to scare away the ticket
salesman from asking any dubious questions or just to appear fearless because the whole
crew always “looked like trouble” (White Teeth 231). Additionally, it is not that the
ticket man does not understand what they are saying, but trying to force them to use
what according to him is the proper English language further serves to mark the different
spaces and identities they each ascribe themselves to. Millat’s crew, however, has
created a non-hegemonic understanding of Raggastani that outsiders cannot easily
penetrate, cannot be allowed to even if they wanted, and one whose functionality is very

specific to the context of usage. The space in which it is designed to be used is very
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explicit in terms of its location and the ideology that binds the people in it, which
outrightly presents opposition to existing social structures. To Watt “[t]he scene
described in detail above speaks precisely to [the] notion of creating a new ethnic
identity by drawing from other languages and popular cultures (Watts, 855-6).

To conclude this discussion, Tancke aptly argues, “[b]eyond its commentary on
contemporary multiculturalism, what White Teeth promotes is a set of unsettling truths:
the inescapability of roots and the history in human lives, the impact of biology and the
body on our sense of the self and our identity (emphasis mine) and the violence intrinsic
to human nature” (Tancke, 36). Smith represents how multicultural places not only
promote a diverse way of living but also create anxiety in the process of self-
identification because people’s roots, histories, and cultures cannot be easily eroded
from them and will somehow always come up to nudge at their identities in different
spatial settings. The novel thus engages in a complexity of ideas, one of which is the
attempt at shaping identities in multicultural settings and on the other to suggest some
skepticism about the idealized notion of hybridity that is characteristic of multicultural
communities (Bentley, 500).

4.2 Identity and the Body in Zadie Smith’s On Beauty

On Beauty is a scathing portrayal of a failure at identity formation through a
dramatically changing environment in which two families live. The events that unfold
in the novel depict an inward struggle by many of the characters to attain some sense of
understanding of their true selves and the places that they inhabit. Set in an imaginary
college in Wellington, New England, and partly in London, On Beauty features the life
of the Belseys: Howard, a college professor who is married to an African American wife
Kiki, and their three children Jerome, Zora, and Levi. On the opposite side of the aisle
are the Kippses, a Haitian immigrant family turned British, inclusive of Monty Kipps, a

self-made conservative, and his wife Carlene with two children Victoria and Michael.
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The two families meet on a collision course when the Kippses move to Wellington and
the feud that ensues between the couples and their children threatens not only their
identities but their place in society. Moreover, the Belsey children are highly bent on
taking separate directions in their lives in search of their identity.

On Beauty deeply explores the challenges of identity formation in a community
that is almost exclusively white. Once again, Smith prepares for the reader one of the
world’s greatest experiments, a marriage between a white and a black person based on
true love and beauty. In the past, interracial marriages were forbidden in the United
States, in Nazi Germany, and in South Africa during the Apartheid regime. Such
marriages were viewed as unlawful and the practice as miscegenation. Miscegenation
laws were reversed in the United States in 1967 and many other countries adopted the
same practice. This has substantially reduced the stigma towards interracial couples and
their children compared to what they faced in the past. However, even with these reduced
tendencies, and laws against the practice, the truths behind the challenges in these
families glare back when one reads novels like On Beauty, which reflect these problems
in society. This marriage is different from the one we see in White Teeth between
Archibald and Clara. This is because the latter is more of an archetype- that is an elderly
man who tires of his wife and finds a dissolute young black female to rescue him from
his misery. In On Beauty, on the other hand, Kiki and Howard meet while they are still
young and at the start of the novel, they have been married for thirty years.

In the novel Smith playfully presents the concept of beauty as an identity on
many fronts. She does this firstly through the character of Kiki, an African American
originally from Jamaica, whom Carlen equates to a queen. Howard’s obsession with
Rembrandt as an artist and intention to deconstruct the latter’s concepts of beauty,
coupled with his fascination with the history of art as a course unit he teaches at

Wellington is the representation of the aspects of beauty in the novel. In addition, Zora
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often feels a lack of appeal towards the opposite sex as a way of questioning her beauty,
whereas Victoria Kipps represents the sensual stereotype of African beauty. But this
portrayal of beauty or the lack thereof brings to the fore a quest for it or otherwise and
in the end, foregrounds some aspects of the quest for identity for many characters. In
essence, beauty is what stands as the vehicle for identification. Additionally, beauty is
embedded in bodies, and this connection is crucial in postcolonial literature and shall be
discussed in detail in this section.
4.2.1 Beauty, Bodies, and Identity

In The Politics of the Female Body: Postcolonial Women Writers, Katrak
theorizes about how during the process of decolonization women’s bodies might become
a site of both oppression and resistance. She further demonstrates that on several fronts,
female identity and the fight for an independent self are often controlled by “different
patriarchal structures” (Katrak, “Introduction” xvi). In this study, patriarchal structures
can be used to connote the spaces that many of the women protagonist(s) find themselves
in, especially their marriage homes. Thus, there is a double struggle for the black female
characters like Kiki Belsey and Carlene Kipps, which stems from their direct or indirect
colonial encounter and the fact of their being married to men who seemingly possess
more power. Moreover, the place outside of their home, that is the college, and the
suburb of Wellington may seem to be welcoming because of its middle-class outlook,
yet in the actual sense it exudes a certain level of oppression. But the suppression of
these women’s identity is embedded in the silence about their existence in this
hybridized space, making the situation seem normal when it is not.

In his analysis of African folktales as representative modes of the power relation
between the colonized and colonizing power, Ndi (2016) asserts that the “postcolonial
subject is made to face the harshness of the environment even when the State,

represented as a supposedly all-inclusive house, has been won from the colonial master
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amidst hope of change and transformation” (Ndi, 144). Relating this to On Beauty, Kiki
lives in the States, a country and nation that did not directly participate in colonialism
but certainly practiced imperial domination in third-world nations, lived through periods
of slave ownership, and condemned interracial marriages as well. At the moment, that
space has supposedly been transformed into an all-inclusive environment and the tell-
tale signs an African woman married to a white living in an almost all-white
neighbourhood. But the changes were only physical and not really ideological as these
past actions are still seen to affect characters in the novels discussed.

To revert to the gist of this section’s discussion, the above facts such as the shape
and size of the body, are what limit or propel identity shifts and struggles among the
characters in Zadie Smith’s novel, On Beauty. Bodily identity is a concept that has been
explored to a great extent in postcolonial literature. The body has long been a metaphor
that not only serves to marginalize but also to allocate power between the colonized and
colonizing forces. Kiki and Howard as well as Carlen and Monty aptly represent these
two forces in their marital homes. In his Preface to Maria Isabel Romero’s Women'’s
Identities and Bodies in Colonial and Postcolonial History and Literature, David
Walton cites that the collection of essays reflects the body as a site of discrimination,
violence, and abuse, and how a challenge to the traditional representation of women
yields new possibilities for identities and contestation (Walton, Preface viii). Smith
exemplifies this challenge of representation by contrasting the polarized characters of
Kiki Belsey and Carlene Kipps. The former at the time of her marriage to Howard was
once a thin attractive woman and is now fat, and she herself acknowledges that “ain’t
nothing small on me...got bosoms, got back...” (On Beauty, 90). Kiki is mindless about
the undertones of the rhetoric of miscegenation. It is Kiki’s abrupt need to invite her new
neighbour to her wedding anniversary dinner that prompts her to pay a surprise visit,

and it is this visit that gives an insight into the contradictory physical nature of the two
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women. Carlene “with her thinning hair fanned out across her cheek, her mouth open
and half flattering, unseeing eyeball revealed to the world,” (On Beauty, 91) is a total
contrast to Kiki’s appearance. Smith portrays Kiki as a carefree woman who pays no
heed to the size of her body because it represents her true identity. She has always been
defined as a “strong black woman™ (On Beauty, 166) since she was a child. Strength
ultimately comes with body size and muscle strength and perhaps this is why she does
not try to lose weight throughout the narrative. Contrary to this character portrayal is
Carlene Kipps, frail to the bone although acknowledging the necessity of a meaty body.
Despite her fatal illness, Smith seems to mock Carlene’s body and character in favour
of Kiki’s from the onset when she is first introduced in the novel. Although Carlene
represents a kind of hybrid, a British Jamaican, who owns a little white cottage house in
Iden and has earned the title of Ladyship, her body says the opposite of this seeming
praise. As a matter of fact, her body might be seen as representative of one in exile. As
Katrak (2006) explains, “the female body is in a state of exile including self-exile and
self-censorship, outsiderness and un-belonging to itself...” (Katrak, 2). If the latter
argument suffices, then it is not surprising that she is not comfortable being referred to
as “Lady Kipps,” which title she says makes her “feel dead” (On Beauty, 96). Carlene’s
identity thus can be what Hall affirms, that every identity is necessary as it is the
perception of the self, even if silenced and unspoken or that which it lacks (Hall, New
Ethnicities 223). In essence, Smith is ambivalent about the representation of both women
in the novel. Indeed, the problematization of their physical bodies becomes an
outstanding issue, because for Kiki, although she doesn’t mind her body size, her
husband seems to silently loathe the fact that she has grown out of shape.

The reasons why Kiki takes comfort in her body are both ambiguous and
ambivalent in a sense. Firstly, as a black woman married to a white man, and living in

an almost all-white neighbourhood, she does not feel a sense of foreboding as she sees
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no competition around her. She seems to think that the only way Howard can betray her
will be with another black woman because his interest seems to be “only” in black
women. When Kiki first learns of Howard’s infidelity, she takes comfort in not knowing
the exact identity of the person; in essence, she is not aware of which body she is
competing with. Her knowledge of the facts, later on, changes the dynamics of her
position as a married woman contented to be married to her flawed husband. The idea
that Howard has an affair with another white woman throws her into a sense of
imbalance because at that moment she realizes she could be competing with the whole
of Wellington, filled with slim white women. She feels that Howard did not only cheat
on her but also dishonoured her body and her identity as a black woman. Kiki’s
questioning her husband’s choice and object of infidelity that he “...[married] a big
black bitch...” and is now “...running off with a leprechaun” (206), sets in motion the
identity crisis she is facing. This is because she seems not to realize as Howard protests
that he “... married a slim black woman actually” (206). This exchange demonstrates
how both Howard’s and Kiki’s spaces have changed and become unrecognizable for
them both physically and ideologically. Their expectation of marriage as a space where
people come together as one regardless of any changes is thrown into imbalance once
there are some noticeable physical changes. Kiki is oblivious about the change her size
adds to or takes from her identity and Howard seems to be ignorant of the fact that inside
Kiki’s body exists the woman he married thirty years ago.

Kiki’s marriage to Howard, which is based on nothing more than love, can be
seen as a decolonizing force, a force that stamps against the oppressive dominant white
male stereotype, and one that helps to bridge the gap between the two binaries od White
and Black. Further, her gaining so much weight later could also be viewed as a form of
resistance towards the slender woman stereotype as opposed to Carlene, who succumbs

to it. But because both women live in hybridized spaces, one married to a white British
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man, and another to a Black British (with the name Montague to ground him more in the
culture), these spaces influence their identity changes. This is perhaps why Carlene,
Monty’s wife, maintains her slender body and is bemused at Kiki’s when she first sets
eyes on her. She understands the advantages of having “meat” on one’s body but is also
torn between staying slim for the benefit of her husband rather than gaining it for her
own advantage. Her acknowledgment of the advantage of a meaty body can be seen in
her affirmation to Kiki that “women feel and think with their bodies... [e]ven in my soul
I feel there is raw meat...” (96). In a way, her choice of having meat only where it cannot
be physically seen strips her of her identity and contrasts her with her friend who chooses
to have it where everyone can see it. But Carlen’s attitude (Kiki’s friend) might be read
as a form of resistance, a silent way of attesting to her identity without allowing outsiders
to take advantage of her true identity. Both women are shown to be powerful rather than
passive, which is represented through their equal appreciation of the symbolic Vodou
goddess Erzulie. Thus, both Kiki and Carlene silently refuse to submit to the
interpellating discourse (Hall 1996, Althusser, 1971) that dominates every space in
which they find themselves, and this helps them to partly claim autonomy on their
identities. In her article about creolisation in Smith’s On beauty, Nicole King shows how
the Vudou image is used to foreground the message about women and their places in
society. She points out that [l]ike Erzulie®, these women are multi-dimensional and
powerful whether or not, [...], that power is used or recognized” (262-276) She further
notes that this image “complicates matters further, [because] Erzulie has a predilection
for the subversion of the roles attributed to her particularly Western ideals of femininity”
(262-276), perhaps because among other things her promiscuity with other goddesses is

celebrated rather than castigated. This shows how this symbolism is used to show that

8 See King (2009) for a detailed analysis of the myths and legends surrounding the Vodou and the
goddess Erzulie.
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both Kiki and Carlene subvert the female, often stereotypical roles attributed to them (as
shall be shown in the proceeding sections), and are less submissive.
4.2.2 Marital Homes as Subversive Spaces in Identity Formation

Kiki and Carlene are both married to domineering characters, and their
dominance is partly due to their physical attributes, one white and the other massively
tall - aspects that represent power - but also partly due to the nature of the work they do
as college professors. But for both women, their domestic space is like exile (Katrak,
2006), an unfamiliar and unfriendly place that dictates differently for their bodies and
identities, and thus whatever their choice, the challenges cannot be avoided. Carlene is
seen by her husband and children as one who has sacrificed everything for them, and
they take her sacrifice without questioning her zeal for it. As a result, her bequeathing
her favourite art piece to her best friend Kiki upon her death is seen as an act of insanity,
the kind that grips a dying woman who has suffered long from an illness. In her
husband’s words, “[a]ll we can assume,’ [...] ‘is that your mother’s illness had already
affected her mind” (On Beauty, 277). The only decision she has had to make without her
husband or children’s influence is dismissed as mere insanity. This takes us back to the
oppressive nature of the place in which she resides, as she is reduced to stacking books
in alphabetical order upon her husband’s bidding. But the resistance she puts up as
condemnation for this behaviour towards her is the choice to keep her fatal illness a
secret from her authoritarian and totalitarian family. This confirms what Katrak proposes
that “in resisting exile, they [women] often use their bodies via speech silence, starvation
or illness” (Katrak 2). Carlene seems to settle for silence and illness. She chooses to be
silent about her needs and becomes submissive to her husband, resorting to quietly
stacking books on his bookshelf. Although her illness is not a choice, she learns to use
it is a weapon; she employs it to deny her subversive family a chance to rule over her

health and in a way gains autonomy in dying. The dramatic turn of events regarding the
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painting which the family does not intend to give to the bequeathed (Kiki), but ultimately
ends up in Kiki’s house, shows that she wins the battle albeit as a dead woman.

On the other hand, Kiki’s identity is crushed by the weight of both her British
husband and her interracial children but her reaction is not to be subservient; instead,
she stands her ground especially when it comes to her openly questioning her husband’s
infidelity and finally choosing to divorce him. These aspects are brought out in the
contrast that Smith draws for the reader between Kiki and Claire Malcom, Howard’s
object of desire. Kiki’s description of the latter as a “little white woman,” (On Beauty,
206) not only mocks Howard’s choice but also signals the corporeal difference that plays
out in the separation of powers, as though to emphasize that power does not lie in the
big massive black bodies, but rather in small white ones. Burney confirms this
phenomenon in her analysis of Said’s work that “the subaltern subject’s mind [is made]
distraught by taking away his/[her] voice and right to speak, thus creating an identity
crisis by disjuncturing and fragmenting him or herself” (Burney 49). The African body
is thus contrasted with the white body as a dynamic that later strips or assigns power,
and in view of this study can potentially shift the identity of a particular character as a
result of this change. Thus, bodies, as linked to identity, are what Isabel (2012) identifies
as a “potentially subversive site of memory and resistance...” (3); that is why Kiki is
bent on changing not her body but part of her identity. Smith further portrays Kiki as
one who has struggled in an exclusively white space:

“You think it’s normal. Everywhere we go, I’m alone in this... this sea of
white. I don’t see any black folk anymore, Howie. My whole life is white. |
don’t see any black folk unless they be cleaning under my feet in the lunching
café in your fucking college” (On Beauty, 206).

What is portrayed by this outburst is the ongoing problematization of multicultural
places that Smith engages in both of the novels analysed for this research. Whereas Kiki

has lived in this all-white place for more than half her entire life, it is still a huge weight
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to bear and thus it is not surprising that the dichotomy of me/you, black/white, us /them
is at the end brought to bear. Moreover, Kiki’s dilemma extends to other liberties that
have been robbed away from her. She is incapable and has no place in referring to
another black person as “sister” or “brother,” because her identity as a black woman of
Jamaican descent has been diluted by her marriage and interracial children.

Like many of Smith’s novels, On Beauty is aptly strewn with youthful characters
that always present a different side of the argument. It would suffice to say that the
challenges that adults face in identity formation equally affect the younger generation.
The Belsey children all seem to be struggling for a lasting identity either in their societal
setting, in their home that is situated in a Boston suburb, at their separate universities, or
in their choice of religious affiliations. The fact that the Belsey children are of a mixed
race seems to exacerbate their dilemma as they represent a liminal space (Bhabha 1994),
from which springs both the biological and ideological hybrid. The challenge for this is
that according to Isabel (2012), “[t]he mullata character [has] the physical attributes of
the white race with her light skin and her straight hair, but she also represents[s] a threat
to the white society, embodied in the fear of miscegenation” (pg. 3). This
problematization is exemplified in the difficult and estranged relationship between Zora
and Carl, as well as the one that Levi tries to propagate with his friends. The struggle to
circumvent Zora and Levi’s interracial identities by their friends is not only marred by
their light skins but also by the community in which they live, which leads Carl to
jokingly say to Zora, “we are allowed to come to Wellington you know” (On Beauty
140). But for Levi, the challenge of identification is far greater. Like Millat in White
Teeth, he tries to join several gangs partly for work and for finding peers, but to no avail.
When one of his bosses accuses him of masquerading as a true “brother,” (a pure African
boy), though he is not one, it shows how difficult it will be for him to get accepted into

any group or how challenging it will be for him to identify with anyone. He seems to be
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adopting different personalities at every chance he gets, from a musician to a con man
selling fake goods, to a charitable person when it comes to Choochoo, his friend. His act
of stealing grammar (“no, no, but that don’t make no difference”) serves to portray how
desperate he is to at least act the part (African or Jamaican) despite his British
nationality. Jerome, on the other hand, is portrayed as one who seemingly ignores
matters related to his identity although his fate is concluded from the very beginning by
Michael’s commentary about the supposed marriage between Jerome Belsey and
Victoria Kipps (son and daughter to Howard and Monty respectively). Micheal seems
to think that Jerome who basically doesn’t belong anywhere is not fit to be in a
relationship with his purely Haitian sister- Victorian, which further shows the divide
between the two families in terms of ideological spaces. “I mean I like Jerome, he’s fine,
yeah? But I think my family wouldn’t really ... feel safe thinking of Victoria getting
involved with somebody who was so far outside of ...” (On Beauty, 37). Therefore,
Jerome and his siblings are ideally outside in an incomprehensible realm to Michael and
to the reader. Victoria’s being portrayed as the stereotypical sensual black female,
always pretending to enjoy sex before even the act begins, shows her weak identity and
failure to understand her inner being. Her artificial desire for no one in particular, be it
Jerome, Howard or Carl, are all simply episodes of one spiralling out of control due to
an eminent identity failure. It is thus no wonder that Victoria Kipps, the only character
who seems to connect the white, black and coloured through her sexual exploits is the
one who leads to the ultimate end of the Howard-Kiki marriage. This is because she
destabilizes this space and place that Kiki had known for a long time. Like earlier
mentioned she does not seem threatened by Clair perhaps because she is an older woman
like herself. Victoria as a young beautiful African girl also accorded the “promiscuous”
character of Erzulie (King, 262-276), is the ultimate threat to Kiki and the cause of the

disruption of her marriage space. Kiki’s identity in fact becomes more prominent seen
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from her choice she makes to leave her marriage home instead of moaning her loss. Like
Carlene, she goes into an exile where only her identity can survive and she which only
her, has got access.

But despite this portrayal, Smith is unambiguous about showing the other side
where these communities can merge and attempt to mitigate the challenges of identity
formation that is brought on by living in racially mixed environments. The “Bus Stop”,
a famous restaurant in Boston is symbolic; it is where everyone waits and meets and
where conversations and relations start and grow:

The Bus Stop was a Wellington institution [...] It was a favourite stop-off for
British guitar bands, hoping to rid themselves of nerves before their American
tours. Morocco... was an inclusive place. The Black kids from Boston were
down with Morocco, down with its essential Arab nature and African soul,
the massive hash pipes, the chili in the food, the infectious rhythm of the
music. The White kids from the college were down with Morocco too, they
liked its shabby glamour, its cinematic history of non-politicized Orientalism.
(On Beauty, 212-213).

The Bus Stop as indicated in the above quote then becomes that neutral place which,
when inhabited, can shift someone’s identity even in a matter of seconds. It allows
individuals to act freely without any inhibitions from the onlookers. Carl’s abrupt kiss
to Zora after his performance and Claire’s signing up the former for her poetry class
signals the spontaneity in character and identity that this space helps to propagate.
Moreover, such a place signifies the importance of community as it enables characters
to act out of their own free will. It is in this place that Carl is singled out and is drawn to
the intellectual circle by being assigned to a poetry class at Wellington. The Bus Stop
can also be taken in direct opposition to the university, where in the former (The Bus
Stop) Carl thrived as a poet and in the latter (The University) he was turned into an
archivist, something that thwarted his talent. In addition, while the Bus Stop seems a

welcoming place for everyone, academicians, poets, lovers of music, the old and young,
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the University is a very selective place to the point that later Monty Kipps advocates for
the removal of programs where students like Carl are not fully enrolled.

Furthermore, just like in White Teeth, the issue of a hybridized form of language
as one that is used in different spatial settings as an identity marker is well brought out
in On Beauty. An argument between Bailey Levi’s boss, and Levi himself reveals how
the latter desperately tries to justify his intention of behaving like a “brother” but to
Bailey, this is an offense. The manner in which Levi dresses, the language he uses,
coupled with the kind of people he associates with would in a way qualify him to be a
“brother,” but his boss Bailey can’t be fooled by this act. This is because being of mixed
race (Jamaican mom, British dad), and a resident of the Wellington suburb,
automatically disqualifies him from attaining this privilege. Bailey attacks Levi in this
way:

“I know where you are from. Those kids don’t know shit, but I know. They
nice suburban kids. They think anyone in a pair of baggy jeans is a gangster.
But you can’t fool me. I know where you pretend to be from,” he said, his
anger newly virulent, still holding the door but learning in towards Levi.
“Because that’s Where I’'m from -but you don’t see acting like a nigger. You
better watch yourself, boy” (On Beauty, 191).

But acting and speaking “like a nigger” is Levi’s preference of identity especially when
he is with his friends. Levi’s mother Kiki forbids her son from using “such language” as
she calls it, but this is exactly Levi’s intention, to whom belonging to any group despite
the outlook it gives about him is better than not belonging anywhere. On Beauty’s Levi
is in the same identity struggle and alienated character bracket as Millat’s group in White
Teeth. Levi’s choice of language in particular instances is in fact a portrayal of a constant
search for this minority ethnic group that can separate him from the large community of
Wellington and give him a semblance of identity that neither his family nor Wellington
can provide for him. In an earlier exchange between Zora and Howard, the latter attempts

to take part in the ethnic pride of being street, meaning being black or of a mixed-race
112



character. Although it is funny for his wife, it is very embarrassing for the daughter who
occupies a different identity space in relation to her mother. As a black woman, Kiki is
shielded from the hybrid gaze whereas Zora, who is of mixed race, is not. Moreover,
being Street as Howard terms it, is an identity more suited to youths than to adults:

“Dad,” said Zora, “please don’t say spunk. Ever.”

“Can’t I be Street?”

“No. Why you always got to make everything be a joke?”

“I just want to be street.”

“Mom. Tell him to stop, man.”

“I can be a brother. Check it out,” said Howards, and proceeded to make a series
of excruciating hand gestures and poses....” (On Beauty, 63).

Howard’s effort at wanting to behave and speak like a brother, although embarrassing
for her daughter, might mean two things. That he at times feels left out in his already
mixed-race marginalized family and also that he doesn’t have the capacity or even the
qualifications to join in. Being a ‘brother’ or sister is very symbolic to the Wellington
black community, but the members are supposed to be pure, and not even the mixed-
race children have access to this thinly marginalized space.

On Beauty thus becomes as expose of characters whose subvert stereotypical
identity markers. This is seen through the black women who are represented through the
symbolism of a goddess. It is a representation of how bodies can act a place of exile- a
subversive form of exile because to the outsider it shows a lack of accessibility to certain
attributes of identity but to the possessor of these bodies, it is such an exile that shuts out
the outsider from entering this private arena. On Beauty thus portrays characters who
are more protective of their spaces and places such as Kiki Carlene, and those who are
willing to find more comfortable places within which their changing identities can
thrive.

Both of Smith’s novels covered in this study challenge and problematize the idea
of a comfortable multicultural community and a hybrid environment. Both novels
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suggest that liminality as propounded by Bhabha, though valid in some ways, is a notion
that makes more sense theoretically and would seem unachievable in the practical sense.
Both novels ambivalently portray the challenges of hybrid communities and they also
suggest there is room for collaboration and growth. In On Beauty, the restaurant “The
Bus Stop” serves as that space for the amalgamation of colour, cultures, and ideas, where
both the elite and lay people can converge. In White Teeth, the community of Willesden
is what is shown to be the propagating factor for identity shifts and identity crises in
general, but it is also the mitigating factor due to its plurality and microcosm of cultures
ranging from Indian to African to British. Thus, the idea that Zadie Smith throws the
concepts of a peaceful multicultural and hybrid community into imbalance is well
brought out through the portrayal of characters who constantly struggle for identity.
Because the process of identity formation seems to be a continuous one, even assumed
hybrid positions and identities automatically become antecedents of those that will
replace them. This as mentioned earlier in Pieterse (2001) and Isabel (2012), whereas
hybridity is at times celebratory and can be seen as something that might secure an
environment free of xenophobia, it also presents a lack in its own right because of the
absence of purity. It is this absence of purity that causes characters like Irie Jones in
White Teeth and Levi Belsey in On Beauty to continuously search for their roots and
identity as their places change, which might even be beyond their own youthful ability
and lack of experience to comprehend these complexities.

Smith’s settings that are in Britain for White Teeth and the US and Britain for On
Beauty give an insight into the different nationalistic attitudes towards migrants. While
the US is originally a migrant community taking pride in diversity, Britain’s stance is
more implicit as the system did not acknowledge immigrants as fully fledged citizens,
even those who deserved of the category. Thus, through the different settings created in

both White Teeth and On Beauty, the identity shifts are seen through the character’s use
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of language, their behaviour towards others of different ethnicities and through their
constant search for an ideological space in the past that can help them forge their

1dentities.
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CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSIONS

Multiculturalism as the intermediary solution between assimilation and
integration requires the understanding of both the migrant and host community to have
a meeting ground where the former can behave individually and culturally and the latter
has to be accommodating toward these new cultures. The challenge for this is that for a
country like the UK, the microcosm of cultures and other societal underpinnings might
sometimes not only destabilize the new immigrant but also the already existing citizens.
As Modood further notes, immigrants might be challenged “by the fact of negative
‘difference’: with alienness, inferiorisation, stigmatization, stereotyping, exclusion,
discrimination, racism and so on” (Modood “Difference Multi- and Equality” (152-171),
which as he earlier states in the essay may result from the history of colonial and imperial
domination and colonial subordination. Naipaul and Smith both tackle different forms
of the “Multi,” for it certainly does not refer to a single divide across cultures. They may
be socio-economic, where some divisions are related to economic factors, or they may
be racial in terms of discrimination based on colour and ethnic identity, or even religious,
taking the turn of multiple religious affiliations.

This study touched upon the issue of migration as the founding principle for
identity struggle, which also emanates from immigrants finding themselves in minority
spaces in the communities where they live. Research has shown that migration to the
UK has mostly been composed of non-white people from commonwealth countries and
asylum seekers under the guise of departing from geographically destabilized nations
(Modood, “Global Migration” 248-268). When individuals migrate, it means they have

opened up new spaces within which their identities are to be navigated. Moreover, this
116



opens up diasporic spaces and the challenges that accompany that: the unhomely and
loneliness as well as social-cultural dislocations in specific regions. Paul Gilroy’s
Against Race argues for the importance of diaspora because, for a long time, it has been
viewed positively by the people in former colonial states. In addition, he shows that
diaspora is equated with a disavowal of any nationalistic belongings, and as such, those
in the diaspora can easily disregard any essentialist notions of absolute identities as well
as any affinity to place or land. However, Gilroy’s argument was countered by other
scholars that have shown that diasporas present a short-lived experience of neither
belonging at home nor abroad (Gilroy, 125-135). Hardt and Negri’s work suggested that
arguments for fluidity and hybrid identities were merely fruitless; their review of Empire
20 Years on (2019) shows how the tables have again turned and the fight for sovereignty,
nation states and stalking racist sentiments have become a renewed battleground in
cultural, social and economic spheres of life. And as Clifford argues, as diasporas keep
emerging, new postcolonialisms are formed and the efforts to define and reimagine
postcolonial theory continue. This is why the multicultural debate that seemed to have
subsided in the latter part of the twentieth century is experiencing renewed discussion.
Modood’s (2011) discussion of the concept and challenges of multiculturalism
are employed in this discussion because of the unravelling of the challenges behind this
phenomenon. Modood’s discussion shows that some legislations aiming at assimilation
and integration have not been so successful, because each migrant has a unique
experience that cannot be encapsulated into one common phenomenon. For instance,
migrants from the Caribbean, although they had imperial ties to Britain, mostly came for
work after the second world war labour boom. Others from Africa and Asia came to the
UK for reasons ranging from work to school due to the internationalization of both work
and school programs. Interestingly though, many migrants have been tied to low-paying

jobs, and manual labour (Modood 2011, Tocoma 2016) regardless of their qualifications.
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This has resulted in serious class and social-economic differences. Moreover, whereas
integration presents some positive aspects as both the migrant and host having to meet
in the middle, one trying to adopt and another welcoming the complexity of the ensuing
cultural exchange cannot be ignored. The result of these notions would be a multicultural
community that is seemingly accepting and agrees to work with all cultures. But at the
same time, the fact that cultural diversity and marginalization may still be problematic
remains apparent. This has proven to be an underlying factor in the representation of
characters from V.S. Naipaul and Zadie Smith’s novels. Because much of the setting of
the novels discussed that is, Naipaul’s The Mimic Men and Half a Life and Smith’s White
Teeth and On Beauty, is affected by migration which alters the place and space and as
well causes identity shifts.

Studies about identity formation are very dynamic and complex. This study has
added a voice to the innuendos related to alienation, the unhomely, third space, and
hybridity among others, which are all factors that affect the formation and shifts in
identities across different spatial spectrums and place settings. The novels that have been
discussed reflect how the elements of identity struggles are influenced by both physical
and ideological spatial changes. This has been done by discussing the characters’
behavioural changes across varying places whose elements include ethnic physical and
ideological boundaries, individual or group perception or affinity to minority groups,
language as an identity marker as well as the body as a site for identification. This
analysis in this study has been conducted along the views of critics such as Fanon, Hall,
Bhabha, Said, and Hogan, and many others who have all in one way or another presented
the challenges of identification, and almost all are in a consensus that it is an ongoing
difficulty that will continue for ages to come. The study set off by analyzing the changing
discourse on identity in postcolonial literature by drawing on arguments such as

Bhabha'’s criticism of binarism which may not portray the real essence and relationships
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between colonizer and colonized, then a discussion on the often-heralded hybrid identity
as well as the challenges characters who adopt this type of identity may face as places
change. The main focus of the study has been to analyze in the selected novels the
success of such a phenomenon in relation to identity formation for individuals who find
themselves in changed spaces. The main argument of this study is that as characters
change their places, such as their physical or ideological surroundings, their identity
changes too. The aim has been to show how quickly and easily characters’ identities can
change due to their surroundings and how this can be a challenge for their stability as
individuals, which in turn might lead to being alienated or feeling less at home in a place
they have known as home for long.

The study began by showing how colonialist and imperialist practices have had
far-reaching effects, one of which is migration. It is these migrant communities that have
suffered far-reaching consequences when it comes to identity issues. In addition, the
novelists discussed are both first and second-generation Windrush migrants with
Naipaul having immigrated to Britain in the 1950s and Smith a second-generation
immigrant whose mother immigrated from Jamaica. These facts have to a large extent
set a viable background for this study although the study cannot lay claim on the
novelists’ works being autobiographical. This discussion centred less on the novelists
and more on the content and character portrayal in their selected novels to come to
certain conclusions.

So, whereas Naipaul experiments with taking characters back and forth between
homelands and other places in search of an identity, Smith makes her characters traverse
their identities within the same spatial confines. It is this ambivalent portrayal of
characters’ sense of belonging, their desire for home and their loathing of it, the illusion
embedded in these sentiments that throws light on the challenges of multiculturalism

and hybridity despite the positive aspects embedded in the two phenomena.
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The fact that the identities of the characters in the novels discussed shift together
with a change in their places has been amply exemplified. But the nature of these shifts
in terms of behaviour and actions is what draws a difference between the characters and
the general content and ultimately the thematic concerns of the particular novels.
Naipaul’s earlier novels have been accused of being an appraisal of the colonial machine.
Whereas Naipaul has been largely criticised for his illusive stance on colonialism by
scholars such as Said (1979) who claimed that he was consciously being used to portray
a positive side of the colonising rhetoric, Naipaul was seen to defend himself against
such accusations. As shown in the study, Naipaul’s earlier novels denigrated the
character of former colonial nations. However, there is a slight shift in the tone and
characterization in Naipaul’s later works such as The Mimic Men and Half a Life. The
tone is less celebratory of “Englishness” and as Zhou contends, “identity for Naipaul
becomes a natural dilemma” (Zhou, 16). Naipaul’s observatory stance of all sides shows
the dynamics involved in identity formation and shows how it is not an easy fit as the
onlooker would assume. Whereas Naipaul sounded a harsh criticism for mimicking in
The Mimic Men, portraying the main character Ralph Singh as a dissociated character,
who thinks that Isabella can be like a foreign country, he does not seem to propose any
solution for him. Ralph suffers the consequences of his disillusionment, such as a broken
marriage between himself and his British wife, and an estate that is inaccessible because
of the nature of the land where it is built, which all lead to his being exiled to a place he
had formally left. This same pattern of a near abysmal feeling toward identity is
expressed in Half a Life in which the main character, Willie Chandran, moves between
places, in a search for a true identity. Willie goes far away from his father’s Maharaja,
to London, Africa, and then to Germany. The issue is not his movement but rather his
sentiments about his identity and how these different places affect and even alienate him

further. In both novels, the issues regarding identity seem to be unresolved, confirming
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what Hall claims in “Cultural Identities and Diasporas” that “the boundaries of
difference are continuously repositioned in relation to different points of reference...”
(Hall, 392-403). So, Naipaul amply represents these aspects of human behaviour in
relation to identity as a whole with characters whose identities seem rooted in history,
but if their place changes and their identity will be viewed negatively, then they too
change these identities. Thus, the struggle for identity becomes a struggle for self-
understanding as well as a struggle to be accepted in society, as Naipaul portrays.

What Naipaul depicts is a sort of mirror of the society in the East or West. The
stories that Willie Chandran concocts are not his real stories, but he writes them to depict
an imaginary world, to an even comic extent, because his characters are Indian but living
a “western” sort of life. Moreover, the comparison that his father draws between him
and writers like Yeats is tantamount to insinuating that they have both done the same
thing - misrepresent their realities, and that the difference is that Willie is worse than
them. Thus, like Ralph Singh in The Mimic Men, Willie’s tendencies at mimicking
behaviour are explicitly portrayed to the extent that he attempts to live another person’s
life. Willie views his action of following Anna to Africa as him living her life. Thus,
both of Naipaul’s characters spend half of their lives mimicking and living lives that are
not there because of the failure of identification that is rooted in their changing places.

Whereas the discussion has centred on the changes that happen in people’s
identities once they find themselves in different contexts, it is also worthwhile noting
the double-edged nature of such a study. As Bhabha suggests, colonial discourse is not
only about the colonized but about the colonizer as well. It is interesting to note thus that
whereas much of the mimicked identities that have been discussed in both Naipaul’s and
Smith’s novels not only attempt to express a desire to be like that which is different from
an individual whom they admire, for instance long straight black hair in the case of Irie

in Smith’s White Teeth or become “dandy” in the case of the character of Ralph Singh
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in Naipaul’s The Mimic Men, it is also a tendency to destabilize and create a “partial
presence of the colonizer:”

[T]hey are also [...] the figures of a doubling, the part-objects of a metonymy
of colonial desire which alienates the modality and normality of those
dominant discourses in which they emerge as ‘“inappropriate” colonial
subjects. A desire that, through the repetition of partial presence, which is the
basis of mimicry, articulates those disturbances of cultural, racial and
historical differ-ence that menace the narcissistic demand of colonial
authority. It is a desire that reverses “in part” the colonial appropriation by
now producing a partial vision of the colonizer’s presence. (Bhabha, The
Location of Culture, 88).

The sort of appropriation that is referred to here has been shown in previous chapters in
terms of language changes and new language formation, manner of dress, or even
behaviour. Thus, whereas this partial version of the colonizer’s presence strips
individuals of their identities causing them to shift under varying circumstances, it also
undercuts the status quo regarding British culture, where individuals are forced to look
back at the appropriated version of themselves, which as Bhabha shows, creates anxiety.

Seen from this perspective, a parallel can be conceived between Naipaul’s
writing and that of Zadie Smith. Smith’s novels, as has been shown, are more ambivalent
than meets the eye. White Teeth for example, as earlier noted, would seem to celebrate
a multicultural Britain but only if the reader chooses to see that side. In an actual sense,
it is much more problematized: the difference is that at the time Smith is writing, many
acclaimed postcolonial writers have come to the realization that these are all unstable
notions that are to be approached with careful criticism. In her chapter about
multicultural communities in the West, Yuval Davis writes that

[iln all these states there is a continuous debate about the limits of

multiculturalism between those who want a continued construction of the

national collectivity as homogeneous and assimilatory, and those who have

been calling for the institutionalization of ethnic pluralism and the preservation
of the ethnic minorities’ cultures of origin as legitimate parts of  the national project
(Yuval-Davis, 195).
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This statement presents the ongoing challenge of a homogenous concept regarding
multiculturalism, which perhaps Smith problematizes. In White Teeth Smith seems to be
suggesting that our cultures and identities are deeply rooted like our teeth in their canals.
The novel is constructed around the types of teeth, canals, root canals, and the like.
Whereas the roots and teeth can be removed, the gap left behind represents not an
absence but rather an attestation and proof of the prior existence of something, a religion,
a norm or culture, a belief system. Teeth become a very symbolic aspect in this respect,
and that is why when Clara is approached by her daughter in the middle of the night
speaking with a half lisp as a result of missing teeth, she feels a sense of foreboding, a
loss and even betrayal for not having known her mother all this while. Clara’s missing
teeth represent an uprooted past or even present. The full set of teeth during the day and
the non-existent denture at night portray her as one living in two different worlds, with
a changed identity for the day and one for the night.

The characters in the books discussed have serious challenges in multicultural
communities not because they do not desire to live in these communities, but because
concepts of difference and othering come as impediments to this desire. Smith’s
portrayal of the hybrid mouse project that fails and leads to a breakup in the family unity
of the Chalfens is symbolic of this challenge. However, what Smith does that sets her
apart from Naipaul is to show the inevitability of multicultural communities. Unlike
Naipaul who “often expressed dismay at the mixing of things” (Gourevitch, 27-31),
Smith shows that there is no escape from this state. In both White Teeth and On Beauty
Smith has portrayed biologically hybrid characters, facing everyday challenges of
alienation from society’s gaze and expectations but who are not running from these
challenges. Irie’s attempt at getting her hair straightened in a bid to get rid of her
stubborn afro doesn’t go well, but she confronts this fear by choosing to have no hair in

the end. Similarly, Kiki the protagonist in On Beauty is shown to maintain her power by
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divorcing her adulterous husband and continuing to live in the same community. Thus,
for Kiki, whether it is her big black strong body or her kinky-haired brown children, is
shown as unwilling to comprise this part of her identity. It is these portrayals that show
that whereas Naipaul was quite pessimistic about hybridity and multiculturalism, Smith
shows that it is challenging but individuals can live through it.

Thus, the intention of the study has not been to disparage the theorization of
terms such as hybridity or multiculturalism but to broaden the discussion that includes
the challenges that any theory or notion poses, especially one that is well-meaning and
does not intend to be hegemonic. The research has thus shown that the phenomena of
migration and diaspora that in the end result in multiculturalism create a disjuncture that
also results in the subversion of seemingly natural forms of identity, whether they are
hybrid or ethnic. The continued change in identities as has been amply highlighted
signifies a close relationship with place, which is also influenced by the ever-changing
ideology and cultural settings.

Moreover, the study has illustrated that places are like a never-ending series of
doors that keep leading you to others. Every place opens up a new one, a new agenda,
an opportunity, or a challenge. And for every opportunity or challenge, the characters’
identities are affected. A clear example from the analysis is one where Howard in White
Teeth perceives his marriage as a new space for him to try and attempt to be ‘black’ or
at the very least behave like one. His actions demonstrate his desire to fit in with his
family and his failure at this attempt illustrates his outsiderness. This aspect also helps
to highlight Bhabha’s identification of the colonial encounter as one that is two-sided.
More often than not, many critics take a one-sided view on the colonial and postcolonial
encounter. However, Bhabha has demonstrated that there is an active agency of the
colonized during this struggle by showing that despite long periods of colonial rule, the

colonized was not that different from the colonizer, and perhaps similar power can be
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exhibited from both sides while exhibiting a sense of interdependence for both the
colonizer and colonized (Huddart, 1-2). The fact that hybridity and diaspora, two terms
that are interrelated, are unavoidably imbued with racist connotations also complicated
matters for the very people who found themselves in those positions or tended to take
the hybrid stance. Perhaps this is why the challenge of hybridity and multiculturalism,
instead of becoming more positive social, cultural and identity markers, are further
complicated and problematized.

This study has made a significant but minimal contribution to the body of
postcolonial analysis, and there is still a lot to be discovered about identities in our
current times. Identities are turning out to be burning debates in the social or political
spectrum. As this study has compared two writers from the first and second Windrush
generations, it would be interesting to do further studies related to these generations and
to see how postcolonial literature reflects real challenges and experiences many people
lived through. Literature and art are not created in a vacuum, thus extending this research
to incorporate other methods of analysis that would strengthen not only this work but a

lot of future research related to identity in literature and in the realm of academia.
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TURKISH SUMMARY/ TURKCE OZET

Bu c¢alisma, V.S. Naipaul'un The Mimic Men ve Half a Life ve Zadie Smith’in
White Teeth ve On Beauty adli romanlarindaki karakterlerin mekan degisiklikleri sonucu
ortaya ¢ikan kimlik olusumu sorununu incelemeyi amaglamaktadir. Arastirma igin en
onemli soru, karakterlerin kimliklerinin, bulunduklar1 yerlerdeki degisikliklerden
etkilendiklerinde nasil degistigidir. Arastirma, mekan1 hem fiziksel hem de fiziksel
olmayan yerleri kapsayacak sekilde degerlendirir; fiziksel olmayan mekanlar, farkli
yerlerin ideolojileri tarafindan temsil edilir sekilde diisiiniilmiigtiir. Calismanin aragtirma
sorusu, postkolonyal edebiyatta kimlik olusumu hakkindaki en Onemli teori ve
anlayislarin bazilarindan kaynaklanmistir; bunlar, genellikle iiclincli alanlarda veya
alanlar arasinda olugsan melez kimliklerin ¢agrisimlarini igerir, ancak bunlarla sinirlt
degildir. Bu calismanin sordugu arastirma sorusunu cevaplamak onemliydi, ¢linkii
tartisilan romanlardaki karakterlerin ¢ogu, cevreleri degistikce melez konumlarina
meydan okumakta ve bodylece kimliklerin nasil siirekli degisime ugradiginm

gostermektedir.

Calismanin temel amaci, daha Once bahsedilen romanlardaki karakterlerin
kimlikleri -sosyal, dinsel ya da bedensel kimlikleri- tizerindeki farkli mekan unsurlarinin
etkisini degerlendirmek ve daha da Onemlisi, incelenen romanlarda nasil
sorunsallastirildiklarin1  gostererek, genellikle begenilen melez ve ¢ok Kkiiltiirlii
kimliklerin aslinda iclerinde ¢cok da onemli zorluklar barindirdigini gostermektir.
Calisma, metinlerin yakindan analiz edilmesi, karakterlerin dikkatli bir sekilde
incelenmesiyle yapilirken, davranis ve karakterlerin kendilerini beden farkliliklart
ve/veya beden tatmini, dini bagliliklar1 ve farkli ortamlardaki dil kullanimlar1 agisindan
nasil algiladiklarini incelemistir.
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Naipaul ve Smith'in birinci ve ikinci nesil Windrush gégmenleri olarak ge¢misi,
bu ¢alisma i¢in 6nemli bir husus olmustur. Calisma, kompozisyonlarinin kurgusalligini
clriitmese de, bu gercegi, incelenen romanlardaki karakter, tarihsel olay Orgiisii ve
ortamlar1 tasvir etmelerinin altinda yatan bir faktor olarak da dikkate almistir. Hem
Naipaul hem de Smith'in romanlarinda, postkolonyal edebiyatla ilgili olarak go¢iin
tarihi, karakter tasvirleriyle iyi bir sekilde agiklanmaktadir. Eserlerde ele alinan
karakterler ya go¢mendir ya da degildir veya her ikisi de olabilir. Somiirgeci Gog,
tartisilan romanlarda kimlik sorununun habercisi olmustur. Yirminci yiizyilin
ortalarindaki gog, 6zellikle II. Diinya Savasi'ndan sonra Bati'daki isgiicli kithigindan
kaynakland1 ve Imparatorluk Windrush araciligiyla Ingiltere'ye g¢iin en dnemli tarihini
tetikledi. 2018 Windrush skandal1 gibi son zamanlardaki gd¢men sorunlari, romancilar
icin malzemeye doniistii ve farkli sosyal alanlarda kimlik tartismalarini siddetlendirdi.
Bu tartisma, edebiyat alanina, 6zellikle de postkolonyal edebiyata yansimistir ve
arglimanlar, yabanct bir toplulukta yasamanin bir sonucu olarak siklikla bir kimlik
krizinden muzdarip olan bireylerin kendilerini ii¢lincii bir alanda barindirirken ve melez
bir kimlik benimserken bulabilecekleri yoniindedir. Bircok insan Ingiltere'ye go¢
ettikce, gogmen oranini azaltmak i¢in yeni kurallar tasarlandi. Baz1 mevzuatlar, 2012
yilinda yiiriirliige giren diigmanca ¢evre politikasina neden olmustur. Yasanin, "kalma
izni" statiisiine sahip olmayan tiim sakinlerin Birlesik Krallik'ta ikamet etmeye devam
etmesini pratik olarak imkansiz hale getirmek ve Kraliyet'e tamamen sadik ve 6nyargili
bulunmadif1 takdirde girmeye calisanlar igin Ingiltere'de ikamet etmeyi daha da

zorlagtirmak i¢in tasarlandig iddia edildi.

Go6¢ konusu bu tartigmanin merkezindedir ve kimlik degisimlerinin arka planini
olusturmaktadir; bir kisinin tartisilan romanlara gore gog ettigi bir yerde neden ait olma

duygusu hissettigini agiklamanin tek nedeni degildi. G6¢ tartismasi esas olarak,
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bireylerin kendilerini bulduklar1 alanlar1 nasil ¢arpittigini ve bunun da kimlik olusumunu

nasil etkiledigini géstermektedir.

Postkolonyal edebiyat agirlikli olarak sadece bir varlik hali olarak post-
kolonyalite ile degil, ayn1 zamanda farklilik, musallat olma, hafiza, melezlik ve
kiiresellesme, dil, sozliiliik, siddeti yeniden yazma ve toplumsal cinsiyet gibi konularla
da ilgilenmistir. Postkolonyal c¢alismalarin baslangici, tim somiirge Oznelerini
tanimlamanin homojen bir yoluna dayanan belirli temsil tiirlerine kars1 miicadeleler
icerir. Elestiri, bu homojenlige kars1 ¢ikmak, kiiltiirlerdeki, etnik kokenlerdeki ve
dillerdeki dinamikler tarafindan tetiklenen kimlik agisindan Dogu'daki farkliliklarin bir
tasvirini onermek iizerine odaklanmigtir. Buna bagl olarak, ¢aligma, kimlik degisimi
konusunun, uygun baglamda meydana gelen kendini temsilin benlige etkisini gosteren
gecerli bir olgu oldugunu gosteren kimlik tartismasina girmistir. Calisma ayni zamanda
kimliklerin nasil degisken oldugunu gostermeye calismis ve siirekli degisen sosyal,
kiiltiirel, politik ve ekonomik ortamlar nedeniyle, bireylerin mevcut kimliklerinden
kurtulmalarimi  ve onlar1 iginde bulunduklar1 baglamda yaygin olanlarla
degistirmelerinin uygun oldugunu kanitlamaya ¢alismistir. Kimlik degisimlerinin ve
degisimlerinin sonucglari, Bhabha gibi bazi elestirmenlerin Onerdigi gibi melez
kimliklerle sonu¢landi. Melezligin, i¢inde ne sdmiirgelestirici ne de somiirgelestirilmis
oteki olan yeni bir somiirgeci 6znenin ortaya ¢iktigi alani actigi sdylenir. Uzun zamandir
miijdelenen bu teori, bu calisma icin de endise kaynagi olan bazi problemler ortaya
koymustur. Nedreveen, Diawara ve Karla gibi elestirmenler teorinin diaspora siyasetini
daha da karmasik hale getirecek Kkiiltiir ve cesitlilikle ilgili sorunlari atlattigini
savundular. Calisma ayrica, karakterlerin ¢ok kiiltiirlii bir toplulukta melez olarak

yasamay1 zor buldugu elestirisini savunmaktadir.
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Bu ¢alisma, kimliklerin kiiltiirlerimizi, normlarimizi ve tarihlerimizi hatirlayarak
insa edildigini ve tiim bunlarin bulundugumuz yerlerden etkilenebilecegini gostermistir.
Hall gibi elestirmenlerin savundugu gibi, kimlik i¢sel homojenlik tarafindan belirlenir
ve belirli bir toplumdaki bireylerin kendilerini tanimladiklar1 temeldir. Bu arastirma ayni
zamanda kimligi, bireylerin ne olmadiklarin1 g6z 6niinde bulundurarak ne olduklarini
belirledikleri ikili karsitliklarda var olan bir kimlik olarak ele almistir. Bu anlayzs,
postkolonyal edebiyatin en eskilerinden biri olmasina ve bazi elestirmenler tarafindan
daha liminal bir yasam tarzi lehine atilmasina ragmen, kimlik olusumu s6z konusu
oldugunda da hala yaygindir. Dahasi, bireylerin yerler arasinda hareket ederken
kimliklerini sekillendirmek ve yeniden sekillendirmek i¢in ¢calisan mevcut sosyal yapilar

tarafindan motive edildigi iddia edilmistir.

Gortildiigii gibi, Edward Said gibi elestirmenler, Oryantalizm sdyleminin
sOmiirgeci ideolojinin goze carpan yankilarindan biri oldugunu savunmuslardir. Bu
sOylemin etkisi, Avrupayr deneyimlemede Dogu hakkinda bir diisiinme tarzinin
belirlenmesi olarak gosterilmektedir. Bu Onyargili zihniyet, Bati halklar1 arasinda
dogrudan veya dolayli olarak iistlinliik duygular1 liretmeye devam edebilirken, diger
bolgelerden gelenler asagilik duygularin1 yargilamaya devam etmektedir. Bu gercegin
altin1 ¢izen, Bhabha'nin melezlik iizerine yaptig1 c¢aligma, karakterler tarafindan
manipiile edilebilecek kararsizliktan yararlanarak bu boslugu kapatmaya c¢alisan ve
sonunda somiirgecilerin zihinlerinde endige yaratarak somiirgeci ideolojiyi altiist eden
bir calismadir. Teorik olarak, Bhabha bu énermeyle bir kod koyar, ancak pratik olarak,
teorinin sorunsallar1 ve bir melez olarak yagamanin zorluklari belirgindir ve bu ¢alisma
ayni1 etkiyi incelenen romanlarda da gostermistir. Tezde tartisildig gibi, melez kimlikler,
siirecin farkinda olup olmadiklarina bakilmaksizin, bireylerin asil kimliklerini ¢6zmek

i¢cin birlikte hareket kiiltiirlerin bir mikrokozmosundan kaynaklanmaktadir. Bireyler
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daha sonra yeni ¢evrenin gerektirdigi gibi davranmaya ve hareket etmeye baslayabilir,

ve bu davranis bazen belirli seyleri taklit etmeye kadar gidebilirler.

Postkolonyal g¢alismalarda Bhabha'nin ve onun analizinden yararlanan diger
akademisyenlerin tartigtig1 gibi, “taklit” kavrami da tartisma i¢in ¢ok dnemli olmustur.
Aslinda, kimlik olusumunda altta yatan bir faktordiir. Daha 6nceki bilim adamlari,
taklitcilige, sOmiirgelestirilenlerin somiirgecinin davraniglarini kopyalama girigimi
olarak yaklasirlar, boylece daha fazla asimile olmug goriiniirler. Bhabha'nin isaret ettigi
gibi, kimlik olusumundaki kararsiz alan, goriiniiste otantik ve homojen bir kimligin
aksine dnceliklidir. Bhabha'nin somiirgeci devletlerde paylasilan bir kimlige ve bdylece
kararsiz bir melezi destekleyen homojen bir somiirge statiisii bloguna kars1 argiimanlari,
bu arastirma i¢in bir baslangi¢ noktasidir, ancak melez konumlari yalnizca onlar1 sayisiz
kiiltiirel muhalefete dolastirmaya hizmet eden karakterleri yakindan inceleyerek
etkinligini sorgulamak i¢in daha da ileri gider. Bu elestiriden su da anlagilmaktadir ki,
renkli veya gdg¢men topluluklar saf kiiltlirel temas duygusunu zayiflatir. Bu kiiltiirel
temas tarihi altiist edilemezken, varligim1 ve etkisini inkar etme girisimi bir kimlik
krizinin temeli haline gelir. Bu ¢alismanin vurgusu, kiiltiirel kimlik ve tarih arasindaki

baglant1 ve bu faktorlerin kimlik olusumunda nasil bir esaret gorevi gordiigii olmustur.

Mekan kavraminin belirlenmesi de bu analiz i¢in ¢cok dnemli olmustur, ¢linkii en
azindan bu c¢alisma s6z konusu oldugunda kimlik kaymalarimin temelini
olusturmaktadir. Yerler ve mekanlar bircok c¢alisma alaninda yakici bir konu haline
gelmistir ve bu arastirmadaki kimlik olusumu i¢in bir degisken gorevi géormektedir. Tiim
yerler belirli tanimlama bi¢imlerine uydugundan, daha sonra onlar1 karakterize eden bu
yerlerde bulunan unsurlardir. Ornegin, kozmopolit sehir, romantik sehir ve kirsal alan
gibi tanimlamalar, toplum ve genel halk tarafindan bilinen belirli yapilara sahiptir ve
sakinlerin bu yerleri tanimlayan ilkeleri anlamasi1 ve kabul etmesi durumunda, belirlenen

142



belirli yerin kimligi konusunda higbir karigiklik yaratmayacaktir. Mekan ve mekan
kimligi, kiiresellesen kitlesel gogler ve is hareketleri nedeniyle son zamanlarda tartismali
bir konu haline gelmistir. Postkolonyal edebiyatta, romanlar i¢in ortam olarak ele alinan
bolgeler ya olumlu (Bati) ya da olumsuz (Dogu ve Giliney) olarak damgalanmistir.
Ornegin Naipaul, ana karakteri Martinik, Trinidad ve Guyanasi gibi eski ingiliz, Fransiz
ve Hollanda kolonileri aracilifiyla ele aldigi romaninda bu olumsuz markalagsmayla
suclanmistir. Bu bolgeleri olumsuz bir sekilde markalastirma egiliminde olan ve uzun
yillar boyunca yasamak zorunda kaldiklar1 somiirge rejimlerine 6ziinii ve 6nemini veren

patronize edici bir sdylemle hala da zaman zaman su¢lanmaktadir.

Bu calismayla ilgili olarak, yer veya mekan markalagsmasi, karakterlerin farkli
ortamlara seyahat ettiklerinde genellikle beklentilerini karsilamadiklar1 anlaminda,
kimlik miicadelesinin, kimlik kaymalarinin ve hatta yabancilasmanin Onciisii olarak
durmaktadir. Ornegin, Naipaul'un romanlarinda tekrarlanan tema, daha ©Once
beklediginden daha az evde hissettigi icin ev sahibi iilkeye yerlesmek icin sik sik
miicadele eden hayal kirikligina ugramis kahramandir. Bu yiizden karakterlerin ¢ogunun
ileri geri hareket ettigi ve gittikleri yerler arasinda karsilastirmalar yaptig1 goriilmiistiir.
Ote yandan Smith, mekanlarina hayran olan ve onlar1 takdir eden, ancak yine de talep
ve beklentileri tarafindan zorlanan karakterler i¢in i¢gsel bir miicadeleyi tasvir etmektedir,
bu da bazen bu yerlere uyum saglamanin oniinde bir engel yaratmaktadir. Boylece,
basarili alan markalasmasimnin hem olumlu hem de olumsuz etkileri olabilir. Ancak
mekanlarin markalagmasi sadece bazi yerlerin digerlerinden sadece fiziksel olarak daha
c¢ekici olabilecegi degil, ayn1 zamanda normlar ve inanglar gibi i¢ yapilarin digerlerinden
daha 1y1 bir cekicilige sahip olabilecegi ideolojik bir konu olarak da ortaya ¢ikar. Her
toplumsal yapinin arkasinda bir ideoloji yatar ve belirli bir alan1 tanimlayan, bu ideoloji

veya ideolojilerdir. Baz1 elestirmenler somiirgeciligi ideolojik olarak desteklenen bir
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kavram olarak reddetmeye ¢alissa da, Sarkowsky ve Stein gibi digerleri yer / mekan
markalasmasi ile postkolonyal ideoloji arasinda dogrudan bir baglanti oldugunu
gostermistir. Yazarlar, ideolojinin yanlis bir biling olarak degil, belirli bir toplumdaki
yapilarin olustugu bir baslangi¢ noktasi olarak algilanmasi gerektigini vurgulamaktadir
ki bu durum bireylerin Althusserci bir anlamda sekillendirilmeye basladiklar1 yer olarak

algilanir.

Kimlik ve dil, bu calismada gosterildigi gibi, gd¢menin kokenini degil,
sOmiirgeci efendisini 6grenmek ve korunmak igin ¢aresiz oldugu temel ile baglantilidir.
Ayrica, bunun bireyleri, 6zellikle de go¢menleri, farkli alanlarini miizakere etmek
zorunda kaldiklar1 glivencesiz bir duruma soktugunu ve bdylece kimlik degisimlerine
neden oldugunu savunmaktadir. Jerrica Linn Watts, dilin yeni alanlar yaratmak i¢in nasil
kullanildigina da deginir. Watts'in iddia ettigi gibi, Smith, ortaminin, kimliginin ve
karakterlerinin kokeninin farkli dogasini tasvir eden farkli dil yonlerini birlestirir ve
romanda dil gegisine dair sosyodilbilimsel fikirlerin nasil bir rol oynadigint gosterir.
Burada tanimlandigi gibi dil gecisi, azinlik gruplarinin belirli konugsma eylemlerinde
kendilerini daha biiyiik topluluktan farkli olarak tanimlamaya calistiklart durumlarda
ortaya ¢ikar. Ayn1 zamanda toplumda daha iddial1 bir pozisyon sergilemenin bir yolu da

olabilir.

Zadie Smith ile birlikte V.S. Naipaul {izerine olan bu ¢aligma, her iki romancinin
da tartismal1 bir sekilde okundugu ve eserlerinin kimlik, melezlik, ¢ok kiiltiirliiliik ve
postkolonyal edebiyattaki diger konularla ilgili konularda aldig1 tutumlar hakkinda bir
fikir birligi olmadigi fikrine dayanmaktadir. Baz1 elestirmenler, Naipaul'un etnik
kokeninden nefret ettigini, beyaz adamin kiiltiiriinii tercih ettigini ve Smith'in Ingiliz
toplumunun ¢ok kiiltiirlii dogasin1 kabullendigini savunur. Bu elestirilerin her ikisi de,
tamamen yanlis olmasa da, her iki romancinin eserlerinin kimlik hakkindaki gortisleriyle
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iliskili olarak ideolojik olarak dengeli bir anlayisa ulagsmak i¢in eserlere daha yakindan
bakmay1 gerektirir. Bu iki romancinin bu tutarsiz goriinen durusu ve karakter tasviri,
onlar1 bu calisma i¢in 6nemli bir karsilastirma unsuru haline getirmistir. Bir yandan,
Naipaul, bu ¢alismanin tasvir ettigi gibi, hayal kirikligina ugramis karakterleri
gostermekte ve gocmen topluluklarina yerlesmeye calisirken ikilemlerini ortaya
koymaktadir. Dahasi, Naipaul'un yazarlik kariyeri, her iki kahramani hakkinda da
canlandirdig1 bir konu olan, farkli diinyalar arasinda gezinen, kimlik arayisi igeren bir
yolculuk olarak goriilebilir. Romanlari agik¢a kimlik arayisinda olan karakterleri temsil
eder. Ote yandan, Phillip Tew'in iddia ettigi gibi, Smith'in karakterizasyonu, melezlik ve
uinlii cokkiiltiirliiliik kavramlarina siiphe diisiiren mizahi ve komik bir komplo yaratarak
cokkiiltiirliiliik fikrini sorunsallastirir.

Naipaul'un karakterleri ¢okkiiltiirliiliigiin bir {iriinii olarak kabul edilirken, Zadie
Smith'inkiler onun yan iiriinii olarak goriilebilir. iki yazar, kimlik sorunlar1 tamamen
farkli olmasa da, hala birbirlerine bagli olan karakterler sunmaktadir. Naipaul'un
romanlarindaki kimlik krizinden kaynaklanan zorluklar Zadie Smith'in eserlerinde
genisletilir ve daha da sorunsallastirilir. Naipaul higbir yere ait olmayan bir adam olarak
kabul edilmistir ve kendisi de bunu itiraf etmistir. Kahramanlar1 i¢in benzer bir 6zelligi
canlandirmak i¢in de bliylik ¢aba harcamistir. Smith'in romanlarinda, karakterler
kimliklerine kok salmis degillerdir, ancak kendilerini bulduklar1 kosullara katlanmaya
daha istekli goriliniirler. Bu nedenle, bu ¢alismada tartisilan romanlar, Naipaul'un ve
Smith'in eserlerinin ¢ok kiilttirliiliigii saglikli bir sekilde kabullenip kabullenmedigini ve
ortaya c¢ikan melezi alkiglayip alkislamadigini ve "ii¢iincii alan1" rahat bir alan olarak
goriip gormediklerini sorgulamaktadir. Naipaul ve Smith'in karakterlerinin {iglincii
alanda gezinmeye veya yerlesmeye istekli olduklarmi nasil gosterdikleri sorulari
aragtirllmistir. Calisma ayrica, {igiincii bir alan fikrinin pratik olarak uygulanabilir bir

fenomenden ziyade teorik olarak daha anlamli bir fenomen olup olmadigini da
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arastirmistir. Iki yazarim eserlerinin karsilastirilmasiyla ilgili bir diger onemli konu da,
farkli yazi tarzlarina ragmen, temalar ve karakterizasyon agisindan 6nemli benzerlikler
sergileyen Naipaul ve Smith'in romanlarin1 karsilastiran az sayida eser olmasidir.
Naipaul'un romanlarmin analizi, kimlik olusumunu etkileyen mekanlara
odaklanmuistir. Bu boliim, V.S. Naipaul'un The Mimic Men ve Half a Life romanlarindaki
mekansal degisimlerin karakterlerin kimlikleri lizerindeki etkilerini arastirir.. Boliim,
mekansal yonelimlerin kimlik olusumunu ¢arpitmak veya tesvik etmek i¢in karakterlerin
egilimleriyle nasil birlestigini analiz eder. The Mimic Men karakterlerinin ¢ogunun
baslangigta Hindistan'dan c¢iftlik iscileri olarak goc¢ ettikleri gergeginden dolay1
kendilerini bulduklar1 "¢ifte somiirge" durumunu agikca ortaya koymakta, ancak ayni
zamanda sOmiirge efendilerinin goriiniiste ayrilmasindan sonra sOmiirge donemi
kalintilartyla da karsilastiklarin1 savunmaktadir. Bu baglamda, Half a Life'in analizi
tartismay1 genisletir ve farkl kiiltiirlerle dolu farkli yerlerin kimlik olusumunu nasil

etkiledigini ve belirledigini inceler.

The Mimic Men, ayn1 zamanda yazarin dogum yeri olan Karayip Adalari'ndaki
daha once somiirge edilmis bir sehirde gecen otobiyografik bir an1 kitabidir. Romanda
kahraman Ralph Singh, mekan1 hem fiziksel hem de zihinsel ¢arpikliklarla golgelenmis
ve su anda Londra'da bir otel odasina siirgiin edilmis biri olarak, tiim hayatin1 gézden
geciren anilarini yazan bir karakterdir. Baslangicta, Ranjit Kripal Singh, sonrasinda
Ralph, onlarca yildir Ingiliz sémiirge yonetimi altinda olan ve daha 6nce sdzlesmeli
seker tarimi iscileri olan go¢menlerin yasadigi bir ada olan Isabellanin c¢alkantili
ortamin diisiiniir. Bu romanda Naipaul, iki kere yerinden edilmis topluluklarin kimlik
olusumu ag1sindan ne Sl¢iide etkilendigini inceler. Eski bir Ingiliz kolonisi ve daha sonra
bagimsiz bir ulus olarak, Isabella'nin kiiltiirii tamamen seyreltilmistir. Bir somiirge adasi

olarak Isabella, Hindistan, Asya ve bazi Afrika llkelerinden daha once s6zlesmeli
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iscilerden olusan ve hepsi de somiirge varliginin ortasinda tarim yagaminin zorluklarini
yasarken yeni baglangiclar olusturmak i¢in Ada'ya gelen kiiltiirlerin bir karigimidir.
Bir¢ok karakterin karsilastigi zorluklar bu tiir bir yasamdan kaynaklanmaktadir.
"Oteki"nin daha iyi olmadig1 anlayis1 bir ilkedir ve zaman zaman romanda taklit edilen
davranig ve kimligi yonetir. Nihayetinde Ralph't kimliginden siyiran bu 6tekilestirmedir,
¢linkii kendisi hakkinda ¢ok az sey diisiiniir ve yalnizca kimliklerinin uygun oldugunu
diisiindiigli kisilerin golgelerinin arkasinda yasamayi goze alabilir. Ralph Singh, ne
Ingiliz ne de Hintli bir durus benimser. Ilk geldigi zamandan daha pargalanmis bir benlik
yasar ve daha da yabancilagsmistir. Alan1 ne kadar ¢ok degisirse, kimligi 6ziinden o kadar
uzaklasir. Ve boylece, Londra'ya gelisi, kendini kesfetme arzusunu agiga vurur, ancak
beklentileri karsilanmadigi i¢in bosluk hissiyle sonuglanir. Londra, Isabella gibi, onun
icin daha fazla yabancilasmaya neden olur, ¢iinkii aksi takdirde kimligini ifade edecek
olan bu bos alan1 yerine getirme umudu ve hayali paramparca olur. Bir kimlik parodisi
olarak The Mimic Men ayni zamanda insan kimliginin nasil sadece kopyalamaya
indirgenebileceginin bir tasviridir. Naipaul'un topluluklardaki azinlik gruplarinin
mevcut yapilar tarafindan nasil kapsiillenebilecegi veya araya girebilecegi konusundaki
anlayisina da deginilmistir. Hayali ada ortami olan Isabella, 6zellikle kimseye ait
olmayan bir yerdir, boylece bireysel karakterlerin tiim mesruiyet ve kokliiliik iddialarini
devre dis1 birakir. Sonug olarak, Singh gibi karakterler kendilerini bu yabanci sehirde
tanmimlayamama egilimindeydi. Ozetle, yer degistirmenin kimlik olusumu iizerindeki
etkileri lizerine yapilan bu tartismada, The Mimic Men romaninda mekanlarin tarihin
derinliklerine gomiilmesi sebebiyle, bu tarihlerin orada yasayanlara musallat olmak icin
geri dondiigiinii ve kimlik olusumlarina miidahale etmeye devam ettigini ortaya
konulmaktadir. Dahasi, Naipaul romanda ¢ok kiiltiirlii ideolojinin karakterlere her
zaman rahatlik vermeyebilecegini ortaya koyar, ¢linkii Singh, etnik ¢esitliligi anlatidan

acikea belli olan Isabella ya da Londra ile kendini hi¢gbir zaman 6zdeslestirememektedir.
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Half a Life ile ilgili tartisma, yabanci ve farkli yerlerde yasamak i¢in miicadele
eden karakterler icin ortaya ¢ikan bazi 6zdeslesme sorunlarina ve eldeki romanin
adindan da anlasilacagi gibi, bir biitlin olarak degil, bu biitiinlin sadece yaris1 olarak
yasama yOniindeki nihai egilime bakilarak yiirtitilmiistiir. Half a Life, kimliginin sadece
yarisint degil, bir biitlinii bulmak ic¢in siirekli bir miicadele icinde olan Willie
Chandran'in hayati etrafinda doner. Willie'nin arayisi, kimligi hakkinda bir soru olarak
baglar ve ta ilk ismini alirkenki zamana kadar gider. Babasina Somerset adin1 sorar ve
arkadaslarinin genellikle ona giildiigiinii soyler. ilk kimlik belirteci olarak isimler,
kiiltiirel bir ortama ilk girisimiz olarak kabul edilir. Isimler, insanlar ve nereden
geldikleri hakkinda ¢ok sey sOyler. Bu, okuyucunun Willie'nin gelecekteki kimlik
degisikliklerine veya krizlerine dair edindigi ilk i¢goriidiir. Calisma ayrica, ait olmama
duygusunun, babasinin kendi kokliiliigiine olan inang eksikligine de nasil gdmiildiiglini
gostermektedir, ¢iinkii o da agik bir aidiyet duygusundan yoksundur. Half a Life ayrica,
kimlik degisimlerini yonlendiren bir ara¢ olarak hareket eden ideolojik mekan
degisiklikleriyle sonuglanan bir tiir ayrimcilig: tasvir eder. Willie'nin annesinin okuluna
ilk katildiginda maruz kaldigi ayrimecilik, sadece kendisi i¢in degil, Willie i¢in de
gelecekte bir kimlik krizini harekete ge¢irir. Bdylece Naipaul, Willie'yi c¢ifte
yabancilasmadan muzdarip biri olarak konumlandirir: Birincisi, ebeveynlerinden miras
aldig1 yabancilagma, babanin yar1 Brahmin ve annenin geri bir kasttan olmasi, sonra da
Ingiltere gibi farkli yerlerde ve Afrika'daki isimsiz bir iilkede yasayan biri olarak
karsilagtig1 yabancilasma. Tipki Singh gibi, Willie'nin ingiltere'ye kagis1 da bir kimlik
arayis1 Ornegi olarak gosterilir, aynt zamanda su anki gorevinden bir kagistir.
Maharaja'nin kirli evini terk eder ve kuzeye, Britanya'da idealize edilmis bir peri
diyarma gider, ancak gordiikleri karsisinda hayal kirikligina ugrar. Naipaul'un Willie'nin
kisiligini betimlemesi, belki de onu biiken yeni bir kiiltiirle tamamen karsilasmis biri

olarak onu daha da yerinden etmek ig¢indir. Ayrica, boliim basliklarinda kullanilan
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"¢eviri" kelimesinin gesitli cagrisimlar1 vardir. Ornegin, Afrika'ya seyahat ettigi "ikinci
Ceviri"de, okuyucuya, yazarlarin ve hikaye anlaticilarinin basmakalip merceginden
temsil edildigi gibi, "ilk ¢eviri"de anlatilandan farkli olarak Afrika hakkinda ilk elden
bilgi edinme izni verilir. Willie'nin kimligi belki de Afrika'ya seyahat ettiginde baska bir
yerde daha fazla yeniden sekillenme sansi bulur, bu yiizden onun i¢in bu, kimligini
tercime etmenin baska bir yoludur. Ek olarak, Willie, okuyucunun Afrika
topluluklarindaki degerler ve kiiltiirler hakkindaki diisiincesini, bir somiirgeci veya
ticlincli diinyadan Avrupa'ya gelen ve sonra tekrar geri gelen biri tarafindan yeniden
anlatildig gibi yeniden yerlestirmek i¢in bir ajan olarak c¢alisir. Willie'nin bu dongiiyii
tamamlama yetenegi, Batili ve Batili olmayan uluslar hakkinda 6nyargili kavramlardan
yoksun olabilecek kimligini eski haline getirmede eksik halka olabilir. Willie'nin
Hindistan ve Londra'da yasadigi '"yarilanma oOmri", tezde gosterildigi gibi,
Afrika'dayken tamamen durma noktasina gelir. Biiylik konagin ve Anna'nin uzun aile
soyuna ait eski poster yatagin golgesinde kaybolur. Kendini kesfetme cabasi, Anna,
komsusuyla olan iliskisinin farkinda oldugunu kabul ettiginde utancla sonuglanir. Bu
boliimdeki tartismanin 6nerdigi gibi, Willie Somerset Chandran'in yolculugu ve kendini
kesfetme arayisi, Naipaul'un karisik topluluklar i¢in daha onceki kiigiimsemesinden
kaynaklanan sonugsuz bir durum olarak goriinebilir. Bununla birlikte, yine de,
kahramanin kimligini tam olarak anlamak i¢in gegmesi gereken bir yolculuk oldugunu
gosterir. Willie'nin Londra'y1, kim olduguna dair igsel nefretinden kurtulus saglayacak
bir yer olarak, ona 6zerklik duygusu verecek bir yer olarak gordiigli yaniltic1 zihniyet bir
yanilsamadir. Londra'dan gilineye Afrika'ya dogru yola ¢ikmasi, Londra'nin bir birey
olarak kendini yeniden kesfetmek icin tarafsiz bir zemin olarak kullanmasi gereken bir

yer oldugunu inkar ettigini gostermektedir.
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Bu calisma, Smith'in White Teeth ve On Beauty romanlarindan yola ¢ikarak
cokkiltirliiliikkle ilgili olarak kimlik tartismasini daha da detayl bir sekilde ele almustur..
Romanlarin kurgusunun ¢ogu Ingiltere ve genel olarak Bati'y1 tartisir. Romancilarin
gosterdigi gibi karakterlerin zihinlerinde gelisen kimlik krizi, hem bu ortamdan hem de
cok kiiltiirlii mekanlarda yasamanin yansittigi vatan 6zleminden kaynaklanmaktadir.
White Teeth Londra'nin ¢ok kiiltiirlii Ingiltere'sinde gegen bir romandir. Esas olarak
karakterlerin Ingiltere'deki birinci ve ikinci nesil gd¢menler olarak kaderi ve etnik
kargasa nedeniyle yasadigi sorunlar hakkindadir. Romanda esas olarak Karayipler,
Bangladesli ve Yahudi gibi farkli kokenlere sahip ii¢ Londra ailesi yer alir. Daha 6nce
de belirtildigi gibi, dil meselesi uzun zamandir postkolonyal edebiyatta sicakligini
koruyan bir konu olmustur. Dilin bir boyun egdirme araci olup olmadigi romanda
tartisilan konular arasindadir. Dahasi, dil ¢ok katmanli bir fenomen olarak durur, ¢iinkii
sadece anlam iireten keyfi sesler olarak degil, ayn1 zamanda bu seslerin veya dilin dogas1

ve karakteri olarak diisiiniilmelidir.

Gosterildigi gibi, White Teeth'te karakterlerin karsilastigi en biiyiik zorluk,
degisen fiziksel ve ideolojik mekanlardir. Farkli yerlere taginma siireci sadece travmatik
degil, ayn1 zamanda bireyin kimligi i¢in de kritiktir. "Bat1 veya Dogu", Said'in tartistig1
gibi, gocmen topluluklar ve gittikleri bolgelerde bulduklari insanlar arasinda gii¢ yapilari
yaratan ikilik olusturmak i¢in mecazi olarak kullanilir. Ornegin Clara Bowden, ruhlar
kurtarmaya kararli digsiz bir Yehova'nin Sahidinden, dindar annesinin onu ¢evreledigi
asir1 dini ortamdan kurtulug arayan birine kadar ¢esitli kimlik belirtecleri arasinda gegis
yapar. Ryan Topps ile olan iligkisi iy gitmez ¢linkii ilk basta onu kurtardigini ya da ¢ok
dindar olmadig1 i¢in kurtaricist olacagini diisiiniir. Garson olan ama egitiminin onu bu
ise uygun hale getirmedigi konusunda siirekli 1srar eden Samad, Clara'ya benzer bir

konumdadir. Tarihi bir kahraman olan Mangal Pande'nin golgesinde yasamaya devam
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eden bir adam olarak, kimligi, hayatta da basarisiz olmus bir bagkasina olan bu sanrisal
giivenden muzdariptir. Buna ek olarak, ¢ok kiiltiirlii bir topluluk olarak Willesden'in
cesitli zorluklar1 vardir; bunlarin arasinda yasamak i¢in pahali bir alan olmasi ve
sakinlerin ¢ogunun masalara yiyecek koymayi géze alamamasi vardir. Alsana'nin
karsilastig1 zorluklari protesto etmek icin Cin plakalarini par¢alamasi, statiikoya meydan
okumaya c¢alismak ve Willesden'deki insanlarin goriiniiste baris¢il yasam kosullarinin
gizemini ¢6zmek olarak yorumlanabilir. Béylece, bu yerin kimligi de sadece Irie gibi
cok 1kl ¢ocuklar tarafindan degil, ayn1 zamanda icinde dost¢ca ikamet etmenin
ihtiyaglarmi karsilayamama nedeniyle de pargalanir. Ote yandan Millat, dikkatsiz bir
sokak cetesi hayati yasamaktan gurur duyan ve hayal kirikligina ugramis Islami
koktendinci bir grup olan KEVIN'e dahil olan bir genctir. Bu 6rneklerin her ikisi de
(Banglades'te Ingilizler Magid ve Ingiltere'de Miisliiman Millat), ikisinin de
kimliklerinde hem Ingiliz hem de Bengal kiiltiirlerinin kokliiliigiinii gostermektedir. Ek
olarak, aradaki ii¢iincii alan sakinini, ¢ok kiiltiirlii bir toplumun talepleriyle huzursuz
olan birini temsil eder. Ote yandan, ingiltere'de kalan Millat, dini protestolara katilacak
kadar ileri giden "gercek" Miisliiman haline gelir. Millat, tiim alanlarda zorluklarla
gezinebilen, ancak yine de ¢ok az pismanlik duyan veya hi¢ pismanlik duymayan geng
Windrush neslinin 6zgiirliiglinii temsil eder. Dogal melez Irie (dogdugu duruma gore),
otekilestirme siirecinde basarisiz olur, ¢linkii karakterinin uygun bir goriintiislinii
yansitmas1 gereken ayna (Ingiltere) bunu yapamaz ve bu da daha fazla yabancilasmaya
neden olur. Irienin Jamaika'y1r 6zdeslesme i¢in ideal bir alan olarak algilamasi, hem
yanlis bir kavram hem de bilinmeyenin giivenli bir sigag1 olan idealist bir mekan
goriigiine dair i¢gdrli sunar, bu da ona rahatlik verir, ¢linkii o alandaki varliinin

hatirasiyla lekelenmemis gibi goriindir.

151



Ayrica, Chalfen'ler, yeni nesli ve yeni yasam bigimlerini temsil etmenin yani sira,
bilimsel kesiflerin pesinde kosarak melez yasami destekleyen bir ideolojiyi de ortaya
koyar. Hibrit fare projesi, bu fikri tasvir etmek icin kullanilan en iyi 6rnektir. Bu kesifler
ayni zamanda karakterlerin kendilerini i¢cinde bulduklar1 yeri degistiren unsurlar olarak
da iglev goriir ve romanda hem Millat gibi bazilar1 tarafindan desteklendigi hem de

Samad gibi digerleri tarafindan itiraz edildigi goriiliir.

White Teeth'te kimlik olusumu iizerindeki etkiler olarak melez kiiltiirel
kargilasmalarin konulart dil kullanominda daha da genislemektedir. Postkolonyal
edebiyatta dil, Young'in dilsel melezlik olarak adlandirdigi, dilin ayn1 anda ayni ve farkli
olma kapasitesine sahip oldugu bir kosul olan melezlesmis bir bigimdir. Smith, ¢ok
kiiltiirlii yerlerin sadece farkli bir yasam tarzini tesvik etmekle kalmayip, ayn1 zamanda
kendilerini tanimlama siirecinde endige yarattigini da temsil eder, ¢iinkli insanlarin
kokleri, tarihleri ve kiiltiirleri onlardan kolayca asindirilamaz ve bir sekilde her zaman
farkli mekansal ortamlarda kimliklerini tesvik etmeye baglar. Magid gibi bir¢ok
karakterin, Raggastani'yi, kendi kimlik kategorilerine ait olmayanlar1 kovan, ayni
zamanda grubuna ait olmalar1 gerektigini diisiinen bagkalarini da davet eden bir iletisim
bicimi olarak kullandigini gosterilmistir. Hortense Bowden gibi digerleri, farklh
insanlarla konusurken konusma tarzlarini degistirerek dille oynarlar. Bunlar mekandaki
degisikliklerin 1insanlarin kimliklerini nasil etkileyebilecegini 6rneklemek icin

kullanilan unsurlardir.

On Beauty ise, neredeyse tamamen beyaz olan bir toplulukta kimlik olusumunun
zorluklarimi derinlemesine arastirir. Romanda Smith, giizellik kavramini birgok cephede,
kahraman Kiki karakteri ve en 1yi arkadas1 Carlene araciligiyla bir kimlik olarak alayci
bir sekilde sunar ve her ikisi de Erzulie tanrigasi tarafindan temsil edilir. On Beauty'deki
yerler, kadin kahramanlarin kendilerini i¢inde bulduklar1 ataerkil yapilar araciliiyla
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ayrilir. Bu nedenle, Kiki Belsey ve Carlene Kipps gibi siyah kadin karakterler igin,
dogrudan veya dolayl1 somiirgeci karsilagsmalarindan ve goriiniiste daha fazla giice sahip
erkeklerle evli olmalarindan kaynaklanan ¢ifte bir miicadele sergilenir. Bedensel kimlik,
postkolonyal edebiyatta biiyiik Ol¢iide arastirilan ve bu romana da yansiyan bir
kavramdir. Beden uzun zamandir sadece marjinallestirmeye degil, ayni zamanda
somiirgelestirilmis ve somiirgelestirilen gilicler arasinda gii¢ paylastirmaya da hizmet
eden bir metafor olmustur. Bu nedenle, gosterildigi gibi, bedenlerinin sekli ve biiytikligi
nedeniyle toplumsal beklentilere uyan veya onlardan uzaklasan karakterler i¢in bir
tanimlama yeridir. Smith, bu kimlik belirtecini, Kiki Belsey ve Carlene Kipps'in
kutuplasmis bedenlerini karsilastirarak orneklendirir; birincisi, iizerinde kiigiik bir sey
olmayan sigman siyah bir kadin, ikincisi ise neredeyse kemiklerine kadar zayif olan ince
siyah bir kadindir. Iki beden arasindaki tartisma, bu kadinlarin bedenlerini nasil
algiladiklarina odaklanir. Kiki, viicudunu gururla algilar ve evliligi pahasina bile
zayiflamaya niyeti yoktur ve Carlene i¢in viicudu, algilanan fiziksel kirilganligin

arkasina giiciinii saklayabilecegi bir tiir stirgiindiir.

Calismada Kiki ve Carlene'nin evlerinin kimlik yikim yerleri oldugu
gosterilmistir. Bu karakterler, ideal itaatkar kadin figiirline boyun egmeyi reddederler.
Howard Kiki'nin kocasi, evlilik dis1 iligkilerinde tasvir edildigi gibi icten ice evlendigi
daha ince karisini ister, ancak Kiki bu dile getirilmemis taleplere boyun egmez.
Kocasinin kitaplarii kisisel kiitiiphanesinde itaatkar bir sekilde organize ediyor gibi
goriinen Carlene, 6liimiinden sonra gercek kimligi hakkinda bir savas birakir, ¢iinkii en
iyl resmini aile liyelerinden birine degil, arkadasina miras birakmistir. Bu nedenle,
calismanin gosterdigi gibi, bedenler kimlik olusumunda ¢ok 6nemli olan hem hafiza

hem de direng alanlaridir.
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Anlatici, ¢ok kiiltiirli bir toplulukta yasamanin karmasasini tasvir ederken, bu
topluluklarin birlesebilecegi ve irksal olarak karisik ortamlarda yasamanin getirdigi
kimlik olusumunun zorluklarimi hafifletmeye calisabilecegi diger tarafi gosterme
konusunda agiktir. "Otobiis Durag1" On Beauty romaninda 6zellikle boyle bir boliimdiir.
Boston'da iinlii bir restorandir ve romanin ¢ok sembolik bir ortamidir. Herkesin
bekledigi ve bulustugu ve konusmalarin ve iliskilerin basladig1 ve biiylidiigli yerdir.
Otobiis Duragi, birincisinde (Otobiis Duragi) Carl'n bir sair olarak gelistigi ve
ikincisinde (Universite) yetenegini engelleyen bir arsivciye doniistiiriildiigii iiniversiteye
dogrudan karsit gibi de aliabilir. Buna ek olarak, Otobiis Duragi, akademisyenler,
sairler, miizik severler, yashlar ve gengler i¢in hos bir yer gibi goriinse de, Universite
daha sonra Monty Kipps'in Carl gibi 6grencilerin tam olarak kayitli olmadigi
programlarin kaldirilmasini savundugu noktaya kadar ¢ok secici bir yerdir. Yine, White
Teeth’teki gibi, On Beauty de kimlik belirteci olarak melezlestirilmis dil bi¢cimlerini
kullanir. Smith'in bu ¢alismada ele alinan romanlarinin her ikisi de rahat bir ¢ok kiiltiirlii
topluluk fikrine ve melez kimligin basarisina meydan okur ve bunlar1 sorunsallastirir.
Her iki roman da, Bhabha tarafindan 6ne siiriilen liminalitenin, bazi yonlerden gecerli
olsa da, teorik olarak daha anlamli olan, ancak pratik anlamda zorlayic1 goriinecek bir
kavram oldugunu &ne siirmektedir. Bdylece, Smith'in Ingiltere'de bulunan yerleri White
Teeth ve ABD ve Ingiltere i¢in On Beauty'de gdgmenlere yonelik farkli milliyetgi
tutumlar hakkinda bir fikir vermektedir. Bu dinamikler, melezlesmeyi ¢ok karmasik ve
zor bir fenomen haline getiren seylerdir ve yukarida tartisilan romanlarda, karakterlerin
yerleri degistiginde kimliklerini her zaman nasil degistirdiklerini gdsteren unsurlar
sorunsallastirilmistir. Bu nedenle, Naipaul bir kimlik arayis1 icinde karakterleri
memleketleri ve diger yerler arasinda ileri geri gotlirmeyi denerken, Smith
karakterlerinin kimliklerini ayni mekansal sinirlar icinde olusturmalarini saglar.

Karakterlerin aidiyet duygusunun, ev arzusunun ve ondan nefret etmelerinin bu kararsiz
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tasviri, bu duygulara gomiilii yanilsama, iki fenomenin i¢ine gomiilii olumlu yonlere
ragmen, ¢ok kiiltiirliiliik ve melezligin zorluklarina 11k tutar. Tartisilan tiim romanlarda,
kimlikle ilgili meseleler ¢oziilmemis ve siirekli degisiyor gibi goriiniir, bu da Hall'un
referans noktalarimizla ilgili olarak sinirlarin her zaman degistigini iddia ettigi savini
dogrular. Bu nedenle, Naipaul ve Smith, insan davranisinin ve kimliginin bu yonlerini,
kimlikleri tarihe kok salmis gibi goriinen karakterlerle bir biitiin olarak temsil eder,

ancak yerleri degisirse, o zaman onlar da bu kimlikleri degistirirler.

Bu nedenle, bu ¢alismanin amaci, melezlik veya cokkiiltiirliiliik gibi terimlerin
kuramsallastirilmasint kiiglimsemek degil, herhangi bir teori veya kavramin ortaya
koydugu zorluklari, 6zellikle de iyi niyetli ve hegemonik olma niyetinde olmayan
zorluklar1 igeren tartigmayi genigletmek olmustur. Bdylece arastirma, sonunda g¢ok
kiiltiirliiliikle sonuglanan go¢ ve diaspora fenomeninin, ister melez ister etnik olsun,
goriiniiste dogal kimlik bi¢imlerinin yikilmasiyla sonuglanan bir ayrisma yarattigini
gostermistir. Kimliklerde devam eden degisim, bolca vurgulandig: gibi, siirekli degisen

ideoloji ve kiiltiirel ortamlardan da etkilenen mekanla yakin bir iliski anlamina gelir.

Dahasi, ¢alisma sunu gostermistir: Mekanlar, sizi baskalarina gotiirmeye devam
eden hi¢ bitmeyen bir dizi kap1 gibidir. Her yer yeni bir glindem, bir firsat veya bir
meydan okumaya neden olur. Ve her firsat veya zorluk i¢in, karakterlerin kimlikleri
etkilenir. Analizden agik bir 6rnek, White Teeth romaninda Howard'in evliligini, 'siyah'
olmaya ¢alismas1 ya da en azindan bir kisi gibi davranmasi i¢in yeni bir alan olarak
algilamasidir. Eylemleri, ailesine uyum saglama arzusunu gosterir ve bu girisimdeki
basarisizlig1 onun yabanciligini gosterir. Bu yon ayni1 zamanda Bhabha'nin somiirgeci
karsilagsmayi iki tarafli bir karsilagsma olarak tanimlamasini vurgulamaya yardimci olur.
Cogu zaman, bircok elestirmen somiirgeci ve postkolonyal karsilasma hakkinda tek
tarafli bir goriis benimser. Bununla birlikte, Bhabha aktif bir ajan gibi bu miicadele
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sirasinda  somiirgelestirilenlerin, uzun sliren sOmiirgeci yoOnetime ragmen,
sOmiirgelestirenden o kadar da farkli olmadigini ve belki de her iki taraftan da benzer
bir giiciin sergilenebilecegini gostererek, hem somiirgelestiren hem de somiirgelestirilen
icin karsilikli bagimlilik duygusu sergileyen melezlik ve diasporanin, birbiriyle iliskili
iki terim oldugu gergegi, ki bu durum kaginilmaz olarak irk¢i ¢agrisimlarla doludur, ayni
zamanda kendilerini bu pozisyonlarda bulan veya melez durus sergileme egiliminde
olan insanlar i¢in karmasik meselelerdir. Belki de bu ylizden melezlik ve
cokkiltirliiliigiin zorluklari, daha olumlu sosyal, kiiltiirel ve kimlik belirtegleri olmak
yerine, daha karmasiktir ve sorunsallastirilmaktadir.

Bu calisma, postkolonyal ¢aligmalara kii¢iik ama 6nemli bir katki saglamistir ve
giiniimiizde kimlikler hakkinda kesfedilecek ¢ok sey oldugu gercektir. Kimlikler, sosyal
veya politik spektrumda yakici tartismalar haline gelmektedir. Bu ¢alisma, birinci ve
ikinci Windrush kusaklarindan iki yazari karsilastirdigindan, bu kusaklarla ilgili daha
baska calismalar yapmak ve somiirgecilik sonrasi edebiyatin bir¢ok insanin yasadigi
gercek zorluklar1 ve deneyimleri nasil yansittigini gormek ilging olabilir. Edebiyat ve
sanat bir boslukta yaratilmamistir; bu nedenle bu aragtirma sadece bu c¢alismay1 degil,
edebiyat alaninda baska yerlerde yiiriitiilen kimlikle ilgili gelecekteki bir¢ok arastirmay1

da yonlendirebilecek niteliktedir.
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