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Abstract 

This thesis explores the literary representation of the Black British community in 

selected fiction by Olumide Popoola, Natasha Marshall, Charlene James, and Mahsuda 

Snaith. The accounts produced by an emergent generation of Black British female authors 

map a literary tradition that locates the hybrid subject through terms that reflect a history 

of dispossession and institutional racism. The insertion of their work into the paradigms 

of multiculturality and interculturality comes with an investigation of ethnic, spatial, 

patriarchal, and heterosexist discrimination in urban and rural scenarios within the United 

Kingdom. When We Speak of Nothing (2017), Half Breed (2017), Cuttin’ It (2016), and 

The Things We Thought We Knew (2017) add to a literary trend that illustrates, answers, 

and contributes to current debates of a political and social significance. I explore literary 

representations of discriminatory acts through the lenses of intercultural praxis. This 

critical approach complicates neoliberal and hegemonic discourses that impose the 

subjugation of Britain’s racialised communities.  

In their attempt to relocate the modern hybrid subject, Popoola, Marshall, James, 

and Snaith examine individuals’ alienation from Britain’s narrative of belonging. I show 

how this displacement is ethnically motivated and it originates in the dualistic 

construction of the West as a racially superior entity. The discussion of the Black British 

texts which I analyse in my dissertation proves how Britain’s emphasis on identity politics 

and assimilationist policies has given room for unjustified patriotism and discriminatory 

procedures. The authors add to the debate of oppression by exploring spatial confinement. 

The marginalisation of Britain’s underprivileged communities reflects that the State’s 

policies on spatial management have two aims. First, to reinforce the marginalised status 

of these agents and, secondly, to restrict their potential by labelling them as second-class 

citizens. Through literary representations of spatial mismanagement, the selected female 



 

authors condemn the country’s inability to transform urban locations into intercultural 

spaces. In doing so, the hegemonic sectors of British society neglect that one of the goals 

of the intercultural paradigm is to avoid social ghettoisation. Popoola, Marshall, James, 

and Snaith investigate, too, the discriminatory potential of the patriarchal doctrine. 

Representations of how men and women navigate their identities in societies that punish 

non-heterosexual behaviours and praise old-fashioned gender norms enable the authors 

to explore the restrictive nature of rural and urban areas within Britain’s geography.  

This research not only focuses on the adverse effects that racial, religious, class, 

sexual, and gender prejudice have on underprivileged communities. My investigation also 

centres on an examination of racialised subjects’ potential to put an end to their 

marginalisation by adopting self-authoritative strategies. The characters’ stand against the 

British governments’ mismanagement of diversity serves the authors to expose the 

potential for accommodating minorities under the paradigm of interculturality. For this 

transformation to happen effectively, Popoola, Marshall, James, and Snaith suggest in 

their texts that the principles of equality, difference and respect must be safeguarded.  

Putting forward an interpretation of the Black British subject as an individual who 

has stood on the margins of society and who has been deprived of political participation, 

this thesis investigates to what extent the UK can become a post-racial society by 

implementing the intercultural doctrine. The selected fiction reflects that if the UK aspires 

to reach a stage when bigotry no longer exists, dominant stakeholders must engage into a 

political and social practice underpinned by two conditions. These prerequisites are, first, 

a commitment to abandoning individualism and boosting communitarian bonds and, 

secondly, the promotion of learning about othered minorities. Peaceful and harmonious 

coexistence among Britain’s heterogeneous groups would reduce the risks deriving from 

essentialism. In line with these ideas, I contend in this thesis that the emergent female 



 

voices of the Black British literary canon provide the grounds for cultural and historical 

resignification, as well as for the individual and collective emancipation of the Black 

British subject.  
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Introduction 
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An explosion of female contributions to the canon of Black British literature 

marks the beginning of the twenty-first century. Contrasting with the lack of credit their 

female counterparts encountered in the previous decades, female authors of Black and 

Asian heritage have been granted influential literary awards. This is the case of Zadie 

Smith and Monica Ali, who won the British Book Award in 2001 and 2004, respectively. 

Additionally, the Women’s Prize for Fiction was awarded to Andrea Levy in 2004 and to 

Smith in 2006. However, despite the ongoing contributions of established and emergent 

voices to the canon of Black British writing, creative outburst has not gone hand in hand 

with critical recognition, aside from a few exceptions. Observing Black British female 

voices becoming more noticeable as time passes is an exciting and inspiring event. 

Nevertheless, there is a continuing need to document and record Black women’s 

experiences. The preservation of this group’s contributions to British history and the arts 

would facilitate the development of a Black British feminist archival consciousness. The 

investigation that this thesis proposes underlines the idea that the United Kingdom (the 

UK henceforth) continues to dismiss Black Britons’ contributions to the nation’s 

narrative. This dismissal happens because the Western country has not come to terms yet 

with its colonial and imperial legacy. The literary canon of Black British literature invites 

its readers and the overall population to rethink and deconstruct Britain’s hegemonic and 

imperialistic history.  

My study proposes a critical analysis of literary works produced by an emergent 

generation of Black British female authors. The selected written accounts, which have 

obtained little scrutiny or engagement from scholars, contribute to a literary trend that 

explores and debates the (un)suitability of the multicultural and intercultural models for 

Britain’s underprivileged communities. Moreover, the authors complicate portrayals of 

the UK as an inclusive space through literary representations of ethnic, spatial, 
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patriarchal, and heterosexist discrimination in urban and rural areas within the British 

geography. Finally, this study investigates how the depiction of Black Britons’ 

engagement into intercultural relations and dialogues, as well as the characters’ 

development of a resistance awareness, contributes to the creation of a more inclusive 

society.  

This investigation derives from the premise that Black British literature is an 

instrumental tool that can facilitate the successful transformation of Britain’s 

multicultural society into an intercultural and inclusive one. Indeed, this literature holds 

the potential “to build languages, construct knowledges, form alliances, create 

communities that can fruitfully function cross-culturally and effectively communicate 

across differences without erasing their single specificities” (Covi, “Intercultural 

Conversational Methodology” 37). To validate the idea that literature written by 

racialised authors fosters equalitarian values and stands for a communitarian lifestyle 

ruled by intercultural principles, this thesis investigates the literary work produced by an 

emergent generation of Black British female authors. These women belong to a literary 

community who is committed to creating accounts about Black Britons and disclosing 

some of the positive and negative implications that Blackness has in Britain. These artistic 

commitments make the authors become active members of the Black British literary 

canon, which consists of a generation of British-born and/or raised children. I underline 

that the denomination of these authors as ‘Black British’ is not an option but a necessity 

because their Blackness constitutes a significant part of their identity. In fact, it 

symbolises their otherness and it is the main reason why they are institutionally neglected. 

Moreover, I stress the importance of grouping them as British because these women 

belong to a generation whose Britishness has been questioned because of their ethnic 

backgrounds.  
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As this thesis puts forward, a shared preoccupation among Black British female 

authors is the inadequacy of current multicultural and intercultural practices in overseeing 

diversity and recognising individual and global rights. In the case of multiculturalism, the 

authors condemn that an emphasis on cultural, religious, and ethnic differences coincides 

with the proliferation of racist discourses and attacks. Likewise, the writers criticise and 

oppose Britain’s interpretation of interculturality as a tool for crisis management. Rather 

than valuing the benefits of interculturalism for the enhancement of diversity, the 

dominant sectors of British society use intercultural dialogue to control Britain’s 

minorities. This approach is troublesome because, as it is the case with multiculturalism, 

it does not promote or seek integration, but rather reinforces the segregation tendencies 

that dominate British society.  

My objective with this thesis is to explore how Black British female authors 

portray the negative effect that nationalistic, classist, patriarchal, and heterosexist 

discourses have on the identity development of Black subjects. Employed by hegemonic 

sectors of British society, these disempowering narratives strengthen the marginalised 

status of the underprivileged characters which are portrayed in female Black British 

literary works. The portrayals of ethnic, spatial, and patriarchal oppression serve the 

female writers to denounce how the UK validates its hegemony through coercive systems 

of oppression. I identify how these systems are purposefully exploited to prevent the 

Black British subject from reaching agency and autonomy. While a central feature of this 

study is the authors’ exploration of prejudice in twenty-first century Britain, my research 

also centres on portrayals of Black Briton’s adoption of subversive strategies, as well as 

their development of a resistance awareness. A close examination of how the characters 

transform from marginalised individuals to citizens with autonomy underpins this study. 
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Depictions of this conversion in the chosen literature reflect that empowerment is viable, 

even in societies which are institutionally biased, like Britain’s. 

The literary works selected for this thesis are Olumide Popoola’s When We Speak 

of Nothing (2017), Natasha Marshall’s Half Breed (2017), Charlene James’s Cuttin’ It 

(2016), and Mahsuda Snaith’s The Things We Thought We Knew (2017). This corpus of 

literature is grounded on a time frame, including only works written and/or performed 

during the period that goes from 2011 to 2017. Attention is drawn to these years because 

racial, class and religious tensions were rampant. Among the most relevant events that 

led British society to immerse into a climate of suspicion were the British riots (2011), 

Lee Rigby’s murder (2013), the Eurotunnel migrant crisis (2015), and the 2017 terrorist 

attacks. As a consequence of the mentioned incidents, the country’s terror alerts went 

from ‘substantial’ in 2013 to ‘critical’ in 2017. As I show using this research, during this 

period, the hegemonic sectors of British society declared that terrorism, radicalisation, 

and immigration were the country’s biggest threats. Additionally, these powerful spheres 

purposefully dismissed the potential of intercultural dialogue for integrating all sectors of 

society and stressed the need to embrace the assimilationist paradigm instead. 

Apprehension towards the intercultural doctrine was shared by the majority of the 

population, as appreciated in the increased support that far-right parties received, in the 

rising percentages of hate crimes, and, finally, in the passing of the Brexit Bill in 2017. 

An important characteristic regarding the corpus that I have selected is that the 

authors’ origins and the text types which these women choose to reveal their histories of 

dispossession differ. Otherwise, a prominent feature that the authors share is a concern 

about the well-being of politically deprived citizens. Through an exploration of the 

unsuitability of multicultural and intercultural governance models for members of 

marginalised communities, Popoola, Marshall, James, and Snaith explore individuals’ 
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techniques to subvert political otherness. Moreover, the selected novels and plays 

examine different examples of subversive strategies to contest assimilationist conventions 

and Britain’s identity politics. The processes of self-empowerment that the characters of 

Popoola, Marshall, James and Snaith’s writings undergo reflect that the Black British 

modern subject rejects the multicultural and intercultural paradigms as put into practice 

by Britain’s successive governments from 1997 to 2017. Additionally, the authors’ claims 

are concurrent with the affirmation that intercultural praxis needs to be reconfigured and 

that all members of society must engage into dialogic relations. Finally, I remark that the 

selected literature facilitates an interpretation of the Black British modern subject as a 

citizen who rejects discriminatory practices and who promotes intercultural relationships 

and knowledge.  

Divided into seven chapters, this thesis uses sociopolitical paradigms, identity 

politics, feminist reflections, and strategies of subversion as the foundation for its 

theoretical research. Titled “Locating Black Women in Present-Day British History: 

Black British Women, Literature, Feminism and Activism”, chapter 1 is concerned with 

a genealogical representation of Black British women on the terrains of literature, 

feminism, and activism. With a focus on the second half of the twentieth century and the 

first two decades of the new millennium, I explore how Black British women’s 

participation in activist practice, critical research, and the literary scene has progressed in 

the UK. This analysis shows that, despite being marginalised by the dominant sectors of 

British society, Black female authors counter prejudice via literary engagement and 

activism.  

Chapter 2 sets the analytical framework for the close reading of When We Speak 

of Nothing, Half Breed, Cuttin’ It, and The Things We Thought We Knew. Focusing on 

how the West and, more specifically, the UK have handled migration during the new 
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millennium, I explore how multiculturalism has evolved from 1997 until 2017. An 

examination of Tony Blair, Gordon Brown, and David Cameron’s terms in power reflects 

how dualistic constructions and British nationalism have shaped the country’s social 

policies. Underpinning this chapter is the idea that, similarly to multiculturalism, and 

despite its emancipatory potential, intercultural dialogue may be a tool used by the 

privileged sectors of society to accommodate, and not to integrate, minorities in the UK. 

Taking this idea as a point of departure, I examine how the failure to transform British 

society into a truly intercultural one impacts racialised and marginalised communities. 

Finally, I investigate how a generation of Black British female authors insert their work 

into a literary tradition that disputes current multicultural and intercultural paradigms. To 

do so, these writers focus on ethnic, spatial, patriarchal, and heterosexist discrimination. 

This approach enables the writers to react to the oppression they endure and to condemn 

the institutionalisation of racism in the UK. 

Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6 are respectively concerned with examining When We Speak 

of Nothing, Half Breed, Cuttin’ It, and The Things We Thought We Knew. Each of these 

chapters incorporates references to the authors and the critical reception of their work, as 

well as close readings of the literary representations of ethnic, spatial, patriarchal, and 

heterosexist discrimination. Additionally, the four analytical chapters include a section 

that investigates how Black Britons put into practice subversive strategies to counter their 

estrangement. Finally, chapter 7 provides a comparative commentary of the selected 

fiction, pointing out the similitudes and distinctions found within the texts. Overall, these 

chapters prove how the literature written by an emergent Black British female generation 

contributes to the current political and social paradigms discourse. The insertion of these 

works into a literary trend that explores the unsuitability of contemporary governance 

models serves Popoola, Marshall, James, and Snaith to assert that there is still a long 
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journey to transform Britain into a post-racial society. This conversion, I seek to 

demonstrate, can only materialise if the intercultural doctrine is correctly applied and 

practised.  
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Chapter One 

 

Locating Black Women in Present-Day British History: Black British Women, 

Literature, Feminism and Activism 
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Black British Women, Literature, Feminism and Activism 

This chapter discusses the evolution of Black British female writing in the UK 

from the arrival of the Windrush generation in 1948 until the 2010s. The analysis includes 

researching how the development of the Black British literary canon goes hand in hand 

with Black women’s involvement in activist and critical practice. The importance of 

enacting a generational examination lies in the need to cultivate a Black British feminist 

archival consciousness. Echoing Barbara Smith and Beverly Smith’s words, Yula Burin 

and Ego Ahaiwe Sowinki argue that this genealogical examination is fundamental for two 

reasons. First of all, there is no guarantee that Black women’s lives “will ever be looked 

at with the kind of respect given to certain people from other races, sexes or classes” (qtd. 

in 118). Secondly, unless we foster an archival consciousness, we cannot guarantee that 

the Black British female movement “will survive long enough to become safely 

historical” (qtd. in 118). I hope that an analysis of Black women’s contributions to British 

history since the 1950s adds to the expansion of a consciousness that will “enrich and 

expand our black British feminist herstories and narratives,” to use Burin and Sowinki’s 

words again (117).  

Considerations of what Black British literature is and the transformation of this 

literary canon are crucial in the development of this chapter. Critics who have contributed 

significantly to this discussion are Mark Stein, David Dabydeen and Nana Wilson-Tagoe, 

among others. Stein affirms that Black British literature consists of writing which is not 

only concerned “with the situation of those who came from former colonies and their 

descendants, but also with the society which they discovered and continue to shape – and 

with those societies left behind” (xii). Dabydeen and Wilson-Tagoe similarly suggest that 

Black British literature is the body of work “created and published in Britain, largely for 

a British audience, by Black writers either born in Britain or who have spent a major 
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portion of their lives in Britain” (10). One of the major areas of critical analysis when 

discussing the Black British canon is the applicability of labels such as ‘Black’, ‘British’ 

and ‘Black British’. In her contribution to Rethinking Anti-Racism (2002), Pragna Patel 

affirms that ‘Black’ was and continues to be a mobilising term of empowerment and 

resistance that encapsulates shared experiences of oppression and racism (130). Adding 

to Patel’s reasoning, Stein reports that ‘Black’ has been used “to forge political alliances 

between culturally distinct groups from Asian, African, and the Caribbean in order to 

stress commonalities faced in Britain” (12). Although homogenisation under this label is 

not celebrated or embraced by all members of the Black and Asian communities, grouping 

racialised individuals as ‘Black’ facilitates political solidarity and the building of 

coalitions. 

The following subchapters also examine Black women’s involvement in activist 

practice. This analysis confirms that the need to counter discrimination resulted in the 

creation of female group alliances and organisations in the past. The publishing houses 

were among the institutions that enabled women’s blossoming into artists. The dismissal 

Black women met for their gender and race did not stop their literary activity and, as 

Sandra E. Courtman celebrates, Black and Asian women “worked in various ways to 

create a collective resistance to social inequalities” (‘Lost Years’ 73). In this regard, one 

could propose that the initial hostility women encountered in Britain was translated into 

activism and this activism was the pinnacle of their literary success. A strategy Black 

women employed to counter the tense relationship with the publishing houses was to 

anthologise their work. Including work by authors of different ethnic and diasporic 

backgrounds serves two purposes. First of all, it enables mediation “between cultures, 

symbolically compressing the distance travelled by migrants themselves” (Abram 411). 
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Secondly, it contributes to the formation of different groups and movements, and to the 

development of Black women’s activism.  

 

The 1950s: The Windrush Generation and Women’s Absences  

The most obvious point of departure for the examination of Black Britain in the 

1950s is the passing of the British Nationality Act in 1948. This law granted the status of 

Citizen of the United Kingdom and Colonies (CUKC) to all Commonwealth subjects, 

which was an implicit invitation to the new British citizens to pursue and develop a 

working career in the Motherland. The outcome of this act was the transformation of the 

UK into a multicultural space, as a consequence of the mass recruitment of a Caribbean 

and South-Asian workforce. Those who had left their home countries to pursue a better 

future celebrated the symbolic transformation of Britain. On the other hand, most white 

and British-born citizens did not welcome Commonwealth migration. This new presence 

was met, indeed, with apathy and hostility. In line with this idea, these new British citizens 

soon became aware that most of the native British population was “convinced of their 

alienness, their otherness” (Dabydeen and Wilson-Tagoe 81).  

Arrivals from Britain’s former colonies included low-status and low-paid 

workers, and young West Indian male writers such as Samuel Selvon, George Lamming, 

V. S. Naipaul, Roy Heath, Andrew Salkey, Roger Mais, and Wilson Harris. These 

authors, who would shape the basis of what we know today as the Black British literary 

canon, migrated because they “needed the resources of the metropolis to survive as 

writers and to gain wider recognition” (Dabydeen and Wilson-Tagoe 83). These writers 

also felt the need to represent in their writing the colonial societies they had left behind 

and “to address and convince a British readership of the human values that resided in 
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black communities” (83). In other words, West Indian writers became missionaries in 

reverse, for it became their duty “to educate and civilize the ignorant” (83). 

The first and most renowned example of literary activism and community 

networking among Commonwealth migrants is the BBC radio broadcast Caribbean 

Voices (1943-1958). Produced by Uma Marson, the programme included the work of 

Africans, Caribbeans, British, and American authors. The radio programme stimulated 

the formation of a remarkable literary scene by projecting what James Procter describes 

as a “cosmopolitan community on-air” (152). Gail Low echoes Procter’s suggestion when 

she affirms that Caribbean Voices “both acted as publisher and forged a pan-island 

anglophone imagined community over the airwaves at a time when publishing did not 

easily transcend regional and national locations or offer writers payment” (“Lure” 279). 

Moreover, Marson’s programme “helped to sustain and support the few outlets for 

publishing that existed in Barbados, Trinidad, Guyana and Jamaica” (“‘Finding the 

Centre?’” 28). 

Although some critics, including Procter and Low, applaud the BBC’s ability to 

bring together a variety of voices via radio programmes such as Caribbean Voices, 

Calling West Africa, Through Eastern Eyes or The Voice, they also encourage a careful 

analysis of Britain’s broadcasting platform during the 1950s. With a focus on gender 

relations, Procter expresses that “friendships at the BBC were typically overdetermined 

by the common-sense codes of mid-century masculinity that placed women outside, or at 

the peripheries of, social and literary circles” (157). This implies that the literature 

published in Britain by Caribbean authors was almost exclusively male, leaving West 

Indian women’s accounts of their experiences in Britain unrecognised and unpublished. 

(Courtman, ‘Lost Years’ 35) Adding to this discussion, Joan Anim-Addo laments that 
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“publication by Black women resident in Britain was considerably overdue in comparison 

with their African-American sisters” (Touching the Body 161). 

Beryl Gilroy is one of the most notable examples of a Black female writer whose 

literary experience was shaped by the complex and hierarchical interplays of Britain’s 

publishing sphere. Born in Guyana (1924-2001), Gilroy moved to the UK in the 1950s 

and became the first Black headteacher in London. Her teaching success did not go hand 

in hand with the publication of her work, which she sought to print in the 1950s, 60s, and 

70s. Evidence of the gender dynamics in the literary scene is the opposition Gilroy 

encountered when she tried to publish In Praise of Love and Children. Written in 1959, 

the novel was not published until 1996. Speaking of the publishing houses in the 1950s, 

Gilroy suggests that one of the issues at that time was that “publishers, editors and other 

occupants of inner publishing sanctum had been raised on the stereotype, . . . and could 

not see beyond them. . . . Their class-education had not prepared them for encounters with 

colonial minds” (211). Additionally, Gilroy did not only confront the white and male-

dominated British publishing houses. She also found resistance from male West Indians 

who, as she condemns, upheld that her work “was too psychological, strange, way-out, 

difficult to categorise” (213). 

While the scarcity of female representatives in the writing scene marks the 1950s, 

attention should be drawn to the women who contributed to the nurturing of the Black 

British literary canon and the Black British female movement. Some examples are the 

writers Sylvia Wynter, Louise Bennet, and Venu Chitale; producers and editors such as 

Marson, Mary Treadgold, and Sheila Straddling; and the readers June Grimble and 

Pauline Henriques (Procter 157). Another woman who significantly contributed to Black 

British activism, feminism, and literary development in the 1950s is Claudia Jones. The 

Trinidadian-born feminist and political activist launched the West Indian Gazette And 
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Afro-Asian Caribbean News (WIG, 1958-1965) in Brixton (London). Considered 

Britain’s first major Black newspaper, Low notes that the foundation of WIG responded 

“to a political and cultural need created by the incursion and failure of early West Indian 

newspapers” (“‘Shaping Connections’” 170). The critic adds that the purposes of this 

newspaper were to inform about Caribbean history and politics and to update on “major 

national and international news events of the day such as independence movements 

abroad, anti-apartheid campaigns, the Civil Rights movement in the United States, 

workers’ rights and immigration policy in Britain” (170). Moreover, the WIG’s 

publications “encouraged its readers not to be defeated by racism and to take positive 

steps to counter discrimination” (171). 

Adding to the analysis of this decade and the transformations that took place, it is 

essential to highlight that the British drama scene also underwent limited but positive 

changes. Women’s contributions to developing this genre and its industry materialised 

despite male playwrights dominating the scene. This is the case of Pearl Connor, who ran 

the Edric Connor Agency (1956-1976) and founded the Negro Theatre Workshop in 

1961. Carmen Munroe is another artist who diversified the field with her work with the 

West Indian Students’ Drama Group in 1956. Finally, American Lorraine Hansberry’s 

production A Raisin in the Sun was performed in 1959 in three British locations: the 

Adelphi Theatre (London), Bristol Hippodrome and the Palace Theatre (Manchester). 

 

The 1960s: The Caribbean Artist Movement (CAM) and Women’s Lost Years  

The hostile climate ethnic minorities encountered in the 1950s persisted in the 

1960s. As Asunción Aragón Varo reports, intense prejudice against the Black and Asian 

communities marks this decade. More specifically, British people believed that “blacks 

were lazy, they scrounged off the state, they bred like rabbits, they would overcrowd 



 16 

Britain and forced British-born citizens to abandon their homes and emigrate” (149). 

Aragón Varo’s reading of the political environment can be applied particularly to Harold 

Wilson’s term in power (1964-1970). This is a period when the UK witnessed the arrival 

of large numbers of citizens from Britain’s former colonies. Their presence became a 

sociopolitical concern that political parties began to address openly in their public 

discourses. The most noteworthy example is the speech called “Rivers of Blood”, which 

the conservative Enoch Powell’s delivered on April 20, 1969, at a Conservative 

Association meeting in Birmingham.1 In this speech the politician underlined that his 

main priority was to protect white British-born children and white women. Powell’s 

words were alarming because they not only conveyed a total dismissal of Black Briton’s 

contributions to the country but also because he unfoundedly portrayed ethnic minorities 

in Britain as hazards to the country’s equilibrium and a threat to the West. 

The omnipresent political and racial tension of this period resulted in a growing 

awareness among ethnic minorities regarding the need to organise and act against 

Britain’s identity and racial politics. One of the strategies ethnic minorities adopted was 

the use of ‘Black British’ as an identifying and empowering designation. This label did 

not only refer to those who had African roots. Rather, it incorporated the heterogeneity 

of all people who were racially objectified. In this vein, we could suggest that political 

otherness and racial consciousness were transformed into emancipation by identifying a 

joint struggle under the label ‘Black’. 

 
1 The selection of this English Midlands city was deliberate because this area received waves of mass 
migration from Ireland, South Asia and the Caribbean in the aftermath of the Second World War. The 
settlement of these communities in Birmingham was not welcomed by those citizens who disassociated 
Blackness/Asianness from Englishness. In the case of the Irish community, their whiteness positioned them 
in a favoured rank. On the other hand, African Caribbeans and South Asians became targets of unremitting 
racist attacks and victims of Powell’s re-emigration policy. The politician’s bid sought to contain the inflow 
of Commonwealth British citizens and to stimulate the maximum outflow of ethnic minorities. 
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With a focus on the literary terrain, a problem racialised authors were 

encountering during the 1960s was that their work was “drawing less attention from 

British critics than in the 1950s, and no West Indian critics were yet being published or 

heard” (Walmley 36). As a result, there existed a need “for criticism, and critical criteria 

which were appropriate to West Indian art, for an aesthetic which no longer tied to 

European art” (36). This demand was tackled by John La Rose, Kamau Braithwaite, and 

Salkey with the foundation of the Caribbean Artist Movement (CAM, 1966-1972). To 

borrow from Low’s analysis, the organisation fostered “literary cross-fertilisation 

between the Caribbean and Europe” and contributed to developing the Black British 

literary canon and the writers’ careers (“Lure” 285). 

Another association that played a primordial role in moulding the Black British 

literary canon is Dennis Duerden’s Transcription Centre (1962-1977). The Centre 

“functioned primarily to create cultural radio recordings of African arts for distribution 

in Africa and beyond (including North America and the Caribbean), and as a result raised 

awareness about things African via London” (“Lure” 281). Duerden’s formation also 

prioritised the recording of “interviews with emerging West African writers and 

anglophone Caribbean writers for sale and radio broadcast in African and the USA” (281). 

Moreover, this organisation is renowned for its monthly newsletter “Cultural Events in 

Africa”, which was a publication that included “events listings, new items, reviews of 

new books, press releases, general reviews, and short pieces, including those by black 

writers of African descent” (282). Similarly to this newsletter is Lewis Nkosi’s Africa 

Abroad (1962-1965), a radio series which offered “a mixture of reviews, theatre, music, 

literature and art, and politics” (281).  

Without disregarding the relevance of the mentioned literary efforts, the writing 

scene persisted in dismissing women in the 1960s. To borrow from Courtman’s research 
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in ‘Women Writers and the Windrush Generation’ (2012), British publishing houses were 

“resistant to black women’s writing, especially as these organisations tended to be 

dominated by white males of certain class backgrounds” (94). These circumstances lead 

the critic to proclaim the 1960s as “the lost years for West Indian women writers” (‘Lost 

Years’ 1). This is not to say, however, that Black women remained silent or that their 

literary activity had not already started. Instead, it is during this decade that “anglophone 

African-Caribbean women increasingly gained access to educational skills and 

experiences necessary to subsequent authorial assertion” (Anim-Addo, Touching the 

Body 129-130). 

Despite the adversarial literary climate underpinning this decade, Jamaican author 

Joyce Gladwell published Brown Face, Big Master in 1969. The autobiographical form 

of the novel enabled Gladwell to deliver a personal account that includes references to 

the emotional and physical implications of her journey from Jamaica to England. A 

problem Courtman identifies regarding Black female authors’ use of this literary form is 

that it does not answer the writers’ ambitions but emerges “from denial and 

misrepresentations” (‘Lost Years’ 168). The negative encounters with the publishing 

houses and with West Indian writers were also countered with the formation of 

independent publishing houses such as New Beacon Books and Allison and Busby in 

1966 and 1967, respectively. 

 

The 1970s: Forging Alliances and Black British Female Writing   

The 1970s represents a continuum of discrimination marked by the government’s 

neglect of the racial harassment Black Britons endured. Proof of this tense racial climate 

are racially motivated disturbances such as the Notting Hill riots, the Grunwick strike, 

and the aftermath of Grudip Singh Chaggar’s murder in 1976. These incidents verify that 
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there continued to be members of British society who perceived ethnic minorities as 

outsiders and strangers in Britain. Disheartened about the country’s policies and the lack 

of public condemnation of racial crimes, the Black and Asian communities felt the need 

to take over the streets. Public demonstrations enabled these communities to assert their 

British identity and stress that England was also their home. 

Gaining cohesion among marginalised communities became a primordial task, 

with the label ‘Black’ joining them together. The need to transform otherness into unity 

and agency was met with the foundation of the Organisation of Women of African and 

Asian Descent (OWAAD, 1978-1983).2 A central feature of OWAAD was mutual 

solidarity, meaning that the diverse communities that conformed the organisation 

“stimulated a positively articulated diaspora consciousness and subsequently a political 

mobilisation aimed at re-inscribing subjectivity through appeals to a collective 

experience” of oppression (Swaby 14). That is to say, the experience of discrimination 

was used as a strategy to pursue a collective identity. Another critical feature of OWAAD 

was developing and embracing a gendered political Blackness. Nydia A. Swaby notes 

that this political strategy is crucial for women of African and Asian descent living in 

Britain. Understanding political Blackness as an assembling approach enables Black 

women to respond “to the experience of gendered racialisation, economic discrimination 

unfavourable immigration policies, and the political links they made between these 

intersecting struggles” (15).  

Another critical element for the investigation of Black women’s activism during 

this decade is the rejection of feminism. In the case of OWAAD, there was an initial 

 
2 Other organisations that were established in the 1970s and which contributed to the development of Black 
British activism are the Brixton Black Women’s Group (BWG, 1973-1985), the Southall Youth Movement 
(SYM, 1976), the Minorities’ Art Advisory Service (1976-1995), and the East London Black Women’s 
Organisation (ELBWO 1979). Additionally, the political and cultural movement Rock Against Racism 
(RAR, 1976-1982) confronted the rise of racist episodes and the surge of the nationalist movement. 
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consensus among its members to reject feminism. The organisation did not identify with 

the feminist movement because it associated feminism with white ideology and perceived 

that feminism was anti-men (Bryan et al. 43). Additionally, Black women claimed that 

white feminists’ theoretical focus on how gender shapes women’s lives overlooked 

racism as a primary component in comprehending Black women’s oppression. 

Black women in Britain also found in literature an instrument to dismantle and 

condemn institutional racism and discrimination. To borrow from Mary Eagleton, writers 

and critics from this decade are not “preoccupied with the idea that women writers had 

been silenced, by and large, excluded from literary history” (1). Additionally, these 

authors do not simply want to fit “into the male-dominated tradition” (1). Instead, they 

“wanted to write the history of a tradition among women themselves” (1). This is the case 

of the Indian Amrit Wilson and the Nigerian Buchi Emecheta. Other female authors 

contributing to the literary scene are the Caribbean-born authors Gilroy, Jean Goulbourne, 

Merle Hodge and Petronella Breinburg, and the British-born Gail Lewis and Stella Dazie. 

The publication of these writers’ work enabled Black women to resist their otherness and 

declare that a joint struggle among racialised communities existed.  

While many Caribbean authors explored in their literature the topic of single 

motherhood, Asian female writers investigated themes such as “migration and settlement, 

self-identity, the role of the family and marriage” (Hussain 2). Despite their different 

literary approaches, a feature that these authors share is that their work is inextricably 

personal. Adopting the role of the protagonist of her own stories, Emecheta writes herself 

in the text employing the autobiographical form. This genre, Ole Birk Laursen affirms, 

enables the authors to “depict the harsh realities of their early experiences in Britain” and 

deliver “a counter to the gender inequalities and racism these writers encountered” (503). 
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The foundation of theatre companies, publishing houses, anthologies, journals, 

and magazines also marks the expansion of the literary field in the 1970s. These 

investigated the implications of belonging to a minority group in the UK. Some examples 

of theatre companies that contributed to the development of the Black British literary 

canon are Temba (1972-92), Tara Arts (1977), and the Black Theatre Co-Operative 

(1978), which supported, commissioned, and produced work by Black, Asian, and other 

ethnic minorities artists. Other relevant companies are the Women’s Theatre Group 

(1973), Clean Break Theatre (1979), and the Gay Sweatshop Theatre Company (1974-

1997). While Women’s Theatre Group and Clean Break focused on nurturing female and 

feminist writing, the Gay Sweatshop sought to dismantle negative and stereotypical 

representations of the homosexual community. The anthology Finding A Voice: Asian 

Women in Britain (1979) adds to the exploration of women’s contributions to British and 

activist history by examining the implications of being a migrant, a worker, and a woman 

between the Asian and British cultures. Moreover, this decade saw the formation of 

publishing houses such as Virago Press (1973), Onlywomen Press (1974), Karnak House 

(1975), the Black Ink Collective (1978), the journals Savacou (1970-1979) and Feminist 

Review (1979), and the magazine Spare Rib (1972-93). These foundations are crucial 

because they grew up from the need to create platforms for emerging racialised writers 

and artists born in the UK and abroad. Additionally, they assisted in dismantling the male-

dominated publishing scene. 

Finally, we must draw attention to the formation of the National Federation of 

Worker Writers and Community Publishers (FWWCP, 1976). Orchestrated by Chris 

Searle and Ken Worpole, the FWWCP prompted women to write and consume more 

literature. Additionally, the federation supplied West Indian female writers with 

constructive criticism, enabling them to see themselves as writers (Courtman, ‘Lost 
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Years’ 55). Highlighting that the organisation’s initial demands were educationally 

orientated, another feature of the federation is that its members demanded “a curriculum 

for English teaching that would relate to the lives of working class children and which 

would validate forms originating from that culture” (Courtman, “‘Blacks in Ivory 

Towers’” 216). Inspired by Paulo Freire’s philosophy, the FWWCP conceived that the 

“liberation of the oppressed must involve literary acquisition, and a move towards 

reconceptualization based on agency” (216). The need to emancipate is similarly echoed 

by Gilroy and Breinburg, whose main interests were literature and pedagogy. Borrowing 

from Courtman’s analysis, both authors produced at the time “what was considered 

radical writing for children” (216). The importance of decolonising the curriculum also 

gained prominence with the formation of the Association for the Teaching of Caribbean, 

African, Asian and Associated Literatures (ATCAL) in 1978.  

 

The 1980s: Political Disruptions, New Alliances and Creative Explosion   

Sociopolitically speaking, the election of Margaret Thatcher as Britain’s Prime 

Minister (PM henceforth) marks the 1980s. Like Powell, Thatcher considered that the 

presence of ethnic minorities in the UK represented a threat to the country’s equilibrium. 

The politician transmitted this view when she affirmed that “[t]he moment minority 

threatens to become a big one, people get frightened” (1978). Reinforcing dualisms of 

difference that emanate from ideas of superiority, Britain’s PM shared that the majority 

of Britain’s population was “going to react and be rather hostile” (1978) to migration 

from the country’s former colonies. Additionally, the politician stressed that white British 

citizens would need to embrace a combative attitude if they ever felt they needed to 

protect themselves from being “swamped by people with a different culture” (1978). The 

passing of a new British Nationality Act in 1981 echoed Thatcher’s opinions regarding 
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an imminent risk. Highly controversial, the act established that only those citizens whose 

parents were born in the UK or who were legally settled would “qualify for the newly 

created British citizenship” (Arana 230-231). This meant that those who did not conform 

to the newest classification were under the risk of “losing their former legal and civil 

rights and could be vulnerable to deportation” (230-231).  

Conservative administration during the 1980s goes hand in hand with the 

foundation of new partnerships and the continuation of Black women’s activism. Targets 

of different forms of prejudice, Black and Asian women living in Britain confronted the 

conservative precepts and demonstrated the existence of a generational transformation in 

the Black female movement. Contrasting with activism in the 1960s and 1970s, women 

who engaged in activist practice in the 1980s were both individuals who had migrated to 

the UK and women who were born and educated in Britain. The incorporation of British-

born women signals a point of departure in the discussion of British identity politics 

because these individuals did “not necessarily view themselves as ‘other’ within Britain” 

(Griffin 9). 

As the title of this subsection indicates, a climate of political tension and the 

formation of new alliances characterises the 1980s. In the case of OWAAD, the 

association fragmented following its failure to be as intersectional as it claimed to be 

(Swaby 11). The circumstances which led to the organisation’s fragmentation happened 

at the 1981 conference. At this event, some members condemned the struggle to get 

lesbian and bisexual participants heard.3 Apathy to a workshop dedicated to Black 

women’s sexuality reflected that the ethos of a gendered political Blackness OWAAD 

asserted to practice was not fulfilling its demands. While the organisation’s dissolution 

 
3 To borrow from Swaby’s analysis of the reasons that led to OWAAD’s dissolution, it was during the 1981 
conference when some participants “expressed a desire to have an autonomous workshop dedicated to black 
women’s sexuality. Unfortunately, this request was met with hostility and, in some cases, over disgust” 
(20). 
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marks Black female activism, the 1980s are also celebrated for the foundation of new 

organisations such as the Asian Women’s Resource Centre (AWRC, 1980), Black Art 

Group (1982), Birmingham Black Sisters (BBS, 1986), and Women Against 

Fundamentalism (WAF, 1989).  

Central for exploring Black women’s activism is the Southall Black Sisters group 

(SBS, 1979). The targets of this non-profit organisation were Asian, African, Caribbean, 

and other women who suffered from “violence, persecution, imprisonment, poverty and 

homelessness experiences at the hands of their husbands, families and/or state” (Patel, 

“Third Wave Feminism” 256). Although one of SBS’s emphases was to dismantle the 

patriarchal nature of the State and the household, Britain’s failure to launch a 

multicultural and anti-racist agenda was a great concern for the group.4 To display these 

anxieties, SBS carried out public demonstrations in response to tragic racist affairs such 

as the deaths of Mrs Dhillon and her three daughters in 1980, Krishna Sharma’s suicide 

in 1984, the murder of Balwant Kaur at the Brent refuge, and the life imprisonment 

sentence of Kiranjit Ahluwalia in 1989 (257).  

The 1980s are also marked by the emergence of new Black female authors who 

contributed to the consolidation of the Black British literary canon. These writers belong 

to a generation characterised for being “passionately critical of racist English mindsets, 

politically motivated, and aggressively black” (Arana 234). British-born authors of 

African and Caribbean descent include Bernardine Evaristo, Jacqueline Rudet, Jackie 

Kay, Maria Oshodi, Maud Sulter, Winsome Pinnock, and Iyamidé Hazeley. West Indian 

female authors such as Amryl Johnson, Barbara Burford, Beverly Bryan, Gabriela Pearse, 

 
4 SBS condemned the relationship between multiculturalism, patriarchy, and religion. This connection, and 
particularly the dogma of multiculturalism, was used by the State in the 1980s “to mediate between itself 
and minority communities, using so-called ‘community leaders’ as power-brokers and middle-men” (Patel, 
“Third Wave Feminism” 263). This approach is problematic because it resulted in the emergence of 
fanaticism and patriarchal readings of religion. 
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Grace Nichols, Jan Low Shinebourne, Joan Riley, Louise Shore, and Merle Collins also 

contributed to the literary scene. Other relevant authors are the South Asians Leena 

Dhingra and Ravinder Randhawa and the African writers Amina Mama and Pratibha 

Parmar. Unlike the Windrush generation, a sense of orphanhood with their parents’ lands 

and Britain marks this generation of writers. In some cases, the authors had never visited 

their parents’ distanced homelands, and some had a complex relationship with England 

because the country had denied their Englishness through everyday acts of hostility. 

Lauretta Ngcobo adds to the discussion of these authors’ geographical affinities when she 

affirms that this generation of Black Britons feel “sufficiently estranged not to regard 

Britain as a permanent home, even though they have no other experience in which to 

relate to. This is due to the attitudes of the host society towards all Black people, old and 

young, British or not” (10). 

Collective identity and unity started to crumble in the 1980s, as it is reflected in 

the disagreement over the use of the term ‘Black’. More specifically, South Asian women 

began disassociating from their West Indian counterparts. To borrow from Yasmin 

Hussain, this disconnection happened because there appeared a gulf 

between those South Asian women who considered themselves part of the wider 
Black feminist movement, accepting the description of Black as opposed to South 
Asian, and the vast majority of South Asian women on whose behalf these 
individuals campaigned. (49)  

 
Another aspect that motivated South Asian women to move away from collective struggle 

and fight for their individuality is that the publication of Black anthologies tended “to 

feature many more African-Caribbean than South Asian writers” (49). The need to assert 

their own self-empowered identity culminated with the formation of the Asian Women 

Writers’ Collective (AWWC, 1984-1997). Founded by Randhawa, the AWWC strived to 

stimulate creative writing by Asian women and make their work more accessible to 

publishers. Hussain positively reviews South-Asian women’s detachment from Black 
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women’s groups because that determination gave the community credibility in the literary 

scene and “access to institutions, publishers and other groups within the community” (50). 

Despite fragmentation, Black and South Asian feminists collectively campaigned 

against their imposed otherness. An example of their networking capability is the 

publication of the special issue “Many Voices, One Chant: Black Feminist Perspectives” 

(1984). Published by Feminist Review, this issue came at a time when the relationship 

between Black and white women was divisive. Speaking of the situation back then, 

Valerie Amos and Parmar claim that “white mainstream feminist theory, be it from the 

socialist feminist or radical feminist perspective, does not speak of the experience of 

Black women and where it attempts to do so it is often from a racist perspective of 

reasoning” (4). Previous to the Feminist Review’s publication, Hazel V. Carby also 

showed her opposition to white feminism in her acclaimed essay ‘White Woman Listen! 

Black Feminism and the Boundaries of Sisterhood’ (1982). More specifically, Carby 

condemned that the methods white feminists used to enact feminism were “wholly 

Eurocentric and, when it [was] not ignoring the experience of Black women ‘at home’, it 

[was] trundling ‘Third World women’ onto the stage only to perform as victims of 

‘barbarous’, ‘primitive’ practice in ‘barbarous’, ‘primitive’ societies” (50). 

Adding to the examination of the 1980s, we should note that the rise of Black 

British authors and the forging of partnerships among diverse ethnic communities 

resulted in the formation of organisations and periodicals. Two of the most renowned 

organisations are the National Black Arts Alliance (NBAA, 1985) and CultureWord 

(1986), known for celebrating Black heritage and promoting work by authors from 

marginalised backgrounds. Of equal importance is the foundation of Wasafari in 1984. 

Edited by Susheila Nasta, the magazine advertised the activities of ATCAL and provided 

literary and critical analysis of non-mainstream literature. Contributing to the expansion 
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of Black female writing and the development of a feminist consciousness are Sheba 

Feminist Press (1980), Karia Press (the early 80s), Ogwugwu Afor (1982) and Peepal 

Tree (1985). These publishing houses prioritised the publication of the unheard voices 

that belonged to the Black community. Other foundations that contributed to the 

development of the literary canon are theatre companies such as the Theatre of Black 

Women (TBW, 1982-88), Talawa Theatre Company (1986), Munirah (1983), Black 

Theatre Forum (BTF, 1985-2001), the Black Mime Theatre (BMT, 1987-98) and 

Tamasha (1989). With diverse strategies, a feature these theatre companies share is their 

allegiance to producing plays that were written by and about Black people.  

Creative outbursts went hand in hand with the publication of anthologies that 

explored innovative viewpoints. For example, Stepping Out: Short Stories on Friendships 

Between Women (1986) and Beautiful Barbarians: Lesbian feminist Poetry (1987) 

examine the theme of homosexuality among Black women. Publications such as Black 

Women: Bringing It All Back Home (1980), The Heart of the Race (1985), and Let It Be 

Told: Essays by Black Women in Britain (1988) focused on anthologising Black women’s 

struggles, history, and migration experiences in the UK. Other works of immense 

relevance to the development of the Black British literary canon are publications that 

devoted their attention to creative writing by Black female authors. Examples 

include Watchers and Seekers: Creative Writing by Black Women in Britain (1987) 

and Charting the Journey: Writings by Black and Third World Women (1988). 

Additionally, we must mention the contribution of the anthologies A Dangerous 

Knowing: Four Black Women Poets (1984), News from Babylon: Book of West Indian 

British Poetry (1984), and Hinterland: Caribbean Poetry from the West Indies & 

Britain (1989) for their recognition of Black female authors on the field of poetry.  
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The 1990s: New Ethnicities and Black Female Writing Blossoming     

Significant geopolitical affairs such as the dissolution in 1991 of the Union of the 

Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) and the arrival of mass migration from countries such 

as Afghanistan, Poland and Somalia to the UK signals the early 1990s. Contrasting with 

previous waves of migration from former British colonies or the Commonwealth, these 

arrivals were unfamiliar with the country’s language or cultural practices. British PMs 

generally used the presence of these newcomers to accentuate British nationalism and 

British values. Moreover, the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the construction of a 

New Europe went hand in hand with debates about whether Eastern European 

communities could identify with the new European identity. Concerned about this 

situation, Avtar Brah wondered if the Eastern European countries that were once part of 

the USSR would become the new colonies of Western Europe in the future. (9) The 

critic’s suggestion finds validation in the fact that the dissolution of the Marxist-

Communist State was followed by “a growing resurgence and intensification of racism, 

nationalism, and a genocide that unabashedly asserts itself as ‘ethnic cleansing’ while it 

wreaks rape, death and torture” (10). Brah’s prophecies were not far from reality and, in 

the 1990s, Britain witnessed the emergence of a new form of racism, commonly known 

as xenoracism. The target of this type of prejudice was not the Black community, since 

this type of racism is not colour-coded. Instead, the victims of xenoracist attacks were 

Eastern Europeans, who also became known as the white poor. Upon arrival to Western 

Europe, these individuals were targets of discriminatory attitudes and practices because 

the host society devised itself as culturally superior.  

Concerned about the new power relations, existing and new Black women groups 

countered Thatcher, John Major, and Tony Blair’s racial policies in the 1990s. A feature 

that members of these organisations share is that they embraced Blackness and 
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Britishness on equal terms. To borrow from Brah, this identification is the outcome of 

organisations and activists’ efforts to construct “diasporic identities that simultaneously 

assert a sense of belonging to the locality in which they have grown up, as well as 

proclaiming ‘difference’ that references the specificity of the historical experience of 

being ‘Black’, or ‘Asian’, or ‘Muslim’” (26). Difference and Blackness in association 

with Britishness became empowering features that transformed Black identity into an 

autonomous formation.  

Adding to the discussion of identity formation, we can begin to perceive a 

generational disassociation from the label ‘Black’ during this decade. Praising the birth 

of new ethnicities, Bibi Bakare-Yusuf voices her opposition to using ‘Black’ as a singular 

and unifying framework for ethnic minorities in the British context. The critic conceives 

this unification to be a concern because “a collective black community as though 

untouched by difference or internal contradictions has the effect of homogenizing the 

expressive cultures of the various groups in Britain” (81). Bakare-Yusuf also shares the 

opinion that the unification of marginalised communities under the same label reflects the 

power of racism and, most importantly, white mainstream cultures’ rejection “to come to 

terms with difference among black settlers in Britain, who may have originated from 

Africa, Asia or the Caribbean” (81). In opposition to Bakare-Yusuf’s argument, Carole 

Boyce Davies applauds that the term ‘Black’ had been “removed from its moorings in 

pathology and inferiority and located in power” (6). This celebration coincides with a 

recognition that the term “must be subject to new analyses, new questions and new 

understandings if we are to unlock some of the narrow terms of the discourses in which 

we are inscribed” (5). 

As was the case in the previous decades, Black and Asian feminists had to fight 

against a patriarchal system preserved by male figures and white (feminist) women. The 
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uneasy relationship between both trends of feminism is reflected during the 1990s in the 

altercations between Black lesbian feminists and the white (lesbian) community that 

plagued the Labour party. As Ann Tobin condemns, an exploration of how the party had 

materialised its political agenda reflects “[t]here had been no real organic growth of 

feminist, Black or gay politics within the Labour movement” (58). Additionally, Tobin 

reproaches the influential position straight white women occupied in the lesbian fight 

because Labour women had exhibited “a lack of understanding of what precisely they 

were supporting” and were inexperienced “on the long debate about lesbianism in the 

Women’s movement” (59).  

Adding to the discussion of Black lesbian activism, women’s efforts to challenge 

homophobia within the Black community characterises this decade. Having played an 

influential role in the Black and lesbian feminist movement, Jewelle Gomez and Barbara 

Smith express their opinions on racism, heterosexism, homophobia, and patriarchal 

power in their contribution to the Feminist Review journal. In conversation, Gomez and 

Smith declare that they find a Black homophobic person more dangerous than a white 

racist. As the critics see it, the Black community is already “embattled psychologically 

and economically as an ethnic group” (47). To enable discourses of homophobia and 

heterosexism to dominate and regulate relationships among Black people put the overall 

Black community “in a very weakened position” (47). Echoing OWAAD’s concerns in 

the 1970s, the critics also lament that talking about homophobia within the Black 

community is something people are not necessarily willing to discuss. The quietness 

surrounding this topic’s discussion leads Gomez to reason that “as soon as there’s 

something they don’t want to hear, it’s very important that we say it” (55). 

Similarly to what happened in the previous decades, literature was conceived as a 

mechanism to attain individual and collective empowerment. Speaking of Black women 
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writers in the 1990s, Burford declares that female authors write “to tell our own particular 

histories; to speak out mothers’ silences; to share among our isolated sisters, our 

experiences, and our joys; to stand out for each other like poppies in a wheatfield” (99). 

A creative writer herself, Burford suggests that the publication and recognition of Black 

women’s literature are significant achievements because they link with the formation and 

nurturing of an archival consciousness.5 The need to write their own stories was echoed 

by Anim-Addo and Diana Birch with the foundation of Mango Publishing (1995) in the 

aftermath of the first Caribbean Women Writers’ Conference at Goldsmiths in 1994. Like 

other publishing houses founded in the previous decades, Mango sought to provide 

academic opportunities and literary support for an emergent generation of authors 

struggling to get their voices heard. 

Some of the most substantial contributors to this decade are the British-born 

writers Andrea Levy, Catherine Johnson, Dorothea Smartt, Joanna Traynor, Karline 

Smith, Leone Ross, Malorie Blackman, Meera Syal, Shamshad Khan, SuAndi, Trish 

Cooke, Valerie Mason-John and Vanessa Walters. Born in the West Indies, Heidi Safia 

Mirza, Lakshmi Persaud, and Valerie Bloom began their literary career during this 

decade. Finally, we must emphasise the work of the South Asians Atima Srivastava and 

Farhana Sheikh, and the Nigerian Simi Bedford. A commitment to the realistic forms, the 

frequent use of the autobiographical genre, and the employment of brutalist aesthetics to 

illustrate the harshness of inner-city realities are standard features of the works produced 

by these authors. Davies celebrates this generation and their contributions and praises 

female writers for transforming the Black British literary canon into one characterised by 

“its diversity, its expansiveness, its challenges to the boundaries of acceptance” (34). On 

the other hand, the critic is conscious that women’s efforts in the literary field would go 

 
5 “Black women writing in Britain at this moment share a commitment and a need to leave a legacy, an 
investment for all those young Black people whose only experience is life in Britain” (99). 
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unnoticed unless their work obtained adequate critical attention. Echoing Davies’ 

reasoning, Delia Jarret-Macauley denounces that, although there existed an increased 

literary activity, Black women continue to be “under-produced, under-explored, under-

researched” (x).  

Adding to the creative explosion in the 1990s, the publication of anthologies and 

the foundation of theatre companies facilitated the expansion of the Black British literary 

canon. This is the case, for example, of Flaming Spirit: Stories from the South Asian 

Women Writers Collective (1994), an anthology that seeks a broader recognition of the 

South Asian female voice. With similar purposes, the companies Brumhalata Intercultural 

Storytelling Theatre (1996), Kali (1991), Mán Méla (1993), and the Yellow Earth Theatre 

(1995) nurtured the work of British East and South Asian authors. Making no distinction 

between Black and Asian writing, the anthologies Motherlands: Black Women’s Writing 

from Africa, the Caribbean and South Asia (1991), Six Plays by Black and Asian Women 

Writers (1992) and Daughters of Africa: An International Anthology of Words and 

Writing by Women of African Descent from the Ancient Egyptian to the Present (1992) 

provide a platform for the recognition of Black women’s literature (including emergent 

voices). With a more specific focus on Black women’s writing, the anthologies Caribbean 

Women Writers: Fiction in English (1999) and Framing the World: Gender and Genre in 

Caribbean Women’s Writing (1996) facilitate scholarly engagement with these authors’ 

literature. Additionally, the publications Bittersweet: Contemporary Black Women’s 

Poetry (1998) and The Fire People: A Collection of Contemporary Black British 

Poets (1998) enrich the field of poetry. Finally, we must emphasise Bibi Crew’s (1991) 

contributions to the Black British canon, for the group is the first British comedy troupe 

that consists entirely of Black actresses and uniquely focuses on the Black British 

experience. 
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The 2000s: Terrorism, Multiculturalism and British Values  

Discussions on terrorism, multiculturalism and the resurgence of traditional 

British values characterises the first decade of the twenty-first century. Targets of a 

national identity crisis, Black and Asian communities continued to suffer from different 

forms of discrimination. Nonetheless, the Muslim community was the primary victim of 

Britain’s racial politics, antimulticultural propaganda, and racially orientated demands. 

Events that motivated the narrative of British Muslims as national threats are the 2001 

riots in the northern cities of Bradford, Leeds, and Oldham, Al-Qaeda’s terrorist attack in 

New York City, Washington D.C. and Pennsylvania (2001), and the London terrorist 

attack in 2005. The prominence of Islamophobic discourses during this decade went hand 

in hand with increasing debates on multiculturalism. Politicians discussed the extent to 

which the multicultural paradigm had been positive and they wondered whether 

immigration had contributed to Britain’s instability. Mass media also added to the 

fatalistic breakdown of multiculturalism by creating future scenarios underpinned by the 

State’s incapability to accommodate its heterogeneous population. The rejection of 

multiculturalism and the adoption of assimilationist policies accompanied the picture of 

British-born terrorists alien to the country’s democracy. 

The formation of new European identities, the fragmentation of past political 

coalitions, and the tensions experienced by Britain’s ethnic minorities impacted the labels 

communities used to identify themselves. The proliferation of new terms – ‘British 

Asian’, ‘Asian British’ or ‘British Muslims’ – marks what Low and Wynne-Davies refer 

to as “a new phase in the politics of culture and the culture of politics” (4). Additionally, 

the New European identity enabled members of racialised communities to move on from 

the apparent constraints the labels ‘Black’ and ‘British’ had on them. Gerald Connor 

expresses this view when she shares her identification with the New European identity. 
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To borrow from her words, she sees herself “as a living exponent of the meeting of 

Europe, Africa and Asia . . . , the living product of African enslavement, of European 

colonization and domination and of the latter-day mass migration from the Caribbean to 

Britain” (qtd. in Griffin 14). 

The literary productions of this decade reflect the fluctuation of political 

affiliations and the fragmentation that results from heated discussions on identity politics. 

Koye Oyedeji verifies this trend as he notes that authors who began their literary careers 

in the 2000s present an “apparent preoccupation with the notion of cultural identification 

[that] reflects a younger generation still ill at ease in dealing with the issue” (“In Search 

Of” 125). Andrene M. Taylor also claims that Black British writing in the 2000s does 

“not reflect the same level of political and social urgency as past revolutionary 

movements” (29). What is revolutionary about this generation, Taylor suggests, is that 

apart from challenging identity politics through literature, the writers illustrate “the 

multiple ways in which identity, and the expression of identity are manifested and can be 

circulated” (29).  

Authors who prove Oyedeji and Taylor’s observations in their debut literary 

accounts are the UK-born Charlotte Williams, Diana Evans, Sade Adeniran, and Zadie 

Smith, the Nigerian Helen Oyeyemi, and the South Asians Monica Ali and Nikita 

Lalwani. These novelists’ concerns with the notion of Britishness and the theme of 

cultural identification in multicultural Britain are similarly explored in the debut plays by 

Bola Agbaje, debbie tucker green, Emteaz Hussain, Marcia Layne, and Paula Bardowell 

Stanic. However, the works produced by this emergent generation of writers reflect that 

there continues to be a fixation on unresolved wounds, war-related crimes, and the idea 

of the journey. This trend is reflected, for example, in Aminatta Forna and Hannah Azieb 

Pool’s memoirs (focused on Sierra Leone and Eritrea, respectively). 
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Another feature that underpins this generation is the predominance of the urban 

realist aesthetic. A genre that enables authors to “provide close sociological observation 

of selected urban environments,” realism is a form authors tend to deploy when they 

believe it is their duty “to construct positive models of identity for their readers” 

(Maczynska 139, 142). Adding to the discussion of urban realism, Modhumita Roy 

identifies that the authors strategically engage with urban realism and employ brutalist 

aesthetics to explore “dispossession and alienation as deliberate, not accidental,” to 

“contribute thematically and symbolically to narrative’s version of truth and reveal ‘the 

inner dynamic’ of systematic, embedded neglect and injustices” (106, 100). 

The literary expansion that signals this decade coincides with the publication of 

anthologies focused on heterogeneous themes. For example, publications concerned with 

the Black British literary canon, its origins and development are Contemporary Black and 

Asian Women Playwrights in Britain (2003), A Black British Canon? (2006), Black 

British Literature: Novels of Transformation (2004), Write Black Write British: From 

Post Colonial to Black British Literature (2005) and IC3: The Penguin Book of New Black 

Writing in Britain (2000). Examples of anthologies that research intersecting areas of 

Britain’s culture are Writing Black Britain, 1948-1998: An Interdisciplinary Anthology 

(2000), Routledge Companion to Contemporary Black British Culture (2002) and Black 

British Culture and Society: A Text Reader (2003). Finally, books that critically engage 

in providing a historical overview of contemporary British society and culture are A 

History of Black and Asian Writing in Britain, 1700-2000 (2002) and Before Windrush: 

Recovering an Asian and Black British Literary Heritage within Britain (2008).  
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The 2010s: Assimilation, Neoliberalism and Interculturality    

If Blair’s declaration that multiculturalism had failed signals the 2000s, David 

Cameron’s neoliberalist policies, the assimilationist project and the mass arrival of people 

seeking asylum in European countries mark the 2010s. Echoing Labour’s interpretation 

of the multicultural doctrine in the previous decade, Cameron denied any potential 

correlation between Britain’s political agenda and racialised communities’ identity-

related problems. In doing so, the country’s PM refused to acknowledge the link between 

multiculturalism’s failures and institutional racism. Additionally, Cameron continued to 

nurture the idea that radicalisation and Islamic terrorism were two of Britain’s primary 

concerns. Consequently, readings of Islam and Britishness as opposed and incompatible 

elements in twenty-first century Britain signals the politician’s term in power. 

Intense debates on nationalism and Britishness led Black women and feminists to 

cultivate a conceptualisation of identity as a fluid construction. Moreover, political 

organisations, critics, and Black feminists contested the utility of unifying labels. This is 

the case of Courttia Newland, who asserts there is a need to find new designations that 

serve to unify ethnic minorities and equally acknowledge generational and ethnic 

circumstances (qtd. in Oyedeji, “Prelude” 358). In a similar line, Floya Anthias and Nira 

Yuval-Davies suggest that we ought to redefine or cease using the term ‘Black’ in the 

context of feminism and activism because it is “‘too wide or too narrow’ . . . to define the 

black British feminist struggles” (qtd. in Swaby 23). The reason behind these critics’ 

suggestion is that new forms of migration, racism and class stratification are emerging 

and that the targets of these discourses share with the Black and South Asian communities 

their experience of oppression and racism.6 These communities are then qualified to 

 
6 “[I]f we take into consideration recent discourses around Bulgarians and Romanians, as the unwanted 
migrant other who poses a threat to the construction of the nation, who is to say they are not also 
experiencing racialised and gendered class positioning is also black?” (Swaby 23). 
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promote the narrative of the “unwanted migrant other who poses a threat to the 

construction of the nation” (23). 

Examinations of the utility of ‘Black’ as a political strategy are also appreciated 

in the literary terrain. Author of the essay ‘Marginalia’, Mahlete-Tsigé Getachew 

celebrates the socialising duty of Black literature and contends that the canon is a 

fundamental tool in the process of “cultivating self-confidence and self-affirmation within 

the Black community” (327). However, the critic shares her worries when she suggests it 

can be problematic for a literary canon to seek a wider recognition if the canon commits 

to a restricted audience (326). As Getachew further claims, to commercialise a literary 

canon to a uniquely Black target runs the risk of reinforcing the marginal status “of the 

readers rather than countering it and might also play a part in segregating the Black 

community from the mainstream” (327). 

Without dismissing Getachew’s concerns, the literary work produced by an 

emergent generation of female authors in this decade does not restrict itself to a specific 

audience. Challenging the notion that there is a unique Black experience, the debut novels 

of Black British female authors display an engagement with identity politics from within 

the standpoint of the second and third generation of Black Britons. This is the case, for 

example, with the novelists Candice Carty-Williams, Lesley Nneka Arimah, Mahsuda 

Snaith, Irenosen Okojie and Olumide Popoola. In addition, the debut works of 

playwrights such as Adeola Solanke, Charlene James, Janice Okoh, Michaela Coel, 

Natasha Marshall, Theresa Ikoko and Tife Kusoro also reflect an engagement with 

identity-related themes.  

A prominent feature of this generation is that the literary and creative focus is not 

exclusively centred on ethnic minorities. Apart from exploring the themes of race and 

ethnicity in their works, this generation engages “with historical and contemporary social 
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and political issues that impact on their communities in particular ways, not only in 

Britain but also in places from which they migrated to Britain” (Peacock 16). These 

literary representations are concurrent with Yasmin Gunaratnam’s understanding of 

Black British feminism in the twenty-first century. To borrow from the critic, feminism 

is an intersectional movement because women who practice this doctrine are not only 

concerned about national circumstances such as the “austerity [measures], the shrinking 

of the welfare state, devolution, anti-immigrant racism . . . , religious fundamentalism, 

[and] increasing electoral support for the populist right and neo-liberal governmentality” 

(1-2). They are also concerned about international circumstances such as the “upsurges 

of imperialist and sectarian violence in Gaza, Ukraine, Iraq and Syria” (1). 

The final aspect we should emphasise about this generation is that they dispute 

the complicated relationship with the publishing houses using the media and other online 

platforms. Linked to political activism, the internet fosters a comprehension of feminism 

transnationally, as appreciated in the literary success of authors such as Chidera Eggerue 

and Reni Eddo-Lodge. New technologies are used by these authors to obtain “new access 

points into transnational feminist conversations, affiliations, archives and initiatives, no 

longer confined by place, time, genre or indeed the body” (Gunaratnam 8). Adding to the 

discussion of the media, globalisation, and the democratisation process of the feminist 

movement, Lola Okolosie celebrates the role of technology in contemporary societies. 

This infrastructure has allocated “women who once would have assigned to the margins 

of debate a platform from which to speak” (90). Through these mediums, Okolosie adds, 

“black feminists have been able to speak redress when and where privileged voices within 

the movement have sought to speak on our behalf” (90). Echoing Okolosie’s views, 

Evaristo observes the positive effect the internet has had on the development of the Black 

British literary canon and female writers’ empowerment. To borrow from her words, the 
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internet “has reconfigured how we present ourselves to the world at large, as well as 

bringing previously marginalised social groups and writing to the fore in ways hitherto 

unimaginable” (2019). In opposition to what happened in the previous decade, these 

female authors “are not waiting for the establishment to fund or publish them; they are 

getting on with it themselves by setting the terms of their intellectual and creative 

endeavours” (2019). 
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Chapter Two 

 

Interculturality and Multiculturalism in the New Millennium 
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Introduction: Managing Cultural Diversity  

Multicultural societies have always existed; they are not a remarkable feature of 

the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Stuart Hall notes that, before Europe’s colonial 

expansion, “the migration and movement of people has been the rule rather than the 

exception of global history, producing societies which are ethnically or culturally 

‘mixed’” (98). This is the case of the UK, a country that cannot claim ever possessing a 

unified culture. The presence and coexistence throughout British history of ancient groups 

such as the Angles, Saxons, Romans, Normans, and Celts, and more recent migrations 

from the African and Asian continents are clear examples of this cultural mixture. In this 

sense, and borrowing from Hall, “[t]here have always been many different ways of being 

‘British’” (104).  

Described by Ulf Hedetoft as “an immigration destination on large scale” (322) 

after World War II, Britain received two types of migration in the late 1940s and early 

1950s. Linked to the process of decolonisation and the end of the British Empire, the first 

group of migrants were citizens of Britain’s former colonies. These people arrived in 

Britain, as stated in chapter 1, when the country passed the 1948 Nationality Act, a law 

that “opened the UK to the possibility of legally protected mass migration from the 

predominantly nonwhite countries of the ‘New’ Commonwealth” (Ashcroft and Bevir, 

“British Multiculturalism” 28). The second group that settled in the UK during the second 

half of the twentieth century were people who came from geographically closer countries 

such as Yugoslavia, Hungary, Turkey, or Iran. Despite their proximity, citizens from 

these countries were perceived as “somewhat alien, backward and culturally or politically 

‘strange’” (Hedetoft 322). While some believed a culturally diverse society was the seed 

of Britain’s richness, other citizens struggled with the flux of ethnic and religious 
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diversity. Those who claimed against a heterogenous society believed that post-war 

migration had destabilised the harmonious and homogeneous character of the UK. 

The arrival of different waves of mass migration had an immediate impact on the 

political agenda of Britain’s governments. Although a majority of the country’s 

population initially welcomed these newcomers because they solved Britain’s problems 

of labour shortages, migrant communities gradually entered “public debates, political 

agendas, decision-making processes and academic preoccupations” (Hedetoft 322). 

These anxieties were accentuated in the 1960s and the 1970s, decades Hedetoft describes 

as saturated with discussions of “issues such as racism, discrimination, ethnic origin, 

citizenship, belonging, stereotypes, and borders” (322). Such were the worries that Britain 

passed in less than a decade a total of three migration-related acts. These are the 

Commonwealth Immigrants Acts of 1962 and 1968 and the 1971 Immigration Act.7 A 

close examination of the legislation enacted during the 1960s and 1970s reflects that 

British society was attempting to define Britishness by legislating citizenship, controlling 

entry into the country, and redefining nationality under the assumption of white 

supremacy.  

The acts passed in the second half of the twentieth century correspond to the first 

stages of contemporary multiculturalism in the UK. Described by Augie Fleras as “a 

principled – official or state – response to the governance of diversity and difference,” (3) 

multiculturalism in the twenty-first century has three phases. Corresponding with the 

years when Blair was in power (1997-2006), the first phase of multiculturalism is marked 

 
7 The 1962 Act introduced restrictions on the entry of Commonwealth citizens so that only those with work 
permits and the close families of residents and permit holders were allowed to enter the UK. This act was 
replaced by the 1968 legislation, which denied future entry into the country to those who were once granted 
the citizenship status of CUKCs. In addition, only those born in Commonwealth countries or with at least 
one parent or grandparent born in British territory were legally authorised to enter the UK. Finally, the 1971 
Act introduced a new immigrant status known as ‘the right of abode’. This form of citizenship was granted 
depending on one’s connections with the UK and the national status of the people who lived in the Western 
country. 
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by New Labour’s initial celebration of cultural diversity and the need to reconfigure the 

multicultural model in the aftermath of terrorist events. Following Blair’s 

acknowledgement that multicultural policies were no longer suitable for modern 

societies, the Council of Europe proposed that interculturality was the best alternative to 

manage diversity effectively. Contrary to multiculturalism, interculturalism stresses the 

relevance of human commonalities and acknowledges respect and openness towards 

diversity as core principles. The proclamation of interculturalism as a preferred paradigm 

matches the second phase of multiculturalism in the UK. This period, which goes from 

2007 to 2010, is marked by three political events: Blair’s resignation as PM in 2007, 

Brown’s election as PM and leader of the Labour party (2007-2010), and Cameron’s 

formation of a government with the liberals (2010).  

As it happened with the multicultural project, many British citizens did not 

support interculturalism. From their perspectives, assimilation policies were the best way 

to safeguard the British nation’s health and preserve its identity. Cameron accentuated 

these views on assimilation when he claimed that the country’s heterogeneous population 

and the governance models of multiculturalism and interculturalism explained Britain’s 

social and economic instability. From the politician’s perspective, celebrating 

individuals’ differences contributed to the weakening of Britain’s collective identity. 

Most of the British population shared the Conservative’s beliefs, particularly those who 

voted in favour of the country’s exit from the European Union in 2016. An event that 

exhibits that the assimilationist project was very present in the UK, the country’s 

withdrawal from the EU symbolises the birth of the post-multicultural era.  

In this chapter, I explore the critical foundations behind multicultural governance 

and investigate the transformation of multiculturalism in the UK during Blair, Brown, 

and Cameron’s mandates as PMs. Thus, this investigation remarks that the main 
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characteristics of multiculturalism during Blair’s first mandate are the celebration and 

accommodation of cultural differences and needs. This approach to multiculturalism, 

which is known as culture-conscious, evolved into a model underpinned by the notion 

that recognising individuals’ differences holds the potential to endanger Britain’s 

stability. This transformation, which explains New Labour’s encouragement of the 

assimilationist model, happened in the aftermath of the 2005 terrorist attack on London’s 

public transport. My research also examines the unsuitability of multiculturalism to deal 

with ethnic diversity. The non-dialogic nature that characterises the multicultural model 

contrasts with the principles of interculturalism, which I suggest suit minorities’ needs 

better. This chapter also illustrates that the intercultural paradigm failed in the UK 

because the Conservative rule in the 2010s emphasised that Britain’s cohesion would 

happen once individual differences stopped being promoted by the State. Lastly, the final 

section argues that Popoola’s When We Speak of Nothing, Marshall’s Half Breed, James’s 

Cuttin’ It, and Snaith’s The Things We Thought We Knew are pedagogical and 

intercultural resources. That is to say, apart from the literary value of these works, these 

texts enable readers to understand better the problems that affect Britain’s racialised and 

marginalised communities, acknowledging the potential that intercultural policies and 

practices have for these groups, and for society as a whole. 

 

The Problem of Multiculturalism 

As conveyed in the previous pages, the doctrine of multiculturalism under Blair’s 

government in the late 1990s respond to a change in the country’s demography. Not only 

was the UK receiving migration from its former colonies, but it became home to 

individuals who were escaping from war or to people seeking asylum in the country. 

Britain’s inability to create an inclusive sense of belonging and a national identity resulted 
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in the materialisation of a multicultural model underpinned by cohesion, diversity, and 

equality. To borrow from Martyn Barrett’s analysis, Britain’s immersion in multicultural 

governance goes hand in hand with the acknowledgement and respect of “the cultural 

needs of minority groups by making allowances for the fact that their beliefs and practices 

may differ from those of the dominant group” (16). Additionally, the implementation of 

the multicultural doctrine implies that laws, rules, and regulations need to be adjusted “to 

enable minority individuals to adhere to their own cultural practices” (16). 

A widely interrogated term throughout history, multiculturalism has been 

critically examined by several authors, such as Homi Bhabha, Fleras, François Levrau, 

Patrick Loobuyck, and Barret, among others. Bhabha describes multiculturalism as “an 

attempt both to respond to and to control the dynamic process of the articulation of 

cultural difference, administering a consensus based on a norm that propagates cultural 

diversity” (208-209). Fleras suggests that the implementation of a multicultural agenda 

strives to protect “all rights and freedoms regardless of race, ethnicity, or religion, 

including a minority’s right to their own language, culture, religion, and identity except 

when specific practices violate national law or contravene international standards” (53). 

Fleras adds that multiculturalism recognises “that a cooperative coexistence is possible, 

but only when power is shared rather than monopolized, devolved rather than centralized, 

and meaningful rather than perfunctory” (53). Finally, Levrau and Loobuyck refer to 

multiculturalism as a political and philosophical model where public authorities need to 

provide ethnocultural minority groups with “the same degree of respect, recognition and 

accommodation . . . as they traditionally have to the identities and practices of the majority 

group” (3). In other words, multiculturalism is a social project that strives to create a fair, 

democratic and unbiased society that recognises, respects, and accommodates a country’s 

cultural diversity as brought by different waves of migration.  
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Expanding on the discussion of multiculturalism, we must highlight that this 

sociopolitical model is context specific, meaning that interpretations of this paradigm 

vary across time and space. Barret reasons that the lack of consensus on the grounds of 

multiculturalism occurs because of the differences that exist “in the culture of the 

dominant majority group, . . . in immigration history, . . . in indigenous national minority 

groups, and . . . in the ways in which minority groups living in different countries wish to 

be recognised and accommodated” (17). The fact that multiculturalism varies across 

countries explains the existence of different models of multicultural governance when 

states put this doctrine into practice. Identified by Fleras as the conservative, the liberal, 

and the plural, these models illustrate how estates define and resolve the challenges of 

heterogeneous communities living together. In the case of conservative multiculturalism, 

this model endorses the “belief that a society of many cultures is possible but only if 

cultural differences are dismissed as immaterial for attainment of recognition of reward” 

(16). Contrasting with conservative multiculturalism, the liberal model maintains “that a 

society of many cultures is possible when cultural differences are tolerated but normally 

rejected as a framework for living together differently and equitably” (17). Finally, plural 

multiculturalism, which is alternatively known as ‘culture-conscious’, determines “that a 

society of many cultures is possible but only if people’s cultural differences are taken 

seriously, up to and including separate treatment, autonomous institutions, separate 

communities or collective group rights” (17). In opposition to the liberal and conservative 

models, plural multiculturalism stresses that differences matter as long as the host 

community considers they are not detrimental for the well-being of the majority (17). 

The passing of legislation that seeks to incorporate and accommodate minorities 

and their differences into mainstream society is a primordial feature of multicultural 

governance. As Barret proposes in his investigation of multiculturalism, these 
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transformations can be symbolic, structural, and dialogical. Some examples of symbolic 

changes are “the celebration of ethnic heritage cultures by taking symbolic markers of 

ethnic groups such as their clothing, food and music, and using these as the defining 

characteristics of these groups” (20). The differences that are picked as appropriate 

markers of celebration can be enjoyed by those who represent the majority of the 

population in events such as festivals, or promoted in educationally-orientated institutions 

(e.g., schools and cultural centres) (20). However, this model of multiculturalism can be 

problematic because the members of the dominant society are the ones who choose what 

to celebrate, singling out some minorities’ customs and practices in the process. Symbolic 

multiculturalism is also problematic because it tends to ignore “the racism, discrimination 

and economic disadvantage which are commonly experienced by members of minority 

groups” (20). On the other hand, structural transformations have to do with “the 

establishment of structures and processes which ensure that the members of minority 

groups are treated in a fair and just manner” (20). Finally, dialogic multiculturalism 

stresses that changes in political and non-political areas should be carried out and 

approved through dialogic relationships between the different cultures that constitute a 

given society. Rather than representing an actual system of policies, this model is “a 

normative stance on how multiculturalism should be implemented” (21).  

After mentioning some of the core features of multiculturalism, we must point out 

that the implementation of a multicultural agenda is interconnected with power dynamics. 

This means that under multicultural governance, the State and other dominant groups 

oversee the accommodation of minorities’ rights and differences in mainstream society. 

Ethnic minorities and immigrants are left with the unique option of following the leading 

trend if they seek to exercise their rights. This is not to say that multiculturalism does not 

hold the potential to open the possibility of new forms of social and cultural relations. 
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However, these relations are constructed on dualisms that accentuate the 

majority/minority narrative. I suggest that the problem with these dualistic stances is that 

they perpetuate power relationships by imposing the majority’s norms and values, 

regulating or suppressing minorities’ differences, and denying any possible connections 

among the country’s diverse population. 

 

Multiculturalism under New Labour (1997-2005)   

Following almost two decades of conservative rule (1979-1997), Blair was elected 

PM in 1997. The politician’s first term in power is marked by a movement away from 

conservative policies and the revitalisation of the multiculturalist doctrine. Richard T. 

Ashcroft and Mark Bevir stress that the New Labour movement piloted by Blair 

“emphasized difference to a revitalized sense of citizenship, trust, and obligation to the 

community” (“British Multiculturalism” 34). The need to celebrate difference was 

marked by the progressive ideology that characterised the Labour party and by the 

publication of the Macpherson Report in 1999. This document, which is the institutional 

answer to the racially motivated murder of the British teenager Stephen Lawrence in 

1993, states that Black communities in Britain persistently suffer from institutional 

racism.8 The transformation of the UK into a space that institutionally punishes 

discrimination and a country that celebrates racial multiplicity is, however, a project that 

emerged “as an opportunistic strategy of social control to defuse crisis of legitimacy by 

accentuating identities and redirecting energies along religious or cultural outlets” 

(Fleras137). 

 
8 Patel describes institutional racism as a type of discrimination predicated “upon the need to subordinate, 
control and exercise power over those in our society who are considered to be ‘different’ by virtue of their 
racial or ethnic background” (“Back to the Future” 132). 
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In the late 1990s, New Labour adopted and developed a form of pluralistic 

multiculturalism. The adoption of this model went hand in hand with “the implementation 

of anti-racist, anti-discrimination and equal opportunities legislation, the introduction of 

multicultural educational curricula, concessions over dress codes and the provision of 

public services information in multiple languages” (Barret 18). The party’s views on the 

need to accommodate, integrate, and respect Britain’s heterogeneous society are reflected 

in political acts, such as the speeches Blair delivered on September 28, 1999, and March 

28, 2000. In the former speech, the PM conveyed that one of his political targets was the 

creation of a society that “treats us all equally, where the closed doors of snobbery and 

prejudice, ignorance and poverty, fear and injustice no longer bar our way to difference” 

(1999). Moreover, the politician communicated that New Labour’s intentions were “[t]o 

liberate Britain from the old class divisions, old structures, old prejudices, old ways of 

working and of doing things, that will not do in this world of change” (1999). Contending 

the Conservative’s belief that “multiculturalism is not something to celebrate, but a left-

wing conspiracy to destroy their way of life,” Blair declared that Britain’s main threat “is 

not change, but the refusal to change in a world opening up, becoming more independent” 

(1999). Multiculturalism and diversity were also celebrated when the PM emphasised the 

diverse character of the British nation and affirmed that the UK was a country made up 

“by a particular rich complex of experiences: successive waves of invasion and 

immigration and trading partnerships, a potent mix of cultures and traditions which have 

flowed together” (2000). Englishness, Blair added, cannot be defined by blood alone; 

instead, the mix of different cultures that are found in Britain is what makes “what we are 

today” (2000). 

Contrasting with Blair’s position regarding multiculturalism during his first 

mandate, the politician’s second term in power (2001-2005) is marked by a retreat from 
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culture-conscious multiculturalism and a defence of the integrative model. Barret refers 

to this transition in his research and points out that the politician’s focus shifted from 

notions of pluralism “to concerns about accommodating religion sensitivities and an 

emphasis on rights and responsibilities” (19-20). Manipulating the purposes of 

multiculturalism, Blair and his cabinet dismissed the fact that this paradigm is culturally-

orientated and not religiously motivated. The events that boosted the movement away 

from culture-conscious multiculturalism are the 2001 riots in the northern cities of 

Bradford, Harehills and Oldham, and Al-Qaeda’s terrorist attack in New York City, 

Washington D.C., and Pennsylvania.9 Ethnically motivated, Fleras describes the 2001 

uprisings as events that “demonstrated how the interplay of industrial decline with 

institutional discrimination in employment and the alienation of segregated communities 

could prove an incendiary mix” (177). While the intent of most protestors was to contest 

their deprived living standards and experiences of racial harassment, the State and the 

media dismissed ethnic minorities’ claims and reasoned that the segregation of the 

northern communities proved the unsuitability of multicultural policies. Fleras echoes this 

view when he suggests that the dominant discourse in the aftermath of the 2001 

demonstrations is that the British Muslim community refused “to move beyond a ‘parallel 

lives’ mentality” (177). 

Although the demonstrations were not associated with Al-Qaeda’s attack, both 

events resulted in the proliferation of Islamophobic discourses and the interrogation of 

multiculturalism’s practicality for British society. Additionally, Blair’s government 

passed legislation in the aftermath of the mentioned events that helped shape the Black 

 
9 Blair claimed that the 2001 terrorist attack marked a turning point in the history of modern Britain and 
Europe. More specifically, he claimed that the 11-S attacks forced British society to “confront the dangers 
of the future and assess the choices facing humankind” (2001). The PM also declared that this moment in 
history was one “to bring the faiths closer together in understanding of our common values and heritage, a 
source of unity and strength” (2001). 
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and Muslim communities as Britain’s collective enemies (e.g., British Overseas 

Territories Act 2002; Nationality, Immigration and Asylum Act 2002; Immigration, 

Asylum and Nationality Act 2006). More specifically, the Muslim community became a 

target for politicians’ demagogic sermons, since they were not merely constructed as a 

national threat within British borders but also an international enemy within the Western 

territory.  

Critics who have investigated the aftermath of the 2001 events and the effect 

terrorism had on ethnic and religious minorities and the estate of multiculturalism are 

Pieter Bevelander and Raymond Taras. They suggest that the tone of Europe’s political 

rhetoric became ruthless and that a trend in anti-multiculturalism discourse was 

“increasing anxiety about Muslims and whether they were integrating” (5). Influenced by 

the State and the media, large numbers of British citizens began to believe that 

multicultural policies were accountable for “failing to create integrated, cohesive 

societies, for accommodating immoral cultural practices and for favouring cultural 

relativism” (Stokke and Lybaek 72). Anti-multiculturalist propaganda, particularly as 

seen in British daily tabloid newspapers such as the Daily Mail or the Daily Express, was 

also underpinned by portrayals of ethnoreligious minorities and immigrants as individuals 

who did not want to integrate into the UK. Additionally, these narratives emphasised that 

these groups could not embrace the core values of British society and that their differences 

threatened the country’s stability. 

Expanding on the idea that New Labour’s political agenda considerably changed 

following the 2001 events, I suggest that Blair’s tone in his political speeches began to 

resemble the conservative trend. Moving away from the idea that differences are elements 

of celebration, Britain’s PM put forward the belief that cultural and ethnic diversity could 

deteriorate the country’s cohesion. Blair stressed these views at the Confederation of the 
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British Industry in 2004 and the party’s campaign before the 2005 general elections. In 

the former speech, the politician shared his prediction of what Britain would be like if 

immigration got out of hand. He claimed that a sector of the British population was 

anxious about the situation and stressed that these worries were not a reflection of British 

society being racist. Instead, Blair described the country’s dwellers as moderate citizens 

who “accept and welcome migrants who play by the rules” (2004). However, these very 

same people were distressed about uncontrolled migration. Listening to what he identified 

as the majority of the population’s claims, Blair affirmed that his political agenda was to 

prioritise migration policies and shared that the new entry prerequisites would be more 

selective. Besides, he emphasised that obtaining British citizenship entailed following 

several obligations that were non-reciprocal.10  

The PM did not backtrack from the opinions he shared at the Confederation of the 

British Industry and reiterated his views on immigration a year afterwards. More 

specifically, discussions on the arrival of asylum seekers characterises the politician’s 

political campaign. Reaffirming again that the British population was not racist and that 

their concerns were coherent, Blair claimed that people deserved to know that the 

regulations and the systems that the country had in place were fair and that asylum seekers 

and immigrants were playing by the rules.11 In line with this idea and seeking to reaffirm 

his closeness to the population, the politician shared that he would include stricter 

immigration controls such as the point system the Australian government uses if re-

elected for a third mandate. According to Blair, the tolerant character of the UK should 

 
10 According to Blair, these responsibilities are “[t]he obligation to respect our laws, . . . and to reject 
extremism and intolerance. . . . The obligation to pay taxes and pay your way. . . . The obligation to learn 
something about the country and culture and language that you are now part of” (2004). 
11 “People want to know the rules and systems we have in place are fair – fair to hard-working taxpayers 
who deserve to know that others are playing by the rules; fair to those who genuinely need asylum and who 
use the correct channels; fair to those legitimate migrants who make such a major contribution to our 
economy.” (2005) 
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not be abused by anyone seeking to live in the country (2005). The analysis of the PM’s 

speeches enables us to identify that the hegemonic sectors of British society construct 

ethnoreligious minorities as individuals who would bring chaos to the country’s order and 

have the potential to extinguish British values.  

 

Community Cohesion Era: Rebalancing Multicultural Policies 

While it is true that the multicultural doctrine in the UK saw itself severely 

affected in the first half of the 2000s because of terrorist-related events, this social policy 

was abruptly ended on July 7, 2005. On this day, London’s public transport and the city’s 

commuters became the targets of Islamist terrorism.12 These circumstances, which mark 

a seminal moment in the history of the UK, were exploited by Blair to reiterate that the 

radicalisation of Muslim Britons was a growing concern and to emphasise that it was 

essential to put community cohesion policies in place. Blair contended that the purpose 

of multiculturalism during his mandates had been “to allow people to live harmoniously 

together, despite their differences; not to make their difference an encouragement to 

discord” (Fleras 180). However, there were people who, according to the politician, held 

“a warped distortion of the faith of Islam” and used the terrorist attack to boost separatism 

among British citizens (8 Nov. 2006). Blair identified these individuals as British 

Muslims who declined to integrate and who represented a sector of the population that 

countered Britain’s essential values.13 The act of framing the 2005 terrorists as British-

born citizens who were alien to the country and its norms answered the need to blame 

these individuals for the disruption of Britain’s social cohesion, and to claim 

 
12 Fleras describes the 7/7 terrorist attacks as the events that “exposed the flaws of Britain’s plural 
monocultural governance; it also bolstered demands for fortifying integration into a more identifiable 
British society” (178). 
13 Britain’s core values are, according to Blair, “belief in democracy, the rule of law, tolerance, equal 
treatment for all, respect for this country and its shared heritage” (8 Nov. 2006). 
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multiculturalism was unsuitable for the well-being of the country’s dominant society. The 

politician’s attitude reflects New Labour’s lack of self-criticism and accountability 

regarding the interconnection between his government’s support in the 2001 Iraq war and 

the London attacks.  

The British Muslim community, which from Blair’s perspective had taken 

advantage of “the most comprehensive panoply of anti-discrimination legislation in the 

world,” became a national concern and the reason why Britain had to invest in adopting 

a political strategy that would potentially strengthen the country’s cohesion (8 Dec. 2006). 

Margaret Wetherell notes that the politician’s stand against difference in the aftermath of 

the terrorist attack enabled the development of a “uniformly flattering and celebratory 

account of Britain as a nation and the national ‘we’” where British Muslims did not fit 

(306). The media backed this discourse and promoted “the virtues of strong leadership 

and interventionism via an increasingly elevated emphasis on the importance of values 

and ideas in the fight against terrorism” (Kettell 273). Once celebrated and encouraged 

by the State, multiculturalism became responsible for producing “a dangerous social 

condition in which Islamic terrorism could flourish” (Vertovec and Wessendorf 1). 

Moreover, multiculturalism was considered accountable for promoting “ethnic 

separatism, an explicit rejection of common national values, and a lack of interest in social 

integration” (7). 

Adding to the examination of Blair’s response to the terrorist attack and the 

relation between terrorism and New Labour’s retreat from plural multiculturalism, 

Ashcroft and Bevir affirm that the government responded to the sociopolitical crisis “with 

a more strident emphasis on the need for immigrant and minority communities to 

assimilate British values and traditions” (“British Multiculturalism” 35). These 

transformations in citizenship-related policies were accompanied, the critics add, “by a 
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tightening of immigration and asylum law and draconian anti-terrorism legislation” (35). 

As it happened in the aftermath of Al-Qaeda’s terrorist attack in 2001, the main target of 

migration and assimilation policies following the 2005 attack continued to be the British 

Muslim population. Objects of public suspicion, this community became responsible for 

defeating the multicultural doctrine. According to the perspectives of the dominant 

groups, Muslims’ decision to maintain their cultural traditions went against British 

values. 

Having proclaimed that multiculturalism was not pertinent anymore, the solution 

to the social crisis that had apparently originated in Islamist terrorism was to promote a 

discourse of assimilation. The assimilationist model distinguishes a culture and identity 

(the British one, in this case) as superior to others. Under this assumption, Britain’s 

dominant society stresses that minorities’ ability to mimic the country’s culture and 

values would enable them to integrate on better terms and to become acceptable members 

of British society. Moreover, assimilation implies that the person forced to assimilate 

gives up on certain aspects of their heritage to conform to the British norm. Underpinned 

by its demagogic nature, this narrative underlines the vision that national identity, 

patriotism, and shared values are the means to combat the Other within, which in this case 

are the Muslim community and the immigrants from the Middle East region.  

To market the idea that multiculturalism was unsuitable and assimilation was the 

best alternative, politicians and the media spread a narrative which assumed that ethnic 

minorities did not want to be part of British society and which presented these groups as 

a threat to the cohesion and integrity of the country. As Hall has shown, both the right 

and centre/liberals embraced these racial discourses. While the Conservatives contested 

multiculturalism “in defence of the purity and cultural integrity of the nation,” Liberals 

asserted that “the ‘cult of ethnicity’ and the pursuit of difference threatens the 
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universalism and neutrality of the liberal state, undermining personal autonomy, 

individual liberty and formal equality” (97). Moreover, Hall notes that liberals claimed 

that multiculturalism “legitimates the idea of ‘group rights,’ which threatens 

individualism” (97). Echoing the right and centre/liberals’ opinions, labour supporters 

joined the anti-multiculturalism trend and claimed this doctrine was responsible 

for transgressing principles of liberal democracy; for essentialism; for treating 
cultures as static, finite and bounded ethnolinguistic blocs; for privileging 
patriarchy and disempowering women; for allowing a concern with ‘culture’ to 
override traditional social issues. (Grillo 53)  

 
One could reason that community cohesion and Islamophobic discourses gained 

momentum in British politics in the 2000s because the nation became constructed as an 

object of love that needed protection from ethnic and religious minorities. Underpinning 

this argument is Sara Ahmed’s publication The Cultural Politics of Emotions (2004), 

where the critic suggests that a feature of community cohesion narratives is that they 

revolve around the notions of hate and love. According to Ahmed, hate narratives operate 

“by generating a subject that is endangered by imagined others whose proximity threatens 

not only to take something from the subjects (jobs, security, wealth), but to take the place 

of the subject” (43). In this vein, the British Muslim community comes to be “imagined 

as a threat to take the object of love,” (43) which is the English nation, in this case. The 

problem with hate/love narratives and, in this instance, English nationalism, is that the 

people who deploy discriminatory attitudes regard themselves as the victims of the 

multicultural doctrine. Moreover, these individuals proclaim that the territory where they 

live is their property, and their concern for the safety of this space guides them to adopt 

hostile attitudes against those who represent a threat to the nation’s stability. 
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The Unsuitability of the Multicultural Paradigm for Ethnocultural Minorities 

An examination of New Labour’s multicultural agenda reflects that one of the 

foundations of this governance model is the reinforcement of a dualism of difference. 

This means that although the paradigm of multiculturalism contemplates new ethnic, 

religious, and cultural alliances, there continues to be a predominant cultural identity. 

Additionally, those who occupy a position of power and privilege determine what 

differences have the potential to be celebrated by the host society and decide which ones 

must be declined. Minorities find that the only choice they have if they aspire to live a 

dignified life in the UK is to embrace the assimilationist model.  

Without disregarding the potential inclusivity that results from multiculturalism, 

critical research has underscored the problems this governance model raises. For 

example, Hall condemns that “rather than a strategy for improving the lot of the so-called 

‘ethnic’ or racialized minorities alone, [multiculturalism] would have to be a strategy 

which broke the majoritarian logic and attempted to reconfigure or reimagine the nation 

as a whole” (120). Echoing Hall’s argument, Bhabha problematises how Britain has 

incorrectly acknowledged the heterogeneity of its population. One of the issues the critic 

identifies is that “although there is always an entertainment and encouragement of cultural 

diversity, there is always a corresponding containment of it” (208). Bhabha claims that 

this retainment happens because the dominant culture establishes there is a norm which 

specifies that different cultures’ coexistence is fine as long as the host society can locate 

them within their own grid.14 The second and most crucial problem which the critic 

identifies is that in societies where multiculturalism is promoted, racism persists. To 

borrow from Bhabha, this occurs “because the universalism that paradoxically permits 

diversity masks ethnocentric norms, values and interests” (208). 

 
14 “A transparent norm is constituted, a norm given by the host society or dominant culture, which says that 
‘these other cultures are fine, but we must be able to locate them within our own grid’” (208). 
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Adding to the discussion of multiculturalism in the UK, Fleras claims that the 

country’s approach to this paradigm is inappropriate because what migrants are prompted 

to accomplish is the assimilation of Britishness. In the process of assimilation, it is the 

dominant group who imposes “its culture, authority, values, and institutions over 

subdominant sectors, with a corresponding abandonment of their cultural distinctiveness 

through exposure to conformity pressures” (41). On the other hand, immigrants and 

minorities are “expected to be absorbed into a monocultural mainstream to ensure moral 

and cultural uniformity” (41-42). Anthias, Mirjana Morokvasic-Müller, and Maria 

Kontos add to the discussion of assimilation in their contribution to Paradoxes of 

Integration (2013). The critics suggest that this approach to managing diversity is 

problematic because it is based on the premise that “the normal and desirable path is to 

‘assimilate’” (4). Secondly, assimilation does not take “account of the diverse and 

differentiated nature of social relations,” and “does not valorise the existence of the 

multiple values which produce the social landscape” (4). Finally, the assimilationist 

model assumes individuals’ “ability to integrate where there are exclusionary 

mechanisms at work on the basis of competences that cannot be accessed by all and 

alongside the continuing interiorization and subordination of culturally identified groups” 

(4). Anthias and colleagues’ views are similarly expressed by Marina Calloni, who 

declares that the problem of multiculturalism is that “[i]f we want to persuade other 

people by imposing our perspectives for our own ends, we are disrespectful to the 

principle of equality and the freedom of choice for all individuals” (230).  

Like the just mentioned critics denounce, Rajeev Balasubramanyam proposes 

interpreting multicultural policies as strategies of control and propaganda. According to 

this critic, the marketing around multiculturalism answers the necessity to tell and sell to 

the world the idea “that Britain, a multicultural society, is not racist, or rather, that the 
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state and corporations are not-racist and so the society is moving in this direction” (34). 

Contrasting with New Labour’s reading of multiculturalism during Blair’s first term in 

power, Balasubramanyam claims that this paradigm cannot be conceived as a celebration 

of the defeat of racism. Instead, we must understand it as “a vehicle to suppress cultural 

diversity in contemporary Britain” (42). Another problem the critic identifies is that while 

‘multiculturalism’ is a nomenclature used “to describe cultures differentiated by their skin 

colour,” the word is rarely used to refer to other cultures, nationalities or groups living 

together (33).15 Echoing Balasubramanyam’s reasoning, Steven Vertovec condemns that 

multiculturalist’s regulations are not aimed at Britain’s broader population. Instead, they 

are “conceived of mainly in terms of the African-Caribbean and South Asian communities 

of British citizens” (“Super-Diversity” 1027). 

 

The Birth of Intercultural Dialogue    

The previous examination demonstrates that the multicultural paradigm is 

unsuitable for handling Britain’s cultural diversity. While British politicians such as Blair 

and Brown persisted in claiming that assimilationist governance was the most appropriate 

model to follow to boost nationalism within Britain, some groups did not welcome this 

proposal. This was the case with the Council of Europe, a long-standing organisation that 

protects global human rights, democracy and the rule of law, and which published 

the White Paper on Intercultural Dialogue in 2008.16 As underlined in the White Paper, 

a growing concern for the Council of Europe is the management of diversity in 

equalitarian ways and the respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms 

(51). Rejecting multiculturalists’ models of governance because they relate to 

 
15 “Multiculturalism is rarely used to describe . . . Scottish, Welsh and Spanish people living together; or 
punks, Goths, hippies, and Elvis impersonators, all of which are different cultures” (33). 
16 2008 was also proclaimed the Year of Intercultural Dialogue. 
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individuals’ experience of “communal segregation and mutual incomprehension,” the 

White Paper establishes that the European continent has one responsibility (19). This task 

is to move away from conceptualising its society as majority rule to one which embraces 

the values of equality and mutual respect that intercultural dialogue promotes. 

Not only did the Council of Europe identify that multiculturalism and assimilation 

are insufficient and inadequate policies for controlling diversity effectively. Giovanna 

Covi and Mina Karavanta also express their apprehensions about current approaches for 

managing culturally diverse societies in the publication Interculturality and Gender 

(2009). In the case of Covi, she claims that one of the most critical issues contemporary 

societies face is “the challenge of hosting diversities on equal grounds” (26). This 

challenge, Covi adds, “defies the assimilationist myth of the melting pot and deconstructs 

the policy of multiculturalism, where in the name of different anything is admitted within 

a given paradigm as long as this does not change other by accretion” (26). Echoing Covi’s 

arguments, Karavanta affirms that there is an imperative need “to rethink the world as 

shared, albeit uneven, and connected, albeit disjunctive” (66). The transformation of 

capitalism and the resurgence of nationalism in the world, Karavanta claims, “render the 

task of thinking the world as a shared globality really challenging if not almost 

impossible” (66). Consequently, interculturalism emerges as a social paradigm that aims 

to democratically reach the integration and management of a country’s population. It is 

important to stress when discussing this political approach that interculturalism is not a 

substitute for multiculturalism. Rather, it is a unique model that meets specific challenges 

on a national and international level.17  

 
17 Another distinction we should make when discussing the intercultural paradigm is the difference between 
interculturalism and intercultural dialogue. While interculturalism represents “a broader programme of 
change in which majority and minority communities think of themselves as dynamic and outward looking, 
sharing a common objective of growing together and overcoming institutional and relational barriers in the 
process,” (Cantle 80-81) intercultural dialogue is an instrumental part of the intercultural project. This 
dialogue enables “fostering understanding and empathy with others” and is “the process by which two or 
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Three critics who have engaged in the analysis of interculturalism and whose work 

serves as foundation for this research are Gérard Bouchard, Ted Cantle, and Ulrich 

Bunjes. In the case of Bouchard, he describes interculturalism as “a sustained effort aimed 

at connecting majorities and minorities, community and diversity, identity and rights, 

reminders of the past and visions of the future” and a model that “calls for new ways of 

coexisting within and beyond differences at all levels of collective life” (“What is 

Interculturalism?” 461). Echoing Bouchard’s understanding of the examined social 

paradigm, Cantle refers to interculturalism as the project that 

envisages a society in which people are at ease with difference more generally and 
with the opportunity for themselves and other cultures, from within and beyond 
national borders, to engage and develop along a mutually agreed growth path, 
overcoming institutional barriers in the process. (84)  

 
Adding to the discussion of interculturality, Bunjes points out that this paradigm is 

founded upon three pillars. These are, first of all, “the unreserved recognition that all 

human beings must be able to effectively enjoy equal dignity” (49). Secondly, “the vision 

of a cohesive society, offering all its members equality of life chances and grounded on a 

set of shared, culture-unspecific universal values (i.e., human rights, democracy and the 

rule of law)” (49). Finally, the acknowledgement that all members of society (ranging 

from individuals to institutions) play a pivotal role in transforming multicultural 

communities into intercultural spheres (49). 

Unlike multiculturalism, interculturalism takes its ground in the following core 

features: the rejection of the majority/minority duality, the principles of collective 

integration, accommodation, and interaction, and the values of respect and openness. 

Speaking of how the intercultural paradigm is based on the majority/minority duality, 

Bouchard stresses that a defining trait of interculturalism is that it “does not create the 

 
more communities with different identities interact, break down barriers and build trust and understanding” 
(80, 83-84). 
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duality structure nor does it promote it” (“Interculturalism” 95). Instead, the critic notes, 

this paradigm “operates where duality already prevails as a vision of ethno-cultural 

relationships” (95). Moreover, the primary goal of interculturalism is not to reinforce 

power-dynamics but “to ease the us/them relationship and to manage the 

majority/minorities duality so as to prevent it from lapsing into tensions, conflicts and 

ethnicism” (95). Adding to the discussion of this dualism and interculturalism’s aim of 

promoting interactions between the different members of a country’s population, 

Bouchard notes that interculturalism “favours the formation of a common culture 

sustained by the majority and minority cultures, while preserving their core features” (97). 

These interactions result, moreover, in the formation of three cultures that interconnect: 

the culture of the majority, the one from the minority, and the culture majorities and 

minorities have forged together and have in common. (97) 

To dismantle narratives of oppression, interculturalism stresses the relevance of 

the languages citizens use to communicate, as well as institutions’ implications in 

providing intercultural competence and creating spaces that foster intercultural relations. 

Barret explores these ideas and points out that interculturalism “advocates that the 

members of minority cultures need to learn the language of the dominant culture to enable 

them to participate in intercultural dialogue” (27). This is not to say that minority 

languages are not considered integral aspects in interculturalism. Instead, Barret claims, 

institutions are responsible for supplying mother-tongue instructions on minority 

languages. In fact, interculturalism recognises that non-majority languages must be 

safeguarded as human rights because they hold the potential to “contribute to the cultural 

wealth of the broader society” (27).  

At the same time, Barret notes that institutions, including public authorities, civil 

society organisations and the media, play a fundamental role in the praxis of 
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interculturality. According to this critic, institutions should provide “objective 

information about cultural minorities and migrants” and “challenge stereotypes, myths 

and misrepresentations of people with other cultural affiliations whenever these occur” 

(27). A central feature of interculturalism is, as well, the creation and support of spaces 

such as parks, community and youth centres, and religious locations that favour 

intercultural dialogues and which are open to all members of society. Public authorities 

are not only responsible for ensuring that every citizen has equal access to these areas but 

must act, too, “to promote ethnically mixed neighbourhoods, and . . . the recruitment of 

ethnically mixed workforces by public bodies, businesses and civil society organisations 

and associations” (28). 

Another core feature of interculturalism is the emphasis on the need to attain 

collective integration. More specifically, the intercultural paradigm puts forward the 

notion that integration does not simply affect immigrants or minorities, but extends to all 

constituents of society. Bouchard expresses this idea when he claims that integration “is 

based on a principle of reciprocity – newcomers and members of the host society share 

an important responsibility” (“What is Interculturalism?” 438). Additionally, the 

principle of reciprocity is fundamental for highly diverse societies such as Britain’s 

because “the best way to counter the unease we sometimes feel towards foreigners is not 

to keep them at a distance, but to approach them in a way that breaks down stereotypes 

and facilitates their integration in the host society” (450). 

Expanding on the idea of integration, Bouchard notes that “[m]inority groups are 

required to adapt to their host society, adhere to its basic values, and respect its 

institutions” under the intercultural paradigm (“What is Interculturalism?” 458). 

However, the majority must also amend some aspects because engaging in intercultural 

relations and conversations coincides with a sense of double obligation (458). By 
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incorporating and accommodating individuals’ differences, interculturalism encourages 

the integration of ethnocultural minorities, shielding them from forms of discrimination 

that may derive from their differences (441). Enabling these accommodations does not 

mean awarding minoritarian demographics with privileges the majority of the population 

does not have. Instead, these transformations must be conceptualised as “arrangements 

that are at once useful (in favour of integration) and necessary (for the preservation of 

rights, including equality and dignity)” (458). 

 

Interculturalism and Multiculturalism: Similarities and Differences 

The exploration of the theoretical foundations behind multiculturalism and 

interculturalism which I have outlined in the previous sections shows that these two 

critical paradigms have aspects that assimilate and differentiate them. For example, 

talking about the similarities which multiculturalism and interculturalism have, Barret 

notes that both models value the diverse and plural character of societies and are equally 

concerned about the integration and inclusion of all citizens in the social sphere (26). 

Moreover, multiculturalism and interculturalism are preoccupied “with tackling the 

underlying structural political, economic and social disadvantages and inequalities that 

are often experienced by members of minority groups” (26). These concerns result in the 

formation of strategic plans under both paradigms “to counter discrimination, affirmative 

action to give special assistance to disadvantaged groups, and taking steps to eliminate 

systematic educational disadvantages” (26).  

While Barret carefully analyses the similarities between multiculturalism and 

interculturalism, other critics assert that interculturalism cannot be conceptualised as a 

substitute for multiculturalism and must be considered a complementary notion. This is 

the case of Nasar Meer and Tariq Modood, who suggest that the main quality of 
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interculturalism is its dialogic character. However, the critics claim that this feature can 

also be found in the multicultural paradigm. This similarity results in Meer and Modood’s 

affirmation that multiculturalism “presently surpasses interculturalism as a political 

orientation” (“Interacting Interculturalism” 124). Additionally, some critics argue that 

until interculturalism “is able to offer an original perspective, one that can speak to a 

variety of concerns emanating from complex identities and matters of equality and 

diversity in a more persuasive manner than at present, it cannot, intellectually at least, 

eclipse multiculturalism” (“How Does Interculturalism Contrast with Multiculturalism?” 

192). 

Adding to the discussion of these two social paradigms, other critics defend that 

multiculturalism and interculturalism present unique qualities. This idea is reflected in 

the comparative assessment Levrau and Loobuyck carry out, where they spot that 

interaction is a value of the intercultural and not the multicultural paradigm. Contrasting 

with interculturalism, multiculturalism is criticised because it overlooks the relevance 

interaction has for society’s well-being. Levrau and Loobuyck emphasise this argument 

and claim that multiculturalism is “mainly concentrated on ensuring the cultural rights of 

diverse groups” (9). This view on interaction is equally noticed by Bouchard, who 

compares both paradigms and concludes that interculturalism “aims for a strong 

integration of diverse coexisting traditions and cultures” (“What is Interculturalism?” 

449). Moreover, the critic suggests that while interculturalism emphasises the relevance 

of “interactions, connection between cultures, the development of feelings of belonging, 

and the emergence of a common culture,” multiculturalism does not. Instead, 

multicultural governance “puts more emphasis on the validation and promotion of 

‘ethnic’ groups” (463-464, 464). 
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Expanding on the examination of how multiculturalism and interculturalism 

contrast, Phil Wood, Charles Landy, and Jude Bloomfield identify that another difference 

between both social paradigms is the dialogic nature of the corresponding governances 

and the core values under which the social paradigms are founded. In this regard, the 

scholars note that “[m]ulticulturalism has been founded on the belief in tolerance between 

cultures” (qtd. in Meer and Modood, “Interacting Interculturalism” 112). However, this 

certainty is somehow problematic because, as Wood et al. add, “it is not always the case 

that multicultural places are open places” (112). On the other hand, a requirement and 

prerequisite of interculturalism is openness, which implies the promotion of respectful 

dialogues among different groups in a diverse society. Although openness is not a 

guarantee of interculturalism’s success, this principle provides the necessary means for 

the paradigm to develop effectively (112).   

Adding to the uniqueness of intercultural dialogue and the relevance of this 

instrument in highly diverse societies, Barret notes that interculturalism helps people “to 

develop a deeper understanding of cultural beliefs and practices that are different from 

their own, fosters mutual understanding, increases interpersonal trust, co-operation and 

participation, and promotes tolerance and mutual respect” (26). At the social level, 

moreover, intercultural dialogue helps in reducing “prejudice and stereotypes in public 

life, facilitates relationships between diverse national, ethnic, linguistic and faith 

communities, and fosters integration, a sense of common purpose and the cohesion of 

culturally diverse societies” (25). In other words, the implementation of this dialogue 

seeks the generation of “a strong sense of a cohesive society based on shared universal 

values” (26).  

Finally, we must draw our attention to the similarities and differences between the 

multicultural and intercultural paradigms in the educational sphere. Agostino Portera 
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identifies that, while the multicultural project fosters the “acknowledgement and respect 

for cultural diversity,” intercultural education promotes interaction as a core value, 

“rejects the idea of static cultures and cultural hierarchies, and aims to encourage dialogue 

and relationships on equal terms” (7, 9). Without dismissing the potential multicultural 

education has for inclusivity, Portera celebrates interculturalism’s input on the 

educational sphere because it “is based on the advantages of transcultural education 

(education towards common humanities, human rights, human ethics, and human needs) 

and multicultural education (education towards an acknowledgement and respect for 

other people and their cultures)” (9). Taking these elements into practice, the intercultural 

project contemplates “the direct exchange of ideas, principles, and behaviours” (9). These 

interactions are primordial for it is during these exchanges that, as Portera suggests, one 

can “overcome preconceptions, by sharing one’s own opinion and point of view and 

allowing meaning and identity to be flexible” (9). In other words, intercultural education 

is better suited for heterogeneous societies like Britain’s because it emphasises “social 

inclusion, interaction, and exchange through the application of intercultural competences 

such as empathy, flexibility, and curiosity” (10). 

In short, the fundamental difference between multiculturalism and 

interculturalism is that, under multicultural governance, there is the prevailing idea that 

minorities must embrace the values and norms of the majority and the host society. 

Additionally, the dominant sector of the population establishes what differences matter 

and what accommodations minorities should carry out to integrate into society. On the 

other hand, the intercultural paradigm determines that every constituent of society has to 

accommodate and have an open predisposition to anyone’s differences. This willingness 

towards interaction facilitates dialogic relationships and the development of a common 

culture that is always open to negotiations. An examination of these paradigms’ main 
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characteristics leads me, therefore, to suggest that interculturalism is a better-suited policy 

for achieving the effective integration of a country’s heterogenous communities.  

 

An Exploration of Interculturalism’s Inadequacy for Diversity Management 

Although interculturalism is better suited to the interests of ethnic minorities than 

multiculturalism, as stated earlier, interculturality is still far from being an appropriate 

solution for managing diversity in the UK. As this section reflects, Brown’s term in 

power, which coincides with the publication of the White Paper on Intercultural 

Dialogue, is marked by heated discussions regarding the prosperity of the British nation, 

its national identity, and the need to restore a common British culture. In this regard, 

politicians and the media dismissed the potential integration that could derive from 

engaging in intercultural relations. In doing so, they obstructed minorities from exercising 

the freedom of choice that the Council of Europe had declared crucial for assuring 

democratic societies. This, in turn, demonstrates that the practice of interculturalism 

differed significantly from its theoretically egalitarian principles. 

Brown’s speech at the Fabian New Year Conference is an example of retreatment 

from the multicultural and intercultural paradigms. With an emphasis on the state of 

Britishness in the aftermath of the 7/7 terrorist attack in London, the politician 

communicated that one of his concerns was that the terrorist were British-born citizens. 

Apparently integrated into British society, these individuals proved to be “prepared to 

maim and kill fellow British citizens, irrespective of their religion” (2006). Brown added 

that the terrorists’ actions must lead the British population to consider “how successful 

we have been in balancing the need for diversity with the obvious requirement of 

integration in our society” (2006). The politician’s worries were equally shared by a 

majority of the British population who, according to Brown’s viewpoint, were “worried 
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that if we do not promote Britishness we run a real risk of having a divided society” 

(2006). The alternative the Labour leader proposed to counter this fear was to enhance 

and boost patriotism.18 

What Brown’s speech reflects is that intercultural principles can take 

“assimilationist or multiculturalist directions, depending on how open the dominant side 

is to genuine dialogue” (Stokke and Lybaek 76). In the case of Britain’s dominant society 

(represented by the Labour and Conservatives parties), I suggest that their attempt to 

manage diversity does not follow the principles of openness and respect. The idea that 

intercultural dialogue appears to be less dialogical than it claims to be, specifically as seen 

when put into practice by Britain, is shared by Anim-Addo. Discouraged by the actual 

intentions of the Council of Europe, the critic contends that the White Paper on 

Intercultural Dialogue is mainly concerned with civic priorities and human rights. This 

emphasis is problematic because it dismisses “the dynamics of institutionalized 

knowledge and power already recognised as culpable in terms of sustaining and/or 

exacerbating inequalities” (“Tracing Knowledge” 115). Echoing Christian Stokke, Lenna 

Lybaek, and Anim-Addo’s concerns, Karavanta reports that despite the efforts to move 

away from multicultural policies, the White Paper’s recommendations of interculturality 

persist in promoting the politics of integration and assimilation. In line with this argument, 

Karavanta suggests that intercultural dialogue will become a tool empty of meaning 

unless members of the dominant sectors decide to engage in dialogic relationships with 

minority groups.19 These conversations would enable the transformation of the UK and 

its population into a society that is open to critique and change.  

 
18 Brown argued that the patriotism he sought to enhance was not founded “on ethnicity nor race, not just 
on institutions we share and respect, but on enduring ideals which shape our view of ourselves and our 
communities – values which in turn influence the way our institutions evolve” (2006). 
19 “Without the conditions for a really agonistic dialogue in which concepts, laws, language, limits and 
borders will be open to critique and change, interculturality will be just a tool for doing the same politics 
with just another name” (“Interculturality” 69). 
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Adding to the debate of why intercultural dialogue is as unsuitable as 

multiculturalism, Robert Aman problematises the articulation of diversity in the West. 

Author of ‘The EU and the Recycling of Colonialism’ (2012), Aman observes that a 

feature of intercultural dialogue is the dismissal of Europe’s diverse cultural heritage 

throughout history. That is to say, contemporary discourses indicate that the arrival of 

migrants and asylum seekers is what has transformed the UK into a heterogeneous 

society.20 The critic denounces that this trend of thought “presupposes the existence of 

something explicitly ‘European’, a long-gone purity missing in the heterogeneous melting 

pot that the space has been turned into, due to the contemporary existence of diverse 

ethnicities, religions and languages” (8). This interpretation of Britain’s multicultural 

society does not facilitate intercultural relations or dialogues and reinforces power 

relationships instead. 

The idea that, like multiculturalism, the praxis of interculturality fosters notions 

of insiders and outsiders in Europe and Britain can be substantiated using the example of 

the British Muslim community. As it occurred during Blair’s terms in power, mainstream 

British thinking continued to perceive their community as under threat during the second 

half of the 2000s. This demagogic narrative and the spreading of prejudice toward these 

individuals contrasts with the principles of intercultural dialogue, as pointed out by 

Calloni. To borrow from the critic, it is essential that the person who engages in the 

custom of interculturality does “not expect to convince . . . interlocutors by saying they 

are wrong, out of respect for their faith” (230). Additionally, those who participate in this 

dialogue should be “interested in the understanding of the theoretical significance and the 

social implications of religious belief” (230). We could then suggest that the daily 

experience of discrimination which Britain’s ethnocultural minorities bear reflects that 

 
20 The intercultural logic constructs ‘immigrants’ as “neither Europeans nor part of European history and 
culture” (Aman 9). 
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some members of British society are “disrespectful to the principle of equality and the 

freedom of choice for all individuals” (230). 

Finally, a significant problem with intercultural dialogue in the UK is the selective 

nature of this conversation. That is to say, the politicians and civil servants who design 

intercultural policies prioritise certain terms in the intercultural conversation, according 

to their own interests, without taking ethnic minorities’ welfare into account. Sustaining 

this reasoning is Barret’s claim that “it is those individuals who occupy positions of power 

and privilege who tend to determine the implicit rules by which dialogue occurs, and their 

decisions are typically based on the cultural perspective” (31). Additionally, Barret 

identifies that a challenge of interculturalism is “that individuals may profess open-

mindedness and respect for cultural difference but might only display these in relationship 

to some cultures and not others” (31).  

 

New Age of Multiculturalism: Muscular Liberalism and the Brexit 

Referendum  

Brown’s resignation as PM in 2010 was followed by a coalition government led 

by the conservative Cameron and the Liberal Democrats. The economic instability that 

affected the UK and, in broad terms, Western Europe marked the politician’s arrival in 

British politics. His response to the crisis was the encouragement of a neoliberalist 

discourse and the adoption of austerity policies. From Cameron’s standpoint, economic 

liberalisation was the only option to solve what he declared as “the worst inheritance of 

any incoming government for at least 60 years” (2010). To sell this discourse, the 

politician positioned himself as a victim of previous governments’ economic 

mismanagement and declined all type of responsibility regarding the financial hardships 

Britons underwent in the early 2010s. Characterised by the privatisation of public 
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industries and the flexibility of the economic and labour market, the conservative policies 

prioritised economic recovery over the well-being of the citizens. Equally significant if 

compared to the neoliberal agenda is Cameron’s declaration that multiculturalism 

continued to be one of Britain’s main problems in the second decade of the twenty-first 

century. For this reason, the politician appealed to assimilation to reach social cohesion. 

From the PM’s perspective, multiculturalism was responsible for institutionalising 

differences and exacerbating fragmented societies. The problem with the conservative’s 

claim is that it uncovered “a paranoid push for tighter immigration controls and a 

reconstruction of a mythical British, or English, nation-state and culture,” to borrow from 

Yuval-Davis (137-138). 

Cameron’s speech at the Munich Security Conference on March 5, 2011, and his 

interpretation and reaction to Mark Duggan’s fatal shooting on August 4, 2011, supported 

the idea that interculturalism did not align with ‘British’ values. The PM used Duggan’s 

shooting to declare that the youth’s radicalisation and Islamic terrorism were his most 

significant concerns. Although Cameron claimed that terrorism was not “linked to any 

religion or ethnic group,” he urged British society to be aware that the country’s greatest 

threat in Europe overwhelmingly came from young Muslim men (5 Feb. 2011). To 

borrow from his words, these individuals “follow a completely perverse, warped 

interpretation of Islam, and . . . are prepared to blow themselves up and kill their fellow 

citizens” (5 Feb. 2011). Cameron’s declaration is appealing because it reveals that 

conservatives’ investment in national and international security is linked with an 

interpretation of religious minorities and their cultural differences as threats to the 

country’s stability. 

The climate of suspicion that reigned during the first half of the 2010s therefore 

targeted the Muslim community in the public debate. Discursively constructed as the 
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Other within Britain, some Muslims felt detached from the country’s narrative of 

belonging. This feeling originated, among other reasons, in Cameron’s standpoint of 

Islam and Britishness as irreconcilable elements. Speaking of the Muslim community, the 

British population and the country’s social agenda, the PM claimed: “Under the doctrine 

of state multiculturalism, we have encouraged different cultures to live separate lives,        

. . . We’ve even tolerated these segregated communities behaving in ways that run 

completely counter to our values” (5 Feb. 2011). Cameron then urged that the passive 

tolerance that characterised the multicultural doctrine became substituted by muscular 

liberalism. This social strategy would promote what the politician identified as the core 

values of British society: “[f]reedom of speech, freedom of worship, democracy, the rule 

of law, equal rights regardless of race, sex or sexuality” (5 Feb. 2011). However, 

Cameron’s notion of a common culture shared among all constituents of British society 

is inadequate because it ignores individuals’ identities and cultural affiliations. Moreover, 

the PM’s conceptualisation of muscular liberalism is troublesome because the limitation 

of British culture to a common and universal ground goes hand in hand with the dismissal 

of the country’s diversity. 

Multicultural society, multiculturalism, and muscular liberalism are themes 

Cameron discussed following Duggan’s murder. Six days after the Londoner’s death, the 

politician condemned the violence the country had witnessed in the cities of London, 

Birmingham, and Nottingham at a press conference. What is disturbing is that Cameron 

did not share his condolences with Duggan’s family or friends; instead, his discourse 

focused on justice and prosecution. Those who participated in the protests were citizens 

the PM described as spreading a culture of fear in Britain. Additionally, Cameron asserted 

it was inconceivable to recognise poverty as one of the factors behind the rallies. To quote 

directly, this recognition was an insult to “the millions of people who, whatever the 
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hardship, would never dream of making others suffer like this” (15 Aug. 2011). The 

politician’s speech is alarming because he did not acknowledge the consequences of 

structural inequality that caused these demonstrations. 

Adding to the discussion of the aftermath of Duggan’s death, Cameron identified 

gang culture as the leading reason behind individuals’ involvement in the protests.21 

Having pinpointed the issue, the politician affirmed that poor parentage and lack of 

discipline explained young boys’ engagement in gang groups and criminal activities. This 

suggestion led the PM to reprimand the protestors’ parents, asserting “[t]he parents of 

these children . . . don’t care where their children are, or who they are with, let alone what 

they are doing” (11 Aug. 2011). With a focus on marginalised communities, the PM’s 

standpoint is problematic because he directly targeted the Black youth who lived in 

deprived areas.22  

Britain’s necessity to adopt an assimilationist and muscular liberalism approach 

was reinforced when the British Army soldier Lee Rigby was murdered on May 22, 2013, 

in broad daylight. Cameron referred to this act as “not just an attack on Britain – and on 

the British way of life” but also “a betrayal of Islam and of the Muslim communities who 

give so much to our country” (2013). Moreover, the Conservative lead used Rigby’s death 

to stress that terrorism had a space in the British consciousness and that nationalism was 

the only means to bring Britons together and make them stronger, both as individuals and 

as a nation (2013). Leonie Sandercock claims that the emphasis made on the existence of 

a menacing presence in the UK is not “a simple reflection of social reality but is a 

complicated production of that ‘reality’ through the power of discourse (from everyday 

 
21 Cameron described gang culture as that which “glorifies violence, that shows disrespect to authority, and 
that says everything about rights but nothing about responsibilities” (11 Aug. 2011). 
22 These are locations where, according to Cameron, it was standard “to have a mum and not a dad… where 
it’s normal for young men to grow up without a male role model, looking to the streets for their father 
figures, filled up with rage and anger” (15 Aug. 2011). 
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talk to advertising to official documents about the city)” (231). Discourses like Cameron’s 

are dangerous because they “influence the management and direction of change in ways 

that privilege the rights of some at the expenses of others, the sense of place of some at 

the expense of others, one group’s homely imaginary at the expense of others” (231). 

Rigby’s murder and Cameron’s announcement of his desire to hold a referendum 

on Britain’s membership in the European Union marked 2013. The politician’s 

Eurosceptic declaration aimed to renegotiate the relationship between Britain and Europe 

as well as discuss and resignify the meanings and implications of being British. Debates 

on national identity, (im)migration, race, and multiculturalism characterise the years 

before the Brexit referendum. Additionally, as Afua Hirsch comments in her research on 

Britishness, these years are saturated with narratives which stressed that immigrants were 

accountable “for the squeeze on the welfare state” (492). Ethnocultural minorities and 

immigrants, Hirsch points out, “became a toxic scapegoat for the nation’s problems, 

which sympathetic politicians were too cowardly to unpick, and far-right politicians too 

quick to exploit” (533). Adding to the discussion, Vertovec shares that pro-Brexit and 

conservative discourses emphasised that minorities’ maintenance of ties with them or 

their parents’ homelands reflected an unwillingness to integrate into British society 

(“Towards Post-Multiculturalism?” 90). These ideas, matched with anti-multiculturalism 

and anti-interculturalism discourses, prompted the UK to enter what Vertovec identifies 

as the post-multiculturalist era (90). 

 

Black British Female Writing and the Paradigms of Twenty-First Century 

Social Policies    

As I intend to show in the following chapters through the analysis of the literary 

texts that I have selected for this dissertation, interculturality is one of the major issues 
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that the emergent generation of Black British female authors deal with. In their literary 

works, these writers reveal the failures and insufficiencies of intercultural policies in 

Britain, contesting the attempt to promote “the normative standard of a homogenizing 

governance and racialized state” (Fleras 23). Alternatively, this generation of authors 

encourages the adoption of a true intercultural dialogue, one which fosters “the prospect 

of living together with differences in ways that are workable, necessary, and fair” (23). 

The promotion and execution of a truly inclusive intercultural praxis in multicultural 

Britain is, therefore, a central theme in the contemporary Black British literary canon. As 

Anim-Addo suggests, Black British writers constantly interrogate “[h]ow to address the 

ongoing changes in the political and social arena and how to articulate the presence or 

present absence of alterity against the politics and discourses of assimilation” 

(“Introduction” 14). This is indeed the case with Popoola, Marshall, James, and Snaith, 

whose debut work inserts into a literary tradition that examines and criticises the 

multicultural and intercultural paradigms as put into practice by the British State in the 

new millennium. Moreover, these authors condemn that the borderline status occupied by 

ethnocultural minorities is the outcome of Blair’s multicultural doctrine under New 

Labour, Brown’s unsuccessful implementation of intercultural dialogue, and Cameron’s 

defence of muscular liberalism and English patriotism.  

An important feature that this generation of female authors include in their novels 

and plays is a close examination of how their (semi)fictional characters are targets of 

ethnic, spatial, and patriarchal discrimination. Moreover, these writers incorporate 

references to the strategies Black, Muslim, and marginalised communities put into 

practice to subvert otherness and reconfigure intercultural dialogue. Claiming that the 

prejudice some British individuals undergo originates in the State’s failure to put into 

practice egalitarian social policies, the authors also suggest that a resignification of the 
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intercultural paradigm and the recognition of Britain’s ethnocultural diversity is the route 

to follow. The authors’ concern with interculturality resonates with Edouard Glissant’s 

affirmation in Poetics of Relation (1997) that the motor driving universal energy is 

diversity. For this reason, individuals’ differences must “be safeguarded from 

assimilations, from fashions passively accepted as the norm, and from standardized 

customs” (Glissant 30). The reformulation, then, of intercultural praxis, accompanied by 

the implementation of dialogic policies that follow the principles of openness and mutual 

respect, would transform Britain into a genuinely democratic and post-racial society.  

Recognising that there are additional means through which intercultural dialogue 

can be stimulated, this doctoral thesis shows that contemporary Black British female 

literature holds the potential to foster the values of respect and democracy and to promote 

cultural diversity. Apart from being aesthetic manifestations, the authors’ works must be 

understood as political and educational resources. My understanding of the selected 

fiction as pedagogical accounts is inspired by Covi’s affirmation that Black British 

literature nourishes “an empowering context within which to perform socially 

transformative thinking” (“Dividua” 76). In other words, the debut works of Popoola, 

Marshall, James, and Snaith subvert the hegemonic narratives that dominant sectors of 

society have developed for and about racialised communities without their consent. In 

doing so, the writers actively contribute “to uncover and destabilize structures of 

dominance and inequality,” to borrow from Lisa Marchi (30).  

Identifying the power structures behind individual and collective oppression, and 

recognising practices to counter discrimination, are elements this doctoral thesis pinpoints 

in When We Speak of Nothing, Half Breed, Cuttin’ It, and The Things We Thought We 

Knew. The ability to overcome discrimination and to be empowered links to my 

interpretation of the selected female authors as Radical Others. As Marchi observes, a 
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Radical Other emerges “not as a marginal entity but rather as a fundamental actor of the 

public and political domains, a nodal point that connects distant geographical places, 

discrepant and so far unrelated histories” (45). Covi adds that the strength of Radical 

Others originates in the negotiation of “their different positions with the power systems 

of their societies by redefining not only the alleged universality they seek to join but also 

their own particularity, which is partially imposed upon them as a category” (“Dividua” 

28). The embracement of their differences and the recognition of what makes them be 

empowered results in these minorities’ transformation into truly intercultural subjects. 

Rejecting multiculturalism, these individuals praise a real interculturalism because this 

model of governance recognises “that cultures are more fluid than ever before and that 

the interconnectedness of the world demands interaction between and within cultures to 

build trust and understanding” (Cantle 69). In other words, developing a resistance 

consciousness answers the need to dismantle those power relationships that suppress 

individuals’ achievement of identity wholeness.  

The insertion of the authors’ works into a literary tradition that redefines the praxis 

of interculturality reflects that Popoola, Marshall, James, and Snaith understand their 

hybrid identities and histories as celebratory elements and not as something they must 

reject. The act of translating their personal experiences into their texts symbolises a 

political activity where responsibility prevails. In line with this belief, and using Paola 

Zaccaria’s words, translation must be understood as “a conduit which, in opening 

languages and cultures to each other, builds bridges and helps changing nationalistic 

protective perspectives, helps healing wounds, helps uncovering and appeasing dualism 

and mistrust” (209). Through the literary representation of their lived experiences, acts of 

discrimination, and how the Black British subject resists dominant power structures, these 

authors show that the Black presence cannot continue to be regarded as alien in the UK. 
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Additionally, the writers denounce that the assimilationist policies that dominate the 

country’s political agenda violate “the integrity and dignity of the individual, whose 

cultural habits should be a matter of his or her choice alone” (Joppke 454). The debut 

works of the Black British female authors presented here are therefore intercultural 

resources which promote the fostering of dialogic relationships. Using these texts as 

pedagogical resources thus recognises and embraces Britain’s heterogeneous essence in 

all its forms, provides the means to effectuate a historical and cultural resignification, and 

approximates the Black British subject to a stage of individual and collective 

emancipation. 

 

 
  



 80 

Chapter Three 

 

Olumide Popoola’s When We Speak of Nothing (2017) 
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Author’s Biography, Introduction to the Text and Critical Reception 

Olumide Popoola is a London-based Nigerian-German writer and spoken-word 

performer. She holds a PhD in Creative Writing, a MA in Creative Writing, and a BSc in 

Ayurvedic Medicine. She has lectured in creative writing at various universities, was a 

Writer in Residence at Greenwich University for 2019/20 and is currently an Associate 

Lecturer on the post-graduate course ‘Writing for Change’ at Central Saint Martins (UAL, 

London). Popoola is the initiator and leader of Futures in the Making and is on the 

editorial board of the Riptide Journal (a mentoring scheme programme on creative 

writing for emerging LGTBQ+ writers and a journal committed to publishing innovative 

fiction by established and emergent writers, respectively). What is more, Popoola won 

the May Ayim Award (the first Black German literary award) in the category of poetry 

in 2005, and she curated Berlin’s first African literary festival, Writing in Migration 

(2018).  

While this chapter centres on Popoola’s debut novel, When We Speak of Nothing 

(2017), I must underline the author’s contributions to Black British and German literature 

in the 2010s. Some of Popoola’s most relevant publications include the novella this is not 

about sadness (2010), where she explores the relationship between two London-based 

women from South Africa and Jamaica. Popoola is also the author of Also by Mail (2013), 

a play that investigates the themes of acculturation and cultural clashes using the 

experiences of two Nigerian-German siblings. A year before the publication of her first 

novel, Popoola co-authored with Annie Holmes breach (2016), which is a collection that 

investigates the refugee crisis in Europe and gives voice to refugees living in-between 

borders. The Nigerian-German writer is also the author of the piece of creative non-fiction 

‘You can’t breathe water’, and the short story Sit Down (2021). Popoola’s work is 

included in Dialogues Across Diasporas: Women Writers, Scholars, and Activists of 
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Africana and Latina Descent in Conversation (2012), Brave New Words: The Power of 

Writing Now (2019), Un_Masking Difference: Literary Voices from Behind the Mask 

(2020), Wild Imperfections: An Anthology of Womanist Poems (2022). Her second novel, 

The Swimmer, will be published in 2023.  

This chapter investigates the concepts of ethnic, spatial, and heterosexist 

domination in When We Speak of Nothing in order to show how Popoola defends the 

benefits of intercultural dialogue. Central to my concern is Popoola’s portrayal of the 

Black British experience in London (England) and Port Harcourt (Nigeria) and the 

reconfiguration of both nations’ history from a realist and social perspective. While 

Popoola reads the novel’s protagonists as victims of identity, spatial and patriarchal 

politics, she also prioritises a version of these characters as individuals with agency. I 

propose that the author’s literary representation of bigotry acts in real-life settings 

undermines hegemonic discourses that impose the persistent subjugation of racialised 

subjects. Images of Britain as a country whose society perceives Black and Asian citizens 

as inferior individuals illustrate the correlation between discrimination and the prevention 

of hybrid identities’ empowerment. Targets of English nationalism and imperialistic 

narratives, the Black British subjects of Popoola’s novel negotiate who they are in a 

country that assumes their presence endangers an alleged sense of order and stability. 

When We Speak of Nothing investigates through the characters of Karl and Abu 

the notions of ethnicity, religion, spatiality and sexuality in the context of 2011 England. 

The novel is set at this historical time because there are events that significantly marked 

British history during this year. Popoola witnessed the aftermath of this significant year 

in British society through her work in a community centre in King’s Cross, London. Her 

proximity with marginalised communities and, more specifically, young men made her 

aware of the need to deconstruct the association between London’s Black and Asian 
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youth, on the one hand, and criminality, on the other. Fascinated by the tenderness that 

characterised the relationships and interactions between these young men, Popoola shares 

that she desired to deconstruct stereotyping accounts and to explore “the other side that 

we don’t see” (Spotlite 5:26–5:29). The writer also observed the impact that the economic 

recession was having among the most marginalised communities, the effect that the city’s 

transformation into a gentrified location was having on the local population, and the 

population’s reaction to Duggan’s murder by the police. Seeking to remain loyal to the 

people who attended the community centre and to translate personal experience into the 

text, Popoola uses the characters of Karl and Abu to explore how Black Britons feel 

obliged to negotiate their identities from a young age.  

In line with the historical setting of the early 2010s, Popoola portrays that, 

although the characters find themselves in oppressive environments that constrain their 

development into individuals with agency and autonomy, Karl and Abu’s identities are 

constantly evolving. The movement between England and Nigeria allows the characters 

to emotionally progress as they call into question overriding and negative stereotypes that 

seek to prevent the empowerment of the mixed-race, Black, and Asian communities 

within the UK. More specifically, Popoola reflects that the protagonists’ development of 

a resistance consciousness against institutional racism materialises when they immerse 

themselves in academic, social, emotional, familial, and physical activities. The adoption 

of what I identify as subversive strategies and the maturation of a resistance consciousness 

in Karl and Abu serves the Nigerian-German author to raise awareness on three matters. 

First, there exists an urgent need to recognise alternative ways of interpreting national 

and gender identity in the twenty-first century. Second, that Britain’s current approach to 

the intercultural paradigm is inadequate because Black and Asian citizens continue to be 

the targets of political otherness. Third and finally, that the Black British modern subject 
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(represented by Karl and Abu in When We Speak of Nothing) refuses to be placed at a 

marginal place within British society. 

Authors who have critically interrogated Popoola’s novel are Felipe Espinoza 

Garrido and Julian Wacker in ‘Frontline Fictions’, and Nurayn Fola Alimi in ‘Negotiating 

Identity’. Espinoza Garrido and Wacker’s research focuses on the evolution of the Black 

British literary canon and pays specific attention to the inner-city fiction genre. Of 

increased popularity in the 1990s, this literary style often represents locations like council 

estates, urban landscapes, and the street. Moreover, the literary productions that portray 

these inner-city realities tend to draw an association between marginalised individuals 

and the music genre of grime. Influenced by the music styles of garage, jungle and 

dubstep, grime “provided a fruitful ground for young, aspiring black musicians to explore 

new ways of expression” in the early 2000s (613). One of the reasons that explain grime’s 

popularity among marginalised inner-city communities is that musicians with a 

background as council estates’ residents, such as Dizzee Rascal, Wiley, Kano or Lethal 

Bizzle, overcame personal circumstances and achieved international success in the 

twenty-first century. Suggesting that grime has come to reclaim “the estate as both a 

spatial entity and a signifier in public discourse,” the critics claim that council tenants 

find they can relate to some of the content that appears in grime’s lyrics (613). This 

association, added to the “sharp, angry, and defiant audiovisual” of grime music videos, 

negatively impact inner-city tenants (613). More specifically, young Black and Asian 

men internalise the belief that to survive the State’s subjugation and overcome their 

discrimination, they must adopt hypermasculine and sometimes violent behaviour, as 

grime artists did. 

Espinoza Garrido and Wacker also highlight that Popoola’s portrayal of inner-city 

spaces in multicultural London contrasts with domineering representations of the 
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frontline lifestyle in the work of Black British writers. The critics celebrate the author’s 

purposeful dissociation of council estates from grime and masculinity and point out that 

Karl enables Popoola to traverse the frontline and queer this imaginary. The teenager’s 

eventual endorsement of his gender identity as a trans man complicates the overriding 

representation of these housing enclaves as hypermasculine locations (615). In addition, 

the voice of Karl and the adoption of silence to sometimes communicate his thoughts 

contribute to the discussion of Britain’s council estates as problematic areas for non-

conforming voices. Silence is, in fact, a motif that “stresses the importance of voices like 

Karl’s that are often drowned out in discussions of estate experience as well as grime 

culture as a whole” (615-616). 

Adding to the discussion of Popoola’s novel, Alimi investigates how sexuality 

and gender are essential indexes in the formation of Karl as an African in a diasporic 

sense. The fluidity of his being marks the protagonist’s quest for identity as a mixed-race 

teenager when he travels to Nigeria to meet his unknown father. His dual heritage places 

Karl in a position where he must continually negotiate his identity. While Alimi admits 

the relevance urban London has for the teenager’s identity, she observes it is in Port 

Harcourt where Karl’s “anticipation of attaining cultural wholeness begins to germinate” 

(22). The description of the Nigerian city as a place where Karl reconciles with himself 

serves Popoola to deconstruct readings of Nigerian society as apprehensive towards the 

trans experience. Moreover, the relationship with a girl, Janoma, and other positive 

encounters with the local population enable Karl to acknowledge himself “as a human 

being - a man” (23). 

This chapter relates to Espinoza Garrido and Wacker in that it includes a reading 

of Karl as someone who destabilises council estates’ association with the notions of 

masculinity, heteronormativity, and virility. Additionally, my discussion of the novel 
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echoes Alimi’s interpretation of Port Harcourt as the location where Karl becomes aware 

of the need to empower himself. Because of the limited critical scholarship on When We 

Speak of Nothing, this thesis contributes to the examination of how ethnic, spatial, and 

gender discrimination affects Karl’s identity formation in the context of Britain and 

Nigeria. My analysis also includes readings of Abu as someone whose South-Asian 

heritage and religion determine his sense of estrangement in the UK. As in Karl’s case, 

Abu transforms into a courageous teenager with a willingness to put an end to institutional 

racism. My contribution will be an exploration of how Popoola’s multi-ethnic 

representation condemns intolerance and honours the hybrid modern Black British 

subject as one with the potential to redefine intercultural dialogue. 

 

Ethnic Discrimination 

Set in the British capital and the Nigerian regions of Port Harcourt and Ogoniland, 

When We Speak of Nothing portrays the relationship between ethnicity and displacement 

through the character of Karl. Introduced to the reader as a Londoner, millennial, trans 

and mixed-race teenager, Karl grows up conceptualising his dual heritage as a burden. 

The son of a white British mother called Rebecca and a black Nigerian and absent father 

named Adebanjo, Karl understands his hybridness as the root of his otherness. The 

narrator validates the teenager’s interpretation of his ethnicity when he describes Karl as 

someone with “some proper issues: mixed kid with white mum and all. No dad. Ever” 

(19). A victim of a public narrative that celebrates racial purity and associates Englishness 

with whiteness, the protagonist is the target of discriminatory practices in diverse settings 

that accentuate the physical and mental disruption he undergoes in his hometown. Karl’s 

characterisation as someone surrounded by “too many questions” (81) serves Popoola to 
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denounce that despite Britain being a multicultural space, the country continues to be 

dominated by oppressive racial politics that exacerbate Karl’s feeling of marginalisation.  

The reader discovers Karl’s history and relationship with his relatives through the 

teenager’s mother. Like Karl, Rebecca was born into a working-class family that did not 

have many working or living opportunities. In need to find different realities, Karl’s 

mother decided she had to run away from her “family to some country in West Africa 

they had never heard of” to develop herself (242). While she volunteered in Nigeria, 

Karl’s mother met a Nigerian man called Adebanjo and, after a short relationship with 

her Nigerian lover, she got pregnant. Although unplanned, Karl became to his mother “[a] 

lucky accident” and the best part of her short relationship with Adebanjo (238). When 

both mother and son moved to London, Rebecca waited for Adebanjo to come, but she 

could not get hold of him. Karl’s uncle, Tunde, was initially in charge of making excuses 

for his brother until the day he confessed to Rebecca that Adebanjo “had moved on. 

Straight away. Met his wife. Her family were well off; they had opportunities for him” 

(242). From then on, Karl’s mother “stayed main parent . . . even in those rare times when 

a depression shut her away for weeks” (30). 

Raised by Rebecca alone, Karl grows up believing he “had no dad. That mum 

didn’t know him or he was such an arsehole that she couldn’t even talk about him” (27). 

The absence of a paternal figure is among the causes that explain Karl’s need to run away 

from an early age. The character’s necessity to evade reality can also be explained because 

his mother is not around as much as the teenager would have liked. What justifies 

Rebecca’s absences is not that she does not want to spend time with his son, but that she 

“[c]ouldn’t really be there for him like proper because she was in hospital” (22). Abu 

speaks of these circumstances when he shares that Rebecca “was not around much. 

Meaning available. Mentally. Always worn out, always in pain. Often down, but proper” 
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(19). From Abu’s perspective, the consequence of these absences is that Karl “was 

missing some of that processing talk you were supposed to do with your parents” (19). 

When Rebecca is unwell and unable to supervise Karl, the people who take care of the 

teenager are Godfrey (a social worker), his friend Abu, Abu’s family, and the girls from 

school. However, these people’s help “wasn’t enough” for the teenager (22). 

The unsatisfactory relationship between Karl and Rebecca is balanced, to a certain 

extent, by the emotional and legal support Karl receives from Godfrey and Mama Abu. 

A sporty and stocking Trinidadian man in his thirties, Godfrey is described as “a nice type 

of guy. Proper solid, who believed in the right side of things. That you could find it with 

the right amount of effort, the right amount of care” (26). Previous to Godfrey obtaining 

Karl’s special guardianship, there had been times when the adult “had taken [Karl] home 

and kept there when things were difficult” (26). This was before Godfrey and Karl had 

“the arrangement that involved calling him when things went downhill with Rebecca” 

(26). Complementing Godfrey’s role is Abu’s mother, who eventually becomes Karl’s 

kinship carer. These adults’ support represents “[a] group effort to get this thing safely to 

the other side: Karl’s growing up” (26). However, as Karl reveals, these adults’ support 

was not always enough, and he continued to feel the need “to run. At night. Away. Not 

to disappear, just to run” (21).  

While the relationship between Karl and Rebecca in the first pages of When We 

Speak of Nothing is not particularly negative, an emotional rupture between son and 

mother happens on the day Karl finds a letter that is signed by a man called T and who is 

writing from Ikeja (Lagos, Nigeria). As the teenager later finds out, T is his uncle, and he 

is writing Rebecca to let her know that his brother, who has had an injury, knows of Karl’s 

existence and wishes to meet him. “Inside Karl,” the narrator notes, “things sank. The 

heart, the stomach, the lung. All fell, crashing hard, pushing out the shallow bit of air” 
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(25). What annoys Karl the most is discovering that his mother had lied to him during his 

whole life and that she had always avoided discussing anything that had to do with the 

father figure or that side of the family (27). The teenager’s anger is further aggravated 

when Uncle T is in London and tells Godfrey that, from day one, Rebecca tried to cut ties 

with him and did not want to let Adebanjo know about Karl’s existence (32).  

As expected, Karl’s relationship with Rebecca gradually worsens. This can be 

seen in the teenager’s decision to end the joint counselling sessions. Taking place every 

now and then, the meetings are “supposed to be a catching up to see if everything was 

still going well” (30). Although these sessions are helpful for both son and mother, Karl’s 

predisposition to these meetings following the father’s discovery changed. Without the 

energy to attend the meetings or confront his mother about his discovery, Karl asks 

Rebecca to leave therapy. Unhappy about this decision, Karl’s mother finally accepts 

Karl’s request because she knows her son is not letting her in his life. Adding to the 

exploration of how the relationship between son and mother changes after the father’s 

discovery, attention must also be drawn to Karl’s decision to lie to his mum. Instead of 

telling her that he is going to visit Nigeria, the teenager tells Rebecca, “Mum, I’ll be away 

for a couple of weeks. Godfrey and me thought it would be good for me to go on this 

programme-like thing. Get some perspective on where I want to be with my life” (45). 

Adding to the exploration of Karl’s feeling of alienation in Britain and Popoola’s 

investigation of ethnic discrimination, Karl’s interpretation of his Black ancestry deserves 

attention. As the narrator reports throughout the novel, the teenager’s ethnicity determines 

his relation to the British nation and the country’s citizens. An example of this idea can 

be seen when Karl compares himself to his mother and shares an interpretation of his dual 

heritage as a disadvantage. More specifically, he distinguishes that while physical and 

mental illnesses condition Rebecca’s life, his life revolves around external agents who 
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dictate whether or not he is British enough because of his Blackness. Borrowing from 

Karl when referring to his mother, “Me and her don’t have the same bloody life. If it’s 

not the wannabes, it’s the bloody police” (27). The teenager’s awareness of race and 

ethnicity shaping his day-to-day is further available when Karl shares with Godfrey his 

opinion about the police. From the teenager’s perspective, the police is an institutionally 

racist force that preconceives that citizens of Black and Asian heritage are “always 

causing trouble” (27). Similar opinions are expressed when Karl shares his wishes to visit 

his father’s home in Nigeria. In the eyes of the London-based teenager, he believes the 

African country will provide him with a history of belonging that he cannot obtain in the 

UK. The willingness to overcome this sense of displacement is presented when Karl 

points out, “Would be nice to experience something else for a change. Not be suspicious. 

For a minute” (27).  

Karl’s ethnicity is not only examined in the context of urban London but also in 

Nigeria. In the same way that the teenager’s Blackness reinforces his borderline status in 

the British capital, Karl comes to conceive his whiteness as a burden in his father’s 

country. To validate the teenager’s perception, Popoola describes Karl’s relation to 

language upon arrival to Nigeria and how he feels out of place when he lands in the 

African nation. Drawing the attention of those at the airport, Karl feels extremely 

overwhelmed, for the people around him are “staring at [him] and smiling and saying 

things he could not comprehend because his ears were not cooperating” (64). Unable to 

make out individual sounds, the noise “faded away, and he saw moving mouths in slo-

mo, the volume turned off” (64). Contrasting with the teenager, who is visiting Nigeria 

for the first time in his life and has no relationship with his father’s side of the family, 

everyone else seems to know “what to do, where to be” (57). On their phones and in 

control of the situation, these people are “talking, telling of the arrival, asking where 
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pickups were” (57). The people who draw Karl’s attention the most are a group of 

students who are “in the trendiest sportswear, speaking into the latest mobiles, pushing 

pats him while joking and egging each other on” (57). What calls Karl’s attention the 

most is that the group of students “were purposeful people with determined looks who 

didn’t deviate from their way out. They pushed through the crowd with long strides” (57). 

Surrounded by people who are speaking “in raised voices and accents and languages [he] 

didn’t understand,” Karl feels lost, scared, and out of place in this new environment (64). 

Another occasion that reflects Karl’s disassociation with the country’s history and 

the language is when John, who is Adebanjo’s assistant and a distant cousin of Uncle T’s 

wife, expresses his frustration with the NEPA. While the acronym officially stands for 

the National Electric Power Authority, Popoola centres on the unofficial meaning of this 

abbreviation, which is Never Ever Power at All. It could be that the author’s reference to 

the lighting condition serves to condemn, firstly, that despite Nigeria being among the top 

energy producers on a global scale, the country’s population does not always have 

electricity, and some people do not even have access to this utility. Secondly, Popoola’s 

reference to the electricity company discloses Karl’s feeling of alienation because, 

although he is half-Nigerian, he is unaware of this issue. Frustrated about his ignorance 

and John’s assumption that he knows about the NEPA, Karl thinks to himself, “[l]ike I’m 

supposed to know what you mean” (66). On another occasion, when John is speaking of 

the ins and outs of Nigeria, Karl feels forced to interrupt his father’s assistant every other 

sentence and ask for clarification.23 The words the adult is using do not sound familiar to 

Karl, who ends up reasoning that he may not understand John because he speaks in his 

own language, forgetting that Karl is from London, and that Nigerian English and 

standard English have different pronunciations (95). Echoing the feeling of confusion 

 
23 “Pardon me. I’m really sorry, I didn’t quite understand” (95). 
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when he speaks to John, Karl notes that since his arrival to Nigeria, Uncle T’s comments 

go over his head most of the time (66). To validate this view, the narrator describes the 

journey from the airport to Adebanjo’s home. Sat in the front seat, Tunde tells Karl, “This 

is the airport road. This is this. This is another this. And this info belongs to this another 

this. It is related to that (story etc.) and ah you will understand later. You see here? 

Another this” (64). While Karl appreciates his uncle’s efforts to teach him about the new 

environment and “tried to take in the scenes, the sound the cricket made in the fading 

light,” he is unable to “hear his words properly, brain racing so hard there was no space 

for them to enter” (64). As the narrator further adds, “[a]ll Karl could see of him was the 

back of his head, turning when explaining why the roads were so bad, which area this 

was” (65). 

Further references to Karl’s feeling of estrangement are expressed when he finds 

himself in the streets of Port Harcourt. The protagonist’s white skin captivates John’s 

neighbours. At the same time, Karl also feels attracted by the people who surround him, 

particularly the children who are “playing and shrieking and waving and looking at Karl 

with open mouths” (90). There are also beggars “with all sorts of limbs missing, waving 

half an arm or a deformed leg in front of the window” (91). Apart from the kids and the 

beggars, the car is surrounded by women and men shouting and “trying to sell Karl a hand 

vacuum cleaner or CDs or handkerchiefs or second-hand books and magazines or ‘pure 

water’ (which John said was not as good as bottled and . . . just for the locals), or crips or 

sweets and a million other things” (91). Soon Karl becomes aware that his presence is the 

locals’ main attraction because he is “[t]he one sticking out, being random in all the 

chaos” (90). As it had previously happened with John’s neighbours, the teenager gets 

embarrassed and feels out of place when he first meets Janoma’s auntie. Holding his face 

in her hands, the old lady refers to Karl as a “[f]ine yellow boy,” and, referring to his 
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parents, she claims, “[S]o they neva give you full colour? Dey finish de thing before they 

could drop the right amount?” (173). Encounters with the local population (the children 

and Janoma’s relative, in this case) make the British-Nigerian teenager feel uneasy 

because they are a reminder of how different he is from John, his neighbours, and the rest 

of the Nigerian population. This opinion is emphasised when Karl compares himself to 

the children he meets and affirms that, unlike him, Nigerian children are “fully inside. 

Their own skin. Nothing spilled over, nothing shrank inside. Comfortable. Abundant. 

Themselves” (90). The teenager’s comments regarding how the local population interact 

with him enable Popoola to portray how this character’s whiteness stands out in Nigeria 

in the same way his Blackness excludes him from Britain’s narrative of belonging.  

Karl’s friendship with Nakale, a young Nigerian-based activist, also assists 

Popoola’s portrayal of the protagonist’s alienation in Nigeria. Nakale makes Karl aware 

that his whiteness and hybridness symbolise a burden, as well as being a safety concern 

in some regions of Nigeria. These ideas are perceived when both friends go to the 

southern areas of the country and stop on the side of a bridge where they see “some proper 

dramatic Shell lights, just behind the village” (119). Laughing and making jokes to each 

other, Nakale and Karl find themselves surrounded by twenty-five small-village boys who 

demand the Londoner to give him the money he carries with him. These children’s initial 

belief is that Karl is a journalist or is related to the oil companies. However, he is just “a 

small college boy, unlikely to be connected to any of the oil giants, or he would not have 

been seen on some rattling old okada, in the middle of this lonely rural road” (121). This 

unfortunate event, which has never happened to Nakale before, makes Karl aware of the 

precautions people need to make when they are with him because, as the Nigerian activist 

tells his new friend, “You are not from here” (107). Aware of his limitations in his father’s 

country, Karl sarcastically compares himself to a walking cash point and claims that to 
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be light-skinned in Nigeria implies that “[y]ou don’t blend with the locals. No fucking 

chance. However annoying that was” (107).  

Karl’s hybrid identity and feeling of unbelonging are also examined when he 

questions his national alliances. Although the teenager grows up without an African 

consciousness, it is in Nigeria where he wonders if he can refer to this nation as ‘home’, 

or if England is his only available motherland. Karl’s new attitude towards national 

identity can be seen when he thanks his uncle for making an effort to bring him to Nigeria 

and for allowing him to meet his father and this side of the family. Tunde’s actions are of 

significant value because, to borrow from his words, “[t]hree months ago I didn’t even 

know that there was such a thing as my country. Obviously it’s not my country, I just 

mean…” (70). The hesitancy articulated by Karl when he uses the pronoun ‘my’ to speak 

of Nigeria reflects he has been both culturally and mentally deprived of this land. The 

pronoun selection also demonstrates the teenager’s uneasiness in claiming this territory 

as a part of his national identity.  

When Karl flies back home from Nigeria, he also expresses a feeling of 

displacement, even though London is the city where Karl has lived all his life. Sitting 

down on a bench by himself and facing a little park, the teenager expresses that the city 

seems strange because, although he knows those streets like the back of his hand, his body 

feels strange in this environment (206). Contrasting with the feeling of otherness he 

undergoes in London, Port Harcourt enables Karl to be himself “[w]ithout the bloody 

street telling [him] otherwise” (209). Adding to the idea that Nigeria provides the male 

character with a narrative of belonging that is unavailable to him in his hometown, the 

teenager tells his mother that, before the visit to Nigeria, he felt as if there was nowhere 

in London where he could breathe (239). While he appreciates everyone’s support, Karl 



 95 

notes that the reason why he cannot achieve wholeness in London is that people conceive 

him as “the problem that needs to be taken care of, that needs to be protected” (239). 

Abu’s feelings of displacement also enable Popoola to call the readers’ attention 

towards racial discrimination in London. Throughout this character, the author of When 

We Speak of Nothing investigates the implications of being British, Muslim, and of Asian 

descent in the twenty-first century. Abu’s experiences of prejudice enable the Nigerian-

German author to condemn those narratives which describe British Muslims as strangers 

and as threats to the British community. The representation of the teenager as a victim of 

intolerable racist aggressions in public locations reflects that the British system backs the 

segregation of those who do not conform to the white British norm through identity 

politics.  

A target of physical and verbal bullying, Abu develops a high degree of awareness 

regarding the people surrounding him. The narrator informs that the eyes of this character 

are busy most of the time, “always moving, checking here, there, everywhere and missing 

lots by being all that hectic” (8). Additionally, “[h]is ears pointed forward slightly like he 

was some digital receiving device” (8). Insecure in the streets of his hometown, Abu is 

always vigilant because he wants to prevent being physically and verbally assaulted. 

Validating the character’s need to be constantly aware is the occasion when three 

wannabes jump Karl and Abu at the corner of Leigh Street. While Karl is the target of 

transphobic attacks, the wannabes make racist comments to Abu and tell him “things that 

shouldn’t be said in front of anyone” (8). Following the verbal confrontation, and aiming 

to prevent Karl from being physically assaulted, “Abu got his jewels kicked. Very neatly” 

(8).  

Later in the novel, Abu denounces that “[t]here was no place for no black or Asian 

youth in London,” (93) among other reasons because the police do not do enough to 
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prevent or condemn racially motivated attacks. From Abu’s perspective, the police do not 

assist racialised and marginalised communities, and their passiveness towards racial 

aggressions contribute to ethnic minorities’ marginalisation and alienation. The teenager 

expresses these views when, after the wannabes had beaten him, he and Karl receive no 

help from the nearby police. This lack of support leads Abu to proclaim that “coppers and 

sorts didn’t like brown or black people. Avoid or find a way around” (19).  

The racial attack Abu suffers with his friends outside Chicken Cottage illustrates 

the adverse impact overriding narratives and stereotypes have on brown and Muslim 

teenagers. It is while the teenagers are waiting for the food to be served that Abu feels 

“something behind him, someone coughing” (40). Unable to react to what is happening, 

the teenager’s “legs gave a little, pushed from behind” (40). Physically attacked, Abu 

turns around and finds “[a]n older man with a Zimmer frame [who] was stuck between 

the entrance to the corner shop and Abu” (40). Despite there being “a lot of sideways for 

every centimetre forward,” the old man centres his attention on Abu and mutters, “Taking 

over. Everywhere” (40). The teenager’s reaction to the man’s comment is to step out of 

the way and apologise to the man. However, Abu fails in his attempt for the man does not 

let the teenager finish his sentence and refers to him as “[b]loody Paki” (40). Said with a 

tone that is “[n]ot tight enough to draw the attention beyond Abu,” the comment harms 

the teenager (40). Tired and with no energy to answer, Abu leaves the fast-food 

establishment. The fact that Abu is the only person who draws this man’s attention serves 

Popoola to denounce the use of racial and offensive terminology and to explore the 

tensions between the British Muslim community and some British citizens. The 

representation of the teenager as a victim of hateful discourses answers the need to 

condemn those individuals who do not let British Muslims like Abu belong to the city 
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where they were born, where they grew up and, most importantly, which constitutes the 

only social environment that is available to them in terms of home and belonging. 

Another episode which illustrates ethnic prejudice happens when Abu declines to 

go with his classmates to a shop in Camden to look for discounted trainers. Irritated about 

the plan, Abu questions why his peers even consider going to a place where the 

“[s]hopkeeper is just going to follow us around” (18). Not willing to put himself in this 

situation, Abu tells the others, “Can’t take the hassle of being called a thief just ’cause I 

want to look at some clothes” (18). Abu’s reasoning and decision not to join the others 

reflect that he has developed a double consciousness. This awareness enables him to 

recognise a risk and accept that he is not welcomed in some places. Here Popoola’s 

capturing of Abu’s thoughts denounces that interpretations of marginalised individuals as 

actors who signify a threat to public order deprive individuals of “the right to performance 

and identity formation” (Lumsden 179). 

Abu’s awareness of the association that exists between Blackness, threat, and 

robberies is motivated by his personal experiences as there is an occasion when he is a 

target of racial profiling. This incident occurs at the tech shop where Abu goes at Mama 

Abu’s request in order to get some Skype headphones for Karl’s mother (84). In the shop, 

the narrator describes Abu walking through the aisles and stopping where the new 

headphones are. It is when he is holding the new Samsung Galaxy in his hand that he 

realises that “[t]he customer service person had followed him” (85). Uncomfortable about 

this presence and his actions, Abu turns around and asks the member of staff if he is 

looking for something or if, alternatively, he can be of any assistance. The teenager’s 

questions, which initially obtain “[n]o answer, no laugh, no laughing,” are answered when 

Abu moves further down the aisles and tries some headphones (85). At that point, the 

customer service person tells Abu that those devices are for clients and that if he wants to 
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try them on, he has to buy what is in the shop. Irritated about the comment and the 

assumption that he is not a customer, Abu confronts the shop manager stating, “Your 

colleague needs to keep his stereotypes to himself. Fucking racist” (85). Not willing to 

abandon the shop without taking further actions, the teenager tells the customer service 

person, “You need to stop that, you know. I will report you. No need to follow anyone on 

discriminatory assumption” (85).  

The segregation Abu encounters in this public location shows how power 

dynamics and discourses of hate influence one’s identity formation. Abu’s refusal to go 

to the Camden shop and the hostile customer service he experiences at the tech store 

demonstrate Abu’s internalised inferiority-complex because of racial profiling and thus 

social exclusion. This practice implies that, although shops are public spaces, owners can 

dictate whether an individual is suitable to be there. This decision can result in the racially 

targeted person’s need to shy away from an activity to which everyone should be entitled. 

Additionally, an exploration of Abu’s relationship to these public establishments reveals 

that while middle-class communities are identified as the most likely potential customers, 

racialised and other minorities are the victims of discriminatory narratives that position 

them as individuals who display deviant and threatening behaviours. 

Another occasion when Abu is a victim of racial profiling is when, following the 

murder of Duggan, he decides to join the London riots. On this occasion, Abu’s ethnicity 

and clothing on the bus attract the passengers’ attention. Although most of the people 

who are present at the scene remain quiet, there is an old lady that says to Abu, “You 

people are a disgrace” (146). I suggest that Popoola’s aim when giving voice to this lady’s 

opinion is to denounce that, as a racialised youth, Abu is narratively constructed as a 

criminal. The old lady’s interpretation is problematic because it reproduces myths and 

stereotypes that are based on racist and classist assumptions and because it transforms the 



 99 

Black and Asian communities into “the prime target of a control apparatus and a political 

discourse that effectively curtails their rights” (De Backer et al. 7). Abu’s reaction to the 

old lady’s comment is to laugh, which we can interpret as a mechanism of protection. 

Normalising the situation, Abu shares that he is used to these comments. Sometimes, 

these are “said out loud, like here” (146). However, people do not dare to express their 

racist remarks on most occasions and opt to give hateful stares that denote they believe 

he is a threat.24   

The analysis of ethnic discrimination in When We Speak of Nothing confirms 

therefore that individuals of Black and Asian heritage are constructed as objects of threat 

within the British context. The London-based teenagers know that their ethnicities place 

them outside Britain’s narrative of belonging and that their hybrid identities impede their 

transformation into individuals with agency. In the case of Karl, I have examined how he 

perceives his dual heritage as a burden in England and Nigeria. While in London, Karl is 

a victim of political displacement due to his Nigerian ancestry. At the same time, his 

whiteness does not grant him full access to a Nigerian identity. It is the feeling of not 

being from one country or the other that leads Karl to describe himself as someone who 

is not “fully inside” (90). Complementary, my reading of Abu has been centred on how 

the character’s religious affiliations and his South-Asian heritage are elements that 

distance him from the notion of ‘Englishness’. Victim of unpunished slurs and racial 

profiling, Abu navigates his identity as a British Muslim man in a tense environment, for 

he grows aware of the construction of his identity as an individual who could potentially 

symbolise a threat.  

 

 

 
24 “Most of the times it was the stare. You. People. A threat. Hateful looks are a given if you walk around 
like me, Abu thought” (146). 
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Spatial Confinement 

As explored in the previous section, Karl and Abu are victims of discriminatory 

discourses and practices because the English nation has discursively constructed Black 

and Asian citizens as menacing presences. Targets of a narrative that associates 

Englishness with whiteness, the protagonists of When We Speak of Nothing are pushed 

away from discourses of national identity and are unable to attain a sense of belonging in 

their home country. In this subchapter, I put forward the idea that Karl and Abu’s 

perception of themselves as the unwanted Other also finds its roots in their experience of 

spatial confinement in the British capital. I propose understanding this type of exclusion 

as a strategy used by the dominant sectors of society to segregate and subordinate ethnic 

minorities and marginalised communities to specific geographical locations, fostering the 

creation of social ghettos and homogeneous areas in the process. 

The concept of spatial confinement corresponds with Katherine McKittrick’s 

views on prevailing social organisations. The critic remarks that the current order gives 

“coherency and rationality to uneven geographic processes and arrangements” (6). These 

locations, McKittrick adds, bear the potential to “reiterate social class distinctions, race 

and gender segregation, and (in)accessibility to and from specific districts” (6). My 

reading of Popoola’s novel discloses that London is systematised spatially according to 

systems of domination that seek to restrict the self-growth of marginalised individuals. 

These are systems that, as McKittrick comments, “have a stake in the continued 

objectification of social spaces, social beings, and social systems” (16). Victims of these 

arrangements, economically and socially deprived communities are spatially confined to 

neighbourhoods marked by the presence of council estates. 

Abu and Karl’s interpretations of council buildings reflect that these spatial 

locations directly impact the formation of the modern Black British subject as a target of 
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oppression and segregation. I also draw my attention to representations of spatial 

confinement in Port Harcourt and Ogoniland. Karl’s interactions with local dwellers 

allow him to outline a connection between experiences of spatial segregation in London 

and the southern regions of Nigeria. More specifically, Popoola portrays how Nigeria’s 

dominant society prioritises the wealth of a minority over the general well-being of the 

majority. To do so, the Nigerian government and its allies spatially confine and segregate 

the residents of Port Harcourt and Ogoniland to underprivileged areas. 

Karl and Abu’s homes are the first locations to which we should draw attention 

as they illuminate the theme of spatial dislocation. Underpinning this analysis is Nikos 

Papastergiadis’ indication that one’s home not only offers “physical protection and 

market value” but is also “a place where personal and social meanings are grounded” (Al-

Ali 7). In the case of Abu, he describes the flat where he lives as “his own heaven of 

brick, mortar and a whole load of cement” (179). Popoola deliberately uses Abu’s ironic 

tone when he refers to where he lives to raise awareness of how the building’s brutalist 

aesthetic reinforces the teenager’s feeling of marginalisation and otherness. The low-cost 

materials used for the building go hand in hand with the mediocre and small dimensions 

of the flat where Abu lives with his parents and his twin siblings. The teenager’s room is 

described as a box space with “a fold-up mattress next to Abu’s single bed,” where Karl 

sleeps when he stays over (15). Although not big enough, Abu declares his room is 

“liveable for the two of them” (16). Another quality of this flat is that it has not been 

renovated for a long time. To emphasise this circumstance, the narrator describes the 

pattern of the kitchen floor as “rubbed out by too many chairs scratching over the 

linoleum” (52). The brown and beige geometric design that once decorated the floor “had 

become indistinct. Washed out” (53). 
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Like Abu’s home, Karl’s flat has not been reconditioned for a long time because 

of Rebecca’s complex monetary situation. The family’s economic struggles are reflected 

when the narrator draws attention to the window frame. Old and made of wood, this frame 

had “started to crack over the years” (25) but cannot be replaced because Karl’s mother 

is not economically solvent. Financial hardship is further illustrated when the narrator 

informs about the laptop Karl uses. Unable to afford this device, the teenager is able to 

buy a laptop with the money that “had come through some government scheme for single, 

disadvantaged mums” (23-24). Despite Karl being almost eighteen, he and Rebecca had 

“been eligible and after endless paperwork they’d been hooked up with the essential 

twenty-first-century gadget courtesy of the taking-care-of-those-less-fortunate charity-

type scheme” (24). However, the scheme money does not cover the costs of a new desk, 

and Rebecca ends up buying with her money a second-hand Ikea desk “made of white, 

plastic-coated MDF” (24). Adding to the exploration of Karl and his living circumstances, 

the reader learns that a characteristic of the teenager’s flat is its small dimensions, 

particularly as he sarcastically mentions that his efforts to hide from his mother at their 

flat are pointless (28). To borrow from the teenager, “You couldn’t get lost in their one-

point-five-mini bedroom mansion. Everywhere was present. Like over the top” (28). The 

focus on Karl’s home serves Popoola to illustrate how limited space can affect one’s 

frame of mind. Originally built to accommodate the working-class population, council 

estates are now home to people who, like Rebecca and Karl, are at risk of welfare 

dependency.  

Like Abu and Karl, Abu’s father undergoes a feeling of psychological entrapment 

in his home. Described as “a serious-looking man” with “[k]ind eyes but tired face that 

made it look sad, always looking at you slightly too long,” Abu’s dad speaks of his feeling 

of dispossession in a conversation he has with Karl (51). In the dialogue with his son’s 
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friend, Baba Abu shares that he was born and grew up with his family in the same place 

where he now lives with his wife and his three children. Abu’s dad is vocal about the 

distress he feels, particularly as he confesses, “You know, I never thought I’d end up here. 

. . . In a little council flat where you can see your neighbours doing all sorts of things” 

(51). Baba Abu’s longing for a sense of ownership and privacy reflects that, although the 

council flat supplies him and his family with physical security, the building is also a 

reminder of his self-entrapment and marginalised status as a second-class citizen. The 

inability to move houses or afford another property equally frustrates Abu, who shows 

great affection for his father and his efforts for the family’s prosperity. The long night 

shifts at work and the very few days off Abu’s dad gets are among the reasons why the 

teenager joined the 2011 riots. As Abu tells his friend Nalini, the previous governments 

had handled the economic crisis in a way that had severely impacted his father’s 

generation. This is an age group Abu describes to be working “all the time, thinking they 

got something. And they put a bit in the bank and think that one day it’s gonna be better. 

Better for us, like their children” (178). Unfortunately, this is not the case because the 

government prioritised saving the banks and reduced the financial aid families of 

working-class backgrounds received. Another outcome of the economic crisis was the 

halting of financial aid to youth centres which had previously supplied a safe space for 

working-class children (178). Consequently, these centres closed down, leaving the 

youngest generations with no appropriate space to socialise.  

The character of Afsana, who is Karl and Abu’s friend, and her living 

circumstances also allow Popoola to address the physical and mental implications that 

derive from young tenants’ entrapment in isolated neighbourhoods. The reader learns 

about this teenager’s confinement when Nalini, Abu, and Karl meet with Afsana “in the 

little green bit between the estates” where her flat is (38). The group of friends cannot 
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meet in another location because Afsana has to babysit her younger brother almost every 

weekend and to pick him up from school during the week (38). Comparing herself to 

other girls her age, Afsana would rather spend her free time thinking, chilling, or doing 

her nails (38). Although Karl is understanding of his friend’s frustration, he also reminds 

Afsana that, while she is babysitting her brother, her older sister is looking after the house 

and helping their dad (39). As the reader discovers, Afsana’s father suffered a stroke, 

altering the family dynamics. Previously unemployed, Afsana’s “mother was working 

now and both Afsana and her older sister needed to help out more” (39). Popoola’s 

description of Afsana and her new routines in the aftermath of her father’s stroke 

represent economically disadvantaged families who do not receive aid from the estate and 

thus suffer a double burden. Additionally, the portrayal of the economic hardship that 

affects this teenager and her family enables the author to outline a connection between 

Afsana’s limited freedom, lack of agency and individuality, and her need to remain in or 

nearby her estate. In line with these ideas, council estates represent a reflection and a 

reminder of the teenager’s low status within urban society. 

We should also pay attention to how spatial organisation influences the 

construction of the Black British identity and, more specifically, how council housing 

arrangements mark this formation. In their analysis of When We Speak of Nothing, 

Espinoza Garrido and Wacker celebrate that Karl deconstructs the portrayal of council 

estates as hypermasculine locations (65). This depiction enables Popoola to subvert the 

typical representation of estate inhabitants “as passive actors in a fatalistic narrative” 

(Beswick, “Council Estate” 426). I add that, while it is true that Karl contributes to the 

queerness of council housing, Abu’s views on these types of housing enclaves contribute 

to a stereotypical and pessimistic interpretation of council estates. This reading goes 
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accompanied by a conceptualisation of council estates’ neighbourhoods as entrapment 

locations for local dwellers and dangerous and undesirable sites for outsiders.  

When Abu speaks of Nalini’s estate, he shares his interpretation of council estates 

as fortifications in the British capital. In the company of her friends, Abu observes how 

Nalini is “in the yard, at the fenced strip, giving the estate the illusion of outside space” 

(176). Abu’s comment on the yard as an illusionary public space within a fortification 

indicates he is aware of the limitations he and his friends face because they live in this 

type of neighbourhood. I borrow from Emily Cuming and argue that, from Abu’s 

standpoint, the estate’s layout has “resulted in a boundedness and segregation from 

mainstream metropolitan life” (330). Additionally, the fact that the yard is fenced 

reinforces tenants’ feeling of entrapment and detachment with what is on the other side.  

Abu provides another interpretation of council estates buildings as centres of 

criminality when, late on a Saturday night, he predicts that “King’s Cross would be full 

of people trying to have fun, people who did have fun, and those who had to take them 

home” (40-41). That same rush would die down in his neighbourhood a few hours after 

“except for the occasional stray” of the youngsters in his area (41). With a focus on male 

teenagers, Abu suggests these individuals would “hang in little groups. Either in the 

shadow by a corner somewhere, almost invisible, in the estate entrances or at home” (41). 

Another occasion when the teenager shares an understanding of estates as unsafe 

locations is when, at his home, he opens the window and contemplates his neighbourhood. 

Opposite where he is, Abu witnesses two men shaking hands “inside the next estate’s 

inner yard” (115). References to darkness, invisibility, and inaccessibility contribute to 

stereotyping estates’ residents as people who are associated with illegal activities such as 

drug dealing. Although invisible to the public eye, the presence of these individuals in the 

fortification of the estate itself unveils that these are sites of empowerment and loss. This 
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interpretation goes in line with David Crouch’s suggestion that the youth “may feel 

intense disempowerment in their flat, but empowerment outside; the need to escape may 

contain its own oppression” (169). That is to say, the youngsters find that the common 

areas of their council flats are complex locations. While this is where they establish their 

relationship with others and assert their authority within their neighbourhoods, the estate 

is also a place linked to insecurity, poverty, and dislocation from mainstream narratives 

of belonging.  

Related to socio-spatial segregation are, too, Karl and Abu’s views on King’s 

Cross St Pancras. The transformation of these districts is vital for the teenagers, who 

witness the drastic renewal of the areas where they have always lived. Once a relatively 

peaceful and quiet location, the streets of the North London district are now occupied by 

“dusty men with yellow security vests” (17). Surrounded by “scaffolding and blocked-

off paths,” (17) Abu condemns that “[t]he building in the area was just not easing up” and 

that “[t]he construction sites spread further and further, some of it unrelated, some of it 

inevitably part of the whole area regeneration” (17, 84). This was a reality the teenager 

cannot escape from since even “where it was quieter, away from King’s Cross 

construction mayhem, . . . you could still hear drilling sometimes when they were on a 

real mission” (17). Popoola uses the teenager’s opinions on his neighbourhood to 

denounce the transformation of King’s Cross following gentrification principles, 

condemning the State’s involvement in planning and passing local policies that facilitate 

the ghettoisation of space. Once a deprived area, by the early twenty-first century King’s 

Cross transformed into a mayhem dominated by unconnected buildings whose targets of 

consumption are wealthy Londoners. 

The disconnection Abu feels towards his neighbourhood, the new buildings, and 

their aesthetics reveals the teenager’s place within society, his living opportunities, and 
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his career chances if he remains in the area where he was born and raised. That is to say, 

as the neighbourhood changes, so does Abu’s future. Not only might he encounter 

difficulties getting a job but also a house because of the privatisation of the housing 

market and the rising rent costs. The negative relationship between Abu and the area’s 

buildings reinforces the feeling of inequality. Outraged about the situation, the teenager 

expresses that he wishes for the beautification of the district to be over, followed by a 

crack to “open and make the whole area disappear, swallow it whole. No more major 

traffic knot. No more endless congestion just to make it around the corner or down the 

street at King’s Cross station” (17). From Abu’s perspective, it would be amazing to 

witness “[a] hole of nothing and underneath major chaos piled up on each other, invisible 

from the world above” (17). 

The image of this Central London district as a regenerated and non-deprived 

location contrasts with its socioeconomic character in the 1990s. That is when King 

Cross’ streets were occupied by “prostitutes and druggies” (21). The dominant sectors of 

society, who are also the ones who regulate the distribution of space, conceive that the 

presence of these two groups is troublesome. As Nancy Duncan points out in her analysis 

of prostitution, this negative interpretation originates in a reading of deprived social actors 

like prostitutes as people who “threaten notions of ‘respectable’ and ‘orderly’ behaviour 

on the part of women” (139). In this sense, by ejecting undesirable actors from King’s 

Cross, the State socioeconomically maps out the Other. Such practice resonates with 

Nicola R. Fyfe’s affirmation that “consumption experience for some comes at a price of 

social exclusion and a sense of increasing inequality for others” (6). I suggest that the 

issue with the forced segregation of prostitutes and drug addicts is that these people are 

not provided, in exchange, with a metaphorical and literal place where to belong, live, or 

work. This situation happened because, as Abu sarcastically mentions, the State aims to 



 108 

transform King’s Cross into a clean and shiny spot so that “[y]ou could use it as a mirror 

if you were so inclined. Watch yourself disappear. Soon to be pricing them all out, council 

flat or not” (21). 

Further references to spatial segregation and the aestheticisation of the British 

capital are provided by Karl when he comes back from Nigeria. Although Londoners’ 

experience of socio-spatial displacement contrasts with Nigerians’ in that the former is 

not directly affected by nature’s devastation, Karl outlines a connection between the two 

countries. As is the case in Port Harcourt and Ogoniland, the teenager claims that “some 

of [London’s] roads had some well underprivileged parts” (206). Afsana corroborates 

Karl’s views when she shows Janoma the British capital and points out that those who 

visit London for the first time tend to have the impression that the city is posh and “a bit 

over the top” (245). This reading of London as a posh city contrast with the reality of 

many Londoners because the metropolis has some streets that “are proper poor,” to 

borrow from Afsana (245). Karl further undermines readings of the capital as a wealthy 

location on the day he is celebrating Abu’s birthday. Following Adebanjo’s call, furious 

Karl decides to step outside the pizza restaurant, and, in the plaza, he sees himself 

surrounded by “a water feature that usually had no water” (232). However, if it did and 

the sun happened to be out, it gives one the impression “that nothing at all was wrong 

with this place, that in fact it was proper beautiful” (232). Popoola deliberately situates 

Karl and the restaurant in the Brunswick Centre (Bloomsbury, Northwest London) to 

denounce that the gentrification of this location accompanies the segregation of the area’s 

initial residents. Evidence of this argument is the fact that the Brunswick Centre originally 

provided council housing for working-class families and, as Karl notes, “was supposed 

to be some good inner city space” (232). Over recent years the Centre transformed and 

now comprises facilities such as shops, supermarkets, restaurants, and a cinema, and the 
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owners of the houses are mostly primarily private landlords. The transformation leads the 

teenager to assert that this location is “nothing but some ugly architecture, almost 

abandoned, but now all poshed up” (232). 

Like Londoners, Nigerians also suffer the physical and mental implications that 

derive from them being spatially segregated. Karl’s stay in his father’s country makes 

him aware that spatial displacement is a global affair. To demonstrate this reality, Popoola 

centres on the experience of marginalisation and confinement in Port Harcourt and 

Ogoniland. In Nigeria, this discriminatory practice can be understood as a strategy the 

State and its allies employ to reinforce some of its citizens’ subordinated status. To 

validate the idea that the dominant sectors of Nigerian society prioritise the economy of 

a few over the majority’s stability and well-being, I draw my attention to the precarity 

that underpins the area where John lives and the local segregation that affects the Ogoni 

people because their homes are in areas with immense crude oil and natural gas reserves. 

The focus on Ogoniland, the murder of Ken Saro-Wiwa, and the living circumstances of 

those living in the Niger Delta region demonstrate that spatial segregation is a practice 

that the Nigerian government and other influential organisms fund.  

A feature that calls Karl’s attention upon arrival in Nigeria is the organisation of 

space. From his perspective, the inadequate urbanisation of Port Harcourt makes him 

think that this city is as anarchic as London. To validate his view, he traces a connection 

between King’s Cross and the traffic outside Port Harcourt’s airport and claims that the 

traffic in Nigeria “put King’s Cross in the shade like proper” (65). Although the cars are 

moving, “Karl could see other large streets with several rows of cars in one lane. 

Completely chock-a-block, complete standstill. No movement whatsoever” (65). The 

commotion experienced at this location contrasts with the lack of progress Karl 

distinguishes on the roads that are nearby the airport. Something that characterises the 
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houses that Karl witnesses is that they “looked like they were shedding skin, like they 

need moisturiser, TLC. A lick of paint” (64). The aesthetic that underpins these areas goes 

hand in hand with the precarity of their location. Situated on dirt roads with rusty cars on 

their side, Karl describes these homes as “some real shacks with aluminium roofs” (64). 

The other types of constructions the teenager witnesses are “[a] few high-rise buildings 

in grey with no windows or doors, or anything at all . . . , nothing but its cement shell” 

(64). Flats to be, these buildings are nothing but “[b]locks of missed opportunities, some 

wood scaffolding still attached” (64).  

Karl observes that the precarity in the airport’s nearby roads contrasts with the 

gated community where his father’s home is. Completely dark by the time he reaches this 

location, the first thing that draws Karl’s attention is the presence of two security guards. 

One of them is “sat in the small booth that flanked the large iron gates, which had to be 

opened in the middle” (65). The other “had his foot on the cement step to the booth. His 

arm was leaning on the narrow wooden plank drilled into its wall” (65). As the narrator 

informs, when Karl, John, and Tunde arrive, one of the guards “turned and walked 

towards the window. . . . The guard pointed his flashlight inside the car, waving it around 

as if he was saying something with it” (65). After confirming that those in the cars are 

related to a resident of the gated community,25 the guards open the gate and John drove 

to “another set of smaller gates, only for the house, not the whole street” (66). When they 

arrived at this location, “[a] young man jumped up and ran to unlock the metal chain that 

kept it closed” (66). Not understanding the reason behind all those security measures, 

Karl asks his uncle for clarification. Suggesting that he would eventually get used to the 

presence of guards watching over individual’s safety, Tunde tells his niece, “A lot of 

problems in this country, a lot of security is needed. If you can afford it” (68). Another 

 
25 Tunde informs Karl that the people living in the gated community are only the employees and the families 
of the oil company his father works for (69). 
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thing that calls Karl’s attention is the absence of light and the noise that generators 

produced. As the narrator notes, “[i]t was completely dark” when the teenager arrived at 

where his father lived (66). The reason why this happens is that, as Uncle T tells Karl, 

“The electricity, it goes off. Often. The people who can afford it use generators” (68). 

Being economically solvent in Nigeria is crucial because, as Tunde informs Karl, power 

supply goes off quite often and electricity shortages do not distinguish among citizens’ 

economic statuses.  

Karl’s image of Nigeria as a country marked by individual and communitarian 

divergences is also appreciated when the teenager travels to John’s neighbourhood in Port 

Harcourt. In opposition to the quietness that reigns over the gated community where his 

father’s home is, Port Harcourt is characterised by an ongoing and hectic activity that 

“had something of rush-hour. Tube service” (90). The city is, indeed, a space “that seemed 

to burp, constantly shaking and pushing out more. People, vehicles, dust and commotion” 

(90). Another difference between the place where Adebanjo lives and the neighbourhood 

in Port Harcourt where John lives is the kind of people who occupy the roads. While the 

security guards are the only presence in the gated community, John’s neighbours are 

radically different. These people are “in bright outfits with so many colours it was unreal, 

let alone the patterns and textures, sometimes all proper coordinated, matching purses and 

shoes for some of the glam-looking ladies” (90). Like the women, men wear suits and 

“long shirts in the same fabric as their trousers and small bags in their hand” (90). 

Adding to the examination of Nigeria as a country of contrasts, Karl remarks that 

the architecture and styles of Adebanjo and John’s homes are entirely dissimilar. In the 

case of the father’s home, the narrator observes that there is nothing spectacular about 

this location. What called Karl’s attention about Adebanjo’s home, which is comprised 

of a small landing and three rooms, is his father’s room. Of an excessive nature, this room 
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“was covered with a mosaic pattern made from stone and had a wall-to-wall built-in 

wardrobe. The bed was in the middle, pushed against the wall, facing the window, which 

had proper heavy curtains” (69). Unlike his boss, John lives with his wife Uzo and their 

newborn Rose in “[a]n apartment building located on a wide dirt road that heaved with 

activities” (90). Blending with the chaotic streets is this couple’s flat, which is in front of 

“a cemented parking area” and next to a stall that belonged to one of John’s friends, Mena 

(91). Like Karl’s flat in London, John’s home is characterised by its small size, and the 

decoration is not excessive. This quality is reflected in the fact that the living room is only 

comprised of “[t]hree armchairs facing each other with a small table in the middle” and a 

television (92). This flat contrasts with Adebanjo’s, which in the eyes of Karl “felt too 

proper” (92). The furniture in his father’s house is “[a]ll white leather and whatnot, all 

showing off in that I’m understating here! way but blowing it all up in your face” (92-

93). John’s flat also seems familiar to Karl for it reminds him of London and Abu.26 The 

small room where the teenager sleeps, that “[l]ooked like it was used to store all the stuff 

that had nowhere else to be. Proper full up and cluttered,” has, as Abu’s, “a single mattress 

leaning against the wall” (95). Despite the flat’s dimensions and the location where it is, 

Karl describes John’s place as a warm space “for being in, not for showing to someone” 

(93). 

The welcoming character of John’s flat contrasts with the living reality of Port 

Harcourt’s residents. Popularly known as the ‘Garden City’ and, according to John, 

“known all over Nigeria for its beauty,” (96) the city that was once characterised by its 

big and green gardens is now a congested and oil-rich metropolis. The overcrowded 

streets and the high pollution levels serve Popoola to reflect on how political 

mismanagement and nature’s exploitation impact the population. The reader learns about 

 
26 “This reminds me of home. I sleep in my friend’s place on a mattress like this” (96). 
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these circumstances when John shows Karl the ‘Garden City’ and tells him about 

Adebanjo, his profession, and the impact (social and economic) oil money has on the 

country’s development and its citizens. Somehow melancholic, John tells Karl that the 

government’s political decisions are accountable for the current environmental and social 

emergencies that affect the country. John also informs Karl that, while political leaders 

and allies are making a profit from the land, the generated money “was not invested 

properly” (96). Evidence of what John claims is that “[t]he foundations for a monorail, 

an electric inner city train, had begun. It was supposed to ease the congestion problem. 

But it was going slow, very slow. Like so many other things that were supposed to 

happen” (96). The relationship between John and Adebanjo also serves Karl to understand 

that oil money has corrupted Nigerians, including John himself. As the narrator shares, 

John is a person with morals, but, at the end of the day, he “was making good money, and 

that was something. And because the father was making money John was making money 

by working for the father” (96-97). 

Nakale also expresses similar concerns to John’s when he shows Karl the impact 

that corruption has had and continues to have on the local population. Described as 

someone who has grown an awareness regarding the impact of oil-related activities in the 

region of Ogoniland, Nakale shows Karl “[t]he real city. And what was on the outskirts, 

what was hidden” (106). The Nigerian activist also wants to “show him what he did in 

the little spare time he had. The recording of what was going on in the area. The pollution 

and stuff” (106). Concerned about affairs such as the Niger Delta crisis, Nakale accuses 

the State and its greediness of inhabitants’ suffering. To borrow from his words when 

referring to the Nigerian government, “Anything whey come him way, him go take” 

(109). Informed about the fact that the money generated by oil industries is what has made 

what Nigeria is in the present, Nakale denounces that the people who suffer the 
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consequences of oil-related activities do not benefit from the country’s economic 

prosperity.27 To demonstrate his claims, the activist takes Karl to the villages within the 

Niger Delta region where international petroleum companies exploit natural resources. 

From the window, Karl can see “[t]he endless stream of petrol stations. One after another, 

like for real. Some of their names familiar but others Karl had never heard of. Some 

abandoned as if someone had left in a hurry” (107). In opposition to what Karl thought, 

the locals do not profit from the existing infrastructure and the foundations are “just for 

production” (108). Moreover, the citizens of these small villages do not benefit from job 

opportunities and, as Nakale informs Karl, “the employees in the oil industry were mostly 

from other states of the country” (108). This is the case of Adebanjo, who lives in Lagos 

with his family but moves to his Port Harcourt’s residence when he is working. The 

government and the companies’ excuse is “that the locals weren’t educated enough” 

(108). 

Karl also traces a connection between Ogoniland and John’s neighbourhood. As 

is the case in less-wealthy areas, the lives of those children living in remote villages are 

characterised by the presence of security men and the unawareness regarding what 

electricity is. Terminator-style, the security men holding machine guns protect “whatever 

was behind the high-fenced, barbered-wire walls” (109). Usually found playing by the 

gated premises, the children from these communities “played underneath the Shell light, 

mesmerised by the spectacle, which did not even break for the night” (109). This light is 

the one that comes from skinny chimneys that, additionally, waved and spitted fire at the 

top (108). Adding to the exploration of how nature and villagers are affected by political 

and economic policies, Karl learns during these journeys about the impact that oil 

factories have on those who live nearby the stations. More specifically, Nakale informs 

 
27 “This money, the oil money, it has made our country. But de people here, who are suffering because of 
it, we have not enjoyed. We have not seen our share” (109). 
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that some of the illnesses that the population suffer from originate in the fact that the 

natural landscape is surrounded by “[f]aint puffs escaping through holes in rusty bundles 

of pipes that lay open. You could see it. The way the gas danced above the metal, 

disappearing into the sky while new fumes pushed through. All the bloody fucking time” 

(110). Additionally, the gas flaring and its toxicity contribute to the villagers’ short life 

expectancy of only thirty-five years old (108). 

Nakale’s accounts disclose that oil-related practices force the displacement of 

Ogoniland’s residents. Victims of the State’s greediness, this population witnesses how 

their lives change radically because their homes are in economically profitable areas. This 

is also the case of the Ogoni Nine,28 a group of nine activists who, as Nakale puts it, 

“spoke up and rallied the people, against what Shell and all the oil thieves were doing” 

(158). Because their claims went against the Nigerian government, Nakale tells Karl there 

came the day when “the government decided that it had had enough of leaders like Ken” 

(158). To put an end to these men’s activist practices, Nakale adds, “the military convicted 

them on false charges and hanged them, although human rights groups and governments 

all over the world were condemning the whole thing” (158). As it was later discovered, 

some of the people who testified against the Ogoni Nine’s case “admitted later that they 

had been bribed by Shell to give testimony against” Ken and the other activists (158). 

Once Karl becomes aware of the effect natural exploitation has on Ogoniland dwellers 

and the rest of Nigerians, he asks Nakale if he will make this information public and if he 

plans to take the oil companies to court. Nakale replies that it is hard to find someone who 

cares about the pollution-related problems affecting Nigerians. Another problem the 

young activist identifies is that he does not have enough power or money and that, even 

 
28 These activists were Ken Saro-Wiwa, Saturday Dobee, Nordu Eawo, Daniel Gbooko, Paul Levera, Felix 
Nuate, Baribor Bera, Barinem Kiobel and John Kpuine. 
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if he had a better economic status, companies would use their money to convince the court 

that the situation is not as bad or does not exist (123).  

In this subchapter, I have focused my analysis on literary representations of spatial 

confinement in London, Port Harcourt, and Ogoniland. With a focus on the British capital, 

Popoola’s characters condemn council estates’ ability to restrict tenants’ personal and 

economic growth. As if these locations were fortifications, the dwellers of these spaces 

are architecturally segregated from urban life. In line with this idea, estates are reminders 

of one’s marginal status within British society. Additionally, the aestheticisation of once-

disadvantaged areas, like King’s Cross St Pancras, reflects the feeling of dispossession 

the initial residents of these neighbourhoods undergo. As the city transforms, Abu 

displays a profound disconnection from his community and its residents. Drawing a 

connection between London and Port Harcourt, Popoola implicitly traces a relationship 

between economic activities and spatial segregation. At the same time, a close reading of 

the precarity surrounding individuals who live in locations like John’s neighbourhood and 

Ogoniland demonstrates that the government’s decision to exploit natural resources 

comes with the oppression of those who disagree with the State and its policies.  

 

Heterosexist and Patriarchal Domination 

In the previous subchapters, I have explored how ethnic discrimination and spatial 

segregation affect Black and Asian citizens in London and Nigerians living in Port 

Harcourt and Ogoniland. This section draws attention to literary representations of Karl 

as a target of heterosexist prejudice. Popoola’s portrayal of this type of oppression 

discloses that gender and sexuality are indexes that determine the teenager’s sense of 

estrangement in Britain and Nigeria. References to Karl’s interactions with the local 

population and some of his family members reflect that the people who determine Karl’s 
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mental and physical emancipation negotiate and assert their identity through negative 

interactions with sexually oppressed or minority groups. Moreover, this subchapter shows 

that some sectors of British and Nigerian societies find Karl’s gender identity problematic 

because it subverts binarisms of power and opposes the naturalisation of the heterosexual 

norm. An examination of the interactions between Karl, the wannabes, and his aunt’s 

partner underpins this subchapter’s analysis of heteronormativity and transphobia in the 

UK. This exploration reveals that encounters of transphobic nature influence Karl’s 

feeling of alienation in his hometown. The teenager’s interactions in Nigeria with his 

father and some locals also contribute to the exploration of heterosexist discrimination in 

When We Speak of Nothing. 

Karl’s feeling of displacement because of his gender identity can be perceived 

from the first pages of the novel. Due to the complex relationship with his mother, Karl 

spends most nights at Abu’s family home.29 The teenager builds a strong bond with his 

best friend’s relative and Abu’s “mother, and later the dad, accepted Karl as the brother 

from another mother” (7). The reading of Abu’s home as the location where Karl 

generates a feeling of belonging discloses a picture of this teenager as someone who feels 

forced to find alternative safe spaces. As identified in previous sections, some of the 

reasons that explain Karl’s feeling of estrangement are the processes of racialisation and 

displacement to which he is subjected. This section recognises that another reason that 

explains Karl’s interpretation of Abu’s home as one of the few places where he feels 

accepted, welcomed, and safe is that he is the target of transphobic attacks in the streets 

of London. 

Literary representations of London’s unwelcoming and heterosexist essence are 

available when the narrator details the bullying Karl and Abu are victims of. Referring to 

 
29 “Karl was in and out of [Abu’s] house like trains out of St Pancras station. More in than out actually” 
(7). 
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both friends as the “fag boys” or the “[p]ussy boys,” (94) the wannabes know of Karl’s 

gender transition and exploit this information against him.30 The intimidation both 

teenagers undergo in London is revealed, first of all, when the bullies assault them on 

their way to college. Characterised by his tiredness and a feeling of having given up, Karl 

“didn’t say a word; no sound left his lips” when the wannabes beat him up (9). “His upper 

body,” the narrator adds, “folded over as much as it could, as much as the guy would let 

him” (9). Despite Karl’s cursed experience in the streets, Abu finds it surprising that Karl 

is still, “so, so, so together. Basically, so quiet. No crying or cursing or anything” (9). 

However, as Abu further notes, Karl’s attitude answers his desire to keep everything out, 

preventing anything or anyone “from entering his pretty head, where the real feelings are” 

(9).  

The wannabes, who negotiate and execute their masculinity in the streets of 

London, are accountable for the insecurity Karl experiences in his hometown. The target 

of sexual and physical abuse, Karl fears leaving Abu’s house. An event that validates this 

idea occurs in the second chapter of the novel, introduced to the reader with the 

subheading, “So much stuff…/ pilling up like the ghosts/ you chase away at midnight” 

(15). To contextualise this quote, the narrator shares that it is early in the morning of a 

school day, and that Karl is staying over at Abu’s. While Abu seems quiet and relaxed, 

Karl is active in his dreams. The setting for Karl’s dream is World War II, and there are 

“bombers and heavy fighter planes . . . hitting London” in his vision (15). Threatened by 

their presence, Karl finds himself “running to get somewhere safe. All courtesy of Mr. 

Brendan’s history classes” (15). It is when Karl wakes up that he traces a connection 

between his dream and the day he has ahead. An interpretation of this dream is that the 

teenager associates the bombs with the discrimination he is a target of in the streets and 

 
30 In the closing pages of Popoola’s novel, the wannabes purposely deny Karl’s gender identity and refer to 
him as Carla (250). 
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in his sixth form. Additionally, Karl could be tracing a connection between the ghosts and 

the wannabes, who are constantly harassing him because he is trans. 

The wannabes are of specific interest for this chapter’s discussion because they 

assimilate and embody heteronormativity. In the following pages, I propose an analysis 

of these individuals underpinned by Wayne D. Myslik’s critical work on homosexual 

violence. Although transphobic aggressions are not Myslik’s focus of attention, this 

subchapter draws a connection between individuals who adopt homophobic and 

transphobic behaviours. This association serves to demonstrate that the members of these 

groups “are socialized to be dominant and aggressive, to conform strongly to established 

sex roles and to ridicule or punish those who deviate from those roles” (159). To validate 

Myslik’s argument, I pay attention to the wannabes’ interactions with Karl at college and 

highlight the teacher’s passivity towards denigrating and transphobic comments. This 

analysis proves that adolescents tend to replicate adults’ behaviour and assert their power 

by boosting their arguable virility over sexual minorities like Karl.31  

Interpretations of Karl’s sixth form as an unwelcoming space for transgender 

people become available when the narrator explores an incident that occurs in one of Miss 

Martin’s lessons. Debating the role of social media, Leicester reinforces his masculinity 

and superiority when he shares the connection he has outlined between social media and 

real life. Directly addressing Karl, he claims, “You can hide on social media or you can 

pretend to be someone else in real life. It doesn’t matter” (48). Distressed about one’s 

freedom to perform identity, Leicester condemns, “Nowadays everything is allowed, 

right. You don’t have to say who you really are. Not in school, not on Facebook, not 

anywhere” (48). Additionally, this teenager claims in front of his peers, “Respect is when 

you don’t tamper with nature” (49). Leicester’s opinions are concerning because he is 

 
31 Myslik argues that “adolescents can affirm their power only over others with similar or lower status in 
society” and that their targets “are members of groups shunned and denigrated by adults” (160). 
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suggesting that trans people alter what is hegemonically identified as normal. Arguing 

that neither society nor social media penalise ‘abnormal’ behaviour, the wannabe finds in 

the classroom a safe space to convey an interpretation of Karl as someone unnatural.  

Adding to the discussion of the transphobic exchange in the classroom, we should 

draw attention to Miss Martin’s attitude following Leicester’s comment. Characterised 

by her passivity, the teacher is described as someone who fails to safeguard the trans 

youth Karl represents because she does not proactively participate or monitor the 

discussion she has initiated. Although she indeed tells Leicester that she expects him not 

to be disrespectful with his comments, (49) her focus is on “the traffic lights she could 

see from the window” (48). This attitude reflects that Miss Martin is not interested in 

building coalitions with her students and has no consideration regarding the fact that 

another five minutes discussing social media is “[d]angerously long if someone was up 

for stirring up some shit. Not long enough to have a sensible discussion” (48). As 

predicted, what happens in the classroom leaves Karl emotionally distressed. To quote 

the narrator, his “slender limbs looked like they were imploding, making themselves 

scarce. And invisible. Someone in need of disappearance, as in now this sec” (49). Feeling 

unsafe, for the wannabes’ comments only meets the opposition of his friends Nalini and 

Afsana, Karl “stomped out, almost running, all the way out of the building” (50). 

To further investigate the figure of the wannabes and how they are both victims 

and perpetrators of heterosexist domination, I suggest attention must be drawn to the lack 

of information regarding these teenagers’ ethnic backgrounds. While information 

concerning Leicester, Sammy and Connor’s ethnicity is omitted, the reader learns about 

their economic and familiar circumstances throughout their fashion choices. In the case 

of Connor, he comes from an economically disadvantaged family and borrows the trendy 
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clothes he wears from his friends.32 Unlike Connor, Leicester and Sammy are 

economically solvent teenagers whose dressing style is classy, and the clothes they wear 

are “now season, down jackets they must have quickly bought in the middle of the fancy 

ice-cold” (19). The absence of references to the wannabes’ ethnic backgrounds answers 

Popoola’s determination to avoid stereotypical and overriding associations, like the 

connection which is often established between crime and bullying, on the one hand, and 

ethnic minorities, on the other. Besides, the focus on fashion choices serves to explore 

how clothes are a powerful tool through which the wannabes validate their masculinity 

and power within society. Described by Abu as “the trying-hard-to-be-gangsters,” (20) 

the wannabes purposely dress in a new season, fashionable style that, most importantly, 

conforms to heteronormative norms. Throughout their looks, they reflect their opinions 

on what it takes to be, act, and look like a ‘man’. Contrasting with these teenagers, Karl’s 

dressing style is immaculate to the extent that it sometimes “[l]ooked more like fashion 

scientists had assembled a careful combination after some intense research” (19). For 

Karl, who spends much time getting ready in the morning, “[i]roned denim wasn’t 

enough. It all had to be prepped properly and colour-coded until it was just so” (8). I 

suggest that the wannabes find Karl’s dressing preferences not masculine enough and 

they show it through everyday acts of discrimination. 

Expanding on the idea that Karl’s identity as a trans man is ridiculed by male 

individuals, one can see the discriminatory attitudes some of the teenager’s family 

members adopt against him. Contrasting with the support Karl received from his mother 

and aunt Sarah, Piers (who is Sarah’s partner) does not have the same approach and his 

attitude towards Karl completely alters the family dynamics. This can be seen when Karl 

declines his aunt’s invitation for dinner because Piers always “gave offensive lectures 

 
32 “Connor was wearing a trendy sweater he would have borrowed from his mates. Everybody knew it. 
Still, he pretended to be on top of fashion. As if there was money for anything like that at his home” (19). 
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while eating, walking, breathing. Basically, he couldn’t stop his mouth from hating Karl. 

Ever. No therapy could soften that” (29). The other allusion to Karl’s negative 

relationship with Piers is found when the teenager remembers the time his aunt came 

down to London to visit Rebecca. As the narrator recalls, “Karl would have come earlier 

to catch her, but her husband had come along this time. And things never ended well when 

Piers was there” (45). The teenager’s relationship with Piers reflects that the adult’s 

disapproval has led to a notable estrangement between nephew and aunt, to the extent that 

Karl refers to Sarah’s partner as “her proper lovely proper asshole husband, [who] spoiled 

things for them, aunt-nephew-wise” (65).  

References to heterosexist hegemony and patriarchal gender norms are also found 

when Karl arrives at Port Harcourt’s airport. For the teenager to enter the country, three 

things have to happen: first, getting his visa approved; secondly, getting the address he is 

staying at verified; thirdly, getting his passport stamped at the border control. The 

immigration procedure produces dizziness in Karl, who wishes the police officers are not 

“gender police in the making” (58). Karl’s worst fears become a reality when, while 

waiting in the queue that led to passport control, an officer who is walking along the line 

catches the teenager staring at him. Aware that Karl had seen him and one of the travellers 

“shaking hands and a few notes . . . from one palm to the other,” the officer asks Karl if 

he has something for him (58). Not understanding what this man is referring to, the 

teenager tells the officer it is his first time in Nigeria and, eventually, he is asked to move 

forward to the raised booth. Unfortunately for Karl, the officer at the cubicle is the type 

of person with whom he wants to avoid interacting. When this second officer takes Karl’s 

passport, he looks at the picture and then back at the teenager. Not asking any questions, 

the Nigerian man is staring at Karl with “[n]o bloody subtleness at all, just full-on fixation. 

Curious and shit but unmoved, no smile, no softening, no invitation to exchange a few 
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pleasantries” (59). Believing Karl is a woman (for that is what his passport says), the 

officer speaks of Karl to one of his colleagues and says, “Ah ah, they no know how to 

dress themselves. Dis one, no be woman” (59). 

Expecting to validate his opinions on what he understands as normal or abnormal, 

the officer waves to his supervisor. However, before the officer arrives, a third person 

reaches the booth. This man’s attitude initially disturbs Karl, who observes “[h]e was 

about to tell officers number one and two, the one walking Karl over and the one in the 

box, something funny. You could see that because he was already smiling about it, like 

he knew this was a real good one” (59). Unexpectedly for Karl, this third officer does not 

share the second officer’s views. Looking unimpressed when his colleague gives him 

Karl’s passport, this man expresses it is best to leave the teenager alone because he is not 

their problem and, as the narrator points out, he is “ready to move on, finally drop that 

story” (60). Luckily for Karl, the supervisor arrives at the booth and, unlike officers 

number one and two, who are staring at Karl with disapproving looks,33 he asks the 

teenager questions regarding whom he travels with and who is he visiting in Nigeria. Not 

willing to entertain his colleagues, the supervisor stamps Karl’s passport, welcomes him 

to Nigeria, and walks off. Although the teenager is pleased about this man’s behaviour, 

the interactions with the immigration officers leave him embarrassed, hurt, and 

emotionally distressed. As he shares, “[i]t was a bit too much. The attention. The waiting. 

The not saying much” (61). Traumatising incidents like the examined have, then, the 

potential to reinforce Karl’s disassociation with his body. 

To further illustrate the discrimination Karl undergoes as a trans man, Popoola 

focuses on the relationship between the teenager and his father. The first time Karl hears 

Adebanjo’s voice is on the day he is informed he will fly to the African nation “with 

 
33 “Officer number two was flipping through the passport pages, thumb cinema-like. Officer one was 
casually looking at it and then at Karl again” (60). 
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Uncle T and the father would be there at the other end” (44). During the phone 

conversation, Adebanjo tells his son that he is looking forward to welcoming him in 

Nigeria; however, quietness governed this verbal exchange (44). Contrasting with the 

flow and “pulling-the-youth-in, all-warm-and-cosy style” that characterises the verbal 

exchanges between Karl and Tunde, the conversations the teenager has with his father are 

“[a]lways short, awkward” (55). Although Karl is nervous about his new reality becoming 

true, the teenager looks forward to meeting his father at the airport. However, this does 

not happen, and Adebanjo does not meet his son face-to-face until weeks after he arrives 

in the country. Emotionally distressed that his father is missing, Karl is described as 

someone whose eyes are “full of questions” and whose shoulders are so low that “they 

could have mopped the floor” (62). The lack of explanation Karl receives makes him feel 

“like turning back, running back through security, telling them not to worry, he would not 

upset dress codes any longer” (62). Similar feelings are expressed when Karl is taken to 

his father’s home at the gated community and becomes aware that nobody knows about 

Adebanjo’s whereabouts. After internally reflecting that it is stupid to be “waiting for a 

man who wasn’t,” Tunde confirms that Adebanjo has not died but disappeared instead. 

(76, 77) 

As the novel develops and Karl meets his father, the reader learns that the 

teenager’s thoughts regarding Adebanjo are not far from reality. Initially excited about 

the encounter, Karl is shocked about his father’s coldness towards him. With no 

welcoming whatsoever, Adebanjo tells his son, “I believe we have some catching up to 

do” (131). Following this brief interaction, the Nigerian man steps “away from the 

entrance, . . . entered the room, leaving the door wide open” (131). Inside the house, Karl 

notices his father is scrutinising him and, with no warm-up, Adebanjo refers to his son as 

Carla (131). Additionally, after he had made conversation about unrelated topics, the 
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Nigerian man confesses to Karl that he was at the airport the day he arrived. However, 

right before his arrival, the father received a call from Godfrey that made him leave. The 

lack of knowledge about his son’s transition and the assumption that he had a daughter 

with Rebecca shocked Adebanjo to the extent that, as he shares with Karl, “I wasn’t in 

the position to come back” (133).  

The tense atmosphere during the encounter between father and son reflects that 

the meeting is not going well. Communication between them is not fluid, and Adebanjo 

remains quiet while he scrutinises Karl. The silence underpinning the interaction is 

amplified by a mosquito buzzing around, which Karl follows with his eyes (134). The 

uncomfortable situation makes Karl aware of what he considers to be “the inevitable,” 

which is “the having to strip so that some stranger in front of you could decide whether 

you were enough for them. Or not” (134). Having found the courage to speak out, Karl 

tells his father, “Being trans … I always knew. As long as I can remember. Mum always 

let me be myself. When I was eleven I just said I wouldn’t pretend to be a girl no more. 

She understood. I had never been one” (134). This declaration is met with apathy, and the 

atmosphere becomes more unsettling than it was before. The only noise that father and 

son can hear is that of a mosquito which “buzzed and buzzed like there was no bloody 

tomorrow” (134). Shocked and furious about the fact that there are people who knew and 

supported Karl in his transition, Adebanjo shares his discomfort and demands to know, 

“Who told you to dress as a boy? What is this?” (135). The interaction, which is brief and 

passive-aggressive, causes Karl to feel as if his father’s body is shouting “all the things 

that he wouldn’t say. Almost like the skin was foaming, all the unsaid things underneath 

bubbling away” (135).  

The hostility that marks the first encounter between father and son is accentuated 

when Adebanjo asks Karl his views on Nigeria. Stressing the idea that a trans person like 
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his son does not fit in the country’s narrative of belonging, Adebanjo formulates the 

question, “What do you think of our country so far?” (132). Karl could find this 

interrogation upsetting because it forces him to question the extent to which he was 

“included in the ‘our’” (132). Although the pronoun selection does not necessarily 

indicate exclusion, Adebanjo’s use of ‘our’ perhaps aims to reinforce the teenager’s 

alienness and estrangement in the African nation. Proof for the proposed reading is found 

when, following the encounter, Karl speaks to Godfrey on the phone and shares that his 

father has told him, first, that it is best if he returned to London (136) and, second, that 

“there isn’t any place here for someone like me” (142). 

I have drawn a connection between Britain and Nigeria in this section by exploring 

heterosexist and patriarchal discrimination. Karl’s negative encounters with the 

wannabes, some members of his family, and the Nigerian police disclose that gender 

norms and heteronormativity dominate both societies. These interactions enable Popoola 

to demonstrate that Karl’s gender identity determines his sense of alienation and unsafety 

in both geographical locations. This subchapter has also centred on investigating the 

wannabes as socially constructed individuals who take heterosexism as the norm. This 

construction coincides with the idea that, as representatives of the patriarchy, they must 

punish those who deviate from a standard sexuality (Karl, in this case). Like the 

wannabes, Adebanjo is accountable for his son’s alienation in Nigeria. An analysis of the 

brief interactions between father and son shows that the relationship does not fruitfully 

develop because the Nigerian man believes Karl’s gender transition is unnatural and, 

therefore, inappropriate.  
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Challenging the Praxis of Interculturality 

This chapter’s discussion of ethnic, spatial and heterosexist domination discloses 

a picture of Black British citizens as individuals who feel alienated from Britain’s 

narrative of belonging. In Abu’s case, his Asian heritage and identification as a British 

Muslim man impact his identity formation. Additionally, the discrimination this teenager 

undergoes finds its roots in his ethnicity, his religion, and the experience of spatial 

marginalisation in his neighbourhood and the flat where he lives. On the other hand, 

Karl’s alienation in Britain and Nigeria is marked by his gender identity and his deprived 

economic status. In this section, attention is paid to how, as the novel develops, Abu and 

Karl acquire a resistance consciousness. The protagonists’ acts against those who have 

obstructed their acquisition of agency and autonomy reflect the embracement of an 

empowering awareness. In the case of Abu, I am interested in his participation in the 2011 

London riots and his proactive involvement in a research project on slavery with Nalini. 

These two events are the bases behind Abu’s transformation into an empowered 

individual. In different circumstances, Karl’s stay in Nigeria represents the turning point 

for the character’s identity growth. As appreciated when the teenager is back in London, 

some of the people he meets during his trip to Nigeria help him to accept and embrace 

who he is. These encounters positively impact Karl, who displays his agency when 

confronting those individuals who have alienated him in his past life. 

Described by Alimi as a teenager who “battles with self-identity in the process of 

a quest towards wholeness in the midst of peer and racial pressures,” (21) Abu is pictured 

from the very beginning of When We Speak of Nothing as someone with a great awareness 

of socio-political dynamics. In this vein, Abu is conscious that overriding narratives, 

underpinned by the idea of Asian and Muslim men as threats to Britain’s stability, explain 

the discrimination he suffers in London. Moreover, the gentrified backdrop of the British 
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capital and the mismanagement of public resources are circumstances that outrage him. 

Anger is not a feeling that dissuades Abu from speaking out and, as the narrator notes, 

the teenager always feels the need “to mouth off, feel like he could make things be 

different” (10). However, the narrator shares that Abu’s urges are somehow frustrating 

because “the world couldn’t give anything at all about what Abu has to prove” (9). In the 

following pages, I develop the idea that, while the character’s ethnicity and religion are 

sometimes conceived of as a burden, they are also the character’s sources of 

empowerment. That is to say, the discrimination he encounters makes him more 

politically aware, and there lies Abu’s need to express himself, whether it is “about 

expressing, saying, or shouting” (9). 

Popoola’s portrayal of Abu as someone who strives to contest institutional 

oppression is first seen in the teenager’s participation in the 2011 London riots. To 

demonstrate that his involvement in the demonstrations interconnects with the character’s 

generation of a resistance consciousness, I propose reading the streets as sites with an 

empowering potential for ethnic minorities and other marginalised communities. The 

investigation of Abu’s development of a resistance awareness includes evaluating the 

teenager’s views on the British State, the media, and the police as organisms that lack 

intercultural competences. Rather than fostering a sense of community among British 

citizens, these institutions promote segregation and dismiss how institutional racism 

affects a large sector of the country’s population. 

To understand the implications which the murder of Duggan have for Abu and 

others who joined the riots, I draw my attention to an example of racial violence in 

Tottenham in 1985. Focusing on this case of police brutality enables the outlining of a 

connection between past displays of social upheaval and the aftermath of Duggan’s 

murder. Moreover, this association reflects that racialised communities in deprived 
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neighbourhoods have been and continue to be victims of institutional intimidation and 

racial segregation. The event I refer to is Cynthia Jarret’s death on October 5, 1985, and 

its aftermath. Like Duggan, Jarret was a resident of the Broadwater Farm Estate who 

collapsed and died from a heart attack when the police raided her house. The day after 

the raid happened, local communities condemned police brutality, institutional racism 

and the Scarman Report’s failure during the Tottenham Broadwater Riots.34 Sharing 

circumstances with Jarret’s case, Duggan was born to parents of mixed-English and West 

Indian descent and was raised in Manchester and the Broadwater Farm area. His heritage, 

which resembles Abu and Karl’s, was translated into significant tensions between him 

and the police.  

A generalised tension that originated in the financial crisis and the government’s 

mismanagement of the economic situation marked the prior months of Duggan’s murder. 

The introduction of austerity measures, cuts, and an increment in university fees resulted 

in countless public marches. From Abu’s perspective, a majority of the British population 

was furious about the fact that “everyone but the banks was now paying for [the crisis]” 

(115). The character’s views reflect that the members of deprived communities became, 

once again, responsible for the failures of a system which has historically forced them to 

remain subjected and invisible. Abu’s outrage regarding this situation is exacerbated 

when, on August 4, 2011, the media reported Duggan’s murder to the world. As if it was 

part of an internalised discourse that did not shock society anymore, Abu summarises this 

tragic event in the following terms: “Mark Duggan, a black man, had been shot by police 

in Tottenham. The circumstances seeming like usual – dodgy. White police, young black 

 
34 Written by Lord Scarman, this document is the official inquiry into public disorders during the Brixton 
Riots in 1981. The report concludes that the demonstrations resulted from Britain’s colour-blind society. 
Additionally, the report stresses an urge within the police to implement a new code of behaviour and that 
racial disadvantages within this organism needed to be addressed.  
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man. Dead” (125). Days after the murder, the teenager adds, “anger was all out of control. 

Spread and spread, first across the city, then across the country” (125). 

Abu’s willingness to assert his power and get his voice heard materialised on the 

day when the riots began. This is also the same day when he first disobeys his mother. 

When Abu shares his urge to join the demonstrations, Abu’s mother confronts his son’s 

decision. Disturbed about the teenager’s behaviour and attempting to stress her 

authoritarian personality, Mama Abu says to her son, “You’re not going out Abubakar, I 

meant it” (125). However, as the narrator informs, Abu’s “body was clear; he wasn’t 

giving in, not this time” (124). The teenager’s urge to participate in the demonstrations 

can be seen in his face, which denotes he “wasn’t just stubborn”; instead, there is hurt in 

Abu’s expression (124). This feeling is “[s]omething that everyone seemed to miss [and 

that] had bubbled up to the surface. You could smell it. You could even touch it. It was 

there” (124). Abu is not only angry with the country but also with 

[h]is neighbourhood. The wannabes who thought they could make his and Karl’s 
life shit as if they weren’t as left out from the regeneration. As if there was some 
shiny future dangling in front of them they could reach for. As if there were not 
all going to be left behind, pushed out eventually, out of the area, out of 
opportunities. (145)  

 
Ignoring his mother’s guidance, wearing his “best London massive swag,” and following 

his impulse, Abu leaves his flat and marches to the riots (145). 

It is while on his way to Tottenham on the bus that Abu, “as he marched from the 

end of the bus to the front,” draws the passengers’ attention (145). The teenager’s decision 

to get off the bus at the stop close to the riots draws “disapproving looks from the law-

abiding citizens from both sides of the bus” (145). It is when a “friendly looking” 

passenger advises Abu not “to get mixed up in that” (145) that the teenager’s rage 

transforms from passive to assertive. In control of the situation and his emotions, Abu 

chooses not to confront the young man and the old lady who had made an overgeneralised 
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and racist comment about the protesters. Instead, the teenager stresses the need to partake 

in the uprisings because, as he rhetorically questions, “[w]here else were they supposed 

to be?” (146). Abu’s logic enables Popoola to assert that the streets hold a power that Abu 

needs to make use of to demand justice and change. 

When Abu gets off the bus, he does not recognise the city. Although he can hear 

nearby voices, the streets are abandoned and deserted (146). As the teenager begins to 

walk towards the protests, he hears “noises like scratching and glass breaking” (146). All 

of a sudden, Abu finds himself surrounded by people. These are “[s]cattered figures [who] 

hopped towards the other end of the street without any worry or hurry. Without any sort 

of pressure whatsoever” (146). Abu is astonished by the diversity he witnesses within the 

crowd. As the narrator shares, “[m]ost were young, or almost young. Not all though. 

Young, old, all types of cultures and shades of skin. Even some posh people in-between” 

(147). Apart from those individuals who are peacefully protesting, there are other people 

whose approach is more violent. This is the case, for example, of two young men who 

“lift a bin out of its black plastic casing. The top had burned out, the plastic still 

sweltering, stinking like hell” (146-147). The teenager spots a similar conduct when he 

witnesses the window of a chicken store on the pavement and the store covered in glass 

(149). Inside the shop, a man uses “a fire extinguisher to break the counter. Another 

person was helping himself to the food behind it, taking his time to choose. The appliances 

were all turned on and the smell of warm, used oil was filling the air” (149). Apart from 

the smashed windows, there are burned vehicles in the streets. Incredulous about what is 

happening, Abu notices “[h]ouses, cars, people, the odd tree, the odd shop, the odd bar, 

the odd bus stop, the odd junction peeled off the sides of his eyes” (150). 

According to Abu, the demonstrators’ behaviour signifies a stand in favour of 

attaining change in British society. Contrasting with the teenager’s views, Afsana and 
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Nalini express that the riots developed negatively and did not achieve their desired 

outcome. From Afsana’s perspective, the protests impacted citizens of working-class 

backgrounds the most because people concentrated their efforts on “stealing stuff . . . 

that’s not theirs,” and, in most cases, these shops did not belong to rich people (177). 

These actions upset Afsana, who tells Abu, “It could be one of us, you know, I mean some 

of the shop owners. Your older brother or something, trying to make it” (233). Similarly, 

Nalini articulates her animosity towards those who used the demonstrations for a different 

cause that was not exhibiting their revulsion with the police’s murder of Duggan.  

Afsana and Nalini’s views, which echo the media’s broadcasting of the events, 

frustrate and infuriate Abu. As he tells Nalini, the media’s main concern had been the 

economic impact of the riots. To borrow from Abu, “No one gave a shit about that guy in 

Tottenham. The one the police shot. No one cared. Now they are all upset because 

someone is burning a bin somewhere” (177). Moreover, the male teenager condemns that 

the majority of the British population is not concerned or gets offended about the fact that 

“[p]eople get hurt all the time” (177). More specifically, Abu “thought of the hurt he had 

carried away and no one had cried how unfair. Where were they? Every day. When he 

could need backup?” (177). The teenager shares how nobody has ever worried about him 

not being able to “walk along the street without someone following me because I look 

like a terrorist in the making” (177). The conversation with Afsana and Nalini emotionally 

moves Abu, who remembers the inadequate protection he has always received in London 

and the citizens’ apathy towards his discrimination as a South-Asian British Muslim man. 

Abu then stresses how the riots answered a bigger picture and that those who took over 

the streets showed that “[t]hings are wrong” (233). To borrow from Abu, “You don’t 

always get to go to the boss, innit. You don’t even get close to where the real shit is 

sometimes. You just get angry when you are angry, wherever that is. But that doesn’t 
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mean Tottenham wasn’t real. Some people were really about that Duggan guy” (233). 

Without dismissing the physical damages that resulted from the demonstrations, Abu 

claims that rioting is a strategy “to show how fucked up the country was. How pissed off 

people were about it. Even if there were some who didn’t even care about that, but just 

cared about themselves” (233). In short, Popoola uses the teenager’s arguments to stress 

that those agents in charge of social, economic, and any other political decisions are the 

ones who need to take accountability for Britons’ anger and their need to demand change 

to happen.  

Adding to the riots’ discussion, Abu condemns the polarisation of the British 

population and blames the media for this division. In this sense, the character indicates 

that British society is divided into two groups. First, those concerned about catching 

“those who participated in the riots” (203). Second, those who are  

busy giving their deep thoughts on the whole situation that had been well fucked 
up. Whether it was just opportunism, or if it had meant more and showed the state 
of the country. The state of hopelessness. The way the youth would erupt, the 
black youth. Or all of them even. (203-204)  

 
Additionally, Abu criticises that there was a side to the riots that the media did not bother 

to share. This side was “[t]he small picture that was so big it hurt sometimes. It was so 

huge you couldn’t see all of it; the showing up; the being there for your inner circle. The 

making that happen” (233). Popoola uses Abu’s views to condemn that Britain’s 

dominant sectors of society did not put forward an interpretation of Duggan’s murder as 

a racially-motivated attack. Instead, hegemonic media platforms echoed PM Cameron’s 

views, particularly the politician’s affirmation that poor parentage and lack of discipline 

were the leading causes behind young boys’ engagement in the riots.35 Cameron’s 

 
35 To validate his views on the educational system and the lack of discipline some teenagers find at home, 
Cameron drew his attention to Woodside High School in Tottenham and Mossbourne Community Academy 
in Hackney. The politician claimed that these schools were examples of correct educational approaches 
even though they had a majority of non-white students (15 Aug. 2011). Cameron’s views are troublesome 
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opinions were problematic because they reinforced a constructed and stereotypical 

description of socioeconomically deprived communities and symbolised a denial of the 

effects the neoliberal agenda was having on the British population. 

Although they have different opinions regarding the riots’ outcome, Abu and 

Nalini develop a strong bond that emanates from his attraction towards her. The 

teenager’s interest towards the female character is perceived from the very beginning of 

the novel, particularly when Karl comments that the chattiness that characterises his best 

friend disappears whenever Nalini and Afsana are with them. As the narrator notes, any 

time these girls “appeared Abu stayed for two minutes then made a disappearing act” 

(17). It is not until Karl leaves for Nigeria that Abu becomes more confident and starts 

hanging out with Nalini more often. To draw the girl’s attention and make her aware that 

he, as Karl, “was growing into a man,” Abu begins using “halal perfume . . . in the 

morning, at first break, after college and sometimes in-between” (100). The teenager also 

pays more attention to the clothes that he wears, choosing “[o]utfits that were proper 

coordinated” (100). The bond between the two friends intensifies when they start working 

together on a project covering the topics of slavery and the Bloomsbury Group. This 

assignment is of great significance for Abu because he first perceives it as an opportunity 

to spend more time with Nalini and get to know her better. Secondly, the knowledge Abu 

gains on Britain’s migration history is relevant because it boots his political 

consciousness. The friends’ involvement in the project could reflect Glissant’s 

encouragement not “to accept the logic of linear sequences as the only productive logic” 

(xii). I stress Glissant’s argument because Abu and Nalini’s immersion in the 

investigation challenges the telling of history from a Western linear perspective. This 

implies the recognition of British history as one with ruptures and which prioritises a 

 
because what he suggested with his opinions was that Black, Asian, and Latin Other students experience 
more difficulties becoming civilised and educated individuals.  
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single and opaque historical narrative, denying in the process the voices that are critical 

to Britain’s imperial and neo-colonial history. By giving voice to this reality, Abu and 

Nalini abandon “a continued blindness to [their] own crazed history” (xii). 

Adding to the discussion of Abu’s involvement in the slavery project, one could 

examine the character’s interest in Mary Prince, who is the author of The History of Mary 

Prince (1831). Published at a time when slavery was still legal in England, Prince’s 

autobiographical work details the physical and mental abuses which she suffered as a 

slave. What astonishes Abu is the proximity between him and Prince despite the temporal 

distance. As Abu tells Karl, Prince lived in Leigh Street with her Antiguan enslaver, next 

to where they grew up. This amazement accompanies a feeling of frustration because, as 

Abu notes, it seems unreal that “you never really know what’s going on, right where you 

live” (104). Perhaps Popoola’s purpose when drawing a parallel between Abu and Prince 

is to celebrate those authors who, like Prince, dared to speak their minds against 

discriminatory experiences and whose legacy remains present in the twenty-first century. 

Prince’s story also inspires Abu on a personal and political level, as reflected when the 

male teenager declares that the elementary principle to follow is having “the courage to 

be who you are. To speak your mind. To be different” (104). 

Another aspect to highlight regarding the mentioned project is Nalini and Abu’s 

development of a sociopolitical awareness while doing their research. This cognition can 

be seen when the two friends investigate the use of racial terminology when describing 

slavery and the theme of compensation. In the case of Nalini, she expresses her opposition 

to people’s use of the word ‘slave’ and encourages this term to be replaced by ‘enslaved’. 

Nalini reasons that nobody can own a person, but the system back then “said so. Because 

it has been good for it. For the whole empire” (113). Nalini also voices her dislike for 

what she believes to be the population’s overgeneralised knowledge of slavery. More 
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specifically, she condemns that “everyone knows about slavery but it sort of has nothing 

to do with now, with anything we see” (102). Information’s misusage is problematic 

because, as Abu and Nalini observe, the State purposely chooses what one must and must 

not learn. In this sense, while the British Empire continues to be taught and openly 

celebrated throughout the year, Black British history is barely recognised in the 

curriculum. Like Nalini, Abu denounces institutions’ commemoration of slave-related 

events. The teenager particularly remembers that some older students were organising 

events to commemorate the bicentenary of the abolition of the Slave Trade Act in his first 

year of secondary school. Four years afterwards, in 2011, Abu condemns these types of 

celebrations because they have “no realness, not like now” (113). The reason behind the 

teenager’s argument is that, as he and Nalini had learnt after attending a UCL lecture on 

the slave trade, “[c]ompensation had been paid to the so-called slave owners for the 

freeing of enslaved people” (113). In opposition, enslaved people did not obtain anything 

“for their forced graft” and “their names weren’t even mentioned” (113).  

Abu’s involvement in the Bloomsbury Group project has a favourable influence 

on Popoola’s character. A transformed student since his participation in the research, Abu 

now “stayed behind, in college, after classes, to catch up and find information on the 

Camden Slavery Trial” (105). Although the teenager’s curiosity in the exploration of 

enslaved people originates in his willingness to impress Nalini, the investigation 

transforms him into a self-empowered individual in need of speaking out against an 

oppressive and coercive system. Not only is he interested in knowing about his origins, 

but he is also interested in uncovering people’s hidden and neglected histories of 

belonging. 

As pointed out in the introduction to this subchapter, Popoola also concentrates 

her attention on how Karl’s development of a resistance consciousness enables him to 
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destabilise gender norms. This gender awareness originates in Nigeria, where Karl meets 

his transphobic father for the first time. Although the first encounter between father and 

son affects Karl negatively, this meeting also serves the teenager to assert his agency. 

When Adebanjo informs his son that he cannot accept his behaviour, the reader perceives 

a shift in Karl’s attitude (135). While it is true that the teenager’s conduct is proactive 

when confronted by his father on their first encounter, Karl’s attitude during this second 

encounter is passive. As the teenager internally reflects, Karl does not ask his father to 

accept him. Instead, Karl “had spoken about being. Being himself. About gender and 

truth. That bodies weren’t all that clear-cut or obvious. Not even what constituted a man 

or a woman. Boy or a girl” (135). Moreover, Karl shares how he would have considered 

opening up to his father so that, even if it took a while, he would “understand the details 

of [his] transition” (135). However, the teenager decides it is best to put an end to the 

conversation with his father because, as the narrator points out, “[h]e was tired of 

explaining” (135). 

To further illustrate Karl’s process of self-embracement, attention should be 

drawn to the relationship between the British-Nigerian teenager and the characters of 

Nakale, Mena, and Janoma. These interactions are of vital importance for Karl, who refers 

to his stay in Nigeria as “[t]he first time in my life I’m able to walk around and just be. 

No hassle, no questions. No pity or sympathy or harassment or being beaten up. Just me. 

. . . Bloody fucking me. The first time” (142). The positive interactions with the Nigerian 

population could be the reason for Karl wholly embracing his identity as a trans and 

British-Nigerian man.  

Echoing Alimi’s research, the romantic relationship between Karl and Janoma 

symbolises the male protagonist’s “moment of transfiguration because it reflects a 

moment when he ceases to see himself as a ‘freak’ but rather as a human being – a man” 
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(23). The chemistry between Janoma and Karl is clear from the very first day they meet. 

Described by Karl as “fresh-faced, all clear skin, defined cheekbones, lips that you wanted 

her to say something with,” Janoma undergoes a physical and emotional connection 

towards Karl that both find hard to resist (118). The reader learns about this attraction 

when, during a meeting with some of Janoma’s friends, Karl’s body is described to look 

like “a piece of wood” (166). Leaning into him is Janoma, whose arm leans on Karl’s 

thigh. Nervous and excited about this physical contact, Karl cannot control parts of his 

body “he didn’t want to name” (166). Karl’s primary concern regarding his physical 

attraction to Nakale’s cousin is what she would think once she discovered his gender 

transition. Facing each other and trying to find the correct words to express he is trans, 

Karl shares with Janoma that some people say he was born a girl but that he disagrees 

with this opinion.36 The revelation does not find opposition from Janoma, who is 

interested in Karl as a person. As she tells him, “I like you. I have a quick mouth, I know, 

but I was just waiting for you to do something. You were driving me crazy! I wasn’t 

surprised, I was relieved, relieved that this was… is going somewhere” (181). 

Adding to the discussion of how the British-Nigerian teenager feels accepted in 

Nigeria, we must draw our attention to the relationship between Karl and Mena. As the 

narrator shares, a sense of acceptance and full embracement marks their first encounter. 

After their first verbal interaction following Karl’s arrival at John’s neighbourhood, 

Mena’s eyes are “wandering to Karl, looking at him, just straight at him, not even once 

taking the bloody time to blink. It wasn’t a bad look though; it was something else. Like 

in, good. Like in doing something, something inside of Karl” (92). John’s neighbour, 

whose words make Karl feel “familiar and strange at the same time,” is the first person 

who repeatedly welcomed him to his country (91). Although Karl never tells Mena about 

 
36 “Some say I was born a girl. I don’t agree with that, but anyway, it’s complicated” (172). 
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his gender identity, he can tell she knows about it because she tells him about Area 

Scatter, who is a Nigerian musician who became a famous cross-dresser for adopting non-

heteronormative behaviour in mainstream media. Compared to the other occasions when 

Karl’s identity had been questioned, this interaction does not have the disturbing effect 

that the encounter with the immigration officers and his father have on him. Instead, Karl 

feels safe with Mena.37 

Nakale also enables the development of a gender and sociopolitical consciousness 

in Karl. Like Janoma and Mena, Nakale fully embraces Karl’s identity. This perception 

is appreciated when, after his first sexual encounter with Janoma, the London teenager 

feels the necessity to speak with the Nigerian activist. Nervous and trying to find the right 

words, Karl tells his friend that the name Karl does not appear on his passport. Nakale’s 

reaction to this information is not hostile and, instead, he “rolled on to his back and folded 

his arms behind his head” (193). When he realises Karl is not going to use the word trans 

to identify himself, Nakale tells his friend that he already knows that Karl’s passport says 

he is a woman. Nakale tells Karl he is following Mena’s advice: “[T]o be a friend is to be 

there and wait for the time. For the time to talk. And then listen” (194). What becomes 

clear to Karl is that Nakale is a good friend who does not seek any justification regarding 

his gender or sexual choices.  

Adding to the examination of Nakale and how he contributes to Karl’s identity 

formation, I encourage attention to be paid to the interactions between both characters 

from the day they met. Mena’s niece, Nakale, is introduced to Karl at the buka where the 

old lady works in John’s neighbourhood. From that day, and unless Nakale is at uni, both 

characters meet almost every day. The Nigerian teenager is not only interested in building 

a genuine relationship with Karl but wants him “to know the things that didn’t make news. 

 
37 “[I]t felt safe. The darkness. The chirping. Mena’s soft voice. They stood. You didn’t always have to say 
so much, did you” (168). 
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The way news was made here, or more effing precisely: there. Abroad. What was left 

out” (109). The problem Nakale identifies regarding overseas agencies’ reports is that 

they show little engagement with the problems that affect the area (157). To enable Karl’s 

immersion into the country’s history and current affairs, Nakale always ensures his 

British Nigerian friend attends events of activist nature. For example, one day Nakale 

asks Mena to take Karl to a meeting with other activists. To borrow from Mena, the reason 

why Nakale asks his aunt to take Karl to this event is “to show you about our place here, 

the Niger Delta. Dat’s why he asks you to come. All de people dere, they do something. 

Like Nakale, they write small things. They take samples. They try” (167). Perhaps Nakale 

succeeds in his attempt to boost a political consciousness in Karl for the teenager becomes 

more involved in the collecting and interviewing process. As the narrator observes, there 

is one occasion when “Karl asked if he could take notes for him. Two sets of ears were 

better than one. Maybe he could even write his own something. Something he could take 

back to London. Maybe he could use it for his own project week” (157). 

Popoola’s representation of Karl as a self-determined and empowered teenager is 

also appreciated when attention is drawn to the protagonist’s encounter with his father. 

Contrasting with his attitude when he first meets Adebanjo, Karl’s mood during the 

second meeting is utterly different. Portrayed as a teenager with agency, Karl refers to 

this meeting as “some half-arsed attempt at bonding” in which he is not interested (197). 

Instead of meeting his father, Karl wants to leave the scene, meet the people who are 

waiting for him, and have the “last meal at the buka, with everyone” (197). Contrasting 

with Adebanjo’s attitude during the first encounter with Karl, now the father presents 

himself as someone proactively getting to know his son better. With his wife’s support, 

Adebanjo tells Karl that he has spent some time researching trans people and that his wife 

has encouraged him to meet him for a second time. While it is true that Karl perceives a 
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change in his father’s approach towards him, he still perceives that his father’s tone 

continues to be discriminatory towards him and the community he represents. Validating 

the teenager’s perception is the fact that Adebanjo refers to Karl as “[p]eople like you” 

(197). As the teenager internally reflects,  

[t]he like you address was never a start to anything good. Followed usually by a 
version of: you people, you are not normal, but I am going to decide to tolerate 
you while I’ll keep making it obvious that I’m the one who is generous here. 
Because you are not normal. It wasn’t quite the same as friendship. Like Nakale. 
It wasn’t quite like I’m not leaving you. I dey stay for here. (197)  

 
Comparing Adebanjo to a door you cannot open because it “has two polished blocks 

instead of handles,” Karl deliberately avoids sharing any further information about 

himself or his life’s next steps with his father (197). Reflecting that he knows his 

priorities, Karl rejects his father’s offer to go to Lagos with him and asks Adebanjo to 

please drive him back to John’s (199). As the narrator notes later on, “[t]here was no 

stopping Karl. That boy. You could tell he had a new stubbornness. It was troubling” 

(201). 

Popoola’s representation of Karl’s journey to self-discovery in Nigeria 

demonstrates how the teenager’s trip to the African nation has a positive outcome for him. 

Back in London, Karl exhibits his agency when he shares, “Things are different. And my 

priorities are fucking intact. . . . The father isn’t one of them” (220). The male teenager 

shares similar views when he expresses that he does not want to continue talking to his 

dad over the phone because “[i]t had been seventeen years without a father” and his life 

is not any different now that Adebanjo is in his life (234). Following the realisation that 

the last encounter with his father happened because the adult felt “guilty for having 

wasted everyone’s time,” (231) Karl decides it is best to close the father’s chapter. (234) 

As he maintains, “I’m not interested any more. I just want my peace back” (238). The 

teenager’s tone when on the phone with his father also reflects a self-assertive attitude. 
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Although uncertain about his emotional link to his dad, Karl is sure that “he loved the 

sound of his own voice. Loved the way the authority dropped in it, heavy, like it just laid 

down the earth itself. He seemed like a guy who told, not asked” (234).  

The position of empowerment Karl occupies is further reflected when, back in 

London, he speaks to Godfrey and Rebecca about his affective relationships, how he feels, 

and how he wants people to treat him. Bearing in mind that Godfrey is the person who 

tells Adebanjo about Karl’s transition and who arguably spoils what could have been a 

positive relationship between father and son, the first encounter between the teenager and 

the social worker following Karl’s return establishes the limits of their relationship. Still 

annoyed with Godfrey, Karl tells him, “[D]on’t ever chat my business to anyone again 

without asking” (235). Authoritative and assertive, the teenager emphasises that he is in 

control of the father and son relationship and it is nobody’s but his responsibility to handle 

it.  

This empowered attitude is further reflected when Karl speaks with Rebecca about 

how he felt when he discovered about Adebanjo and the reasons why he decided to stay 

longer than two weeks in Nigeria. Before his trip to his father’s country, Karl would have 

avoided initiating tense conversations because “[s]tress triggered relapses” in Rebecca 

(239). That is the reason why Karl “ran longer and faster until the choking stopped and 

he could breathe again” (239). However, things are different now, and the teenager “no 

longer ran, he no longer left things behind to shut them out. He stayed now” (239). 

Illustrating this, Karl decides to follow his impulses and demands Rebecca tells him about 

the reasons why she did not inform Adebanjo she was pregnant and why she never 

mentioned anything about him to Karl (238). The fact that Rebecca continues to lie about 

her life and living choices infuriates Karl, who, impatient, witnesses how his mother’s 

eyes gradually become “tired, weary. Not as pain-filled as usual, when she was losing her 
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energy. It felt like Karl was the parents, the one asking questions while the teenager 

avoided eye contact, answers, anything that made real sense” (239). Eventually, Rebecca 

finds the strength to confront her reality and tells Karl that she felt embarrassed when she 

got pregnant because she had fallen for Adebanjo, a man who was not reliable (242). Not 

knowing what to do and scared about the father’s reliability, Rebecca decided that it was 

best to raise Karl alone and in the absence of the father’s side of the family to avoid future 

vanishings. 

The last strategy of self-empowerment that the protagonists adopt is hinted at the 

closing pages of When We Speak of Nothing. After a meal with Nalini and Janoma, Abu 

and Karl are described as walking by themselves in the streets of London. Suddenly, 

Leicester, Connor, Sammy, and two other wannabes “appeared out of nowhere . . . right 

at the bottom of the street” (250). This encounter is unexpected because the route Abu 

and Karl take “wasn’t their usual route but they cowboy-style positioned themselves in 

the middle of the pavement, nodding with cocky smiles” (250). A few months back, the 

two best friends would have adopted a passive attitude towards the presence of these 

bullies. However, things are different now. Abu’s reaction to the wannabes is to laugh at 

them, and Karl decides it is best not to answer to the provocation of being called Carla. 

As the teenager claims, “[p]redictable shit like this was boring, so last least,” and he “had 

other things on his mind” (251).  

Out of the blue, Karl tells the wannabes they need to start getting their facts 

straight, and, without hesitation, he “kicked the shoe that was in front of his back, looked 

at Abu like not today, so not in the mood” (251). Surprised and enjoying his friend’s 

attitude, Abu “laughed more and more, mouth open, head thrown back. Abu was ready 

for standing his ground, was defo not getting his arse kicked. Not by some wanna be 
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someone grand” (251). The characters’ assertiveness to take control is further displayed 

when Abu places his arms 

around Karl’s shoulders, . . . pulled him close, planted his lips on Karl’s, all gentle, 
all meaning, held on there, soft lips on soft lips, Karl’s face in his hand. He could 
feel the plumpness pushing back at him. His legs slightly apart as if he was 
imitating some movie star. Held his lips on Karl’s. Just held them there, steady on 
his feet, relaxed, taking his time. (251) 

  
Initially confused, Karl ends up smiling at Abu. As the narrator notes, their friendship 

“was even more than just tight. It was being yourself. All the fucking way” (251). This 

relationship could symbolise being in control of the narrative and asserting the right to be 

free. Abu and Karl’s decision to perform their fluid and hybrid identities represents a 

political strategy that enables them to deconstruct heteronormative norms.  

In this final section, I have provided several examples of Popoola’s protagonists’ 

transformation from passive into active individuals. In the case of Abu, the author 

concentrates on how social injustices motivate the teenagers’ empowerment. His 

opposition to austerity measures and an interpretation of Duggan’s murder as a racially 

motivated event prompts Abu to be actively involved in the 2011 London riots. Moreover, 

the research on Mary Prince and the Bloomsbury Group transforms the teenager into a 

socially engaged and conscious person. In the case of Karl, I have drawn my attention to 

analysing how the positive interactions in Nigeria are the point of departure for his 

transformation into someone who fully embraces himself. Empowered and back in 

London, Karl dismantles discourses of virility and heteronormativity and confronts those 

who had reinforced his estrangement within both nations. 

 

Conclusions 

This chapter has analysed Popoola’s literary representation of ethnic, spatial, 

heterosexist, and patriarchal discrimination in the UK and Nigeria. With a focus on Karl 
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and Abu’s ethnic backgrounds, the author denounces the unfairness of a system 

dominated by oppressive racial politics, a system which narratively constructs Black and 

Asian citizens as threats to Britain’s presumed stability. In the case of Karl, the reader 

learns that his dual heritage prevents his self-acceptance. To corroborate this idea, 

Popoola portrays how the teenager’s Blackness hinders his embodiment of Britishness 

and how his whiteness prevents his self-embracement as a Nigerian man. On the other 

hand, Abu’s religion and South Asian background are the roots behind this character’s 

sense of estrangement in his home country. A victim of physical and verbal abuse and 

Islamophobic discourses, the teenager’s daily experiences of discrimination move him 

away from Britain’s narrative of belonging. Additionally, Karl and Abu’s opinions on the 

police serve Popoola to portray this force as an institutionally racist organism whose 

policing dynamics fail members of marginalised communities (the Black and Asian 

population, in this case).  

Adding to the exploration of discriminatory attitudes and practices, this chapter 

has underlined that Black Britons’ conceptualisation of themselves as underprivileged 

citizens also happens because they are spatially segregated. A procedure that fosters the 

creation of ghettoes and homogeneous areas, spatial discrimination is appreciated in the 

confinement of Popoola’s characters in underprivileged areas. Underpinned by the 

presence of council estates, these areas do not facilitate the maturation of a feeling of 

belonging and intensify the sense of entrapment among those living in these housing 

enclaves. Moreover, I have examined how the transformation of North London districts 

following economic principles exacerbates the alienation of the local population, who 

little by little disassociate from their neighbourhoods. Resembling the portrayal of 

London as a space full of contrasts (economically and socially speaking), the 

transformation of Port Harcourt and Ogoniland enables Popoola to examine the practice 
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of spatial discrimination in the Nigerian context. Karl’s trip to Nigeria serves the author 

to show how economically divided the Nigerian population is and condemn that corrupted 

governments prioritise the prosperity of a few over the suffering of the majority. In 

addition, the teenager’s stay in the African nation shows that the State and its 

(inter)national allies are responsible for people’s displacement from their homes and the 

violation of human rights. 

The depiction of Karl as a target of transphobic attacks also enables Popoola to 

dismantle the conception of the British metropolis as a tolerant space. The teenager’s 

negative interactions with the wannabes and his aunt’s partner reflect that some members 

of British society (men, in this case) believe the trans community that Karl represents 

compromises the safeguarding of heteronormativity. Like these men, the Nigerian police 

and Adebanjo adopt a hostile attitude towards Karl because they believe his ‘abnormal’ 

identity goes against established and hegemonic gender norms. While Popoola describes 

the wannabes as individuals responsible for Karl’s feeling of estrangement from British 

society, she also conceives them as victims of the patriarchy. Born and raised in societies 

that do not interpret gender as a fluid construction, the wannabes are taught from a young 

age what society expects from them as men and the differences between masculinity and 

femininity. Their aggressive behaviour, virile actions, and transphobic opinions are the 

outcomes of an internalised discourse on patriarchal and traditional gender norms.  

Finally, I have paid attention to the protagonists’ transformation from passive 

individuals who are victims of fatalistic narratives into empowered individuals as they 

develop a resistance consciousness. Using Abu’s case, I have investigated how this 

character’s involvement in the 2011 riots and a research project on the Bloomsbury Group 

represents an opportunity to stand against political marginalisation, contest 

discrimination, and undercover Britain’s history of unbelonging. Taking Duggan’s 
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murder by the police as the point of departure for the discussion of Abu’s empowerment, 

Popoola explores the transformation of the streets of London into sites of protest, 

resistance, and anxiety against the British system. Moreover, this event serves to condemn 

the role played by the State and the media in the polarisation of British society during the 

demonstrations and the viralisation of a racist discourse against the Black youth who 

participated in the riots. The streets of the British capital also facilitate Popoola’s 

inspection of how performative acts against heteronormativity enable Karl to take a stand 

against discrimination. The character’s willingness to counter his subordination 

germinates while on his trip to Nigeria. In the West-African country, Karl renegotiates 

his identity and, back in London, his friends and family find a completely different person. 

The closing pages of Popoola’s novel present Karl as a teenager who opposes being 

sexually stigmatised and embraces his fluid identity as a British Nigerian and trans man.  

This chapter has illustrated the risks that derive from unengaging with the 

intercultural praxis. Popoola also depicts the benefits of intercultural relations for 

Britain’s multicultural society and examines the potential of the UK in becoming an 

inclusive territory if the intercultural doctrine is followed correctly. Literary 

representations of the ethnic, spatial, and patriarchal oppression Popoola’s protagonists 

undergo sustain the view that current social guidelines are inadequate for reaching the 

integration of all constituents of British society. In my analysis, I have pinpointed that 

these policies are troublesome because they do not reduce the risk of essentialism, do not 

follow the principles of equality and difference, and exacerbate the marginalised status of 

underprivileged citizens. While a significant part of When We Speak of Nothing centres 

on exploring the discrimination Black Britons suffer, the narrative also depicts the 

positive outcome intercultural interactions have for Karl and Abu. As reflected 

throughout the analysis of these characters’ interactions, individuals’ predisposition to 
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learn about others and respect differences enable Popoola’s protagonists to immerse in 

self-authoritative processes. In doing so, they embrace their identities as hybrid modern 

subjects and promoters of cultural change.  

The following chapter investigates Marshall’s portrayal of ethnic, spatial and 

patriarchal discrimination in the playwright’s debut, Half Breed. Set in twenty-first 

century rural England, Marshall’s play discloses minorities’ experiences of 

discrimination in areas where the population is predominately white. This representation 

is conducted through Jazmin, who identifies as the only Black in the village where she 

lives. Marshall uses the relationship between her female protagonist and Wiltshire’s 

residents to disclose the implications of being an ethnic minority in rural contexts. 

Additionally, these interactions serve the playwright to unveil the disempowering impact 

patriarchal indoctrination has on women and men and the consequences deriving from 

transgressing gender and sexual norms. Finally, I pay attention to how Jazmin counters 

her oppression as she depoliticises the meaning attached to derogatory terms and 

confronts the people responsible for her estrangement in her hometown. The character’s 

transformation into a transracial subject symbolises Marshall’s attempt to give voice and 

empower anyone who has ever felt like a misfit in British society.  
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Chapter Four 

 

Natasha Marshall’s Half Breed (2017) 
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Author’s Biography, Introduction to the Text and Critical Reception 

Natasha Marshall is a West Country-born writer and performer based in London 

who holds a BA in Acting and Community Theatre. In 2012 she graduated from East15 

Acting School. She has participated in several theatre groups, including the Royal Court 

Writers Groups (2015/2016), the SOHO Theatre’s Writers Group, the SOHO Rising, and 

Talawa First. Coproduced by Talawa Theatre Company and Soho Theatre, Marshall’s 

debut play, Half Breed (2017), was shortlisted for the Tony Craze Soho Young Writers 

Award (2016), the Alfred Fagon Award (2016), and the Best New Play in the 2017 UK 

Theatre Awards. Marshall is also the author of A Bitch Like Me (2019), a monologue that 

explores the emotional and physical damage caused by the British criminal justice system. 

She has also contributed to Paines Plough’s digital project ‘Come to Where I am From’ 

with the monologue Crop Circles (2020). Her last literary production is the play The 

Smiley Show (2021).  

This chapter explores the notion of ethnic, heterosexist, and patriarchal 

domination in Half Breed, where Marshall describes the negative consequences of 

discriminatory policies and where she defends the benefits of intercultural dialogue. Set 

in rural England, the play follows the life of Jazmin, a mixed-race teenager living in 

Wiltshire with her grandmother. Sharing the protagonist’s day-to-day experiences are 

Brogan and Mitchell, who are Jazmin’s best friend and Brogan’s boyfriend, respectively. 

The opinions towards racial minorities held by Jazmin’s friends and neighbours impact 

the protagonist’s engagement with Britain’s narrative of belonging and her sense of 

otherness. Another theme that underlines Marshall’s work is an interpretation of 

patriarchal governance as an entity of confrontation and oppression. Victims of 

compulsory heteronormativity and patriarchal indoctrination, Mitchell and Brogan enable 

the playwright to correlate the racism Jazmin suffers to the burden of mandatory 
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heterosexuality. The exploration of racist, heterosexist, and patriarchal ideology in Half 

Breed portrays the countryside as an area dominated by power relations that rely on 

exclusion and discrimination. 

Through the character of Jazmin, Marshall explores and condemns the 

relationship between racial segregation and the concept of ethnic purity. Most of 

Wiltshire’s residents conceptualise the protagonist’s identity as a mixed-race person as a 

burden and a risk. From the villagers’ perspective, Jazmin’s ethnicity holds the potential 

to disrupt the alleged homogeneity and well-being of Wiltshire’s community. Like 

Jazmin’s, Mitchell’s identity as a homosexual man symbolises a threat to the countryside, 

particularly to those who believe homosexuality would lead to the collapse of masculinity 

and heterosexual values in rural locations. This chapter also evaluates the reasons behind 

Jazmin’s decision to embrace subversive strategies to put an end to the alienation she 

suffers. Examining how the female protagonist forges a resistance consciousness inspires 

an interpretation of Half Breed as an account of how political resistance to discrimination 

enables the accomplishment of cultural and identity wholeness. 

A critic who has contributed significantly to the study of Marshall’s work is 

Deirdre Osborne, author of ‘Mixed Messages’ (2019). In this article, Osborne interrogates 

and compares Half Breed and Fiona Peters’ Fostering Mixed Race Children: Everyday 

Experiences of Foster Care (2016). The critic locates Marshall’s debut play in the corpus 

of poetic work by Black British female authors who investigate themes such as fostering, 

adoption, and mixedness in their writing. This is the case of Kay, SuAndi, Michelle Scaly-

Clarke, Cush Jumbo and Nicòle Lecky. Nonetheless, a feature that makes Marshall’s 

debut work distinctive is that it reflects the voice of a new generation of mixed-race 

people in rural England. In her study of Half Breed, Osborne suggests that two elements 

influence Jazmin’s identity development. These are miscegenation thinking and the 
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transgression of social and sexual boundaries. The critic also analyses the protagonist’s 

(re)articulation of abusive terms to confront Mitchell and affirms that the use of racially 

offensive terminology empowers Jazmin and helps her to contest groundless patriotic and 

nationalistic mindsets. My work relates to Osborne’s in that I claim that Jazmin is a victim 

of social practices that derive from anti-miscegenation judgement. I also stress that a 

network of phobic rejections monopolises rural England, meaning that racist, 

homophobic, and heterosexist lifestyles dominate Wiltshire’s patriarchal society. 

Moreover, this chapter’s last section resonates with Osborne’s analysis of Jazmin’s 

articulation of racially abusive terms. This vocabulary, which Mitchell employs 

throughout the play to alienate ethnic minorities, is reconfigured by Jazmin as she 

develops a resistance consciousness. In this vein, the re-appropriation of the terminology 

that once denigrated her serves to confront the racist and narrow-minded attitudes of some 

of Wiltshire’s dwellers.  

There is still work to be done on how Marshall’s representation of ethnic, 

heteronormative, and patriarchal discrimination subverts readings of rural locations as 

welcoming areas. The representation of non-mainstream realities like ethnic minorities 

and LGTBQ+ people serves to deconstruct the British countryside as an idyllic location. 

Supporting my analysis is Paul Cloke’s research on rurality and his definition of the rural 

idyll. To borrow from the critic, this is a discursive construction that 

stands both as a significant imaginative space connected with all kinds of cultural 
meanings ranging from the idyllic to the oppressive, and as a material object of 
lifestyle desire for some people – a place to move to, farm in, visit for a vacation, 
encounter different forms of nature, and generally practise alternatives to the city. 
(18)  

 
Born out as a reaction against modernisation, urbanism, and industrialisation, rurality is 

associated with traditional values and feelings of nostalgia. Contrasting with the 

presumable individualism that characterises the lives of urban citizens, a sense of 
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community underpins the rural environment. In her play, Marshall deconstructs 

interpretations of the countryside as a problem-free space and condemns that the idyll 

narrative is troublesome for minorities. Using Jazmin and other minorities’ examples of 

discrimination, the playwright demonstrates that the countryside is not a friendly space 

for those who do not conform to the white British heterosexual norm. 

The analysis of ethnic intolerance not only considers how the racist mindsets and 

practices carried by the representatives of Britain’s white countryside shape the lives of 

Jazmin, her family, and other racialised minorities. This chapter explores, too, the 

relationship between ethnic minorities and the police, the exoticisation of Blackness and 

the othering potential of public locations (the Rose and Crown pub, in this case). Although 

I identify Jazmin as the primary target of racial harassment, the analysis includes an 

interpretation of Brogan and Mitchell as targets of oppressive systems. A representation 

of Mitchell as a sexually tormented individual and of Brogan as the target of patriarchal 

indoctrination from a young age enables Marshall to demonstrate that the rural idyll 

narrative constrains the identity development of sexual minorities and women. The final 

section of this chapter explores how Jazmin’s development of a resistance consciousness 

echoes Marshall’s personal story of overcoming discrimination. Transformed into an 

empowered individual, the protagonist of Half Breed evolves into a transracial person 

who resists social and political marginalisation.  

 

Ethnic Discrimination 

Resembling some aspects of Popoola’s portrayal of Karl in When We Speak of 

Nothing, Half Breed explores the themes of mixedness and ethnicity as observed in 

Jazmin. Introduced to the audience as “the only black in the village,” (6) the female 

protagonist serves Marshall to give voice to her living experience growing up in the 
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British countryside. Contrasting with Popoola, Marshall centres on discrimination in rural 

England and investigates how identity politics and Wiltshire’s oppressive sociocultural 

environment influence the protagonist’s identity formation. Perceived as an intruder by 

some villagers because of her mixed racial origins (she is the daughter of a white mother 

and a black father), Jazmin negotiates her identity constantly throughout the play. 

Marshall’s focus on Jazmin’s feelings of alienation and isolation deconstructs the British 

countryside as an idyll. Jo Little and Patricia Austin’s research on ‘Women and the Rural 

Idyll’ (1996) provides a valuable framework for investigating the rural landscape. 

Associated with the notions of Englishness, whiteness, patriotism, and nationalism, rural 

societies tend to be conceptualised as uncomplicated and innocent (102). Moreover, 

contrasting with urban dwellers, rural citizens hold in high regard traditional values (102). 

Critics also note that the friendships and family ties of these residents “are seen as 

somehow more honest and authentic, unencumbered with the false and insincere 

trappings of city life or with their associated dubious values” (102). I suggest that 

interpretations of the countryside as an idyllic space for blossoming social relationships 

are inconvenient, particularly for those who do not fit into what is assumed to stand for 

the rural norm. This is the case for demographic minorities, such as Black, Asian, mixed-

race, or refugee people, who are victims of a non-belonging narrative and of 

discriminatory practices.  

Analysing ethnic discrimination in Marshall’s debut play is pertinent because it 

expounds on the risks of assuming rural areas are problem-free and idyllic places. Daniel 

Burdsey argues these portrayals are troublesome because interpretations of the 

countryside as an idyll have “contributed to an entrenched lack of racial awareness among 

some policymakers and service providers, enabling the minimization or denial of racism” 

(98). As seen in Half Breed, racial rejection directly affects members of ethnic minorities 
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as they fall victims to political otherness. The non-identification of racism as a 

sociopolitical concern in rural locations is a technique local authorities and other 

representatives in power embrace. These actors strive to preserve a favourable self-

representation of the countryside while they persist in overlooking the necessities of 

minority groups.  

The construction of the countryside as an idyllic location has been possible due to 

the scarcity of literal and critical investigation of Black identity politics in non-urban 

scenarios. Concerned about the dismissal of minorities’ struggles and the scarce scholarly 

engagement in researching ethnic bigotry in the rural landscape, Burdsey suggests that 

[t]he tendency to underplay or ignore the significance of race and ethnicity outside 
urban landscapes signifies a failure to understand how processes of racialization 
can operate through the relative absence as well as presence of minority ethnic 
groups. (101)  

 
In line with the critic’s observations, Marshall’s play discloses how a historical emphasis 

on urban locations has overshadowed experiences of ethnic discrimination. Additionally, 

Half Breed distinguishes between racialised citizens in urban and rural locations. In 

opposition to urban dwellers, minorities in rural areas are not always able to develop a 

sense of belonging and community because of their isolation and alienation from 

mainstream narratives.  

The first occasion when Jazmin transmits an interpretation of her ethnicity as the 

root of her discrimination is in the third act, titled “Me”. After she has greeted the 

audience to Wiltshire, the teenager introduces herself in the following way, “I’m Jaz and 

I’m the only black in the village and I know I’m not ‘proper black’ but trust me around 

here I’m as black as it goes, and everyone knows” (6). The description of Jazmin as a 

teenager who does not perceive a sense of wholeness in her person allows the playwright 

to suggest that society conditions people of mixed parentage to associate mixedness with 

abnormality. The forced association with Blackness and dismissal of whiteness is 
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complex for Jazmin, who asserts that her personality is indecisive and that her “brain is 

just as confused as [her] skin” (6). References to the teenager’s identity issues enable 

Marshall to portray how people who do not conform to the white British norm are coerced 

to execute an unnatural and imposed identity. This imposition is troublesome because it 

manifests through everyday acts of racism. 

Jazmin’s dual heritage also serves to investigate and condemn the cruelty of some 

of Wiltshire’s citizens. To portray this reality, Marshall gives voice to the protagonist’s 

neighbours and centres on their comments about and against racially exogamous unions 

and their descendants. The racial and superficial remarks the neighbours make about 

Jazmin and her family emanate from anti-miscegenation thinking and the presumption 

that racial purity exists. The targets of these retrograde discourses are not only the people 

who get involved in exogamic relationships but also their children. As Osborne suggests, 

these last ones are “traditionally neither an index of acceptance or assimilation” and 

“disproportionately bear the after-effects of social censure and material disadvantage” 

(373, 374). In line with Osborne’s observations, I suggest that the locals’ opinions and 

actions accentuate interpretations of people who engage in mixed-race relationships and 

their offspring as inferior individuals and advocators of instability. 

Throughout Half Breed, the audience discovers that Jazmin and her grandmother 

have no relationship with the neighbours because they make biased observations about 

the protagonist’s parents. In the case of Jazmin’s father, the villagers refer to him as a 

“BLACK dad [who] did a runner before she was one” (6). Moreover, they insinuate that 

the disappearance of Jazmin’s father did not shock anyone because that is “what THOSE 

do” (6). The description of the protagonist’s father in pejorative terms serves Marshall to 

examine how Black parenthood and, more specifically, fatherhood is constructed in the 

British imaginary. The villagers internalise a hegemonic narrative that presupposes Black 
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men are absent and that they are not interested in parenting dynamics. These stereotypes 

are problematic because they symbolise a total dismissal of factors such as racism that 

might have influenced the father’s decision to leave Jazmin under the grandmother’s 

supervision. 

Although Jazmin’s father is the main target of public scrutiny, Jazmin’s absent 

mother is also a victim of denigrating statements. Involved in a relationship with a Black 

man, Jazmin’s mother becomes the focus of verbal abuse because of her engagement in 

a sexual and romantic relationship with the protagonist’s father. From the villagers’ 

standpoint, the decisions Jazmin’s mother made transformed her into an immoral and 

corrupted person who belong to the group of women who “should pay more attention to 

the men that they screw” (6). Moreover, the villagers assert that the protagonist’s mother 

does not have value in Wiltshire’s society because, according to their views, she “[a]in’t 

fit to be a mum” (6). Unable to raise her child for reasons the audience is not told, Jazmin’s 

mother is defined by the locals as a “nutjob of a mum who walked out of that home” and 

left her mother “to raise her child” (9, 6). Marshall’s representation of Jazmin’s mother 

as a target of verbal punishment and moral judgment uncovers how breaking racial, 

sexual, and patriarchal norms in rural England has class-related implications.  

Half Breed also discloses that daily encounters with racism influence Jazmin’s 

sense of alienation in her hometown. Like the neighbours, others also interrogate Jazmin 

about her heritage and question her Britishness. This is the case of a villager who asks the 

teenager if she is Black or white and where she is originally from (7). Jazmin’s 

disassociation from the country’s narrative of belonging is heightened when the teenager 

answers that she is from Wiltshire and was born in Cambridge. As someone who 

associates Britishness with whiteness, this person is not happy with Jazmin’s response 

because she associates Blackness with alienness, meaning that she does not consider Half 
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Breed’s protagonist as a member of the nation’s imagery. The representation of the public 

denial Jazmin undergoes in this conversation portrays the othering potential that being a 

passive voice in the nation’s narrative construction has. Moreover, Marshall shows that 

this denial forces hybrid individuals like Jazmin to inhabit the role of strangers rather than 

active representatives of society. In other words, the examined verbal exchange reflects 

the disturbing reality mixed-race people face as they are encouraged to identify as Black 

and not British. 

The villagers’ harmful comments contrast with the interpretation of rural England 

as an idyllic location associated with virtues such as friendliness and a strong sense of 

community. Rather than celebrating minorities’ cultural and historical differences, white 

dwellers marginalise those they consider racially unfit. This is the case of Jazmin, who is 

a target of racial exclusion because she is the aftermath of an exogamous relationship. 

The abuse this teenager suffers results in her self-conceptualisation as “[t]hat mixed up, 

the kid mixed up, myself mix up, mix up me, trying to be white in a half-black body…/ 

And/ Still/ Not/ Enough” (7-8). Another occasion when Jazmin expresses that her 

Blackness impedes her from reaching wholeness is when she describes herself as “that 

mixed-race kid, the one that’s the epitome of mixed up, like 50/50, on the fence, 

lukewarm, in-between maybe” (6). The frustration she undergoes and the emotional 

disturbance that originates in her racial consciousness leads Jazmin to declare that “being 

half black in an all-white area is a burden you wouldn’t wanna have” (7). 

Marshall also draws her attention to the relationship between Jazmin and Brogan 

and the interactions between the two best friends to illustrate the experience of ethnic 

discrimination in Wiltshire. Described by Jazmin as someone who “may not be perfect” 

but to her “she’s a blessing,” (5) Brogan enables Marshall to explore topics such as the 

racialisation of the Black community and the conceptualisation of Blackness as a 
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commodity. Racial prejudice and the internalisation of a discriminatory discourse in 

Jazmin’s best friend are available in the play’s first act, “London”. During this act, Brogan 

shares her thoughts on the Black urban youngsters as she speculates what her friend’s life 

would be like if she finally moves to London. According to Brogan, Jazmin must learn to 

defend herself and be aware of the dangers she would be exposed to in an urban space. 

The reason why the teenager decides to tell her friend about her understanding of London 

and its citizens is that she believes Jazmin would eventually be asked to “choose a gang” 

(1). To this request, Brogan suggests that Jazmin should tell them, “‘[N]o thank you, I 

appreciate the offer but I don’t take sides and I wish you both the best of luck for the 

future’” (1). From Brogan’s perspective, she is not being judgemental with her comments 

and is, instead, “one step ahead of the game” (1). Claiming that she is not racist, Brogan’s 

primary source to determine the connection between gangs, crime, and insecurity are 

media accounts that reinforce the stereotype of Black criminality.38 I suggest that 

Marshall problematises the association the teenager makes between gangs and Black 

citizens because this construction is an ideological device that criminalises and further 

alienates a sector of the population who may not have committed any crime.  

Brogan’s prejudicial views on the British capital and its citizens are also based on 

the TV productions of Kidulthood and EastEnders. Marshall uses these accounts to 

explore the theme of representation and how the media’s portrayal of Black communities 

has an ideological content. Directed by Menhaj Huda, Kidulthood is a film that follows 

the lives of marginalised and racialised teenagers in Ladbroke Grove (London). Hunda’s 

portrayal of the youth in local cafes, chicken shops, and council estates displays how 

social, ethnic, and spatial displacement affects members of deprived communities. I 

suggest that the consumption of images that predominately show stereotypical and 

 
38 “It’s all in the news!!! Cus you know like Kidulthood… well they really do act like that in London” (1). 
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pessimistic portrayals of ethnic minorities influence Brogan’s unconstructive views on 

the Black youth. Adding to the discussion of Jazmin’s best friend’s interpretation of 

London as an unsafe and undesirable space, Brogan suggests, “[T]he best thing to come 

out of London was EastEnders, back when Tiffany was alive. But apart from that, it’s 

nothing really that special” (3). Broadcasted in 1985 and created by Julia Smith and Tony 

Holland, EastEnders follows the lives of the residents of Walford. The portrayal of this 

fictional neighbourhood was criticised because it did not reflect the racial diversity that 

characterised East London and, when it did so, it articulated and reinforced racist 

stereotypes. Following Tiffany’s death, the show introduced new characters and 

storylines, including Asian families, Black characters, and homosexual relationships 

between white British and British Muslim men. Additionally, the show now centres on 

relevant topics for urban youngsters and their families, such as knife crime or gang 

culture. The problem with these accounts is that they continue to display stereotypes of 

racialised communities, thus failing to dismantle the overriding narratives of these groups 

as threats. The consumption of these images affects Brogan, who believes that what she 

sees in Kidulthood and EastEnders is the factual truth. Moreover, Brogan’s simplistic 

opinions on London reflect the narrative that the English countryside is a place of white 

safety while urban and multicultural centres are synonymous with violence, gangs, and 

crime.  

Brogan’s interactions with Jazmin also help Marshall to explore how the notion 

of racial stratification influences the protagonist’s feeling of alienation. Understood as the 

organisation and differentiation of a given population into hierarchical racial groups, 

racial stratification is a strategy that dominant groups create and exploit to assert their 

privilege and power over marginalised groups. As represented in Half Breed, Wiltshire’s 

dominant group consists of Brogan, Mitchell, and the villagers. On the contrary, the 
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marginalised group includes racial minorities who do not fit into the rural norm. A way 

in which the dominant group achieves their sovereignty over minorities is through 

aesthetics. Aesthetics are primordial because they determine what is socially constructed 

and accepted as normal and abnormal. In line with this idea, Marshall interprets white 

aesthetics as those associated with normality and privilege and Black aesthetics as the 

anomaly.  

The audience learns about Brogan’s interpretation of Black aesthetics as a 

commodity and something one can pick and choose when she tells Jazmin she likes her 

skin colour and claims that it looks as if Jazmin always had a tan (4). As a member of 

Wiltshire’s dominant group, Brogan complies with the prototypes of feminine beauty and 

associates her friend’s Blackness with amusement. The idea of Brogan as someone who 

perpetuates racial stereotypes and commodifies Blackness is also noticed when she asks 

Jasmin, “So what are you then? Are you like a half-cast or something?” (4). The portrayal 

of Jazmin as someone who remains passive to her friend’s racist comments reflects that 

she accepts her inferiority to a certain extent. To be called ‘half-cast’ is, firstly, offensive 

and, secondly, reinforces the teenager’s interpretation of herself as an impure and unholy 

person because of her mixed ancestry.  

While Brogan identifies Black aesthetics as a malleable beauty condition, Jazmin 

associates Blackness with insecurity. The conceptualisation of Blackness as what hooks 

refers to as “an alternative playground where members of dominant races . . . affirm their 

power” has an alienating impact on Jazmin (23). Aiming to possess some of the qualities 

of Wiltshire’s dominant groups, the protagonist of Half Breed shares with the audience 

how she attempts to conform to the white beauty canon. To borrow from her words, “I 

straighten my hair and wear real light foundation./ So you can’t say I don’t try.../ I try, I 

try, I try a lot” (8). Jazmin’s attempt to attain whiteness shows the self-internalisation of 
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white supremacist values and aesthetics. Additionally, the teenager’s routines inform the 

audience about how, by straightening her hair and wearing a light foundation that makes 

her look white, she symbolically crosses the world of discrimination and lands into a 

world that presumably offers her comfort, safety, and a certain degree of privilege.  

The lack of representation experienced by the mixed-race population in Wiltshire 

also links with the theme of racial aesthetic supremacy. Recalling her experience growing 

up with no Black representation, Jazmin shares with the audience the feeling of 

marginalisation she underwent as a child because of being a minority in Wiltshire. The 

reasons are, among others, the lack of access to Black-targeted products and her 

cluelessness concerning how to look after her hair and her skin. The teenager expresses 

this feeling as she draws a parallel between herself and a mixed-race child she once saw 

in town. “[P]ushed in its pushchair by its white mum,” that kid had “some matted up, 

dried hair and dried-up skin” (7). What disturbs Jazmin is that the mother’s lack of 

understanding of Black aesthetics might harm the child’s identity formation. The 

protagonist’s views find validation in her own experience, for Jazmin does not fully 

embrace her own Black attributes and performs fashion-related practices to look whiter 

or conform to the white hegemonic beauty standards. These circumstances might seem 

comical and unproblematic for those who, like that child’s mother, hold aesthetic 

supremacy. However, Jazmin describes daily encounters like the examined as “kind of 

flipping sad” (7). 

Jazmin’s desire for a standardised white beauty is further appreciated when she 

describes Brogan. Emphasising her physical features, Jazmin states that Brogan’s “white 

skin, blonde hair, blue eyes” are what make her friend “really perfect looking” (4). The 

description of Brogan as someone who embodies all elements of hegemonic beauty 

contrasts with Jazmin’s physical attributes. The idealisation of white beauty aesthetics 
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reinforces the protagonist’s alienation as she perceives herself as an outcast. Jazmin 

expresses a sense of estrangement when she compares herself with Brogan and the other 

female youngsters from where she lives. Borrowing from Jazmin, “[t]o be a beautiful girl 

where I’m from, is to be the epitome of the ‘girl next door’. So basically white, so I’m 

always there but not just quite” (6). These circumstances are frustrating for Jazmin who, 

as she shares with the audience, has never been chased by a guy because it “would be too 

risky, you know like ‘deal or no deal risk’” (7). Jazmin expresses similar opinions when, 

on a night out, she compares to Brogan and shares that a difference between them is that 

her best friend “feels wanted and who she wants is wanting her” (17).  

As mentioned earlier, Jazmin’s encounter and interaction with the police also 

illuminates the discussion of ethnic discrimination in the countryside. I refer to the 

incident that happens on the night when Jazmin finds out Mitchell betraying Brogan with 

another man. As she walks back home by herself, Jazmin sees from a distance “[t]he 

flashing blue and red lights” outside the house where she lives with her grandmother (23). 

Upon arrival at her home, she envisions “[f]lowers upturned, windows smashed, front 

doors bashed in proper bad” (23). Panicking, overwhelmed, and anxious, Jazmin demands 

to know what had happened to her grandmother and their home. One of the policemen 

who is present at the scene tells Jazmin, “Now can you think of anyone that might have 

ill feelings towards yourself or your grandmother than would be capable of doing this?” 

(24). Without verbalising her thoughts to the public authority, Jazmin transmits to the 

audience that she knows “who to blame” (23). That is Mitchell because, to quote Jazmin 

directly, “I saw him in the alleyway, so now he’s tryna scare me not to say” (23).  

Agitated and disturbed, Jazmin asks the policeman about her grandmother. The 

teenager’s tone is not welcomed by the policeman, who confronts Jazmin and tells her, 

“We’re just trying to assess the situation nice and slowly” (24). Adopting a patronising 
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attitude, the policeman defends himself by asserting that he is “a very respected member 

of the village police with twenty years of experience” (24). The words and the tone the 

public authority adopts reflect that working experience does not necessarily entail an 

appropriate reaction to racially motivated crimes. It also portrays the police as ignorant 

and, in doing so, implies a perpetuating cycle of abuse through the trivialising of a racist 

attack. This incident serves Marshall to reproach that the police are not sensitive to the 

episodes of racism and harassment ethnic minorities undergo in less multicultural 

locations like Wiltshire.  

Adding to the examination of the just-mentioned vandalic act and the discussion 

of ethnic discrimination, the invasion of the house signifies two things for Jazmin. First, 

a threat to the character’s well-being, and, secondly, a reminder from white rural England 

that she does not belong in Wiltshire. These opinions are reflected in the words and 

statements written with red paint “up on the side of the wall” (23). The words are “NI-

GGER” (23) and “PAKI,” and what the police described as the “[p]olitically incorrect 

statement” of “GO BACK TO YOUR OWN COUNTRY” (25). By writing these 

expressions, the perpetrator of this crime strives to sabotage the protagonist’s comfort in 

her hometown. This is a deliberate act because the person who wrote on the walls knows 

that the selected words have a history of shared oppression and marginalisation, meaning 

that the prospect of these words to wound work “through an encoded memory or trauma, 

one that lives in language and is carried in language” (Butler 36). The potential to harm 

is recognised by Jazmin’s grandmother, who “[c]limbed up the ladder . . . , trynna wash 

the writing from the walls” and “that deeply offensive PAKI racist term off the wall” (24, 

25). 

My analysis of the house’s invasion also includes an engagement with hooks’ 

work on ‘An Aesthetic of Blackness: Strange and Oppositional’ (1995), where the critic 
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investigates her grandmother’s house and the relevance this location had for her identity 

formation. As Lisa Guenther argues, this location constitutes a “productive, 

transformative space [which] is not merely a container for human subjectivity, but a place 

where one becomes the subject one desires to be, generating a sense of future in the 

present” (199). The house also represents “an exceptional, interior space within the 

landscape of oppression which generated the promise of an outside or escape for 

oppression” (119). Similarly to what happened to hooks, the house Jazmin shares with 

her grandmother represents the only place in Wiltshire where the teenager is free from 

public scrutiny. Its invasion and the writing of offensive and racist terminology in her 

metaphorical sanctuary aim to mentally and physically destabilise Jazmin by destroying 

her sense of agency. In other words, the assault exemplifies a figurative violation of the 

protagonist’s identity. 

The Rose and Crown is the other location I draw attention to for exploring ethnic 

discrimination. Ruled by oppressive elements of Wiltshire’s dominant culture and society 

(racism and homophobia as represented in Half Breed), Marshall depicts the pub as an 

unwelcoming space for ethnic minorities. Jazmin, who sarcastically describes this 

location as “the place to be,” (9) comments that she would rather not spend time at the 

Rose and Crown. However, since Brogan started dating Mitchell, both Jazmin and her 

best friend have “started chilling with him and his friends down the pub” (10). Readings 

of this location as an othering space for racialised communities are available in Roy 

Williams’ Sing Yer Heart Out for the Lads (2002).39 Set in a pub in Southwest London 

where attendees congregated to watch the qualifier World Cup match between England 

and Germany in 2002, the play revolves around the themes of football hooliganism and 

 
39 In their examination of Sing Yer Face Out for the Lads (2002), Elizabeth Barry and William Boles 
comment that the play is “based on an experience [Williams] had in 2000 in a Birmingham pub watching 
England play Germany in a World Cup qualifying game, where the reactions of the xenophobic fans to 
England’s loss ultimately forced him to leave” (305). 
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Britishness. In his study of Williams’ work, Michael Pearce remarks that Sing Yer Heart 

Out for the Lads condemns how Britishness as an identity formation “operates through 

binaries on inclusion/exclusion” (126). Additionally, Pearce suggests that the play 

criticises the prevailing rhetoric that “maintains that cultures can live in harmony without 

taking into account the oppressive nature of the dominant ideology” (126). I trace a 

connection between Williams and Marshall’s work because, as it occurs in Sing Yer Heart 

Out for the Lads, the Rose and Crown is a location that racially excludes ethnic minorities 

through the use of openly racist speech. This portrayal is accomplished using Mitchell, 

who communicates his offensive views in the “Rose and Crown” and “The Fallout” acts. 

In both cases, the targets of his racist comments are the South Asian and refugee 

communities that live in Wiltshire. 

Surrounded by the pub attendees, Mitchell states his racial superiority as he speaks 

of the time when he went down to get “a korma with chips on the side” and was “served 

by that Paki fella” (10). Mitchell’s lack of respect towards this member of staff is 

depicted, first, in the offensive name-calling and, secondly, in the aggressive attitude he 

adopted when he found a “big, long, greasy, black hair” that belonged to “that fucking 

Paki” (10). Confronting the man working at the establishment, Mitchell adopted a violent 

attitude as the staff member claimed he could not see the hair in the food he had served. 

Not willing to give up in his crusade against this man, Mitchell poured “the Coke and the 

curry on the shop floor” (11) while staring at him. In doing so, Mitchell sought to assert 

his authority and show this man “not to mug me off!,” to use his words (11). 

Mitchell expresses similar xenophobic attitudes in “The Fallout” act. Opening 

with the male teenager and Brogan having a verbal and physical altercation, the act 

discloses Mitchell’s negative views on immigration. According to the character, 

immigrants do not integrate or respect British values and norms. Following the couple’s 
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argument, Brogan’s boyfriend makes his way to the pub, where he is “talking loud, 

standing in the middle of the crowded pub addressing the whole room like he’s the grand 

finale of a show” (35). In what appears to be a solo performance of masculinity and 

racism, Mitchell stands “there just a couple feet from [Jazmin]… shouting bout niggers 

and pakis like this is his last act” (35). More specifically, Mitchell speaks about the Asian 

family he confronted in the local supermarket because, from his perspective, her kids 

were “behaving like animals” (35). Irritated about the lady’s decision to walk away from 

the scene, Mitchell followed the family, demanding an answer or an apology for the kid’s 

behaviour. Unable to understand what the British character had said to her, the Asian 

woman told Mitchell, “No English, no English” (35). This response infuriated the male 

character, who demanded to know what led the lady to be in England if she could not 

speak the nation’s language (55). Afraid and shaking, the lady walked away from the 

supermarket, dropping “her shopping as she’s walking” (36). To walk this family out of 

the supermarket is interpreted by Mitchell as a triumph, for he understands that ethnic 

minorities’ inability to embrace British culture (this includes the national language) 

symbolises a threat to the stability of the country. In this vein, the pub is where Mitchell 

mobilises hate against non-British dwellers and expresses his narrow-minded 

nationalistic views.  

Finally, to explore ethnic discrimination in Half Breed one could examine the 

behaviour adopted by the pub attendees when Mitchell speaks of his customer service 

incident at the takeaway shop. In the case of Brogan, she does not laugh at her boyfriend’s 

comments. Instead, she reaches over to Jazmin to give her a hand squeeze after Mitchell 

had used the word ‘paki’ to refer to people of South Asian descent (12). Unexpectedly 

for Brogan, Jazmin laughs at Mitchell’s comments along with the majority at the Rose 

and Crown. This response reflects the female protagonist’s attempt to be part of a 
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community that, despite having the ability to displace her, provides her with a false sense 

of belonging. To assert her Englishness, Jazmin uses laughter as a technique to claim she 

is not like other minorities and, more importantly, not alien to British culture or values. 

However, the teenager recognises that this strategy comes with a cost and as if it is a 

punishment for her submissive behaviour, the laugh “follows me home./ That laughing 

follows me/ all/ the/ way/ home” (12). 

In this section, I have illustrated how Marshall’s play contributes to 

deconstructing rural England as an idyllic location. Jazmin’s dual heritage and the moral 

judgment her parents suffer are used to condemn ethnic minorities’ discrimination in rural 

areas. Half Breed also contributes to the discussion of how racism operates through 

unconscious acts of racial prejudice. This is the case of Brogan, who conceptualises Black 

heritage as a commodity. Additionally, the negative encounter between Jazmin and the 

police implies that this is an institutionally racist organism and insensitive to racial 

intolerance. Other examples of marginalisation are the racially-motivated events in 

Jazmin’s home and the Rose and Crown Pub. The negative encounters within these 

locations exacerbate the protagonist’s unease and alienation in her hometown. 

 

Heterosexist and Patriarchal Domination 

In the previous section, I analysed how racialised minorities are victims of ethnic 

discrimination in predominately white areas. This subchapter continues to examine the 

theme of oppression, but the focus is on rural England’s heterosexist and patriarchal 

character. To illustrate the discussion on gender and sexual discrimination, attention is 

drawn to literary representations of Mitchell and Brogan. Engaged in a romantic 

relationship, the teenagers are introduced to the audience as victims of a patriarchal 

society. In the case of Mitchell, this section explores how the threat of punishment and 
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social stigmatisation influences his adoption of a hypermasculine and violent behaviour. 

Additionally, the patriarchal nature of Wiltshire impedes this character from ultimately 

performing his identity with freedom. This happens because Mitchell feels forced to keep 

his identity as a homosexual man in the closet. On the other hand, Brogan is presented as 

a victim of a patriarchal discourse which forces her to conform to traditional gender 

norms, including the promotion of the nuclear and heterosexual family. The following 

pages examine how Wiltshire society forces men and women to embrace compulsory 

heteronormativity and castigates those individuals who transgress the set values and 

norms that dominate the British countryside.  

In the case of Mitchell, we should draw our attention to the association that he 

makes between instability and homosexuality, noting that the internalisation of this 

connection determines his desire to ‘pass’. The action of ‘passing’ implies that for the 

male character to have agency, he needs to make sure that his sexuality remains 

anonymous. Sandy Stone’s essay ‘The Empire Strikes Back’ influences the proposed 

interpretation of Mitchell. With a focus on the notions of gender and performance, Stone 

suggests that the transexual community feels the need “to fade into the ‘normal’ 

population” and, to succeed in the process, they construct “a plausible history” (295). The 

creation of this history enables trans people “to lie effectively about one’s past” (295). I 

trace a connection between the trans community and Mitchell and suggest that Half 

Breed’s character has internalised the idea that to succeed and be respected he must act 

according to the heterosexual norm. Consequently, the relationship with Brogan allows 

Mitchell to earn acceptability in Wiltshire. However, this romantic affair is 

disempowering because Brogan’s boyfriend lives a complex life where he cannot be 

himself. 
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Mitchell’s alienation manifests itself in “The Change” act when he goes on a night 

out with Jazmin and Brogan. It is under the influence of drugs and following a brief 

dispute with Brogan when Jazmin decides to step outside the club to get some fresh air. 

Even though she recalls feeling her eyelids heavy and her vision moving unsteady, Jazmin 

distinguishes two male figures outside the club (18). As she shares with the audience, 

their bodies are “close, spinning, touching skin, spin, brushing skin/ spinning, spin, spin” 

(19). Despite not being familiarised with one of the male individuals, Jazmin identifies 

the other as Mitchell. The character’s actions validate the idea that when Mitchell assumes 

he is free from public scrutiny, he subverts heterosexual norms and expresses his real 

identity. It is only under the influence of drugs and alcohol that Mitchell embraces who 

he is. Involuntarily, then, his actions result in the disruption of binary sexual identities. 

Worried because she has discovered that Brogan is being cheated and intimidated 

because she fears Mitchell’s reaction, Jazmin tries to run away from the scene. However, 

Mitchell is faster and grabs the protagonist’s arm (19). Adopting an aggressive attitude, 

Mitchell confronts Jazmin and tells her, “You’ve been spying on me, watching me, you 

slimy piece of–” (19). The protagonist’s attempt to defend herself is unsuccessful and, 

after she tells Mitchell, “I just came out for air, I wasn’t trying to see”, he starts screaming 

at her (19). Leaving no room for an explanation, Mitchell threatens Jazmin and tells her, 

“You saw nothing and that’s what you’ll say . . . / Whatever you think you saw, you didn’t 

see” (19). The description of Brogan’s boyfriend as someone who is visibly nervous 

reveals an image of the male character as someone who is scared to lose the stability that 

his relationship with Brogan provides him. Additionally, Mitchell is alarmed that his 

authority is at risk following Jazmin’s discovery. The character’s violent reaction against 

Jazmin reflects that Mitchell is aware and scared about the consequences of his decision 

to convert Wiltshire’s streets from heterosexual locations into homosexual spheres. In 
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line with this idea, Mitchell’s decision to threaten Jazmin happens because she has 

witnessed his unsuccessful attempt to keep his hometown free from what the patriarchy 

considers alien performances and behaviours. 

As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, Brogan also illuminates the 

theme of discrimination in Half Breed. In this case, the audience is provided with a 

portrayal of Jazmin’s best friend as a target of patriarchal supremacy and indoctrination. 

Through this female character, Marshall investigates how gender “is a social construct 

which serves particular purposes and institutions” (Sullivan 82). This means that 

Brogan’s predisposition to become a mother and a housewife at the mercy of Mitchell is 

not an innate desire but the result of her being conditioned by compulsory 

heteronormativity. As the following analysis reflects, the character’s choices are 

obstructive and disempowering because they limit her potential to become an autonomous 

woman.  

Described as a person with a solid attachment to rural England, Jazmin defines 

her best friend as “West Country born, West Country raised, never left the country longer 

than a day” (4). Moreover, Brogan is someone who has never felt the need to leave 

Wiltshire and does not plan to do so in the foreseeable future because she feels this place 

is safer than anywhere else.40 From Jazmin’s perspective, the reasons why her best friend 

does not want to leave Wiltshire are that she is “scared of pretty much anything. She’s 

scared of getting food poisoning so she cooks it till it’s burnt, it’s a joke. She’s scared of 

going uni cus she’ll end up broke, scared or crashing on the motorway cus it’s too far 

away when it’s outside our village” (4). In opposition to the countryside, Brogan describes 

urban areas as “too busy, too polluted, no grass, no trees, too expensive to live” (1). 

 
40 “Just don’t really, wouldn’t want, safer here, have a laugh, not going, never going, never never” (4). 
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Conversely, Wiltshire supplies the female teenager with a sense of protection and 

community that does not correspond to her lived reality.  

Echoing Jazmin’s declaration that she and Brogan are “different but the same,” 

(5) Marshall correlates the patriarchal indoctrination Brogan is a victim of and the 

discrimination Jazmin experiences because of her mixed-race heritage. In the same way 

that Jazmin is racially abused in her hometown, Brogan is publicly scrutinised because 

she is accused of having transgressed Wiltshire’s accepted codes of sexual conduct. That 

is to say, the teenager’s sexual engagement with other men is problematised by the 

villagers, who interpret Brogan’s actions are immoral and represent a deconstruction of 

traditional values and norms. Basing their deductions on gossiping and spreading rumours 

about Brogan, the villagers say the following about Jazmin’s best friend:  

VILLAGERS. Now I don’t gossip, I heard from my sister-in-law’s brother, she  
opens her legs for one after the other which implies she’s a bit of a– 
More like a lot of a–    
A right old…! (5) 

 
Moreover, some of Wilshire’s citizens shout at Brogan obscene comments such as “‘Slag’ 

and ‘I heard that your family don’t want you’” (5). These remarks are crucial for the 

discussion of patriarchal discrimination because they inform about the double standards 

of sexuality and how women are victims and executors of a gendered violence that 

restricts their freedom. In this vein, while Brogan is punished for (apparently) being 

sexually active, the men she has had sex with are not publicly scrutinised, and their 

behaviour is even praised in some cases. Attention must also be drawn to Jazmin’s 

observation of her friend’s reaction to these comments. Brogan’s approach to verbal abuse 

is remarkable because she “don’t say not one word, when people around here shout” (5). 

It could be that Brogan does not react to people’s comments because she genuinely 

believes she has transgressed gender norms and consequently has accepted her devaluated 
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place within Wiltshire’s society. In this sense, quietness can be interpreted as Brogan’s 

punishment for her behaviour with other men.  

Adding to the description of Brogan as someone who discredits her worth as a 

woman, attention should be paid to the connection Marshall traces between Brogan and 

the character of Tiffany in the EastEnders. Like Brogan, the London-based fictional 

character was idealised for her beauty and became an iconic figure for men and women. 

Like it happened to Tiffany, Brogan’s attractiveness does not prevent her from criticism 

as she becomes renowned for her various relationships with men. Described by the show’s 

producers as “a very feisty and quite bitchy character, quite worldly,” (Jaffee 124) Tiffany 

is also physically abused and betrayed by her partners. Further connections between 

Tiffany and Brogan can be traced when exploring their romantic relationships. In the case 

of the EastEnders’ character, she dated Tony Hills and Grant Mitchell. Tony starts a 

romantic relationship with Tiffany because he fears people knowing about his sexual 

orientation as a gay man and because the relationship provides him with stability and 

respect. Unfortunately for both characters, Tiffany finalises the romance when she 

discovers her boyfriend and brother kissing. Following this event, Tiffany starts dating 

her ex-boyfriend Grant and, shortly after, she becomes pregnant and immersed in an 

abusive relationship. Echoing Tiffany’s romantic life, Mitchell resembles the characters 

of Tony and Grant because, as they do, he hides his sexual orientation and is physically 

abusive towards Brogan. Perhaps Marshall mirrors Tiffany and Brogan’s narratives to 

condemn both characters’ idealisation of motherhood and embracement of heterosexual 

norms. This pursuit is what leads them to live unhappy lives, marked by the abusive and 

patriarchal nature of their relationships with men.  

Continuing the reading of Brogan as a victim of patriarchal subjugation, I propose 

that Marshall uses this character to portray and problematise the countryside as a familiar, 
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opening, and welcoming space. Contrasting with what happens to Londoners, Brogan 

believes that Wiltshire’s inhabitants are protected from the ills of contemporary urban 

societies. Additionally, she celebrates how the family dynamics that govern the 

countryside resemble old-fashioned values. To validate her views, Brogan analogises her 

life to Alisa’s in Huda’s film Kidulthood. In the case of Alisa, she represents the Black 

British youth in London and, like Brogan and Tiffany, she is a victim of sexual shaming 

and gendered violence because she is sexually active. Pregnant by her boyfriend Trevor, 

Alisa takes drugs, drinks alcohol, and goes partying during her pregnancy. Her behaviour 

contrasts with Brogan’s, to whom Jazmin sarcastically refers during a night out as “Miss 

I’ll just have the water please” (9). As the audience learns, Brogan does not know at this 

point that she is pregnant and the reason why she does not drink is not that she does not 

want to, but that Mitchell does not want her to do so (9). Brogan’s submissive mindset is 

used by Marshall to highlight the emotional manipulation women are victims of. Scared 

of being verbally and physically abused, Brogan prefers to act according to Mitchell’s 

principles for the presumed stability he facilitates for her.  

Brogan’s interpretation and execution of womanhood are influenced by the only 

thing she is not scared to be, which is to become a mother. The audience learns of 

Brogan’s desires when Jazmin asks her best friend if she would join her if she went 

overseas. To this question, Brogan replies that she would not. Although her friend’s 

position somehow surprises Jazmin, she is also conscious that “Brogan’s scared of a lot 

of stuff, but one thing she ain’t scared of is being a mum” (5). A victim of patriarchal 

indoctrination, Brogan is unable to remove herself from Wiltshire. However, the apparent 

support she receives from Mitchell, the villagers, and Jazmin motivates the teenager to 

remain in her country. An association between womanhood and the family also influences 

Brogan’s decisions. This connection, to borrow from Little and Austin, is “rooted in the 
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past and clearly encapsulated feelings of belonging to a place and having a position as a 

family” (105). The critics’ reasoning provides a valuable framework for understanding 

Brogan’s decision to have a family and a baby with Mitchell. Moreover, we can interpret 

that the formation of this family unit is something Brogan desires because she grew up in 

foster care. This period, the absence of family ties, and her poor relationship with the 

villagers translate into her desire to become a mother. 

Brogan’s wishes become more palpable as she develops a relationship with 

Mitchell, with whom she has been for “[s]even weeks, thirty days, six hours, three 

seconds. Seven-and-a-half red roses a thousand kisses and NON STOP, rough, steamy, 

ORGASMIC” (10). Additionally, Brogan refers to Mitchell as “the LOVE OF my LIFE 

and I can’t be without him” (10). The idyllic perception this character has of her 

relationship with her boyfriend is not equally shared by Jazmin or the villagers. In the 

case of Jazmin, she expresses how, despite trying hard, she “just really, really don’t like 

him” (10). The villagers, on the other hand, emphasise Mitchell’s violent behaviour 

towards Brogan and assert: 

VILLAGER 2. Mitchell treats her proper bad. 
VILLAGER 1. And how he speaks to her, proper sad… (32) 
 

I suggest that Brogan’s attachment to Mitchell has to do with the vision she has of men 

and their role within the family unit. Targets of patriarchal oppression and compulsory 

heterosexuality, male figures like Mitchell are conceptualised “as social and economic 

protectors, for adult sexuality, and for psychological completion” (Rich 35). Additionally, 

Jazmin’s best friend believes “that the heterosexually constituted family is the basic social 

unit” (35) and it is through her relationship with Mitchell that Brogan is to satisfy this 

primary goal. 

It is following Jazmin’s discovery of Mitchell’s disloyalty when, in the act 

“Surprising News”, Brogan discloses to her best friend that she “and Mitchell are gunna 



 176 

have a baby” (29). While the teenager admits it may seem fast for them to have a baby 

for they have only been dating for eight weeks, she claims it feels like the right decision 

for her (29). Aware that Mitchell does not want this baby, Jazmin confronts her friend 

and tells her, “But you haven’t even been dating that long!” (29). After spending some 

time speaking about the situation, Brogan confesses that Mitchell does not know about 

the pregnancy and that it is her who has been “trying for a baby” (29). Jazmin’s worst 

nightmares become a reality when Mitchell is informed about his soon-to-be role as a 

father. Adopting an aggressive attitude against Brogan, Mitchell shouts in his girlfriend’s 

face and tells her, “I don’t want this baby with you” (33). Crying and distressed, Brogan 

attempts to leave, but Mitchell does not let her. As Jazmin observes, “he’s got her up 

against the wall with his hands around her neck” (33). Her nose, Jazmin witnesses, “is 

running, her makeup is smeared, her face is blotchy red” (34). This event demonstrates 

how Mitchell’s false acceptance of heteronormativity mentally distresses him and affects 

how he interacts with others (Brogan, in this case) when he loses control of the situation. 

In this subchapter, I have explored patriarchal and heterosexist discrimination as 

experienced by Mitchell and Brogan. Not only is the countryside constructed as a 

supposedly idyllic repository of whiteness, as seen in the ‘Ethnic Discrimination’ 

subchapter, but also as a heteronormative and patriarchal location built on specific 

interpretations of masculinity and femininity. Through the character of Mitchell, Marshall 

illustrates the institutionalisation of heterosexuality and the displacement gay men 

undergo in rural contexts. On the other hand, Brogan serves to censure how patriarchal 

indoctrination works in rural contexts. Marshall’s exploration of heterosexist and 

patriarchal discrimination advocates for the need to deconstruct rural England as a symbol 

of male dominance and female subordination. This would imply the recognition of 
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homosexuality as non-deviant and the appreciation of women’s worth outside the realm 

of the family. 

  

Challenging the Praxis of Interculturality 

This chapter’s discussion of ethnic, patriarchal, and heterosexist domination in 

Half Breed discloses a picture of rural England dwellers as victims of an oppressive 

narrative. In the case of Jazmin, we have seen how her dual heritage conditions her 

identity formation and that her Blackness impedes her from fully embracing herself and 

her Britishness. Like Jazmin’s, the lives of Brogan and Mitchell are marked by patriarchal 

and heteronormative norms. The target of patriarchal indoctrination, Brogan tolerates her 

boyfriend’s abusive manners to fulfil her desire to become a mother. On the other hand, 

Mitchell engages in a romantic and sexual relationship with Brogan to hide his sexual 

orientation, assert his authority, and perform his agency. In this final section, I focus my 

attention on the character of Jazmin because, in opposition to Brogan and Mitchell, she 

forges a resistance consciousness. The protagonist’s determination to put an end to the 

discrimination she is a victim of enables Marshall to “open up spaces for cross-racial 

coalition building” (Alim, “Introducing Raciolinguistics” 25). To illustrate how this 

process occurs, my analysis includes observations on how Half Breed’s genre is a tool to 

reinscribe and challenge otherness and Jazmin’s reappropriation and resignification of 

racially charged terminology. 

My reading of Jazmin as a teenager who finally finds the means to empower 

herself is influenced by the nature of Half Breed as a semi-autobiographical self-

performed monopolylogue. Described by Jill Dolan as a dramatic form where “a single 

performer enacts a number of different characters, knit together in various narratives of 

experience,” the monypolylogue facilitates social change (2). This transformation occurs 
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because polycharacter performances “can stage various cultural identities on the same 

body in ways that highlight difference but also perhaps point towards commonalities 

among people” (67). An understanding of Half Breed as a play with the potential to create 

sociopolitical awareness is also influenced by A. Dwight Culler’s research on the features 

of monodrama and dramatic monologue. Basing his argument on the work of Robert 

Langbaum, the critic suggests that “the dramatic monologue arises when the poet, finding 

the objective order of world values has broken down, attempts to create a new order based 

on individual experience” (367). I trace a link between Dolan and Culler’s observations 

and Half Breed, arguing that Marshall’s need to create a new order of things emanates 

from the need to give voice and condemn the different forms of discrimination that are 

found in the British countryside.41 This idea is stressed by the author when she speaks of 

the many people who, despite their different backgrounds, identified with her play. This 

realisation answers Marshall’s opinion that “Half Breed is more than skin colour, it’s for 

anyone that’s ever been a misfit or on the outside looking. It’s about getting knocked 

down and standing up stronger and pushing through and pushing through. It’s about hope” 

(xvi). 

The performance and embodiment of multiple communities and individuals in 

Marshall’s body do not require that the audience sympathises with specific characters or 

forms of discrimination. As Alan Sinfield points out, many dramatic monologues have 

this feature. He argues these productions “swing decisively to the pole of sympathy and 

aim primarily to involve the reader in the suffering of another” (11). Reiterating Sinfield’s 

observations, we can suggest that Half Breed’s audience experience initial compassion 

 
41 “I wanted to be more than a stereotype and was constantly searching for a part that would speak the type 
of truth that I had come from. Not just as an actor but also as an audience member I had a yearning to see 
something that was coming from a different perspective on ‘being black’ that could move my soul. I soon 
realized that if I don’t write about it, then the voice will never be heard. I decided to create the type of 
theatre I wanted to see, and write a story that had been screaming inside of me for a long time.” (Marshall 
xvi) 
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towards Jazmin because she is the most obvious target of discriminatory practices. 

However, as the play develops, the audience witnesses the suffering of Mitchell and 

Brogan as victims of heterosexist and patriarchal intolerance. Consequently, the portrayal 

of different alienating experiences enables the audience to “experience the richness of 

human life” (Sinfield 3) and the heterogeneity of the British countryside.  

Another important element when exploring Jazmin’s empowerment is the role of 

language in the character’s process of self-discovery. As Half Breed develops, the 

audience perceives that language has the power to entrap and liberate ethnic minorities 

on equal terms. Judith Butler highlights this idea when she asserts that “[w]hen we claim 

to have been injured by language . . . [w]e ascribe an agency to language, a power to 

injure, and position ourselves as the objects of its injurious trajectory. We claim that 

language acts, and acts against us” (1). Throughout the play, the audience witnesses how 

Mitchell’s language choices negatively impact Jazmin’s identity development. More 

specifically, this male character asserts his authority and power over ethnic minorities 

through abusive and racially offensive language and speech. 

H. Samy Alim’s observations on the relationship between language and power 

also provide a valuable framework for understanding Jazmin’s confrontational attitude as 

she grows a resistance consciousness. In the introduction to Raciolinguistics (2016), Alim 

notes there exists the need “to view race through the lens of language, and vice versa – in 

order to gain a better understanding of language and the process of racialization” (1-2). 

The discipline of raciolinguistics and the adoption of ‘raciolinguistic lenses’ enable the 

divulgence of  

how educational, political, and social institutions use language to further 
marginalize racialized and minoritized groups; . . . to resist attempts to define 
people with terms rooted in negative stereotypes; to refocus academic discourse 
on the central role of language in racism and discrimination; and, importantly, to 
reshape discriminatory public discourses about racially and linguistically 
marginalized communities. (27)  
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Marshall’s work echoes Alim’s views on raciolinguistics in that the playwright’s 

encouragement to reappropriate language links with the need to question Britain’s 

intercultural policies and the inclusive character of British society. This procedure goes 

hand in hand with acknowledging language’s significance in the production of trauma 

and healing.  

Having claimed that language is a powerful instrument for Mitchell, we should 

consider how language impacts the construction of hierarchical relations at the Rose and 

Crown pub. With a focus on Brogan’s boyfriend and Jazmin, the audience distinguishes 

that the male character is the person who leads the conversations and determines the 

functionality of the language he uses for most of the play. On the other hand, Jazmin tends 

to occupy the listener’s position. It is when she recognises the harm Mitchell’s comments 

have on her well-being and the welfare of other ethnic minorities that Jazmin becomes 

able to subvert her position as a listener. Consequently, she transforms into an active 

speaker who wants to transgress language. The action of transgressing language implies, 

to borrow from Alim, “both doing race and undoing race in an effort to develop a 

subversive transracial politics” (“Who’s Afraid” 48). Additionally, transgressing 

language requires that the transracial subject (Jazmin, in this case) knows “when (and 

when not to) uphold, reject, and exploit racial categorization” (47). In this vein, Jazmin’s 

decision to reappropriate racist terminology is the point of departure for her 

transformation into a transracial subject. The teenager’s evolution from powerless to 

empowered reflects her ability to dismantle dislocating discourses of othering and 

discriminatory nature.  

Adding to the discussion of transracial subjects, attention must be drawn to 

Marshall’s decision not to use ellipses or quotation marks when Half Breed’s protagonist 

utters racist terms. I suggest that the playwright’s choice is deliberate, accepting her 
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responsibility for the pain these words may generate. This final act could therefore be 

used by Marshall to illustrate how Jazmin achieves linguistic empowerment using racial 

terminology. This process is characterised by two phases, noting that the first step for 

Jazmin to resist racial codification has been the inner acknowledgement of the pain words 

with racist connotations have on her. Then, following the teenager’s identification of 

these terms’ ability to wound, she deconstructs their current meanings and associations. 

Jazmin’s decision to confront Mitchell and end the oppression ethnic minorities 

undergo in Wiltshire happens in “The Fallout” act. Placed in the Rose and Crown, those 

at the pub listen attentively to Mitchell, who is talking about the incident at the local 

supermarket with the Asian family. This situation is particularly uncomfortable to Jazmin, 

who is “bubbling as he’s talking, cus [she’s] struggling to hold her tongue” (36). 

Contrasting with the quietness that characterised Jazmin on previous occasions when 

Mitchell had expressed his racist mindset, the teenager cannot remain silent and decides 

it is time to defy Brogan’s boyfriend. In this vein, Jazmin does not let Mitchell finish the 

sentence “If I could get rid of every single one of those, those –” and completes it 

screaming, “PAKIS” (36). The protagonist’s determination to answer back stems from 

the fact that, as she shares with the audience, “[j]ust can’t be scared any longer,/ have to 

be stronger” (36). Left only with the options of continuing internalising racism or taking 

pride in her otherness, Jazmin decides to display her growth into an empowered individual 

and exhibit her development of a resistance consciousness. Additionally, the teenager’s 

decision to confront Mitchell not only seeks to put an end to her discrimination but also 

the alienation that other minorities in Wiltshire undergo. In this vein, Jazmin is speaking 

on behalf of “that Paki, . . . that Chinky from the fish and chip shop, . . . that tanned-

looking, half-cast, terrorist” (36). 



 182 

Surprised about Jazmin’s attitude, Mitchell reacts to the teenager’s assertiveness 

by demanding her to “SHUT UP” (36). Committed to ridiculing Jazmin and laughing out 

loud in front of everyone, Mitchell tells his audience that Brogan’s best friend has lost 

her mind (36). Also shocked by what is happening, Brogan asks Jazmin to “stop joking 

around” and tells the attendees to be understanding of her friend because “she is just going 

through a lot right now” (36, 37). Without disregarding Brogan’s feelings or intentions, 

Jazmin shares with the audience that she is “tired of holding back” (37). Employing her 

anger effectively, Jazmin breaks the silence by speaking and encourages Mitchell to tell 

the villagers that the reason why he is not able to join the army is that he “couldn’t even 

pass training” (37). Although Brogan asks Jazmin to stop, the female protagonist 

continues using the information she gained from her best friend and, with confidence, 

tells Mitchell, “It must be draining, failing like you do. Acting like you’re something, but 

we all know you’re broke. And yeah you keep laughing, keep laughing, cus it is funny. 

You are a JOKE!” (37). To further validate the idea that Mitchell is performing a fake 

identity, Jazmin tells those at the pub that when he goes to hospital to visit his brother, 

who got incapacitated while in Iraq, (9) he “sat in the waiting room week after week,” 

(37) crying night after night when he believes Brogan is not listening to him (21). 

Not expecting Jazmin to refer to him as “that retching before sick, . . . the push 

before the shit, . . . the blow to the hit,” (37) and not knowing how to react to the 

information she had shared about him, Mitchell tries to hide away his embarrassment by 

laughing. Attempting to conclude the conversation because he is scared that Jazmin will 

reveal his secret, Mitchell invites the female character to accept his apology (38). 

Although Jazmin decides to end the confrontation, the teenager perceives that Mitchell’s 

attitude and apology are not genuine. This perception is not far from reality, exemplified 

when Jazmin is “[t]urning around, heading towards the door” and Mitchell calls her out 
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“[h]alf breed” (38). Although Jazmin does not let herself cry, she admits that to be called 

that name hurts (38). As had happened in the past when Mitchell had said something 

racist, everyone laughs at the offensive name-calling. Everyone but Brogan, whose eyes 

are staring at Jazmin, “real sad and pitiful, belittled” (39). 

Without dismissing this label’s negative impact on Jazmin, the term ‘half-breed’ 

also holds empowering prospects. This occurs because, as Butler affirms, “offensive call 

runs the risk of inaugurating a subject in speech who comes to use language to counter 

the offensive call” (2). In this sense, when Jazmin recognises the words, expressions, and 

behaviours that prevent her self-fulfilment, she counters language and reappropriates 

derogatory terminology. While it is true that the teenager is determined to embrace her 

otherness, Jazmin also fears the implications of her act of resistance and what her 

relationship with Brogan will be like in the aftermath of this event. Symbolising their 

friendship is “the oldest tree in the whole woods,” where Brogan took Jazmin when they 

met in year seven (2). Every time they go there, they bring a rock as evidence of the time 

together. Seven years since they met, the tree has “tons of rocks piled high” (2). 

Associating the rocks and their heaviness to the significance of Mitchell’s secret, Jazmin 

shows determination to make her grandmother and Brogan proud by showing “ALL them 

how strong I can be” and by letting them know that Mitchell “can’t take the piss out of 

me,” to borrow from Jazmin’s words (39).  

Unexpectedly, Jazmin confronts her best friend’s boyfriend and tells him, “Half 

breed is it? Half breed! I bet you’ve been gagging to say that like a piece of phlegm needs 

to be spat. Yeah, you’ve been waiting on it, chocking on it’” (39). Still performing his 

superiority and defying Jazmin’s capability to dismantle his authority, Mitchell tells 

Jazmin that he referred to her in such terms because “the truth can’t be dodged” (39). 

Showing no sign of intimidation, Jazmin raises the level of confrontation, telling Mitchell 
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to “stop pretending, stop fucking lying” and, in front of everyone, she formulates the 

following question, “[D]o you really think you’re being truthful to everyone in here 

Mitchell?” (37, 39). This interrogation is metaphorically translated in the collection of the 

first rock Jazmin and Brogan placed on their tree. Nervous and threatened, Mitchell yells 

at Jazmin and tells her, “You’re fucking mad!” (39). Ready to defend herself, the teenager 

confronts Brogan’s boyfriend and tells him that what terrifies him is that deep down he is 

just as much as a minority as she is.42 Not intimidated by Mitchell’s threats and excited 

to undermine his authority, Jazmin does not hesitate and, as if she was collecting the 

biggest of the rocks from the tree, she tells everyone Mitchell’s secret: “Cus I saw you 

with that guy and you were,/ Kissing on” (40). This verbal exchange and the revelation 

of Mitchell’s secret enables Marshall to raise awareness of how neither homosexuality 

nor Blackness have a place in white rural England. The only difference between Jazmin 

and Mitchell is that, while the former cannot hide away her heritage, Brogan’s boyfriend 

can conceal his sexuality using his affective relationship with Brogan.  

When Jazmin confronts Mitchell and throws all the rocks from her and Brogan’s 

tree, she becomes aware of the spectacle she has somehow made. However, it is the 

protagonist’s need to run past the individuals and situations that are causing her agony 

which motivates Jazmin to defy Mitchell.43 While she recalls the words that she has been 

called and that have wounded her, as well as other derogatory terms – “Half breed, half-

cast, nigger, Paki, Chinki puff, queer, bent, faggot, gayyyyy boyyyyy, you slut, slag, 

whore, spastic, retard, pikey, gryppo, inbred, immigrant, SCUM!” –, she also realises that 

the pain these terms have inflicted on her has been translated into a “strength of limit” 

 
42 “The truth is, deep down you’re just like me and that scares you” (40). 
43 “Running past stress, running past pain, running from my own-self-blame, running from my gran being 
sick, running past Mitchell and every individual who has ever judged me, running from Brog and her baby” 
(43). 
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(43). This force, Jazmin shares, “is bigger than me, more than I could have fathomed, 

more buried than I could see” (43).  

Jazmin also recognises the trauma she experiences as a mixed-heritage person 

when she shares that she has hated being “half black and half white” (43). However, she 

learns that neither her family nor herself are responsible for her need to be constantly 

“chasing something better” (43). Instead, she blames the people who, like Mitchell, “stand 

on and rip up any culture in your sight” (43). Jazmin’s empowered attitude leads her to 

claim that, in the future, she will be fulfilling her dreams away from Wiltshire, while 

Mitchell will remain “outside Co-Op/ . . . rolling a backy/ . . . talking shit about . . . niggers 

and Pakis” (44). Jazmin’s assertiveness is further seen when she runs away from the pub 

and finds herself by her and Brogan’s tree. Expecting to find no rocks, Jazmin is surprised 

to find there are more rocks than there have ever been. Unexpectedly for Jazmin, Brogan 

had rearranged the rocks on the floor, and the message she wrote is 

“CHASE.UR.DREAMS” (42). This message informs Jazmin of how Brogan has faith in 

Jazmin and wants her to reach her dreams, despite there being times she does not support 

her best friend correctly. 

In this final section, I have examined how Jazmin’s journey towards self-

empowerment originates in the deconstruction of the assimilationist project and 

culminates in the reinvention of her identity through language appropriation. This process 

reflects how Jazmin develops a resistance consciousness that interrelates with the notions 

of language, race, and power. Constructed in dualistic terms throughout Half Breed, 

Jazmin and Mitchell are portrayed as teenagers whose racial and sexual consciousness 

are shaped by language. Their identities are placed within a hierarchy of power relations 

that Jazmin dismantles when she reappropriates racially charged terminology and 

becomes a transracial subject in the process. The active involvement in radical acts of 
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public appropriation serves Marshall to stress the importance of dismantling oppressive 

discourses that prevent intercultural relations. 

 

Conclusions 

My close reading of Marshall’s play has included an examination of ethnic, 

heterosexist and patriarchal discrimination in rural England. I have also investigated the 

relationship between power and language, arguing that the resignification of racial 

terminology is behind Jazmin’s process of self-empowerment. With a focus on the 

protagonist’s ethnicity, Marshall condemns experiences of racism in rural locations where 

most of the population is white. The offspring of an exogamous relationship, Jazmin is a 

victim of anti-miscegenation thinking and associates mixedness with abnormality and 

insecurity. The protagonist’s parents also serve Marshall to condemn hegemonic and 

racist narratives underpinned by the presumption that Black men are unfit paternal figures 

and to expose how the transgression of sexual norms has social and class implications for 

white rural women. Jazmin’s encounter with the police also raises awareness about the 

lack of institutional support minoritarian demographics obtain and this force’s lack of 

sensibility when policing racism. Examples of vandalism and racist speech in Jazmin’s 

home and the Rose and Crown illustrate how ethnic minorities are pushed away from 

Britain’s narrative of belonging. Finally, Marshall displays in her work the role played by 

the media in the racialisation and criminalisation of the Black community and the 

alienating effect this narrative has on the Black youth. 

Represented as victims of heterosexist society and patriarchal domination, 

Mitchell and Brogan serve Marshall to highlight the restricting potential of heterosexist 

and patriarchal sovereignty. To validate the idea that if the characters do not conform to 

Wiltshire’s values and norms, Wiltshire’s society will conceptualise them as marginal 
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individuals, the playwright presents the young couple as mentally distressed people 

because of the social pressure they are victims of. In the case of Mitchell, his romantic 

relationship with Brogan enables him to continue executing his authority. A person who 

associates homosexuality with instability, this male character hides his sexual identity 

and relationship with another man from everyone. Brogan’s boyfriend does so because 

he believes that the transgression of social and sexual norms where he lives would have 

class and social implications. Similarly to her boyfriend, Brogan engages in a romantic 

relationship with Mitchell to fulfil traditional gender roles. A victim of patriarchal society 

and indoctrination, Brogan prioritises women’s mothering role and celebrates 

heterosexual relationships as the norm. Jazmin’s best friend also serves Marshall to 

expose the alienating effect that the double standards of sexuality have on women who, 

presumably, are sexually active. The description of Brogan as a teenager who is socially 

punished for transgressing patriarchal norms reflects Wiltshire’s society rejection of 

women’s freedom.  

Finally, I have paid attention to Marshall’s decision to use the monopolylogue 

form to represent the often-neglected heterogeneity of the British countryside and to give 

voice to minorities’ experiences of oppression in this environment. Incidents of 

intolerance, which the playwright herself has lived, are linked to Jazmin’s need to resist 

racial codification and develop a resistance consciousness. The analysis has highlighted 

that Jazmin’s empowerment happens when she recognises the power of language in 

constructing and deconstructing hierarchical relationships and power structures. In this 

vein, Jazmin’s transformation into a transracial subject serves Marshall to reflect the 

empowering potential behind the resignification of racial terminology and hate speech. 

As seen in the last act, radical appropriation acts contribute to the formation of anti-racist 

pedagogy.  
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The close reading of Marshall’s debut play delivers an image of Britain’s 

racialised communities and non-hegemonic individuals as victims of the country’s 

dismissal of its multicultural nature. Half Breed also suggests that the marginalisation of 

these individuals is motivated by the country’s aversion to govern through the principles 

of equality, difference, and positive interaction. This reality is made visible in the 

depiction of the damages deriving from the lack of representation and the effect 

promoting assimilationist guidelines has on minorities. While Marshall centres her 

analysis on exploring the unsuitability of current integrationist policies for minorities that 

do not conform to the white British norm, she also considers Britain’s ability to transform. 

With a focus on rural England, the playwright explores how this territory can become 

post-racial if there exists a predisposition to engage in intercultural relations. Thus, the 

character of Jazmin serves Marshall to explore the advantages of this engagement and it 

also demonstrates that, as it happens to culture, identities are malleable, evolve, and 

transform. 

The following chapter, which deals with James’s play Cuttin’ It, examines ethnic, 

spatial, and patriarchal discrimination in the urban context of twenty-first century Britain. 

Representing the Somali diaspora, Muna and Iqra dispute readings of London as an 

intercultural and welcoming location. James looks at examples of racism, xeno-racism, 

and English nationalism to validate these views. Prejudice is also exposed as attention is 

drawn to the council estate where Iqra lives. Corroborating the idea that ethnic minorities 

are segregated into underprivileged areas are the cases of vandalism and the insecurity 

the Somali teenager undergoes at her place. The events in the council building and the 

flat itself help to explain why Iqra cannot generate a sense of belonging in Britain. Key 

to the analysis of James’s play is the protagonists’ interpretation of female circumcision. 

This is a practice I look at to explore how both Muna and Iqra are victims of patriarchal 
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discrimination and indoctrination. Finally, I pay attention to how the oppositional 

narratives James employs in her play on the theme of female infibulation answer the need 

to contextualise this practice. In doing so, the playwright calls into question the West’s 

overriding interpretation of this practice as a barbaric procedure. The production of 

solidarities that involve recognising and appreciating individuals’ differences is 

fundamental if the aim is to succeed in the reconfiguration of intercultural dialogue. 
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Chapter Five 

 

Charlene James’s Cuttin’ It (2016) 
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Author’s Biography, Introduction to the Text and Critical Reception  

Born in Birmingham to Jamaican parents, Charlene James is an award-winning 

playwright, screenwriter, and actor trained at the Birmingham School of Acting and 

Steppenwolf Theatre Company (Chicago). A member of the Royal Court Theatre’s young 

writers’ program, James is the author of Maybe Father (2009), Lundun, Dad(die) (2013), 

Bacon (2013), Tweet Tweet (2014), Cuttin’ It (2016), Bricks and Pieces (2017), Go Home 

(2017) and the monologue Reclaim the Night (2018). In 2009 her play Maybe Father was 

shortlisted for the Alfred Fagon Award and five years after, in 2014, Cuttin’ It received 

this distinction. In addition, James is the recipient of the George Divine Award (2015), 

the Critics Circle Theatre Award (2016), the UK Theatre Award for Best New Play 

(2016), and the Evening Standard Wintour Award for Most Promising Playwright (2016). 

Apart from her theatre publications, James has written scripts for TV shows, including 

Doctor Who, A Discovery of Witches, and Snatches: Moments from Women’s Lives.  

Published in 2016, Cuttin’ It investigates the themes of ethnicity, gender, and 

spatial segregation in the context of twenty-first century Britain. Set in an urban 

metropolis, the story is told through the female voices of Muna and Iqra. Both aged fifteen 

and born in Somalia, the teenagers meet for the first time at the John Lansbury Secondary 

School. Despite there being national similarities, two main aspects differentiate them. 

These are the formative years each has spent in the UK and their divergent opinions on 

the practice of female circumcision. In the case of Muna, she has lived in England since 

she was three and has a strong British accent. Unlike Muna, Iqra moved to Britain when 

she was ten and lived in a refugee camp before that (26). Because she has only been in 

the European country for five years, people can tell where the teenager is from because 

she continues to have a Somali accent (9). 



 192 

Taking the shape of two monologues characterised by scarce interactions between 

Muna and Iqra, Cuttin’ It delivers an investigation of ethnicity, religion, discrimination, 

and cultural affiliations. The teenagers’ views on the British state, its organisms, the city’s 

dwellers, and council housing portray how British Somalis and other ethnic minorities 

undergo political displacement. More specifically, James is interested in disclosing how 

British Muslim youngsters are victims of racist and demagogic discourses that stigmatise 

the Muslim community, monopolise the public sphere, and intensify British nationalism. 

I suggest that these narratives find their roots in the war on terror and migration chronicles 

that the dominant sectors of British society purposefully exploit. The playwright’s 

portrayal of Muna and Iqra as targets of ethnic, spatial, and patriarchal prejudice also 

serves to condemn Muslim women’s subaltern position. Additionally, the characterisation 

of the female protagonists as targets of discriminatory discourses calls into question the 

intercultural and inclusive character of Britain’s urban spheres, showing that 

marginalisation and otherness are crucial factors in these urban contexts.  

A key theme for James’s exploration of intolerance is how different generations 

of Somalians living in the British diaspora address female circumcision. Cuttin’ It pushes 

its audience to acknowledge infibulation as a Western concern without disregarding that 

this custom takes place in other continents. These are circumstances that the British legal 

system recognises, as seen in the enactment of legislation regarding female circumcision. 

More specifically, Britain passed the Prohibition of Female Circumcision Act in 1985, 

recognised Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) as a form of child abuse in 1989, and 

introduced the Female Genital Bill Mutilation in 2003.44 Despite the country’s efforts to 

 
44 The Prohibition of Female Circumcision Act stated it was an offence for any person “to excise, infibulate 
or otherwise mutilate the whole or any part of the labia majora or labia minora or clitoris of another person” 
and “to aid, abet, counsel or procure the performance by another person of any of those acts on that other 
person’s own body” (1985). If a person was found guilty under the Act, the individual would be liable “to 
a fine or to imprisonment for a term not exceeding five years or to both” (1985). Adding to the legislation 
of female circumcision, the 2003 Bill (which replaced the 1985 Act) included two significant changes. First, 
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put an end to female circumcision, Cuttin’ It demonstrates that the legislation approved 

by the British Parliament has not achieved its objectives. Through the characters of Iqra, 

Muna, and Muna’s sister, James condemns that there are still young girls who are 

circumcised in secret locations within Britain and raises awareness about the fact that 

there continue to be families who infibulate their daughters abroad.  

Critics who have paid attention to James’s exploration of the Somali diaspora in 

Britain are Paola Prieto López, María Isabel Seguro, and Marta Tirado. Author of Black 

Women Centre Stage (2021), Prieto López investigates in her doctoral thesis examples of 

contemporary Black British female playwrights whose literary contributions have the 

potential to promote political and (inter)national solidarity.45 This is the case of plays that, 

as Cuttin’ It does, examine oppositional narratives regarding the continuation or not of 

female circumcision.46 In the case of James’s work, Prieto López observes that 

(inter)national solidarity is achieved through the characters of Muna and Iqra. These 

teenagers promote and enable an interpretation of Muslim women as individuals with 

agency who seek to implement relationships based on solidarity. Prieto López also 

celebrates James’s representation of female circumcision in the UK and suggests that this 

geographical focus helps to decrease “the previously assumed distance between the issues 

affecting the so-called First and Third world” (144). Moreover, the critic claims that the 

decision to focus on Britain forces the Western audience to question their degree of 

responsibility when analysing and understanding the reasons behind female circumcision 

and how this connects to the inefficiency, or not, of Britain’s legal system. 

 
‘Female Genital Mutilation’ replaced ‘Female Circumcision’ as the legal term. Secondly, the new Bill 
determines it is a criminal action to take a girl abroad to be infibulated. If the infibulation takes place in 
other countries, it is established that the offence might “be treated as having been committed in any place 
in England and Wales or Northern Ireland” (2003, 2). 
45 Prieto López refers to these texts as ethical encounters. 
46 Other plays by Black British female authors who examine female circumcision are Chuck Mike’s Sense 
of Belonging: The Tale of Ikpiko (2002), Little Stitches by Isley Lynn, Karis Halsall, Raul Quiros Molina 
and Bahar Brunton; Gloria Williams’s Bullet Hole (2018) and Mojisola Adebayo’s Stars (2018). 
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James’s play is not exclusively concerned with the theme of infibulation. Apart 

from describing the psychological and physical wounds that derive from this practice, 

Cuttin’ It explores other themes that interrelate with the formation of the characters’ 

identities. According to Prieto López, the investigation of human rights discourses, the 

enhancement of transcultural solidarities, the interpretation of the British system as 

responsible for the estrangement the Somali diaspora undergoes, and the generational 

changes among Black women are other relevant topics. Prieto López also points out that 

using oppositional narratives in Cuttin’ It is a strategy that can activate the audience’s 

‘response-ability’. This means that by presenting distinct interpretations of female 

circumcision and locating the audience as the witness of this experience, James invites 

spectators to meditate and interpret the practice “from a different lens while also 

prompting them to question their own cultural framework” (150). 

Echoing aspects of Prieto López’s doctoral work, Seguro and Tirado centre on 

James’s portrayal of how liberal western democracies politicise women’s rights and 

cultural differences. Authors of ‘The Crisis of Multiculturalism in Charlene James’s 

Cuttin’ It and Gloria Williams’s Bullet Hole’ (2022), the critics point out that the crisis 

of multiculturalism in the UK is evidenced by society’s inability to protect its most 

vulnerable citizens, (British) Muslim women who have undergone female circumcision 

in this case. To illuminate this reality, James uses the characters of Muna and Iqra and 

discloses that the country’s legal, social, and political structures protect only those whose 

needs fit within the dominant framework. To further disclose that the multicultural 

doctrine fails in the UK, Seguro and Tirado explore how assimilation in Muna does not 

guarantee the total integration of this character into British society. Finally, the critics 

celebrate James’s portrayal of Muslim women as a heterogeneous group and her 
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encouragement to Western feminism to stop interpreting female circumcision with 

reductionist lenses. 

Resembling certain aspects of the former critics’ work, this chapter is concerned 

with literary representations of ethnic, spatial, and patriarchal discrimination in Cuttin’ It. 

Key to this assessment is an interpretation of how the protagonists’ ethnic, religious and 

diasporic backgrounds are indexes that determine their otherness in Britain. To illuminate 

the discussion of spatial segregation, this chapter analyses the isolated areas where the 

protagonists live. My analysis of James’s work also includes an examination of female 

circumcision in relation to the themes of gender and sexuality. Moreover, I interrogate 

the generational changes in the diaspora and interpret the characters of Muna and Iqra as 

representatives of the anti-FGM lobby and the cultural relativist position, respectively. 

Finally, I draw my attention to Muna’s development of a resistance consciousness that 

originates in her determination to confront those who enable and encourage the 

continuation of female circumcision, on the one hand, and Britain’s dominant power 

structures, on the other. I also explore how Iqra’s growth of a resistance awareness 

germinates when she interrogates the interrelation between her cultural alliances and 

Muna’s suffering. 

 

Ethnic Discrimination 

Set in urban England, Cuttin’ It illustrates the theme of ethnic discrimination 

through Iqra and Muna’s opinions. Thus, Muna and Iqra’s views contradict 

interpretations of their city as an intercultural and inclusive space, and they reinforce 

readings of the citizens as displaced individuals. Iqra is the first one who shares these 

opinions when, at 8.17, she is on her way to school on bus number 47. As she informs the 

audience, “I sit downstairs, never upstairs” because “I like to look at the faces of the 
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people out of the window. All different colours and shapes and sizes” (15). The 

multicultural climate Iqra perceives contrasts with how she emotionally reads the early 

morning commuters. More specifically, the teenager notes that in their differences, these 

citizens “all have one thing the same” (15). To borrow from Iqra, they all are miserable 

and look as if they had agreed “to get out of bed in the morning and be angry with the 

world. Maybe they hope that if they start their day badly, it will only get better” (15). The 

teenager’s perception of the morning rushers discloses a tortuous location that resembles 

Moses’ description of London in Samuel Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners (1956) as a 

“magnet and nightmare for its new colonial citizens, a promised land that despite its lure 

turns out to be an illusion” (5). In drawing a connection between James and Selvon’s 

work, I suggest that multicultural areas within the UK persist in being dystopic locations 

marked by the anonymity of its citizens and the impersonal character of the relationships 

they establish.  

Iqra also perceives that lack of compassion is another trait of the city’s dwellers, 

particularly as she witnesses Muna trying to get on her same bus. Running late to school, 

Muna “bangs on the door of the number 47” and Iqra, in an attempt to help her, “reach[es] 

out and press[es] the bell” (16). Despite her efforts, the Somali teenager notes that “the 

driver has no mercy” and, pretending that he has not seen or heard Iqra, he “drives on” 

(16). Similar views are expressed by Muna, who refers to the driver as a person who 

denies her “rights to get on the bus” and a joker who “has the absolute audacity to pull 

off” (16). Unlike Iqra, who is the only person who tries to help Muna out, the rest of the 

passengers laugh at the British-Somali teenager as if her actions were part of a spectacle 

that they had paid to see. 

James also uses the location of the bus to portray how the relationship between 

Muna and Iqra is impersonal, despite their similarities. The audience perceives this idea 
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when the teenagers are on the bus that takes them home after school. Iqra makes Muna 

feel ashamed because even though both girls are the same age and were born in the same 

country, they do not have much in common. For example, Muna observes that the 

presence of the Somali teenager makes her feel like she “got away with summit” (22). 

This deficient relationship also upsets Iqra, who refers to herself and Muna as girls who 

are “sitting like strangers. Worlds apart” (24). Distressed about these circumstances while 

staring at Muna’s reflection out of the window, Iqra wonders if they would have been 

best friends if they were at Kismayo (Somalia).  

The character of Muna also serves the playwright to investigate the inhospitable 

essence of the area where the two female protagonists live. Described throughout the play 

as a victim and perpetrator of discriminatory practices of racist nature, Muna believes that 

the reason why she cannot get on the bus is that the driver has “too many shades of brown 

on his ride” (16). More specifically, the teenager suggests the driver holds prejudicial 

views about the passenger of Black and Muslim background and “[p]robably thinks the 

ones with the hoods are gonna stab him up an’ the ones with the scarves are gonna blow 

him up” (16). Muna’s comments can be interpreted as James’s attempt to censure a 

stereotypical association between Black and Muslim communities to gang crime and 

Islamist terrorism, respectively. The commentary on women who wear scarves also 

serves the playwright to censure the internationalisation of racist and demagogic 

discourses against Muslim women. Victims of anti-multicultural crusades, these women 

are narratively constructed as potential terrorists and targets of a cruel religion. Adding 

to the portrayal of the bus driver as a man with prejudicial views, attention must be drawn 

to Muna’s belief that if she had been a “blue-eyes, blonde-hair white girl,” she would 

have been let into the bus (16). The teenager’s idea reflects that Muna has grown a 

consciousness regarding the privileges she does not have access to. Moreover, the 
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comparison she draws between herself and any white girl of her same age reflects Muna’s 

interpretation of her African roots as a burden.  

The teenager’s opinions also reflect the fluidity of the migrant condition and the 

similarities between Britain’s Black communities and Eastern European citizens living in 

the UK. To validate this connection, James portrays the bus driver as a victim of a xeno-

racist attack. This is a type of prejudice that “is not just directed at those with darker skins 

. . . , but at the newer categories of the displaced and dispossessed whites, who are beating 

at Western Europe’s doors” (Sivanandan 2). The idea of whiteness as an othering element 

is perceived in Muna’s assumption of the driver’s nationality (Polish, in this case) and the 

pejorative and denigrating ways in which she refers to him.47 Believing that this man 

intended to ridicule her in front of everyone who was on the bus, Muna continues her rant 

against this man and suggests, to use her words, that “[i]f he can’t handle it, he should jog 

on back to Poland, or wherever it is they’re from. Ain’t ‘bout bein racist but I can’t stand 

’em, man, lookin at you like you’re summat they found on the bottom of their shoe” (16). 

These opinions reveal that although Muna is a victim of prejudice because of her ethnicity 

and religious alliances, she can also act as an oppressor. This scene reflects, too, that what 

the UK once considered advantageous of the Polish community (low wages and 

whiteness) have changed to the extent that their presence is no longer desired or required 

by the majority of the British population.  

Another insight into ethnic prejudice is appreciated when Muna is racially 

stereotyped by one of her friends. As we have seen in the previous pages, the teenager 

tends to be late for school. This conduct is not intentional since Muna sets the alarm daily. 

However, she claims that the clock is not alarming enough and “summat ’bout birds 

tweentin their iPhone song makes me wanna stay under the covers, tucked up warm in 

 
47 Muna calls the bus driver “a waste man” and a “[r]acist paedo” (16). 
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bed” (15). The reason why she tries to leave her house on time is that she cannot “be doin 

with form-tutor stresses. Hearin that same tired line, tellin me to apply myself,” to use 

Muna’s words (15). Muna’s propensity to be late is stressed by her friend D’Marnie, who 

presumes her friend is going to miss the bus and will not arrive on time to school. With a 

sarcastic tone, D’Marnie texts Muna and asks her if she knows that “the bus don’t run on 

brown-people time” (15). The problem with the friend’s comment is that, whether 

deliberately or not, it contributes to the perpetuation of negative stereotypes of brown 

people. We could interpret that James uses the friend’s observation on Muna to condemn 

how the over-generalisation of individual action continues to damage already stereotyped 

and marginalised communities, including Muslims. 

Another way in which James deals with the theme of ethnic discrimination is 

through an exploration of acculturation in Muna. John W. Berry describes acculturation 

as a “dual process of cultural and psychological change that takes place as a result of 

contact between two or more cultural groups and their individual members” (698). If 

acculturation takes place at the group level, the critic points out, “it involves change in 

social structures and institutions and in cultural practices” (698-699). On the other hand, 

acculturation at the individual level “involves changes in a person’s behavioural 

repertoire” (699). In Cuttin’ It, Muna is presented as an individual whose living 

experience in the UK disassociates her from her Somali roots. This detachment from 

Somali culture and history directly impacts Muna and her identity formation, as seen in 

this character’s portrayal as a physically and emotionally distressed person. 

The first reference to Muna’s westernised and acculturated character is available 

when she shares her likes and dislikes with the audience. Showing preference towards 

Britain’s culture and Western lifestyle, the teenager says she likes to watch British TV 

shows such as Jeremy Kyle and that her favourite snack is chocolate Hobnobs (17). 
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Muna’s preparation for Leyla’s seventh birthday celebration also informs of the cultural 

negotiations the teenager puts into practice to satisfy her mother. In line with this idea, 

the playlist she creates for the party includes American and British songs, as well as 

Somali music (47). The decision to add Somali songs is deliberate, for she hopes that with 

this act she gets her “mum’s sash swayin to the beat a little” (47). Muna’s efforts to please 

her mother are also appreciated when she debates what food and drinks she should buy 

for the party. While she contemplates buying more traditional Western items like 

Popcorn, Pringles or Tropical Mix, she also wonders whether it would be a better 

alternative to buy Sisin, Halwad or Orange Juice (47). Muna’s indecisiveness reflects her 

identity struggle and the disassociation she feels from her mother.  

James also proposes an analysis of the relationship between citizenship and ethnic 

alienation to explore the theme of ethnicity and national estrangement. This association 

is illustrated when Iqra asks Muna about her origins (26). A question that forces the 

London-Somali teenager to consider her national alliances, Muna replies without 

hesitation that she is not far from where both are when the interrogation happens. This is 

Lakeview Gardens. Muna’s answer astonishes Iqra, who is not expecting to be told where 

Muna lives in the British capital but where in Somalia she is from (26). This character’s 

answer is an example of how she unconsciously feels detached from Britain and does not 

perceive herself as a British citizen in her totality. Aware that her Somali roots impede 

her identification with the notion of Englishness, Muna prioritises reading herself as a 

national of the city where she has lived for twelve years. The teenager’s assertiveness 

when she speaks of her identity also reflects a detachment from the Somali nation. The 

reasoning behind this argument is that, although Muna was born in Kismayo, she does 

not consider herself an African citizen in the diaspora. Iqra negatively reads Muna’s 

disassociation from a national level with Somalia and claims that the identification with 
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Britain is problematic because this country has contributed to the physical and mental 

marginalisation of Somali people at home and abroad. Portraying a feeling of orphanhood 

towards the nation, James presents Muna as a stranger in England and Somalia. 

The themes of alienation and marginalisation are also explored in Cuttin’ It as 

James draws her attention to Iqra’s living experiences in the UK. Despite having lived in 

Britain for five years, Iqra informs the audience about the limited and deficient 

interactions she has with her classmates and with the members of staff who work at the 

school which she attends. The teenager’s inability to forge emotional bonds with other 

people in Britain aggravates her feeling of orphanhood and unbelonging. To prove this 

reality, attention must be drawn to the interactions between Iqra, the maths teacher (Mr 

Dennis), her classmates, and the school counsellor (the Blimp). In the case of Mr Dennis, 

it is at one of his lessons when Iqra is asked, “If x equals 35, what is the value of y?” (17). 

The teacher’s encouragement to answer the question is not met with Iqra’s enthusiasm 

because, as Iqra explains, “[t]his is not a problem. It is a question to be answered, just 

numbers and letters on a page. I want to tell him about problems, real problems. I want to 

ask him when x and y ever be useful for me? But of course, I do not” (17). Accidentally 

ignoring Mr Dennis, Iqra starts daydreaming, and her mind travels back to her memories 

from Kismayo. In this imaginary scenario, she visualises her demolished house, her 

mother, and her brother. Engaging with this memory is painful for Iqra as its recognition 

implies remembering the people who murdered her family and the reasons why she was 

forced to flee Somalia.  

This painful memory is exacerbated when, still in the classroom, Iqra yells. This 

action draws the attention of the teacher and her classmates, who position themselves as 

what Lilie Chouliaraki refers to as ‘voyeurs of pain’ of the distant sufferer (11). Passive 

towards the teenager’s reaction, Mr Dennis locks his eyes on her, making the teenager 
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“want to run, but the fear stops” her (18). Similar to the teacher’s attitude, Iqra describes 

her classmates as “[t]welve pairs of bloodshot” staring at her (18). The negative attention 

she obtains from these individuals and their unsympathetic attitude harms Iqra to the 

extent that, like her voice, she cracks. The representation of the Somali teenager, Mr 

Dennis, the classmates, and the scarce interactions they maintain serve James to condemn 

the lack of empathy Iqra obtains despite her being a victim of traumatic circumstances.  

Adding to the analysis of Iqra’s alienation from her classmates, the teenager shares 

that although she has been enrolled in the John Lansbury Secondary School for four 

months and six days, she continues to “sit alone in the school canteen” and that students 

continue to see her as “the new girl” (20, 21). Speaking of the lack of emotional and social 

relationships she has established at her school, Iqra compares to her classmates and 

describes herself as “the girl who has no parents any more, no brothers left. The girl living 

with a woman she calls her aunt, but isn’t her aunt. I’m the girl who has been through a 

real life-war, like the war they see on their televisions – the films, the news” (21). Iqra’s 

reading of herself as the Other enables James to raise awareness about the role played by 

the media in fostering empathy towards ethnic groups. As Carolyn Pedwell suggests, the 

media enables “instantaneous communication across the globe” and can break the 

“barriers of distance and time” (24). The transmission of events like warlike conflicts is 

considered by the playwright because, although it is true that television can bring “far 

away others into the living rooms of Western subjects,” this is done through the 

employment of the politics of pity (24). Iqra echoes Pedwell’s reasoning when she 

observes that her classmates’ proximity to war-related events does not translate into a 

more sensitive approach towards her and her living reality. Instead, she shares that “[i]t 

is an effort for people to talk to me and get to know me. They already have their friends. 

There is no room in their group for the ‘freshie’ with the accent” (21). Iqra’s observations 
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portray the school as an institution where the teenager’s alienation is reinforced. What is 

more, the estrangement Iqra undergoes in this location serves James to condemn the 

deficiency of solidarity Iqra encounters from her classmates and other staff members. 

Indeed, their often-negative attitudes disregard the historical and personal circumstances 

that had led people like Iqra to escape their countries.  

As previously mentioned, the school counsellor at the secondary school also 

contributes to Iqra’s marginalised status. The idea that the Blimp does not have a genuine 

interest in helping the teenager is demonstrated when Iqra describes the counsellor’s 

attitude in their sessions. Iqra notes that every time she meets with the Blimp, she “sits 

sipping from a Diet Coke can pretending to make the effort, when I see the crumbs of the 

cookies she ate moments before I arrived to our special session together” (21). What one 

can perceive from the teenager’s perspective is that the Blimp, who has a passive attitude, 

is reluctant to make “an effort to understand the specific of [Iqra’s] concrete situation” 

(Gould 156). Muna sustains this interpretation of the school counsellor when she 

describes the Blimp as someone who is “[m]ore concerned with when she’s getting her 

next McDonald’s fix than she is about our problems” (20). 

Carol C. Gould’s research also enables a reading of Iqra as a target of institutional 

racism and of the school as an organism that fails to put into practice transnational 

solidarity. To engage in transnational action implies, to borrow from Gould, that the 

people who stand in solidarity identify with the circumstances that affect the person who 

receives aid “in their efforts to overcome oppression or to eliminate suffering” (156). 

Additionally, those who engage in transnational solidarities are required to identify “with 

the lived situation of others and with an appreciation of the injustices to which they may 

be subject” (156). For this type of solidarity to succeed it is primordial that the person 

receiving support can determine the forms of help that are most advantageous “to avoid 
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the imposition on the others of the customary expectations and practices of those offering 

aid” (157). Iqra’s understanding of the counselling sessions is that the school puts these 

in place because “[t]hey do not want me breaking down in the halls screaming for my 

dead family when this Ofsted come” (22).48 The teenager’s opinion contradicts the core 

principle of transnational solidarity, which is that the people in a desperate situation can 

determine “what support they wish and expect to benefit from” (Gould 157). 

Additionally, Iqra disagrees and opposes with the counselling the school provides because 

this is not contributing to her healing process. While the school considers that talking “to 

the whale lady whose office is at the back of the PE cupboard” will help, Iqra shares that 

she does “not want to be called out of history class to talk about war with anyone” (21, 

22). Instead, she “wants to forget all that” and “be left alone” (21, 22). 

In this section, I have paid attention to Iqra and Muna’s perceptions of the city 

where they live as a space underpinned by anonymity and impersonal relationships. The 

teenagers’ views serve James to contradict British society’s intercultural and inclusive 

character, mainly as Cuttin’ It provides examples of racial stereotypisation and xeno-

racist attacks. To portray the theme of ethnic discrimination, the playwright also presents 

Muna as a hybrid individual in a mental limbo because she does not identify as Somali or 

English. Finally, James draws her attention to the relationship between Iqra and the 

educational establishment. The interactions between Iqra, her peers, and other adults 

reflect that the lack of empathy and solidarity the teenager receives in multicultural 

Britain exacerbates her estrangement. 

 

 

 
48 Ofsted, which stands for the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills, is a non-
ministerial department that inspects educational institutions and childcare, adoption, and fostering agencies 
(among others). These inspections investigate and report conclusions on how to improve the quality of 
education and training. 
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Spatial Confinement 

In the previous section, I explored how the characters of Iqra and Muna 

acknowledge their ethnic background and religion as the foundations for their 

estrangement in the UK. Victims of a narrative which does not recognise their 

contributions to society, the protagonists of Cuttin’ It dispute portrayals of urban areas 

within the western country as intercultural and welcoming locations. Additionally, Iqra’s 

unfavourable experiences with British institutions allow James to criticise the lack of 

emotional aid victims of traumatic circumstances receive. In this subchapter, I argue that 

the female teenagers’ perception of themselves as alienated individuals also finds its roots 

in their experience of spatial segregation. I read this discrimination as the confinement of 

ethnic minorities and marginalised communities to disadvantageous locations. Thus, 

considerations of the nature of council estate buildings and the ghettoisation of tenants in 

deprived neighbourhoods are primordial for this subchapter’s review of spatial 

confinement. Moreover, I suggest that Iqra’s perception of herself as a second-class 

citizen relates to the inadequacy of the council building where she lives, together with the 

fact that she shares her flat with a woman to whom she is not biologically related.  

Interpretations of council estates as unappealing and impoverished locations are 

expressed by Iqra when she describes the building where her flat is. First of all, Iqra 

criticises the design of the estate and describes the block of flats as “an ugly, . . . sad, 

grey, concrete building” (29). To validate her opinions, the teenager tells the audience 

that she has heard from her neighbours that the building is so visually displeasing that the 

architect “jumped off it after it was finished” (29). Adding to the negative description of 

her block, the teenager points out that the inside is not much better than the outside. For 

example, the lift is broken most of the time and has a “constant stench of urine and dog 

faeces” (29). Every time Iqra attempts to use the lift, she finds the same signs. These are 
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“‘out of order’ and ‘sorry for the inconvenience’” (29). The state of the lift does not 

significantly concern or affect Iqra, who prefers walking the 144 steps that lead to her flat 

as “[t]here is something about the door closing and trapping me inside that scares me,” to 

use her word (32). However, Iqra is mindful of the mothers and daughters who visit her 

flat and points out that getting to hers’ using the stairs “is a long way to climb for little 

legs and feet” (32).  

Violent conduct is another problem that concerns Iqra and her neighbours. An 

example of vandalism is how Iqra finds the entrance door to her block one day after 

school. When the teenager arrives home, she finds that the door that had been forced open 

the day before had not been fixed and that there continues to be “broken glass over the 

floor” (29). Although Iqra appreciates that “[s]omeone made an attempt to clean it up,       

. . . scattered pieces still remain,” it is still unsafe (29). Iqra claims it would not take much 

for herself, her neighbours, or any visitors “to get hurt, to get cut” (29). The description 

of the council estate where Iqra lives serves James to condemn the insecurity and 

vulnerability residents of marginalised and deteriorated areas undergo. Additionally, the 

playwright demonstrates that an inadequate living atmosphere impacts tenants’ sense of 

agency. Inhabiting the position of second-class citizens, people like Iqra cannot develop 

a feeling of belonging because they are isolated and marginalised from mainstream 

society. 

On the ninth floor, Iqra’s flat also illustrates the notion of spatial confinement. As 

the teenager shares with the audience, she initially struggled to adapt to the housing 

environment when she first arrived at what would become her home. Difficulty in 

adjusting happened because she was not used to the smells and practices that took place 

in the flat. As time passed, Iqra grew accustomed to her new reality, and the smells 

stopped overwhelming her (33). Familiarised with the situation, the teenager describes 
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this odour as the perfume that soaps and stains every wall and fills every room (33). Iqra’s 

initial struggle to adapt also links to the inadequacy of her flat. When Iqra first arrived at 

her clinic-like home, she wondered what the purposes of the living room were because 

this space looked more like a sitting room. The teenager’s opinion lies in the fact that the 

living room does not have the standard components (e.g., a sofa, a couch table, or wall 

decoration) but has, instead, “[s]tools, upturned crates, broken chairs” lined up on the 

walls (33).  

Regarding the rooms, Iqra informs that she shares the smallest room with her aunt 

because the biggest one only serves working purposes. The room where the character 

sleeps is not only characterised by its small size but also by being a colourless place with 

“no decoration on the walls, . . . no life” (33). The only pieces of furniture which are in 

the room are two mattresses that lie next to each other, described to be “exactly the same, 

worn and old, covered by a single sheet and a pillow” (33). Other decorative features are 

the “[t]wo pieces of material [that] hang from the window and act as a curtain” (33). The 

problem with these curtains is that “they do not come together and meet where they are 

supposed to, so the early morning light creeps through” (33). The lighting situation is 

bothersome for Iqra, who is unable to “sleep past 5 a.m.” (33) Adding to the description 

of the flat and the teenager’s reality, the audience learns that when the aunt is crying, Iqra 

takes her bed sheet and “creep[s] into the sitting room to leave her with her grief” (34). 

The problem with this decision is that the teenager does not have a suitable space to rest. 

As Iqra explains, “I use the upturned crate as a rest for my head and I throw the sheet over 

me and curl up on the floor of the sitting room” (34). The description of Iqra’s flat evokes 

feelings of confinement and subjugation. Additionally, the lack of privacy she 

experiences in the flat where she lives restricts the development of her agency and 

autonomy. 
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Iqra’s conceptualisation of her estate as an unappealing location is also 

appreciated in Muna’s comments when she visits her new friend without prior notice. The 

first aspect that draws the teenager’s attention is the building’s aesthetics. Like the Somali 

teenager, Muna describes the building as “proper depressin, proper ugly” (36). These 

remarks lie in the teenager’s opinion that the material used for the building (cement, in 

this case) must only be “used for pavements and car parks, not for decoration outside of 

people’s homes” (36). Muna also compares the estate building where she lives to Iqra’s 

and shares that she thought that where she lived was not particularly nice before visiting 

her new friend’s place. However, it is when she compares the two buildings that Muna 

recognises that “there’s always someone worse off than you” (36).  

Adding to the examination of the estate building, Muna validates Iqra’s opinions 

on vandalism. When Muna arrives at the entrance, she does not need to press the buzzer 

because the “[d]oors’s been busted open” (36). Surrounded by broken glass, Muna shares 

that she is glad she is not wearing her Primark shoes. If she had, “glass would’ve cut up 

my foot, I would be cussin” (36). Like Iqra, Muna tells the audience about the lift and the 

smell that came out of it. Although Muna originally planned to walk the stairs, she 

changes her mind when she “realised how many floors there are, how many steps there 

are” to get to Iqra’s (36). Inside the lift, Muna has to hold her nose because it smelt as if 

“some cats had a right piss party in here” (36). Without realising there are signs reporting 

the lift being broken, the teenager presses number nine and feels “[s]ummat sticky on my 

finger,” to use her words (36-37). Furious about the situation, Muna ends up “climb[ing] 

the never-endin steps” (37).  

In short, the exploration of the deteriorated facilities of the estate where Iqra lives 

discloses that a sector of the British population lives in underprivileged locations which 

the country’s dominant sectors of society institutionally neglect. Using Iqra’s case, James 
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exposes that the insecurity the teenager undergoes and the vulnerability that derives from 

vandalism disenable her from regarding her flat as a home and developing a sense of 

ownership. The idea of unbelonging is further illustrated in the inside of the house. A 

clandestine clinic, the teenager’s flat is an impersonal location that incapacitates the 

development of Iqra’s agency. Its small size, the lack of decorative features, and an 

understanding of this space as a workplace and not a home contribute to Iqra’s 

conceptualisation of herself as a second-class citizen. 

 

Heterosexist and Patriarchal Domination 

The previous subsections examined how the female protagonists of Cuttin’ It are 

victims of ethnic and spatial discrimination. In this section, I examine James’s portrayal 

of female circumcision and its impact on the formation of Muna and Iqra’s identity. 

Through this exploration, I illustrate how FGM is an instrument for patriarchal 

domination. Using Muna’s experience and voice, the play highlights the generational 

changes in the diaspora. One of the consequences of these transformations is the 

disapproval of cultural and traditional customs like female circumcision. The description 

of Muna as someone who interprets the cut in her genitals as a burden allows James to 

investigate the impact of patriarchal ideology and traditions on the character’s family and 

British society. Both contexts have an element in common: they legislate women’s bodies 

and determine what is best for them without their consent. Adding to the discussion of 

patriarchal and heterosexist discrimination, James uses Iqra’s opinions on female 

circumcision to investigate the relation between the practice and the deliberate 

manipulation of the Quran to promote heteronormativity. Moreover, Iqra and Muna’s 

mother’s cultural relativist views on female circumcision serve to explore the importance 
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of this practice in the diaspora and call into question the intercultural competences of 

Western feminism and the British State. 

Constructed in dualistic terms, debates on female circumcision distinguish 

between the people who seek its abolition and those who safeguard it. While the first 

group maintains that female circumcision is barbaric and sabotages women’s agency, the 

second group promotes an interpretation of infibulation as a culture-specific practice that 

positively influences women’s identity development. Kathy Davis identifies these groups 

as moral outragers and cultural relativists. While moral outragers are the Western 

feminists who understand it is their duty to save African women from circumcision, 

cultural relativists stress “that the practice of female genital cutting has relevance and 

value within a specific culture and that outsiders . . . should be tolerant and warry about 

making judgment about . . . practices outside their own culture” (305). Adding to Davis’ 

classification, Wairimu Ngaruiya Njambi distinguishes a subdivision among the moral 

outragers: the hardliners and the soft-liners. Hardliners represent a group “who boldly 

state what they perceive as the pure primitivity and barbarity of female circumcision, and 

are known for their sensationalizing stories that mainly meant to shock and horrify” (285). 

Unlike hardlines, softliners offer a more “sympathetic position that attempts to 

contextualize these practices in their cultural settings” and are interested in helping to 

“locate the most effective means of breaking down and eradicating female circumcision” 

(286). As appreciated in Cuttin’ It, Muna’s views validate the moral outrage position 

because she associates female circumcision with cruelty and primitivism. On the other 

hand, Iqra and Muna’s mother defend the cultural relativist view and serve James to 

explore the interpretation of female circumcision in the diaspora as an extension of Somali 

culture abroad. 
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Although Iqra and Muna have different standpoints regarding female 

circumcision, both believe that a patriarchal doctrine influences their mothers and their 

actions. In Iqra’s case, the audience learns that the patriarchal society she was born into 

impacted her childhood, particularly as she remembers what happened to her when she 

was six. Back in Somalia with her brother Hdafur, Iqra recalls playing the run and catch 

with her brother in the yard the day before she was infibulated. It was during the game 

when Iqra “watched Hdafur run to the back of the house and slowly creep away again 

with a banana in his hand. Within seconds he was gone” (43). Copying her brother’s 

attitude, Iqra followed the “path to the bench at the back of the house” (43). This bench 

belonged to one of the family’s neighbours, who usually left fruit, “sometimes a bag of 

oranges, sometimes bananas” (43). Aware that what she was doing was not morally 

correct for she was getting her neighbour’s food without his consent, Iqra made sure 

nobody was observing her. Instead of grabbing an orange, she “ripped one of the bananas 

from the bunch . . . [,] peeled back the yellow skin and took a bite” (43). Believing nobody 

was looking at her, Iqra then crumbled when she heard her mother screaming and, like 

the banana, she “almost jumped out of [her] skin” (43). Growing up in a Muslim family 

and identifying as a Muslim, Iqra knew that the Quran penalises theft and that her 

mother’s discovery would have implications. Looking down at her with disappointment, 

Iqra’s mother told her daughter that the banana she took from their neighbour was for her 

father, meaning that she was “stealing from [her] own father” (43). Discursively 

constructed as a phallic symbol and associated with sexuality, femininity, purity, and 

virginity, the banana hypersexualises Iqra. These views are echoed by Iqra’s mother, who 

believed her daughter and her reputation were threatened after she sees her eating this 

fruit in public.  
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While the Quran establishes that the punishment for theft is cutting one of the 

hands of the person who steals, the penalty Iqra obtains is getting her genitals cut. Iqra 

received her sentence when she went with her mother to Mogadishu the day after the 

altercation with the banana. Initially, Iqra was excited because she loved “going on bus 

journeys. There was always so much to see” (43). However, this excitement went hand 

in hand with ignorance because, as Iqra remembers, her mother did not tell her about the 

reasons behind the trip and “just said it was for a special reason” (43). Once in Mogadishu, 

mother and daughter went to a house where Iqra had never been. Not knowing who lived 

in this house, Iqra’s confusion increased when she heard her mother refer to the women 

in the house as her aunties and, as far as the young girl was aware, all her aunties were in 

Kismayo (44). Moreover, Iqra felt notably uncomfortable when she heard a young girl 

screaming in one of the rooms. Frightened, her first reaction was to hold her mother’s 

hands. Unexpectedly for Iqra, her mother held her firmly by the shoulder and, staring at 

her, she said, “Iqra I hope you will not scream and carry on like that silly girl. You must 

be brave, Iqra. No crying. Do you understand?” (44). These words did not calm Iqra, who 

continued to wonder about what they were doing to the girl to make her scream like that. 

Moreover, she found her mother’s encouragement to be brave paradoxically distressing. 

Although Iqra did not want to discover what was happening to the screaming girl, 

she was forced to find out when a woman came to collect her and her mother from the 

waiting room. Taken to the back room of the house, Iqra saw herself surrounded by four 

elders who “grabbed a part of [her] and held [her] down on the floor” (44). “[T]oo scared 

to shout and too confused to scream,” Iqra followed the orders and laid down on the floor 

(44). Amid this confusion, a fifth elder arrived and “pulled [Iqra’s] knickers down and 

forced [her] knees wide apart” (44). Unable to remain quiet, the girl’s initial reaction was 

to cry, and her anguish became physically acknowledged when her legs began to tremble. 



 213 

The problem Iqra found was that every time she tried to close her legs, the elders “would 

hold them back open with more force” (44). This was the case until the fifth lady “took 

out a small razor blade from her pocket” (44). Frightened, Iqra screamed and sought her 

mother’s help. Unsuccessful in her attempt, the young girl remembers that her mother 

whispered into her hear, “I must be brave. I must be very brave” (44-45).  

Crying and desperate for salvation, Iqra told her mother she “was sorry for taking 

the banana” (45). Despite apologising, the young girl was unable to stop what was to 

happen next and experienced “[a]n excruciating pain that took over my whole body” (45). 

Following the cut, Iqra’s instant reaction was to kick  

out at the one holding the razor blade and watched as blood shot from out of my 
body into her face and eyes. She did not flinch. She stopped slicing me for a 
moment and used her apron to wipe the blood away. My blood. As if it were drops 
of rain that had fallen from the sky on to her face. (45) 

  
Dominated by a feeling of disconnection and alienation after the cut, Iqra shares that it 

felt as if her body “was not mine any more. It felt alien to me. I did not want anything to 

do with it” (45). Moreover, the practice left the young girl physically and emotionally 

unstable. Trying to smile at her mother despite the pain, Iqra could not comprehend why 

her relative had arranged what had just happened to her (44). This attitude contrasts with 

the mother’s, who was happy to see her daughter’s transformation into a woman.  

The mother-daughter relationship has been a subject of debate for those who 

condemn the reductionist reading of women as victims of the patriarchy (the mother and 

the aunts in the case of Cuttin’ It). These are women who, in the eyes of Western 

feminism, “accept and participate in the discourses which enslave, torture, and mutilate 

them” (Fraser 336). Readings of women as people without agency are complicated by 

critics such as David Fraser and Leslye Amede Obiora. In the case of Fraser, he notes that 

we must be careful when we assert that female circumcision is to be comprehended in 

terms of dominant patriarchy because there are cases when “men do not support the 
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practice while many women do” (324). Fraser’s observations are echoed by Obiora, who 

condemns the premise that all African societies and countries regard infibulation in 

favourable terms. While the practice “may indicate both privilege and prestige in one 

historic moment or geographic point, it may signify low female social status and 

deprivation in another regime” (264). Considering this, a portrayal of Iqra’s mother as 

someone submissive could “perpetuate the stereotype of the quintessential African 

woman as a beast of burden,” to borrow from Obiora (266). 

Contrasting with the feelings of alienation and otherness she experienced when 

cut in Mogadishu, Iqra’s views on female circumcision change over the years. Although 

Iqra did not regard the practice when she was a child as something negative, it is not until 

she lived in the UK that she shares an affection for this ritual and speaks proudly of her 

role in the procedure. The house she shares with her aunt, which is a clandestine clinic, 

tends to be filled with young girls and their mothers. Of the different duties, Iqra feels 

particularly proud of how she helps young girls to be more relaxed. In opposition to what 

happened to her, Iqra offers them sweets, “smile[s] at the girls. Calm[s] them, make[s] it 

okay. Because no one made it okay for [her]” (45). Moreover, after the ritual has finished 

and the girls are reunited with their mothers, Iqra talks to them, tells them they have been 

brave, that the Muslim community is proud of what they have done, and that they are not 

girls anymore but women instead (51).  

Adding to the examination of the relationship between mothers and daughters 

before and after they are cut, Iqra notes that most of the girls that are taken to her flat “do 

not know what will happen when they are here” (50). Their mothers, Iqra adds, “tell them 

that this is an important day for them, a day they will become women”; however, they do 

not know the meaning and implications of these words (50). While some of the girls are 

nervous, others are excited because this is a day when they have been told “they will 
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receive gifts and special treats. All they have to do is be brave. They must be brave little 

girls” (50). After the operation has taken place on their bodies, Iqra notes that what their 

mothers once told their daughters become broken promises, and that “[n]o treat in the 

world was worth the pain” (50). Rather than thanking or showing appreciation towards 

their mothers when they reunite with their relatives after the cut, the girls’ expression “is 

always one of betrayal and guilt” (50). 

Iqra’s experience of losing her family and becoming a refugee influences her 

attachment to Somalia and the country’s customs. In conversation with Muna, Iqra speaks 

of the significance female circumcision has for women, their identity development, and 

the overall well-being of the Muslim community. To borrow from the teenager, this 

practice must persist because it “is our culture. We have done it for so long. It is who we 

are. It has to happen” (45). Moreover, when asked about the logic behind circumcision, 

Iqra asserts it simply must happen “[b]ecause you are Muslim” and because it is crucial 

for women “to be clean” (41). Associating purity and decency, the Somali teenager adds 

that a Muslim woman will not evolve into an honourable person if she is not infibulated. 

These views are stressed when, after Muna’s sister is cut, Iqra declares that the seven-

year-old has become a clean woman and that Leyla would profit from the practice soon. 

Her future husband, Iqra affirms, would be proud of his wife for being pure and “[a] good 

Muslim girl” (54). In other words, the teenager believes that women must bring morality 

to the family unit. Iqra also emphasises how female circumcision is a practice that is 

passed on from generation to generation. In this sense, the mothers are responsible for 

transmitting this knowledge and guaranteeing that their daughters are infibulated. From 

Iqra’s perspective, this tradition is what a mother’s “daughter will know, and her daughter 

after that” (55). Representing the cultural relativist position, Iqra is a passive character 

who does not engage critically with the practice she is assisting. Iqra claims to partake in 
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the operation because she is expected to do it (54). Moreover, Iqra tells Muna that, to 

undergo or to be implicated in the practice of female circumcision “is not about being 

wrong or right. . . . It is just what has to happen” (42). 

Contrasting Iqra is Muna, who is more inclined toward Britain’s hegemonic 

values throughout the play. The teenager’s personality juxtaposes her mother’s, with 

whom Muna does not have a good relationship. The main reason behind this tense 

relationship is that Muna was cut when she was seven. The first example of this uneasy 

atmosphere occurs when Muna interrogates her mother about whether she has arranged 

for Leyla to be circumcised on her seventh birthday. Agitated because she is worried 

about her sister’s well-being, Muna tells the audience about the day when she decides to 

go straight home rather than meeting her friends after school. That day, the teenager 

shares, she is “on a mission” (30). When Muna arrives home, she goes “straight to the 

kitchen an’ start openin cupboard an’ drawers,” anticipating finding the flights she 

believed her mother had purchased to take Leyla to Somalia (30). Alarmed by the 

commotion in the kitchen, Muna’s mother rushes downstairs and asks her daughter, 

“Mahaa da-ay?,” meaning ‘what is going on?’ in Somali (30). The tension between 

mother and daughter becomes evident as Muna uses English to communicate with her 

mother. The decision to speak in English and not Somali is deliberate because Muna 

wants her mother to become aware of how angry and anxious she is. This language 

selection is aggravating for Muna’s mother, who does not like her daughters’ “speakin 

English at home,” for, as Muna explains, her mother “wants us to keep up the Somali, 

afraid we’re losin our identity” (30). 

Tracing a connection between what happened when she turned seven and her 

sister’s seventh birthday coming up soon, Muna confronts her mother and demands to 

know where she has put the tickets. Unable to understand what her daughter is saying or 
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referring to, Muna’s mother tells the teenager that “she don’t understand” (30). This 

frustrates Muna, who is unable to determine whether her mother does not comprehend 

“the English, or she don’t understand what I’m talkin ’bout” (30). Frustrated about her 

mother’s confusion and inability to answer her questions, Muna ends up telling her 

mother, “I know you’re takin her away, ’cause that’s what you do – it’s what you did to 

me. Turn seven an’ you take us away” (30). Surprisingly, Muna’s mother understands 

what her daughter is referring to and, in English, responds, “No Somalia . . . / We don’t 

go Somalia. I don’t take her” (30-31).  

Catching her breath, the teenager makes her mother promise that she is not taking 

Leyla to Somalia, to which her mother successively answers no because the family cannot 

afford the expenses. Finally, without asking further questions, Muna shares, “I ain’t never 

been so happy in my whole life to be broke” (31). The initial excitement coincides with 

a misinterpretation of the mother’s words. This is the case because the language barrier 

between mother and daughter is such that they have not developed the means to 

communicate appropriately. That is to say, while Muna’s mother cannot articulate fully 

in English, Muna does not speak Somali fluently. Additionally, Muna’s mother’s 

awareness that her daughter is against female circumcision leads her to conceal that she 

has arranged a clandestine ceremony in one of London’s flats, which turns out to be where 

Iqra lives.  

Like Iqra, Muna’s mother represents a generation that has adopted a cultural 

relativist position in the diaspora. An individual forced to flee her country because of the 

armed conflict, Muna’s mother has not developed a sense of belonging in the UK. This 

can be seen, for example, in her lack of communication skills in English and how this 

affects her relationship with her oldest daughter.49 Exiled and with a deep connection to 

 
49 Unable to understand English, Muna’s mother has to be translated the conversations with the admin when 
the school calls to inform her that her daughter has been “late again, skivin again” (17). Lying to her mother, 
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her distanced homeland, this woman’s determination to circumcise her youngest daughter 

emanates from an interpretation of infibulation as “a way of preserving a continuity with 

[her] past [life],” to borrow from Moira Dustin (9). Echoing Iqra’s views on female 

circumcision, Muna’s mother believes that if her youngest daughter is infibulated, she 

will be regarded as a more respectable woman within the Muslim community. In doing 

so, she disregards the stigma Leyla might suffer as a circumcised person in British society. 

Muna’s association of female circumcision with the patriarchy is evident during 

Muna’s recollection of the journey to the hospital when her sister was born. In the car 

with her father, Muna remembers how he did not tell her if she “had a sister or a little 

brother ’cause he wanted it to be a surprise” (32). Not being vocal about her thoughts of 

being afraid to have a sister, the teenager recalls being seated “in the car with every part 

of me crossed, prayin for a boy, pleadin it was a boy” (32). Muna’s worst fear became a 

reality when she arrived at the hospital and saw her mother holding a baby wrapped in a 

pink blanket (32). Having associated pink with the female gender, Muna’s instant reaction 

was to cry. Unaware of their daughter’s concerns, her parents believed their oldest 

daughter “was jealous, couldn’t handle not bein the only child any more” (32). However, 

Muna’s cries stemmed from her understanding of “what it meant to have a little sister. I 

knew what it meant for her” (32). Clearly, Muna recalls fearing her sister would also be 

forced to undergo female circumcision. Muna’s reaction when discovering she had a 

female sibling, and not the brother she had pleaded Allah for, suggests the teenager 

developed a gender consciousness from a young age.  

Excited for her birthday, Leyla is described as a young girl who is “small an’ 

innocent” (23). Her main priorities are to turn seven because she “[s]ays she’s bored of 

being six now” and because she wants to hand out the tin of chocolate celebrations she 

 
Muna always gives her version of the conversation and tells her mother, “They’re jus phonin to say how 
well I’m doin in school, Mum” (17). 
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got her mother to buy for her birthday to her school friends (24). This portrayal of Leyla's 

naivety is further demonstrated through her conversation on the Argos catalogue where 

she has written ‘My Birthday presents’ at the top. From Muna’s perspective, her sister 

has decorated the catalogue with her “best glitter pen” because “she’s nearly seven an’ 

she’s got too much time on her hands” (31). Flickering through the pages and stopping at 

the kid’s section, Muna observes that Leyla has circled “everythin. The whole lot of it’s 

on her wish list” (32). Further emphasising Leyla as a child is the dress from one of “the 

latest Disney princess[es]” which she is wearing on the day of her birthday (46). Excited 

and fearful, Muna remembers what happened to her when she turned seven and asserts it 

“[w]on’t be the same for her,” “it’s gonna be different for her” (24, 32). However, this 

notion is dismantled when Muna discovers her sister is not at a party from “some kid 

from-after school club who’s got the same birthday as her” (46). Indeed, far from being 

a child’s birthday party, the celebration at Iqra’s looks more like a battle. Claiming her 

sister is one of the victims of this conflict, Muna shares that it seems “like war jus took 

place on her body” (53). No longer wearing the Disney princess outfit, Leyla looks like 

“some messed-up Sleeping Beauty. / . . . Like some broken rag doll” (54). 

James also uses Muna’s experience of female circumcision to explore the 

exacerbated feelings of displacement and difference which the teenager experiences 

within British society. Although it has been eight years since she was infibulated, Muna 

shares that she continues to suffer the mental and physical implications of the cut. For 

example, she still wets “the bed at fifteen ’cause [her] own body’s out of [her] control” 

(54). Frustrated by this alienating reality, Muna expresses she is scared to ask for medical 

support because she is apprehensive about the doctor’s reaction. She believes that this 

professional’s initial response will be to ask her “why I’m closed up, not opened up like 

other girls, why I’m left with jus a tiny hole. Gonna want me to talk about it, speak about 
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it” (54). Muna’s thoughts reflect, first, that she does not have a healthy relationship with 

her body and, secondly, that she does not trust the medical institution because her needs 

are culturally specific. The construction of what an average female body looks like 

according to hegemonic beauty canons has influenced Muna’s interpretation of her own 

body, believing her genitals are the anomaly. It could be determined that the teenager 

feels uncomfortable pursuing help because the dominant sectors of British society have 

constructed and internalised a narrative of infibulated women and their bodies as 

abnormal. 

Another reason why Muna does not want to go to the doctor is that she fears the 

legal implications of her testimony on her family and the Somali community. According 

to British legislation, her mother would be guilty of two offences. The first is because she 

has procured the performance of female circumcision, and the second is for having taken 

her daughter abroad to be infibulated. Additionally, if her mother was prosecuted for what 

she did to her and Leyla, dualisms of difference would continue to be evoked by the 

Western community. That is to say, Muna would contribute to the dualistic construction 

of the Somali community as ignorant and barbaric. Besides, she would support 

interpretations of the West as the entity responsible for saving Muslim women from cruel 

practices. This reasoning leaves Muna in an internal and painful debate. 

This section has focused on analysing female circumcision as understood by 

Muna, Iqra, and Muna’s mother. As a member of the Somali diaspora in Britain, Muna 

defends the abolition of this practice because it reinforces the alienation of those who 

undergo it. On the other hand, Iqra and Muna’s mother uphold that infibulation is part of 

their cultural heritage and a practice that does not reinforce women’s marginal status. 

Instead, it increases their potential and prospects in the Muslim community. James also 

draws her attention to how patriarchal discourses have homogenised the idea that there 
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are regular and abnormal bodies. The implications of this dualistic construction are 

recognised by Muna, who is conscious that her ethnicity and religion are not the only 

markers of her otherness in Britain. The cut in her body is another feature that contributes 

to her marginal status. 

 

Challenging the Praxis of Interculturality  

So far, this chapter’s investigation of ethnic, spatial, and patriarchal oppression in 

Cuttin’ It has disclosed a picture of racialised communities as victims of discriminatory 

discourses. James’s emphasis on (British) Somali teenagers who have undergone female 

circumcision reflects that these individuals suffer a triple discrimination. Not only do their 

Somali roots place the teenagers as targets of racist pedagogy, but their gender and 

religion also aggravate their marginalised statuses. Besides this, the protagonists’ 

estrangement from Britain’s narrative of belonging is aggravated because a dominant 

sector of British society narratively constructs their bodies as abnormal. In this final 

section, I investigate how Muna and Iqra forge a resistance consciousness as the play 

develops. The embracement of this awareness is appreciated as the teenagers strive to 

come to terms with their culture and the community. In the case of Muna, I am interested 

in how her condemnation of female circumcision serves to subvert an essentialist 

narrative of Muslim women as nonresistant individuals. Additionally, this character’s 

claims against a patriarchal reading of the Quran reflect how she engages in the 

development of a political consciousness. Yet I am also interested in illustrating how 

Iqra’s development of a cultural and resistance awareness occurs when, towards the end 

of the play, she interrogates the implications of her involvement in the execution of female 

circumcision. 



 222 

A westernised teenager, Muna is introduced at the beginning of the play as 

someone who struggles with her identity. Her mother’s alliances with Somalia and her 

exposure to Western culture place Muna in an in-between state requiring her to negotiate 

her identity constantly. Similar negotiations are put into practice when Muna displays 

resistance to the association between female circumcision and Somali culture. 

Throughout the following examples, I explore how this female character immerses in 

anti-oppressive practice because she believes genital mutilation limits women’s 

attainment of identity wholeness. This examination includes a close reading of Muna’s 

condemnation of the wrongful association between female circumcision and Islam, the 

commodification of women, and women’s active role in a system that oppresses and 

excludes them. Muna’s radical and empowered identity reflects that she resists falling 

victim to overpowering and dominant discourses. The teenager also enables James to 

assert that the possibility of liberatory self-determination exists. 

The portrayal of Muna as someone who seeks to subvert personal and cultural 

oppression is first appreciated when she denounces that patriarchal interpretations of the 

Islamic religion are premeditated. The teenager transmits these views when she tells Iqra 

that her sister will turn seven soon and is worried that her mother may have organised for 

her to be circumcised. When Muna expresses her concerns, Iqra tries to console her and 

tells her that female circumcision must be done “[b]ecause you are Muslim” (41). As 

someone who identifies as Muslim and practices the religion, Muna condemns Iqra’s 

declaration and emphasises that it “[s]ays nuttin in any part of the Quran ‘bout cuttin up 

girls so that they can stay clean” (41). Muna’s resistance to Iqra’s understanding of what 

it takes to be a good Muslim woman confirms the former’s consciousness regarding how 

the misinterpretation of the Quran serves two purposes. First, to continue women’s 

objectification and, secondly, to preserve and prioritise the patriarchy’s interests. 
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Additionally, Muna condemns the manipulation of Islamic values and claims that female 

circumcision is “just summat your mum told you ’cause that’s what her mum told her, 

and hers before that. Jus some messed-up tradition that needs to be broken” (41). 

Muna’s political consciousness is also appreciated when she condemns that 

female circumcision is a patriarchal strategy that has resulted in the commodification of 

women. These views are conveyed when, following Iqra’s insistence that if Leyla does 

not get cut, “she will not become a decent woman . . . / [i]n the eyes of our community,” 

(41) Muna wonders whether Iqra actually believes what she is saying about her sister.50 

It is when Muna realises that Iqra firmly believes in what she says that the London-Somali 

teenager tells Iqra she does not know anything about Leyla and, therefore, cannot decide 

what is best for her.51 To Muna, Leyla “is more than decent. She’s perfect just the way 

she is” (41). The character’s tone and resistance to Iqra’s opinions reflect opposition to 

narratives that purposefully demarcate normality and abnormality, decency and 

indecency. Muna resists these standards because they deprive women like herself and her 

sister of making decisions about their own affairs and bodies. 

Another event that validates the vision of Muna as someone who develops a 

resistance consciousness against the patriarchy happens when she denounces women and 

men participating in a system that prioritises female oppression and exclusion. This view 

is reflected in Cuttin’ It when, distressed about her sister’s welfare, Muna shares that she 

wants to “proper scream an’ make them all hear me” (28). The targets of her exclamations 

are “every woman, every mother” who, like hers, safeguard and defend the continuation 

of female circumcision (29). The necessity to speak out serves James to dismantle the 

portrayal of Muna as a helpless victim. Instead, she is shown as a pragmatic citizen who 

takes responsibility for the violence she has encountered within her community. 

 
50 “Is this girl standin in front of me chattin serious?” (40). 
51 “[D]on’t chat to me ’bout growing up to be a decent woman” (41). 
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Additionally, Muna declares that the reason why she wants women to hear her screams is 

that they ought to understand “that it’s time to stop, ’cause what they’re doin ain’t okay, 

. . . what they’re doin ain’t right” (29). Muna expresses similar opinions when she tells 

Iqra about the adverse effects female circumcision has on the relationship between 

mothers and daughters and among women in broader terms. While Iqra defends women’s 

involvement in the procedure, Muna criticises that the women she is “supposed to look 

up to an’ trust” are the perpetrators of her displacement and grief (40). This feeling 

originates in the fact that her mother and her aunts are the ones who threw her down, 

pinned her on the hard floor, clamped her shoulders back, dug their knees up her chest, 

pulled up her dress, and cut her (40-41). 

The culmination of Muna’s political awareness occurs on Leyla’s seventh 

birthday. When the teenager goes with her mother to pick up her sister from the birthday 

party she believes Leyla is at, Muna realises that the celebration’s location is Iqra’s flat. 

At that instant, Muna also recognises that the odour she smelt the first time she visited 

Iqra’s apartment is the same “[a]ntiseptic an’ stale blood mixed with the heat” of the day 

from when she was cut (50).52 The teenager’s reaction following this memory is to rush 

into Iqra’s flat, not knowing yet whether her suspicions are correct or not. In front of the 

door, Muna shares that she is “[h]opin I embarrass myself for getting it so wrong. Hopin 

[Iqra] gets all offended an’ asks me to leave her house ’cause what I’m thinkin is so 

completely wrong” (50). Unluckily for Muna, she is correct in her prediction and 

witnesses her new friend “holdin down some girl like a scene from a horror movie, blood 

all on the floor” (51). Additionally, Muna finds Iqra is “dressed like she thinks she’s a 

nurse or summat, a medical assistant. Proper dressed up for the part, proper clinical” (51). 

 
52 “Remember layin there cryin, smellin that smell, breathin it, inhalin it in after they doused me with the 
stuff, burnin me with the stuff” (50). 
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The situation in Iqra’s flat deeply disturbs Muna, who believed that female 

circumcision is not a practice that takes place in Britain.53 However, as she shares with 

the audience, “[t]his is real. They’re cuttin little girls in a tower block on a Saturday 

morning. Like they do this every Saturday mornin. Like it’s nothin” (52). With her heart 

“absolutely shattered into a thousand pieces,” Muna asserts that she cannot hold her 

tongue any longer (53). Therefore, the enacting of subversive strategies in Muna is 

appreciated in her determination to involve herself in activist practice. She decides to 

speak out in order to confront a system which has restricted her agency and to defend 

other women.  

As mentioned in the introduction to this subchapter, James also presents Iqra as a 

teenager who is involved in self-discovery practices, despite holding a cultural relativist 

mindset throughout the play. This process of self-discovery entails the interrogating of 

her engagement in the operation of female circumcision, as seen when Muna finds out 

Leyla has been cut in Iqra’s flat. When Muna enters the flat and discovers Iqra in a room 

where a young girl has been circumcised, she detects that the Somali teenager does not 

know how to react to her screams. From Muna’s perspective, Iqra is looking at her like 

“she’s lost. Like she’s let me down. Like she needs me” (52). Standing in front of her 

while waiting for a reaction, Iqra validates Muna’s opinions and shares that her “throat is 

dry” and cannot even articulate any words (52). The teenager’s inability to speak, to 

concentrate, or to focus increases when Muna confronts her and asks, “This is how you 

 
53 To demonstrate the magnitude of female circumcision in Britain, James uses Iqra’s analysis of what has 
happened in the flat where she lives with her aunt. The teenager emphasises that, as time has passed, more 
mothers bring their daughters to her flat’s clandestine clinic. As was Muna’s mother’s case, families’ 
inability to afford the expenses of travelling to Somalia resulted in rising numbers of young girls who are 
infibulated in Britain. Iqra informs about this situation when she shares that only about one or two girls 
were brought to her flat when she first moved to London. Another alternative that families adopted to get 
their daughters infibulated was to “send the elders in Somalia to come, fly them all the way over here” (47). 
Aware of the economic difficulties these families are experiencing because of the costs of these 
arrangements, Iqra and her aunt decide to deliver a more affordable service. Instead of organising individual 
appointments, they celebrate “parties of five or six,” reducing the price the families have to pay (47). 
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spend your weekends, is it?/ Keeping up the tradition?/ Getting ’em while they’re 

young?” (53). Unable to reply, for she is mindful of her involvement in Muna’s suffering, 

Iqra “[t]ries to utter some explaining but stumbles” (53). 

The idea that Iqra has failed Muna becomes more evident when she catches the 

London-Somali teenager kneeling and crying by Leyla’s bandaged body. At this moment, 

Iqra traces a connection between the grieving Muna is experiencing and the pain her 

family went through because of Somalia’s armed conflict. More specifically, Muna’s 

reaction reminds Iqra of the time her mother found her brother “and wouldn’t leave his 

side. She stayed there with him like that until they came to take the body away” (53). 

Aware that her actions have contributed to Muna’s pain, Iqra outlines a connection 

between the person who murdered her brother, her aunt, and herself. The teenager 

interprets that the aunt is the soldier who executes the crime, which is to infibulate young 

girls. On the other hand, Iqra is the person who aids the aunt by supplying her with a 

“hundred bullets and watched her shoot” (53). To borrow from Iqra, “I took part. I gave 

a bullet to the soldier to shoot” (53). The recognition of a relation between the two events 

forces Iqra to reconsider why she assists in infibulation operations. The firm tone the 

teenager used when sharing her views on female circumcision on the day Muna first 

visited her flat now contrasts with her inability to articulate her opinions following her 

new friend’s discovery. Hesitant, Iqra is only able to mutter, “We do it because…/ 

because…/ because…” (55). The teenager’s tone and hesitance reflect that she has 

become aware that what she considers to be part of her cultural heritage is also a procedure 

that causes agony.  

In this final section, I have provided examples of Muna and Iqra as individuals 

who develop distinct degrees of resistance consciousness. In the case of Muna, James 

concentrates on how the character’s negative experience and interpretation of female 
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circumcision influence the development of the character’s empowered identity. The 

determination to speak out against this practice answers the need to stop manifesting 

complicity with her own subjugation, and with other women’s subjugation. On the other 

hand, James uses Iqra’s case to condemn young girls’ indoctrination and the 

internalisation of an oppressive discourse against women. Iqra’s friendship with Muna 

results in an interrogation of her cultural alliances. This questioning serves James to prove 

that interpretations of traditional conventions are open to change and that culture is 

negotiated in the diaspora.  

 

Conclusions 

My discussion of Cuttin’ It has been concerned with exploring how Muna and 

Iqra give voice to their experience of ethnic, spatial, and patriarchal discrimination. This 

analysis has also examined female circumcision as a practice that correlates to power 

dynamics. My analysis of ethnicity as one of the causes behind the protagonists’ 

alienation has been underpinned by an interpretation of the city where the teenagers live 

as a dystopic multicultural space marked by impersonal relationships among its citizens. 

Using Muna and her sense of orphanhood towards the British and Somali nations, James 

condemns stereotypes’ disempowering impact on Blacks and Muslims and, particularly, 

on Muslim women. Additionally, the representation of Muna as an acculturated 

individual reflects the identity struggles diasporic children undergo and the negotiations 

they must put into practice in their attempt to belong. In the case of Iqra, I have explored 

how the negative interactions she has at school serve James to portray the school as an 

institution that lacks intercultural competences. 

To illustrate the theme of spatial confinement, I have drawn my attention to Iqra’s 

living surroundings and flat. Literary representations of the deteriorated facilities and the 
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acts of vandalism happening at the building where the teenager lives serve James to 

expose the insecurity and vulnerability residents of marginalised and neglected 

neighbourhoods undergo. Isolated from mainstream society and overlooked by the 

council, Iqra and her neighbours cannot foster a sense of belonging in this location and 

internalise an interpretation of themselves as second-class citizens. Additionally, the 

description of Iqra’s flat as a workspace where the teenager lacks privacy exposes a 

disturbing reality for anyone of her age. Thus, the inadequacy of her home restricts Iqra’s 

development of agency and fosters her estrangement in the multicultural city where she 

lives. 

Expanding on the analysis of intolerance, I have investigated the interrelation 

between female circumcision and patriarchal discrimination. Using Iqra and Muna’s 

mother’s views, I have examined how male-controlled indoctrination is behind these 

women’s association of genital mutilation with purity and morality. I also highlighted 

how the teenagers do not only interpret their families as patriarchal but British society as 

well. That is to say, what their families and the Western country have in common is that 

they legislate women’s bodies and decide what is best for them without their consent. 

Additionally, an overview of the moral outrage and cultural relativist position on female 

circumcision enables James to condemn the West’s fixation with homogenising women’s 

sexuality and bodies. This mindset is problematic because it purposely disregards the real 

motivations behind female circumcision. Moreover, the interpretation of female 

circumcision as a human rights concern reinforces the marginalised statuses of Muslim 

women because they conceive the cut in their body as another marker of their difference. 

Finally, I have examined how Muna and Iqra develop a resistance consciousness 

that emanates from the teenagers’ interrogation of their roles within the Somali 

community and of their cultural alliances. In the case of Muna, her condemnation of a 
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misinterpretation of the Quran in patriarchal terms and her stand against women’s active 

role in the subjugation of young girls results in her determination to immerse in activist 

practice and advocate for other women’s well-being. In the case of Iqra, I have explored 

how her initial alliances with female circumcision derive from the internalisation of an 

oppressive discourse against women. The teenager’s cultural alliances are questioned 

when she becomes aware of her active part in Muna’s suffering. The recognition of this 

pain serves James to claim that one’s interpretation of culture is open to transformation 

when one engages in intercultural dialogues.  

The close reading of James’s play has underlined the risks deriving from cultural 

imposition. British society’s lack of engagement with the intercultural doctrine has a 

disempowering effect on underprivileged communities. Victims of a triple form of 

oppression (anti-Islamism, racism and the patriarchy), Muslim women bear the burden of 

essentialism in twenty-first century Britain. While James investigates the consequences 

of not acquiring intercultural competences, she also pinpoints through the characters of 

Muna and Iqra that the UK can transform into a post-racial society if it enforces 

intercultural policies. The protagonists of Cuttin’ It serve the playwright to explore the 

benefits of coexistence and contact with other cultures and, secondly, to expose debate as 

a beneficial and desirable activity in multicultural societies. Moreover, both female 

characters serve James to prove that culture is malleable and open to changes. However, 

the playwright stresses that culture’s transformation can only occur if the principle of 

difference is safeguarded. If this happens, Cuttin’ It reflects, we will be able to coexist in 

the absence of prejudice. 

The following chapter examines literary representations of ethnic, spatial, 

patriarchal, and heterosexist discrimination in Snaith’s The Things We Thought We Knew. 

Set in urban Leicester, Snaith’s debut novel discloses how citizens of South Asian 
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heritage are victims of ethnic prejudice despite the multicultural nature of the British city. 

This representation is achieved through Ravine and Amma, who undergo a feeling of 

spatial confinement that is equally shared by other inhabitants of the Westhill Estate. The 

marginalisation of ethnic minorities and lower-class citizens to socially and economically 

neglected areas is also linked to the enactment of hyper-masculine behaviours which are 

used to assert territoriality and sovereignty. Finally, I pay attention to how Ravine and 

Amma transgress their despair and develop a resistance consciousness. A portrayal of 

how these female characters negotiate their Asian identity and overcome discrimination 

serves Snaith to subvert unfavourable interpretations of council estates dwellers and 

Asian women as helpless individuals.  
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Chapter Six 

 

Mahsuda Snaith’s The Things We Thought We Knew (2017) 
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Author’s Biography, Introduction to the Text and Critical Reception  

Born in 1981 to Bengali parents, Mahsuda Snaith is the author of the novels The 

Things We Thought We Knew (2017) and How To Find Home (2020), and the short story 

‘The Panther’s Tale’ in Hag: Forgotten Folktales Retold (2020). Awarded the SI Leeds 

Literary Prize and the Bristol Short Story Prize (2014), Snaith has led creative writing 

workshops, worked as a writing mentor, and is a writing tutor for The Novelry, which is 

a creative writing program that helps authors get their work published. In addition, Snaith 

is one of the ten commissioned writers on the Colonial Countryside project with the 

University of Leicester and Peepal Tree Press.54 Her work has been anthologised in An 

Earthless Melting Pot: Another Collection of Prize-Winning Short Stories from Words 

with JAM (2013), Closure: Contemporary Black British Stories (2015), Lost and Found: 

Stories of Home by Leicestershire Writers (2016), An Attempt at Exhausting a Place in 

Leicester (2019), and A Fresh Start: Ten Gripping Stories from Ten Bestselling Authors 

(2020).55 Snaith is currently working on her third novel. 

In this chapter, I explore ethnic, spatial, patriarchal, and heterosexist 

discrimination in Snaith’s debut novel. The novel deals with political displacement and 

class-based ghettoisation through the character of Ravine, who turns eighteen in 2010 and 

lives with her mother, Amma, in the Westhill Estate (Leicester). Despite heritage and 

class playing a significant part in the female character’s experience of otherness, Snaith 

deliberately illustrates how the leading reason for Ravine’s grief is her suffering from 

chronic pain, an illness the teenager began to experience following the tragic death of her 

best friend. Divided into 29 chapters, the novel represents the lives of the Westhill 

 
54 The other writers participating in this youth-led writing and history project are Jacqueline Crooks, 
Ayanna Gillian, Malachi McIntosh, Karen Onojaife, Andre Bagoo, Maria C. Thomas, Peter Kaly, Seni 
Seneviratne and Hannah Lowe.  
55 Other anthologies that include Snaith’s work are Five Degrees: The Asian Writer Short Story Prize 2012 
(2012), Home: Creative Future Writers’ Award (2019), and Bristol Short Story Prize Anthology Volume 7 
(2014). 
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Estate’s residents through a series of flashbacks written in Ravine’s journal. Moving back 

and forth from the new millennium to 2010, Snaith’s novel illustrates how the characters’ 

lives are marked by racial prejudice, class stigmatisation, spatial marginalisation and 

patriarchal domination. Although the protagonist of Snaith’s story is indeed introduced 

as someone whose life is characterised by emotional and physical pain, the reader can 

also perceive a sense of evolution in her person. Ravine’s process of self-empowerment 

links to an interpretation of writing as a mechanism that hunts and liberates. In line with 

this idea, using the ‘Pain Diary’ is an activity that produces harm and enables the female 

teenager to progress in emotional and physical terms. In doing so, she calls her heritage 

and Britain’s cultural politics into question. 

Exploring the themes of friendship, grief, pain, coming-of-age, and single 

parenthood, The Things We Thought We Knew glimpses into what life on a council estate 

was like in 1990s Britain and examines how much this has changed in the twenty-first 

century. Central to my concern is the representation of different generations of (British) 

South Asians and other marginalised residents in urban Leicester. Ravine, Amma, 

Marianne, Jonathan, Elaine, Uncle Walter, and Bradley Patterson (all tenants of the 

Westhill Estate) expose an image of British society as one governed by class and ethnic-

based discrimination. Moreover, Ravine’s alienation, grounded on her religion, ethnicity, 

and economic situation, enables Snaith to condemn identity and class politics’ adverse 

impact on ethnic minorities. Although the protagonist of The Things We Thought We 

Knew is presented as someone who struggles with her hybridness, Snaith prioritises a 

reading of Ravine as someone whose living experience is not uniquely marked by 

discrimination.  

A feature that must be emphasised in the examination of this novel is the 

combination of fictional and autobiographical elements. Born in 1981 to Bengali parents, 
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Snaith notes that writing down The Things We Thought We Knew was not particularly 

challenging because she did not need to do much research. This was the case because, to 

borrow from her words, “[Ravine’s] story I knew [it], I lived it” (Creative Future 05:55–

05:58). Brought up in a Muslim household, the author lived on benefits in the council flat 

she shared with her single mother and sister (01:16–01:20). Like Ravine’s, Snaith’s 

childhood and adolescence were marked by two aspects. First of all, she “was very aware 

of being poor and separated from mainstream society” (Project Twist-It 0:22–0:26). 

Secondly, she discovered that the media’s overriding representation of council tenants 

“was largely based around drugs, gang violence and benefit-fraud” (0:32-0:37). 

Despite the author’s literary success in the second decade of the twenty-first 

century, The Things We Thought We Knew has not received substantial critical 

engagement. Critics who have investigated the author’s debut novel are Mary O’Hara and 

Gesa Stedman, author of the book Shame Game (2020) and the essay ‘Sidelining Racism 

and Discrimination’ (2020), respectively. Centred on investigating how the discourse of 

the ‘poor’ is strategically framed to exacerbate the marginalised status of the less-

privileged ones, O’Hara is interested in locating what is being done to dismantle these 

oppressive narratives. With a focus on the literary terrain, the critic highlights how 

contemporary authors such as Snaith, Darren ‘Loki’ McGarvey, Kerry Hudson, and Cash 

Carraway contribute to deconstructing the poverty narrative. A common feature these 

authors share is that they experienced economic hardship first-hand and are using 

literature as a catalyst for change. Unlike O’Hara, who applauds Snaith’s contribution to 

dismantling oppressive discourses, Stedman criticises recently published novels by 

contemporary British Asians and Black British authors. From the critic’s perspective, 

these narratives continue employing clichés about marginalised communities and do not 

necessarily dismantle stereotypes of disempowering nature. Referring to them as 
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“middlebrow authors”, Stedman argues that writers such as Snaith, Zadie Smith, Monica 

Ali and Sunjeev Sahota do not necessarily challenge racist stereotypes because their 

literary aim is to make the reading accessible and more enjoyable for a white-middle 

readership (215). 

My research question is how Snaith illustrates the themes of ethnic, religious, 

spatial, and patriarchal marginalisation by portraying the Bangladeshi and British South 

Asian experiences of oppression in Leicester. Using her experience as a target of racial 

prejudice and political otherness, Snaith illustrates the mental implications that living 

between two cultures had for herself and the protagonist of her novel. Snaith’s portrayal 

of Ravine as an alienated British citizen compels us to interrogate identity politics among 

the second generation of diasporic children. The novel also shows how the overall South 

Asian community in Leicester is the target of discriminatory practices and discourses. As 

the analysis will demonstrate, Ravine feels marginalised in Britain because she does not 

necessarily regard herself as European, British, or Asian.  

My exploration of spatial marginalisation is concerned with a close reading of the 

council estate where Amma, Ravine, the Dickersons, the Pattersons, and other residents 

live. Characterised by the lack of access to natural resources, the broken facilities, or the 

acts of vandalism within the area, this underprivileged location profoundly conditions the 

prospects of its residents. Victims of the State’s negligence, the characters of Snaith’s 

novel present an awareness regarding how their adverse economic and social 

circumstances interrelate to their marginal condition. Additionally, the author illustrates 

how these individuals are discursively constructed as othered citizens who must remain 

outside the public eye.  

To exemplify the discussion of patriarchal discrimination, I pay attention to the 

characters of Amma and Bradley. In the case of Ravine’s mother, the reader learns she 
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was sent to England when she was a teenager. This decision happens because Amma’s 

patriarchal and Bangladeshi family considered her daughter ought to be punished for what 

some people claimed to be a display of masculine manners. On the other hand, Snaith 

describes Bradley as a teenager who adopts a masculine-like attitude to assert his 

hegemony in a predominantly racialised and heterosexual environment. The 

embracement of this attitude is shocking for Ravine, particularly as she discovers that her 

neighbour has a romantic relationship with a Black man towards the end of the novel. In 

line with this idea, this subchapter suggests that Bradley’s decision to make racist and fat-

shaming comments answer his need to claim his sovereignty over the domain where he 

lives and to ensure that his sexual identity remains anonymous.  

Finally, I pay attention to how Snaith uses her personal experience to subvert the 

stigmatised and overriding representation of council estates and these housing enclaves’ 

tenants. This is accomplished through Ravine, who writes in her ‘Pain Diary’ the positive 

memories she has as a kid growing up in the Westhill Estate. Writing is also a strategy 

behind Ravine’s development of a resistance consciousness. As she comes to terms with 

Marianne’s death, Ravine overcomes her illness and pushes readers to interrogate how 

individuals born into deprivation evolve into victims of institutional neglect. Linked to 

the need to subvert stereotypical portrayals, the character of Amma enables Snaith also 

to condemn and deconstruct the representation of South Asian women as non-resistant 

individuals at the mercy of men. 

 

Ethnic Discrimination  

This section explores how Ravine and Amma help Snaith to investigate the 

association between ethnicity and marginalisation. Although discrimination based on 

racial heritage is not the central theme in The Things We Thought We Knew, there are 
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occasions when Ravine speaks of the displacement ethnic minorities (including herself) 

undergo in Leicester. This subchapter is also concerned with exploring the protagonist’s 

paradoxical identity. Living in-between two cultures, Ravine is forced to navigate, 

translate, and negotiate between the British and Bangladeshi lifestyles. To investigate the 

negotiations the teenager is forced to carry out, Snaith draws her attention to the relevance 

food, clothing, and language have for Ravine’s identity formation. These elements are 

crucial in constructing the protagonist’s sense of otherness and comprehending the 

sometimes-complicated relationship between mother and daughter. 

The portrayal of Ravine as someone alien to British and Bangladeshi cultures finds 

its origin in the author’s experience of hybridness and otherness. Born in Britain to 

Bengali parents, Snaith grew up alienated from mainstream society. She did not see 

herself reflected in mainstream media and felt “the stigma of coming from a council estate 

and a single parent family, and even coming from the midlands which can often be 

forgotten in the national narrative” (“Normal”). Snaith further illustrates her estrangement 

as a child when she reports how she underwent a certain degree of otherness in both her 

primary and secondary schools. While Snaith’s family are Bangladeshi Muslim, most of 

her peers were Gujarati Hindus. Apart from the substantial difference in the students’ 

religious affiliations, Snaith describes herself as “an artsy fiction nerd who loved listening 

to Tori Amos” and her Asian classmates as individuals who “were into academic subjects 

and 90’s RnB” (“Normal”). The dissimilar alliances concerning the nation, religion, and 

culture result in Snaith’s declaration that she “never quite fitted in anywhere, which I 

hated as a teenager as I so desperately wanted to be ‘normal’” (“Normal”). 

The author’s desperation to be ‘normal’ is perceived in Ravine, who expresses 

that a marker of her difference is the very essence of her name. As the teenager informs 

the reader, nobody else has her name “because Amma chose it at random . . . from a 
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newspaper” (98). What caught Amma’s attention was not the tragic subject matter the 

newspapers informed about, but the last word of the headline “YOUNG MAN DROWS 

IN RAVINE” (98). Despite not knowing the meaning of the word, Ravine’s mother liked 

how it sounded and decided to take “it as her own” (98). According to Ravine, Amma 

chose this name because it “sounded neither Hindu nor English, which, considering 

Amma’s history, suited her just fine” (98). In other words, the name enabled Amma “to 

break from her past” (102). Amma had wanted her daughter to become “something 

different, something new,” but Ravine, unable to reach her mother’s expectations, claims 

that the history of her name haunts her (102). One reason for this is that the teenager 

identifies with the meaning of ‘ravine’ as an adjective, which is “undistinguished, 

uninteresting, useless and meaningless” (267). Additionally, Ravine does not want to be 

unique, and, as happened to Snaith, she wishes to be ‘normal’. The reader witnesses this 

when the teenager shares how she does not want to be different, nor being “the Ravine 

girl stuck in her flat with chronic pain syndrome” (102). 

Adding to the discussion of alienation, the protagonist’s contact with Asian culture 

at home and the Western lifestyle outside her flat has a disturbing impact. The exposure 

to both cultures places Ravine in an in-between state that is mentally and emotionally 

draining. In opposition to her friend Marianne, uncertainty surrounds Ravine. The 

protagonist’s description of herself as someone who “couldn’t decide what to be” (285) 

reflects her feeling of alienation. While Marianne “always seemed to know what [she 

was,] . . . always seemed to know how to be,” Ravine had too many choices (285). She 

could not decide whether she wanted to be “[a] Hindu, a Muslim, a Christian or a dentist, 

the choices were too many” (285). What is clear to some people is that Ravine displays a 

lack of “Asian-ness” (78). This view is stressed by the protagonist’s tutor Mr Chavda, 

who tells Ravine on several occasions, “I should be more reserved, more obedient like 
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the women of my heritage” (78). Additionally, Mr Chavda despises that the teenager is 

not reserved. According to the male character, Ravine is “too bold, . . . a smart-mouth,” 

and has “too much to say about far too little” (78). 

Alienated from Bangladeshi culture, Ravine grows up in a predominantly white 

area and is “the only Asian girl on the estate” (152). Differing from the multicultural 

character of Leicester, the Westhill Estate was not a “multicultural wonderland” in the 

1990s and “was slow on the uptake” (51). To corroborate the fact that ethnic minorities 

are not welcomed where she lives, Ravine shares that, “back in the mid-nineties, to 

advertise your foreignness on Westhill was as good as putting a ‘COME THROW A 

BRICK AT ME’ sign in your window” (52). In their attempt to avoid physical and verbal 

confrontations, some families of non-English backgrounds display a symbolic 

assimilation of British values and norms. Ravine’s neighbours, the Ahmeds, provide an 

example of a family who adopts this approach. Originally from Somalia, this family have 

a straw mat at the entrance to their house that has “the word WELCOME printed against 

the background of a Union Jack” (165). With a sarcastic tone, the British-Asian teenager 

notes that the Ahmed’s decision to buy and display the country’s national flag at the door 

is “a declaration of the family’s dedication to its new country and a polite request to please 

not egg their door” (165).  

Ravine’s feeling of uniqueness in the Westhill Estate is influenced by Snaith’s 

personal experience growing up in Leicester. Speaking of her childhood, the author notes 

that she had to confront from a young age the assumption that she spent most of her time 

with other Asian children and families. This was never the case because, as happens to 

Ravine, Snaith “grew up in a council estate that was majority white, and [she] didn’t have 

any of the Asian people apart from [her] family” (Diverse Minds 10:12–10:20). The 

presence of Asian, Indian, and Hindu people in the nearby area, or at school, brought 
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Snaith and Ravine a sense of an Asian identity. However, the interactions with these 

individuals were relatively poor. Consequently, Snaith felt as if she did not belong to the 

Asian community and underwent a sense of estrangement when people asked her about 

her community because this “was a white council estate in Leicester” (13:18–13:21). The 

forced association with the Asian experience was frustrating for Snaith as a child and as 

an adult because it made her feel out of place. 

The alienation Ravine undergoes growing up as the only Asian girl in the Westhill 

Estate is likewise felt at school. As the protagonist recalls, the only family of Asian 

heritage that went to her school was the Singhs. The main difference between this family 

and Ravine’s is that the former “had some sense of subtlety” as “[t]hey wore western 

clothes and spoke in accent-free voices” (51). In an attempt to underline the differences 

among these families, the reader learns that while the Singhs wore western clothes like 

T-shirts and jeans, Ravine “wore the fashion of seventies Bombay: cutesy puffed dresses 

and oversized colourful jumpers that buried [her] small body so deeply [she] had to roll 

the sleeves up four times to make them fit” (52). Additionally, the Singhs’ parents made 

conscious efforts to make their children look as westernised as possible and they sprayed 

“their children with deodorant in the morning so they could never be accused of smelling 

of curry” (51-52). 

Ravine recalls being a victim of offensive name-calling, further illustrating the 

protagonist’s experience of displacement at school. As a child, the teenager recalls that 

she did not integrate well with other pupils and, to borrow from her words, “I had a habit 

of hiding from the other children, inventing my own games in quiet little corners and 

screaming at anyone who found me” (17). Ravine’s interactions with other children were 

not necessarily negative because her peers “seemed oblivious to [her] skin colour” (152). 

This was the case until the day when, at playtime, Luke Judd called her a ‘Paki’. Unaware 
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of the implications of this word, Ravine looked at Luke, rolled her eyes, and told him, 

“I’m not from Pakistan, I’m from Bangladesh” (142). This declaration, Ravine adds, 

“truly baffled [Luke] and it was only later when Mrs Jenkins made him deliver a sour-

faced apology that I realized he had been trying to be insulting” (152). This episode serves 

Snaith to indicate that children are perpetrators of racist discourses from an early age. 

Additionally, the author uses Ravine’s identification with Bangladesh to problematise the 

protagonist’s national alliances. Instead of acknowledging herself as a British citizen, 

Ravine declares that she is from a country where she has never been before and identifies 

with a culture with which she has a complicated relationship. This identification happens 

because she has internalised the idea that her South Asian roots move her away from the 

notion of Britishness. 

Discrimination in the educational setting is also examined when Ravine speaks of 

the day when a picture of herself and Amma appeared in one of Leicester’s newspapers. 

In the headline, one could read “CITY SCHOOL WINS VEGETABLE-GROWING 

CONTEST” and, right below the picture, it said, “Ravine Roy with proud mother, Rhea 

Roy, holding the winning vegetable for Westhill Primary School” (297, 290). Ravine 

found it strange that the school had asked her to pose with a marrow in her hands and that 

she became the representative of a contest in which she had no involvement (207). It is 

not until the teenager grows up that she becomes aware that the reason why the school 

used her and her mum as representatives of the institution was to demonstrate “to the rest 

of the country the diversity of Westhill Primary School” (207). The heterogeneity the 

school advertised contrasted with Ravine’s reality, who shares with Marianne in her diary 

that “having Yusefs, Priyas and Pytors sitting in the same class is as normal as having 

cold fish fingers in the dining room” (52). I suggest that Snaith uses this example to 

explore how the school tokenised mother and daughter to sell the wrong idea of Ravine’s 
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primary school as an inclusive, racially diverse, and welcoming space for ethnic 

minorities.  

Speaking of the South Asian community, the cash-and-carry shop is another 

location that calls Ravine’s attention and accentuates her alienation. In the words of the 

teenager, this store is “a colourful place full of exotic items you’d never see in the corner 

shops of Westhill” and had the “bonus of selling cheap imported goods” (152). 

Additionally, the Asian community conceptualises the shop as their safe space for not 

only they bought food in there, but also “congregated and held their meetings” (152). In 

other words, this location “was a gurdwara, a temple, a mosque and church all in one, 

with the added bonus of selling cheap imported goods” (152). One of the reasons why 

Ravine enjoyed spending time in this shop was that she had a considerable degree of 

freedom in this place. While the teenager was normally required to hold her mother’s 

hand, Amma let her daughter wander off by herself when in the cash-and-carry store.56 

To Amma, this business is a safe and familiar space where she would become “so 

absorbed with canned chickpea offers and examining mangoes that she didn’t notice when 

[Ravine] wandered off to look at chilli crisps” (153). 

Adding to the description of the cash-and-carry, Ravine comments that there are 

two sorts of customers at this location. These are “hordes of other Ammas wearing 

brightly coloured saris and trench coats, their hair tied neatly into buns,” and men with 

“hair jet-black against their dark skins, round pot bellies underneath short-sleeved shirts 

tucked neatly into trousers waists” (152-153, 153). Ravine’s initial reaction when she first 

went to the store was one of astonishment and estrangement. This is because, bearing in 

mind the lack of Asian people at the Westhill Estate and her school, she had never been 

surrounded by that many brown gazes. To be in this location in the company of people 

 
56 “On the estate I always had to hold on to her hand which, at the age of eight, was becoming embarrassing” 
(153). 
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she could relate to on a national and ethnic level made Ravine recognise herself as “an 

alien who’d just found its home planet” (152). Although pleased to witness this diversity, 

the female protagonist also reports that this establishment held the potential for racial 

attacks since “there were too many people for Bradley Patterson and Luke Judd to offend” 

(152). 

To further illustrate the theme of ethnic discrimination, The Things We Thought 

We Knew provides examples of Amma as a victim of racial prejudice.57 For example, 

Ravine discloses her mother is a target of Bradley’s offensive and racist comments.58 This 

male teenager tends to harass Amma every time she walks past him “in her brightly 

coloured sari” and calls her out “‘but but ding ding’ in what was supposed to be an Indian 

accent” (38). Instead of confronting the teenager, Amma always ignores him. According 

to Ravine, the reason is that “[t]he last thing you ever wanted to do with the bicycle goons 

was respond. Attention fed them like water feeds a sponge, bloating their egos, making 

them fat with pride” (38-39). It is likely that previous experiences of intimidation have 

shaped Amma’s conduct. Moreover, the adult’s passive manners could be a response to 

her awareness that her alienation would be reinforced if she ever decided to answer 

Bradley back. In other words, Amma has internalised racism and conceptualises it as 

somewhat understandable.  

Throughout the novel, the reader can perceive that Amma and Ravine have, in 

general terms, a positive mother-daughter relationship. However, we learn that Amma’s 

preference for Bangladeshi food, fashion, and language negatively impacts the affective 

relationship with her daughter because it reinforces Ravine’s marginal status in British 

 
57 The inspiration behind this portrayal is Snaith’s mother’s experience of racist abuse in Leicester. This 
idea is disclosed in a conversation with Nabadita Das when the writer shares that one of the reasons why 
her mother experienced racism was that she wore a headscarf (“How real life”). 
58 As it occurs to Amma, Ravine is also the target of Bradley’s abusive and racist behaviour. Like what 
happens to her mother, there are occasions when he would call Ravine out “but but ding ding” (152). 
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society. The theme of food has been the subject of critical research by many authors, 

including Warren Belasco and Anette Svensson. In his contribution to Food Nations 

(2002), Belasco asserts that a connection exists between the food one consumes and the 

person’s self-identity. To borrow from the critic, “[f]ood indicates who we are, where we 

come from, and what we want to be” (2). Influenced by Belasco’s research, Svensson 

affirms that food operates “as a cultural and social signifier” (61). To confirm this idea, 

Svensson engages in an analysis of food’s function in migration literature and declares 

that food dishes “serve as sites for cultural translation. In addition to representing the 

sources and target cultures, food illustrates the immigrant’s position in-between these 

cultures” (62). As examined in the following examples, Ravine shows a degree of 

resistance toward her mother’s source culture. The reason behind her attitude is that 

Amma refuses to cook dishes not from Bangladesh, alienating Ravine from her friends 

and the rest of British society. In line with these ideas, Snaith portrays how the teenager’s 

hybridness is mediated through her interpretation of Bangladeshi and European dishes. 

References to Bangladeshi and South Asian cuisine are referenced from the 

novel’s beginning. Some of the dishes Amma prepares at home are onion bhajis, curried 

fish, dhal and yellow rice, lamb biryani, curried potatoes, lamb pieces, vegetable dhansak, 

and fish curry. Without disregarding her mother’s cooking efforts, Ravine expresses that 

Amma’s logic when it comes to cooking “bears no relation to the everyday logic the rest 

of us use” (23). According to the teenager, her mother considers that chapati must be 

eaten for breakfast, that rice is something to have with lunch and dinner, and that curries 

are appropriate for “all the livelong day” (23). Ravine’s views validate the theory that 

Amma associates the food she makes with Bangladesh and this country’s culture. As a 

member of the South Asian diaspora, the food this adult cooks symbolises a method to 

preserve her heritage. 
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An occasion when Ravine shares her complicated relationship with Bangladeshi 

food is the time when she questions her mother’s interpretation of a regular breakfast. 

From the protagonist’s viewpoint, the meal her mother cooks for her is loaded with 

“unsuitable food” that includes “[c]happatis round and floury, steaming with heat from 

the pan. Soft curried potatoes, yellowed with turmeric and splattered with mustard seeds 

and coriander leaves, a whole green chilli angled on the side” (22, 22-23). The reader 

learns that Amma’s feeding selection has been the origin of the conflict between mother 

and daughter. Now a grown-up teenager, Ravine decides it is best to remain quiet since 

“[t]here’s no use telling Amma that chilli isn’t suitable for breakfast” (23). Every time 

Ravine confronts Amma about the meals she cooks, her mother always replies, “This is 

the Bengali way” (23).  

Adding to the teenager’s alienation from her mother and the Bengali culture, 

Ravine writes in her ‘Pain Diary’ about the day when her mother took her to Leicester’s 

Asian supermarket. It is in this location where Ravine felt unfamiliar with both Western 

and Asian cuisines. This feeling can be appreciated when, in the store, the female 

protagonist needed to find the meaning of the word ‘besan’ in her dictionary. Written on 

the label of “a sack of gram flour,” Ravine did not know whether the word was English 

or Indian and could not find the word when she looked for its meaning (153). This case 

shows that, while the teenager is familiarised with the terms gram flour because these are 

English words, she is unfamiliar with the term besan, despite it being the flour her mother 

uses in most of the meals she cooks. 

Echoing the just-examined feeling of alienation, Ravine shares that there have 

been occasions when she has felt detached from Western culture and its cuisine. For 

example, there is a time when Ravine was at her best friend’s, and she was clueless about 

the food Uncle Walter would cook for her, Marianne, and Jonathan. Since she never heard 
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of spaghetti carbonara, nor eaten Italian food at home or in a restaurant, Ravine decided 

to look up the meaning of carbonara. As the teenager remembers, “the intricacies of 

Italian cuisine were too obscure for the Oxford University Press back then,” and she had 

to ask what this dish was eventually (51). When Uncle Walter told Ravine that spaghetti 

carbonara was “the best food ever,” she and Marianne followed the adult “into the 

kitchen, . . . like baby ducklings” (51). This attitude demonstrates Ravine’s willingness 

to know about other cultures and her desire not to be estranged from those around her.  

The reader can also perceive the protagonist’s sense of otherness when she speaks 

of her mother’s negative attitude towards traditional English and Chinese food. To 

illustrate this mindset, Ravine shares what happened once at a takeaway shop. Desiring 

to be like Marianne and the other English people she knew, Ravine went to Poseidon’s 

fish and chips shop. When Amma caught Ravine and Marianne eating English food, she 

punished her daughter for consuming what she considered to be an inappropriate meal. 

Furious with Ravine, the teenager remembers, Amma “slapped a tray of chips out of my 

hand . . . , yanking me home afterwards to demonstrate how ‘real food’ was made” (70). 

The dualistic construction of real and unreal food is further accentuated by Amma when 

Ravine is older. In Ravine’s room, Amma reads her daughter the pamphlets from a 

Chinese and an Indian restaurant. The fact that her mother is paying attention to these 

establishments and is making “some noises of interest when she reads” the menu of the 

Indian restaurant is surprising for Ravine, who describes Amma as “a woman who refuses 

to buy takeaway food, claiming she can make any dish more flavoursome than any 

restaurant could” (146, 70). In other words, no food would ever be “as good as home-

made” to Ravine’s mother (147). 

Towards the novel’s end, we can perceive that the relationship between Amma 

and Ravine becomes more disruptive. To display her anger with her daughter, Amma 
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calculatedly cooks non-Asian food and feeds Ravine “a bowl of tomato soup and a bread 

roll” for dinner (216). Surprised about this decision, the teenager asks her mother why 

she has not cooked curry. Showing no compassion towards her daughter, Amma tells 

Ravine, “I was too busy to make curry” (216). Although the teenager appreciates “the 

absence of chilli,” she recognises that this “sudden change was disturbing” (216). Aware 

that her mother is trying to test her, Ravine shares that she is “determined to enjoy this 

bending of the rules” and finishes the whole bowl quickly (216-217). 

As mentioned in the introduction to this subchapter, other aspects that strengthen 

Ravine’s feeling of alienation in Britain are her mother’s dressing styles and the outfits 

Amma buys her. What ashames Ravine the most about her mother is her combination of 

white trainers with saris. The reason why her mother decided to start using trainers was 

that “the doctor had prescribed them, claiming they helped people with bad backs” (52). 

If Amma had any back problems, Ravine would have tolerated her mother’s decision. 

However, this was not the case, and Amma “wore those ridiculous things with air-pockets 

simply because the doctor had made a fleeting comment about how they helped the 

alignment of the spine” (52). From that day onwards, “flashes of white followed her every 

step, clashing with her brightly coloured saris” (52). This dressing choice produces unease 

on Ravine, who claims her mother does not have any fashion sense. Instead, her mother 

is ruled by an awareness that “seemed common to no one but herself” (52).  

Ravine’s account in the ‘Pain Diary’ of the time when Amma picked her and 

Marianne up from school also proves that her mother’s fashion style accentuated the 

protagonist’s alienation in Britain. On that day, Amma was wearing her white trainers 

and “a turquoise-and-pink [sari] and it was so hot she wasn’t wearing her usual cream 

cardigan but had left her dimpled arms bare” (51). Although Ravine and Marianne did 

not express that they felt embarrassed of Amma’s dressing choices, Snaith’s protagonist 



 248 

recalls how she “tried not to notice how everyone stared” (51). This example shows how 

Ravine felt different and displaced from her peers because of her mother’s decisions. I 

also note that although Ravine felt ashamed, she admits her mother’s actions were an 

attempt to look more western. To borrow from the teenager’s words, the trainers were “a 

(literal) step in the right direction” (52). However, rather than nurturing the feeling of 

belonging, the trainers “only made Amma stick out” (52). 

Alienation, otherness, and Amma’s influence on Ravine’s confused identity are 

further investigated as attention is drawn to the protagonist’s wardrobe. As with the food 

she eats, the clothes that Ravine owns are chosen by her mother. The teenager complains 

that her mother “has been renewing my wardrobe each and every year and, judging by 

the contents, expects me to be attending job interviews and award ceremonies” (164). 

Some of the clothes Ravine finds are “a collection of office wear, party gowns and nothing 

in between. Suits, waistcoats, shirts and skirts. Prom-style dresses, glittering saris [she 

has] no idea how to put on, slinky satin evening wear and ruffled items” (164). There 

were also clothes made of “[i]mitation silk and taffeta” and “low cut-dresses bought in 

the ghost of the January sales” (203). The idea that Ravine does not own any appropriate 

clothes for a person her age becomes unmistakable on the day of Britain’s general 

elections. In the room, the reader learns that Amma is looking through Ravine’s wardrobe 

to choose what clothes her daughter will wear to the polling station. The saris and gowns 

Amma takes out of the closet, Ravine notes, are “more suitable for a royal wedding than 

a general election” (203). Frustrated, the female teenager shares that she would like to 

feel like other teens around her and be able to find in her wardrobe everyday items such 

as t-shirts, day dresses, or jeans (164). 

As expressed in the previous pages, Ravine identifies as Bangladeshi. However, 

we learn that she is not fluent in the Bengali language and the only word she ever uses is 
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‘amma’, which means mother (6). Amma’s decision to speak in Bengali was traumatic 

for Ravine because she was constantly trying to find out the meaning of many English 

words. The teenager recalls that Amma would always sing to her in Bengali, even in her 

womb. As a toddler, Ravine adds, Amma “translated every nursery rhyme and changed 

all the animals, but ‘Baa Baa, Kala Chaagal’ doesn’t have quite the same ring. At bedtime 

she sang me folk songs about boats and paddy fields until I couldn’t get to sleep without 

them” (5). It came to a point when Ravine decided to rebel against what she refers to as 

her mother’s “sing-song brainwashing by blocking out the meaning of all Bengali words” 

(5-6). The consequence of this intentional approach is to “chant the entire national anthem 

of Bangladesh without any idea of what I’m singing” (6). 

Ravine’s lack of interest in her mother’s tongue also impacted Amma’s raising 

approach, as appreciated in the adult’s decision to use “the language less and less” (131). 

Initially, this choice did not bother Ravine much. However, when Amma begins to 

reconnect with her husband, the teenager notices her mother eases back into speaking 

Bengali.59 Unable to understand what Amma is saying, Ravine compares her mother 

speaking in Bengali “to watching someone swim in water after trying to trudge through 

mud for thirty miles” (131). Although a part of the teenager “is happy to see the sudden 

freedom of her tongue,” she is also “afraid that it will swim off, along with her body, all 

the way back to the land of her birth” (131). The lack of attention she has paid to her 

mother’s language has a direct effect on the relationship between mother and daughter. 

Ravine’s inability to comprehend Amma’s language makes her feel estranged from her 

mother and roots. Ravine’s ambivalent relationship with her mother’s language can also 

be perceived when the teenager detects that Amma has been speaking for a long time on 

the phone. Since the language her mother is using is Bengali, Ravine initially thinks 

 
59 Speaking of Amma, Ravine observes that “[t]here’s a fluidity in her voice that she’s unable to conjure in 
English; a speed far more suited to her character” (131). 
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Amma is talking to her father. However, she later realises that her mother’s “tone was too 

formal, the repeating of phrases almost official” (149). Although Ravine does not 

understand most of the conversation, she can distinguish the words ‘airport’, 

‘Bangladesh’ and ‘tickets’ (149). The teenager’s instant reaction is to think that her 

mother will abandon her in England and that she is going back home with her husband. 

These visions leave Ravine emotionally damaged as she shares that she would have hoped 

to grow closer to her mother but, instead, “she’s pulling away from me” (150).  

This chapter’s analysis of ethnic discrimination reveals that British-born citizens 

of South Asian heritage are discursively constructed as alien individuals within the British 

context. Born and raised in Leicester, Ravine feels that her Bangladeshi heritage places 

her outside Britain’s narrative of belonging. Additionally, this subchapter has shown that 

the protagonist’s hybridity represents a burden and an obstacle to her attainment of 

identity wholeness. Ravine’s alienation from Bangladeshi culture, added to the 

experience of racially-related discrimination, contributes to the protagonist’s recognition 

of her borderline position. Additionally, the teenager’s sometimes-complicated 

relationship with her mother reflects the identity negotiations the teenager must put into 

practice.  

 

Spatial Confinement  

As explored in the previous subsection, the characters of Amma and Ravine are 

victims of ethnic discrimination in multicultural Leicester. Snaith uses the interactions 

between these female characters and some of the city’s dwellers to demonstrate that the 

displacement mother and daughter suffer originates in their South Asian roots. Ravine is 

also used to explore how her hybridness, which results from her exposure to Bangladeshi 

culture and a Western lifestyle, exacerbates her sense of unbelonging and alienation. 
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Through food dishes, clothing items, and the Bengali language, Ravine is introduced as 

someone whose placement between two cultures disrupts her mental health. The prejudice 

that the characters of Snaith’s novel undergo is not only marked by a sense of racial 

otherness; these individuals’ feeling of displacement also derives from their experience 

of spatial confinement at the Westhill Estate. As pointed out in the investigation of this 

type of discrimination in Popoola’s When We Speak of Nothing and James’s Cuttin’ It, 

spatial marginalisation in The Things We Thought We Knew is a strategy employed and 

advocated by the dominant sectors of British society. This method aims, first, to confine 

minorities outside the public eye and, secondly, to enforce racial and class stratification. 

In this analysis, I investigate the alienating effect spatial marginalisation has on the 

characters of Snaith’s novel and the implications deriving from their construction as 

socially and economically deprived individuals. 

The first aspect to which we should pay attention for exploring spatial 

confinement is the discursive construction of council estates as centres of poverty, crime 

and anti-social behaviour. Interpretations of these dwelling spaces as dangerous and 

inconvenient locations negatively impact the identity formation of Snaith’s characters, 

for the meanings attributed to council estates define and shape Ravine, Amma, Marianne, 

Elaine, Jonathan, and Bradley (among other residents). Ravine validates this idea when 

she recalls the time when a member of the British parliament expressed that council “flats 

were like ‘rabbit warrens’” (269). As a kid, she did not comprehend the reason why people 

were angry at the politician’s declaration because, to borrow from her words, “[a] rabbit 

warren seemed like a perfectly nice place to live” (269). Now an adult, Ravine 

understands that there is nothing likeable about living in a rabbit warren since this implies 

that people “live so close to each other that you can hear a sneeze through three floors” 

(269). Snaith uses the progression of opinions in the female protagonist to denounce the 
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politics of exclusion, which as Lisa Louise Mckenzie argues produces “cultural meaning 

and identities for the people and places they target” (36). In line with this argument, the 

politician’s affirmation reflects how narratives of exclusion “are absorbed into the 

language and understanding of the wider public but also those who they are aimed at” 

(36). Identifying herself and her neighbours as the excluded, Ravine affirms that “even 

though we soar high in our battle-blocks, we are cornered off from the rest of society like 

patients in a hospital ward for contagious diseases. The only people who want us are each 

other and sometimes we’re not even wanted” (269). 

Ravine’s development of a political consciousness regarding the neglect she and 

her neighbours experience from Leicester’s council is also appreciated when she shares 

her thoughts on the characteristics of her flat. Speaking of her home, Ravine comments 

that, as a kid, she liked where they lived despite the place being small. Built on two floors, 

the teenager “thought the stairs made the place feel like a home. They created levels to 

our lives, gave us depth” (52). As she grows up, Ravine begins to acknowledge that her 

housing reality is not as good as she thought it was. For example, the teenager realises 

that the steps separating the stairs are tiny (52-53) and that the house lacks a sense of 

privacy because she can “hear everything that happens, smell every stink” (53). 

Additionally, the living conditions worsened during the winter, when mother and 

daughter feel “the draught from the hallway” (52). 

References to confinement as experienced by Snaith’s characters are also 

available when the protagonist describes the main features of the Westhill Estate and 

Bosworth House. In the case of the Westhill Estate, it consists of “white-painted blocks 

of flats snaking down to the main road like vertebrae” (19-20). “[L]ooming high and wide 

as it sits on the side of the hill,” Ravine’s block of flat (Bosworth House) has balconies 

with bars “so that people wouldn’t throw themselves (or each other) over the side” (19). 
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Like the council flat where James’s character of Iqra lives, other features that negatively 

characterise Ravine’s building are its smells and the damaged installations. In the case of 

the smell, Ravine remembers that she and Marianne could smell the odour of piss when 

they walked up and down “[t]he narrow steps” (19). Another characteristic of the building 

is the always broken lift. The state of this facility is problematised by Ravine, for she 

condemns that the council “doesn’t send anyone to fix the stupid lifts” and prioritises 

repainting “the outside walls each and every year” instead (19). The teenager’s realisation 

is vital for analysing spatial confinement as it demonstrates that the council mismanages 

these housing enclaves. Instead of facilitating the lives of residents living in high flats, 

the authorities prioritise fixing what the public eye can see. In doing so, they dismiss the 

needs of the citizens they deem nonessential to society.  

Snaith further explores the neglect estate dwellers encounter from the State and 

its institutions when Ravine recalls the time her mother had to call the council because of 

“the rancid stench that greeted her whenever she left the flat” (40). The smell stemmed 

from Mrs Simmon’s house, who was one of Ravine’s neighbours. This lady, the reader is 

told, housed “a whole menagerie” that included “[f]our budgies, two canaries, a cockatoo; 

there were even rumours that she was housing a peregrine falcon” (40). As it was later 

discovered, Mrs Simmon’s house smelt in such manner because she had passed away 

three weeks before Amma had called the council. When the council arrived at her house, 

“[t]hey found her stiff body lying across her living-room floor, covered in bird droppings” 

(40). No one had shown an interest on this woman’s well-being. 

To further depict spatial marginalisation in the Westhill Estate, Snaith draws her 

attention to the lack of green spaces in this area. As Ravine writes in her diary, she and 

Marianne tended to “sneak off [to the woods] because there were no parks near Bosworth 

House” (59). However, these were no real woods for these “weren’t really big enough to 
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be called woods” (59). Reporting that the closest the two best friends ever got to nature 

was “Amma’s window boxes,” Ravine describes the woods as a location that resembled 

“a wasteland, patches of unused earth covered in overgrown grass, nettles and a scattering 

of trees with charcoal trunks” (59). Nature’s absence was matched with drug dealers’ 

presence in the public toilets (59). These facilities were luckily replaced in the 2000s 

“with a children’s play area. Swings, climbing frames, slides, tunnels; the whole kit and 

caboodle” (59). Other changes included the construction of “[y]outh clubs and drop-in 

centres, newly planted trees and nature reserves” (59). The problem with the new 

infrastructure is that, as Ravine observes and condemns, “[t]he youth club is closed most 

of the time and the trees snapped in two by vandals” (59). Without disregarding the 

importance of nature in the fostering of community alliances, I focus on the installations 

of the youth club and the drop-in centres. Closing these facilities is detrimental to the 

estate’s inhabitants because they serve two purposes. First, they enable dwellers to foster 

a feeling of community and, secondly, they help neglected youth to find future 

opportunities. In line with this argument, the inability to meet at these facilities reflects 

that the council is liable for disenabling communities from the opportunity to engage in 

intercultural relations.  

Linked to the feeling of spatial confinement is, too, the presence of the police in 

Bosworth House. Contributing to the narrative of council estates as dangerous places, 

Ravine comments that every time she looks out of her window, she witnesses the same 

image. This is “[a] police car. Rabid dogs foaming at the mouth and running towards 

Bosworth House” (45). Echoing the idea that she grew up used to the sight of drug dealers 

in Bosworth House, the teenager adds that “[p]olice cars are as common as clouds round 

these parts” (45). This is a company Amma’s daughter does not necessarily disagree with 
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as she refers to some of her neighbours as criminals who, out of control, seek refuge in 

the fortification the estate represents.  

The idea that Bosworth House is a hazardous location is also evident in the use 

which nonresidents make of this space. More specifically, Mr Chavda’s behaviour every 

time he visits Ravine reflects the stigmatisation of council estates as dangerous areas. 

Teaching Ravine is stimulating for this character but traversing the estate is an act of 

fearlessness, for, as Ravine notes, he is “not a fan of our neighbours” (76). As Snaith’s 

protagonist witnesses from her window, when Mr Chavda arrives at Bosworth House, he 

“picked his way through steams of single parents with pushchairs, men with tattoos, and 

teenagers walking Staffordshire bull terriers on loose ends, never looking these people in 

the eye, constantly jumping back in horror as he bumped into them” (76). The tutor’s 

assumption that Ravine’s neighbours are dangerous and cannot be trusted is further shared 

by the teenager when she speaks of this man’s attitude when he meets any of the residents. 

To borrow from Ravine, Mr Chavda would pull “the cuff of his sleeve over his Rolex” 

(76). This action implies that the tutor always breaks “the number-one rule of council 

estates,” which is “strutting around like you own the place makes you invisible while 

shuffling along with wide, frightened eyes makes you instantly suspicious” (76). Once 

Mr Chavda reaches Amma’s home, one can even perceive “the visible relief in the sag of 

his body” (76). 

Other people who contribute to Mr Chavda’s sense of unsafety in the Westhill 

Estate are Bradly Patterson and his gang of bicycle goons. Represented as teenagers with 

no ambition in life, Bradley and his friends “loved nothing more than standing around 

propped on their bikes in the most inconvenient of places” (38). Sometimes “standing by 

the rails at the entrance of Bosworth House,” their most common “haunt was outside 

Poseidon’s fish and chip shop where they took great joy in leering at girls and terrifying 
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pensioners” (38). The teenagers’ inability to leave the estate for economic or educational 

purposes directly influences Bradley and his friends, who fill their time hanging out in 

the public spaces of the area where they live.  

The feeling of entrapment and restricted mobility that estate dwellers undergo in 

the fortress Bosworth House represents is also evident in Elaine Dickerson, whom Ravine 

describes as a woman “who used to drink herself into such oblivion that you couldn’t 

wake her for days” (213). The interpretation of Mrs Dickerson as a mentally distressed 

person with bad habits for herself and those who surrounded her is demonstrated when, 

following her mother’s death, she returned to the council flat where she lived with her 

children. In a conversation with Marianne, Jonathan, and Ravine, Elaine communicated 

that she felt entrapped in “this hellhole estate” (234). Represented as someone who was 

unable to move homes and who failed to achieve economic, personal, and emotional 

success, Marianne’s mother disclosed, “I could have been a model back in the day. I could 

have been anything” (236). However, Mrs Dickerson affirmed that the power of the 

Westhill Estate was that “it drags you dowwwn” (236). 

With a focus on the Westhill Estate and Bosworth House, this section has 

examined spatial marginalisation in urban Leicester. This representation enables Snaith 

to condemn the physical, economic, and emotional consequences that originate from 

one’s living circumstances in council estates. Rather than contesting class and ethnic-

based marginalisation, these locations fortify hierarchical networks and divisions. 

Occupying second-class citizens’ position, Snaith’s characters condemn how the local 

authorities deliberately marginalise them. As if the Westhill Estate represented a fortress, 

the dwellers of this location are architecturally and socially segregated. Moreover, an 

investigation of this area’s precarious circumstances serves the author to condemn that 

spatial confinement shapes dwellers’ identities as alienated and marginalised individuals. 
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Heterosexist and Patriarchal Domination 

In the previous subchapters, I have discussed Snaith’s portrayal of racialised 

minorities and economically deprived communities as targets of ethnic and spatial 

oppression. In this section, I draw my attention to Snaith’s representation of patriarchal 

and heterosexist discrimination in her debut novel. Using Ravine’s notes in her diary, I 

explore how the patriarchal doctrine influenced Amma’s teenage years and how this 

determined who she became as an adult. Adding to the discussion of heterosexist 

domination, this section also examines Bradley and his interactions by considering the 

concepts of habitus, territoriality and masculinity. Specifically, I suggest that the 

teenager’s enactment of masculine and abusive attitudes stems from the development of 

a gender and sexual consciousness and from the need to preserve his identity as a gay 

man in the closet.  

Speaking of her mother, Ravine notes that Amma’s life sounds “more like scenes 

from a soap opera than real events, every incident another episode” (99). The eldest of 

six daughters “of a shopkeeper born into a low and humble caste” in Bangladesh, Amma 

grew up in a small Sylheti community (98). Something that concerned Amma’s parents 

was that, as their daughter was getting older, her personality was changing into something 

they were not happy with, and they feared “that their once-obedient daughter was 

Frankensteining into an unstoppable ‘individual’” (99). These suspicions were founded 

on the fact that Amma engaged in activities that her community found unusual for women. 

For example, she spent her free time running with other children. This was an activity 

that resulted in her being nicknamed ‘Baggy Bum Rekha’ because “[s]he tucked the skirt 

of her shalwar kameez into her trouser bottoms when racing other children” (99). Amma 

also attracted the attention of the villagers because, contrasting with other women from 
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her community, “[s]he swam in the local river with a plastic bag over her hair,” and 

wanted “to attend university and gain a professional qualification” (99). 

While it is true that Ravine’s grandparents disagreed with their daughter’s 

behaviour and did not share her aspirations, they did not prevent her from participating 

in activities that some members of their community found inappropriate for women. This 

continued to be the case until the day Amma took part in a race in “Sylhet in the dried-up 

reservoir by the village shops” with some other children from her neighbourhood (129). 

Jealous of Ravine’s mother’s abilities, the children who were in the crowd jeered at 

Amma “right through the first two races” (129). The lack of support did not affect the 

female character, who qualified “for the next race and then the next, until it came to the 

end of the day and there was only her and two other boys left” (129). While the two boys 

who classified were excited about their results, Amma felt intimidated and endangered 

by the sight of male workers in the audience. These individuals were “sat down with legs 

crossed and lungis tucked behind their ankles, drinking chai as though watching a cricket 

match” (129). The issue with this audience was that one of the men in the crowd was 

Amma’s father. Mindful that he was staring at her, Amma indicated that her father’s 

“grim face had an expression that said: how will my wayward daughter disgrace me this 

time?” (129). 

As mentioned above, Amma lacked not only support from her family but also 

from the public and her adversaries during the final race. In the case of the adversaries, 

they adopted a malicious attitude towards Amma and, trying to make Amma lose the 

focus of attention, “pulled at the long plait dangling from the back of her head, laughed 

loudly in her ear as they ran around her, swapping sides and stepping on her toes” (130). 

Echoing these boys’ behaviour, the girls who were in the audience giggled and told “each 

other how foolish [Amma] looked” (130). Although her mother ran as fast as she could, 
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the boys were finally able to catch her. Eventually, Amma realised she “couldn’t regain 

her lead, and as they neared the end of the reservoir and the crowd cheered louder and 

louder she thought she was done for” (130). What Amma did not anticipate was to see a 

‘naja kaouthia’ at the very end of the race. To borrow from Ravine’s mother, this snake 

was “[p]ale and poisonous with a long body, lying across the dust in front of us” (130). 

One of the boys’ reactions was to scream, “stopping dead in his tracks before running in 

the opposite direction. The other boy looked back at him in confusion, continuing to run 

until he too saw the long body lying across his path” (130). Panicking and scared, the 

remaining opponent looked over at Amma, expecting her to stop. However, Ravine’s 

mother “wasn’t stopping for any creature, man or beast” (130). Unstoppable, her “foot 

trod on the body of the serpent. It jumped and contorted, but her ankles were too quick 

for its venomous fangs as she continued her run to victory” (130). 

The race at the reservoir and the incident with the snake attracted local and 

international attention. Nicknamed “the crazy Bengali girl who ran over a snake,” Amma 

was “treated with both reverence and fear from that day forth and became famous 

throughout all the neighbouring villages” (131). In some cases, Ravine’s mother was 

considered to be blessed because “[t]o step on a snake and not be bitten was truly the act 

of a god or at least (for the Muslim community) the hallowed-by-God” (131). Unlike 

those who believed Amma was marked by divine favour, Ravine’s grandfather ignored 

those villagers who witnessed his daughter jumping over the snake and claimed she “was 

a phagol for running over it” (130-131). Indeed, he believed that Amma won the race 

because she “had spoked the boys with some kind of voodoo” (130-131). The father’s 

opinions reflect a lack of trust regarding her daughter or her abilities, and demonstrate the 

belief that women are physically weaker and less abled than men. Moreover, his attitude 

serves Snaith to illustrate how the negative approach towards his daughter emanated from 
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the belief that Amma’s actions would negatively impact the family’s rank within society. 

Convinced that “no respectable Bengali man would go within a ten-metre radius of the 

girl, let alone marry her” and thinking that their daughter was mentally unstable, Amma’s 

parents decided to get in touch with their relatives in England to arrange a marriage for 

their unruly daughter (99). The chosen person ended up being “[a] businessman, fifteen 

years Amma’s senior” who, desperate to marry the teenager, “agreed not only to pay for 

Amma’s flight but also to accept no dowry” (99). The problem with this arrangement is 

that Amma did not decide upon her future and, at the age of seventeen, she was sent to 

England. There she was forced “to marry a man she didn’t know” (99).  

When Amma arrived in Leicester, she discovered that her family’s version of her 

recently married husband as an influential businessman differed from reality. This man, 

with whom she lived “for a total of seven months,” turned out to own “a small factory 

tucked in the backstreets of Leicester, its sole purpose being the production of imitation 

Rubik’s Cubes” (99, 99-100). This business was “a hit at the time and his knock-off goods 

made him enough money to buy a three-bed house in the suburbs” (100). Amma’s first 

impressions of her husband were positive, for he had a lovely house and was “polite and 

courteous and not the great oaf she’d expected” (100). However, these qualities became 

detrimental as his desperate need to satisfy her meant he wasted a large amount of money. 

Acts like buying red tulips every week irritated Ravine’s mother, who “hated things that 

had no practical use” (100). 

The relationship between Amma and her husband did not improve and when she 

found out she was pregnant, Ravine’s “father vanished ghost-fashion” as “a toerag 

runaway” (100). Her father, the teenager explains, “left the house in the morning to get 

some milk and never returned” (100). Amma was initially pleased that her husband had 

left her alone. From her perspective, she was a free woman “in her own right in the land 
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of the religiously liberal and morally ambiguous! And with a three-bed semi to boot!” 

(100). However, the situation worsened when she discovered that the reason why he had 

disappeared without previous notice was that “[t]he popularity of Roobix Blocks had 

dwindled dramatically and, in his panic, he’d gambled away all of his assets” (100). 

Ravine’s father “was so deeply embroiled in the gambling world that he was being hunted 

down by a gang of muscle-bound loan sharks” (100). Her husband’s actions had a direct 

impact on Amma, whose momentary happiness vanished in a short space of time as she 

had been left “pregnant, homeless and penniless in a country that was not her own” (101). 

The portrayal of Amma as a young teenager left at her mercy in a country with which she 

was not familiarised serves Snaith to denounce that arranged marriages are a violation of 

human rights and a harmful practice of patriarchal nature. Ravine’s grandparents’ 

decision to marry her daughter to an older man and someone they did not know well is 

tremendously disempowering for Amma, whose agency and autonomy were dismantled 

when her parents decided upon her future. A victim of patriarchal violence, Amma saw 

how her family prioritised their reputation in the patriarchal community over her 

happiness.  

As pointed out in the introduction to this subchapter, Snaith’s novel also 

investigates the themes of heteronormativity, masculinity, and sexual identity. These 

topics become available to the reader as attention is drawn to the character of Bradley. 

Underpinning the analysis of this character is the construction of the habitus, which is a 

system Pierre Bourdieu describes as “something non natural, a set of acquired 

characteristics which are the product of social conditions and which . . . may be totally or 

partially common to people who have been the product of similar social conditions” (45). 

Katie Beswick adds to the description of the habitus and suggests this construction  

refers not only to the physical characteristics that individuals from similar social 
spaces . . . share, but also to the unconscious, strategic behaviour that is employed 
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to navigate social situations and ultimately enables or disables particular 
opportunities. (“Place” 293-294)  

 
Tracing a connection between the habitus and the Westhill Estate, I put forward the idea 

that Bradley’s hypermasculine attitude is the outcome of his attempt to hide his 

orientation as a gay man. 

The first glimpse into Bradley’s abusive attitude becomes available when Uncle 

Walter arrived at Bosworth House after Elaine’s disappearance. Surprised by Walter’s 

enormous physique, Ravine, Marianne, and Jonathan first believed that he was a spy (37). 

Ravine notes this was an easy assumption “to make as he was wearing a shirt and trousers. 

No one we knew on Westhill ever wore a shirt and trousers, while spies on the television 

always did” (38). This man’s arrival did not only attract the attention of the three friends. 

“Bradley Patterson and his gang of bicycle goons were [also] standing by the rails of the 

entrance of Bosworth House, watching [Marianne and Jonathan’s] uncle with the scrutiny 

of a pack of wolves” (38). Bradley’s reaction to Walter’s presence was to start chanting, 

“Who ate all the pies? Who ate all the pies?” (39). Everyone in the estate heard this 

interrogation, for the fourteen-year-old’s “voice was on the verge of breaking. It jittered 

up the building in half-squeaks and baritones” (39). Since the adult stayed passive to the 

teenager’s provocation, Bradley nudged “his bicycle goons for support” and, as if their 

chests had inflated, they screamed “You fat bastard! You fat bastard! You ate all the pies!” 

(39). One of the reasons why the teenagers reacted in an intimidating and aggressive way 

to Walter’s arrival is that they conceived him as an intruder in their estate and a potential 

threat to their sovereignty. In line with this idea, we can interpret that Bradley’s rude 

comments originate from the necessity to undermine others in order to make himself feel 

better.  

Adding to this interaction, Bradley’s and the goons’ activities correlate to 

Bourdieu’s notion of social capital. In his discussion of the habitus, the critic notes that 
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this type of capital symbolises a valuable framework for examining one’s social exclusion 

or participation. Mckenzie stresses this idea in her thesis Finding Value on a Council 

Estate (2009), where she describes social capital as the “resources based upon connection, 

networks and groups memberships . . . and you can use them in pursuit of favour and 

advancement” (71). In the case of Bradley and the goons, their social capital originates in 

their ability to terrorise tenants and outsiders. As if they comprised a unity, the teenagers 

reinforce their social relationships and friendship to reinscribe their power and sense of 

territoriality over the Westhill Estate. 

Unluckily for Walter and the rest of the tenants, the negative interactions between 

Marianne’s uncle and Bradley continued. To borrow from Ravine, Walter was “tricked 

by Bradley Patterson and his bicycle goons one time too often, opening the door to have 

them hurl abuse at him before running off in hysterics” (117). While these circumstances 

were troublesome for Walter and his nieces, the most significant confrontation between 

these individuals took place on the night of the solar eclipse. Assembled on the balcony 

of the top floor, Ravine recalls that Bradley and his goons were “standing . . . against the 

doors behind us. Minus their bikes they were so small and insignificant that we barely 

noticed them” (171). Disrupting the exceptional ambience that marked that night, it was 

when Bradley and the goons began chanting “Who ate all the pies? Who ate all the pies?” 

that Ravine, Marianne, Jonathan, Uncle Walter, and Amma “turned to see their scowling 

faces” (171). The presence of other adults such as Bradley’s mother, who “was sitting on 

a deckchair two feet away,” did not stop the male teenager or his friends (171).60 Instead, 

Bradley continued singing “low and quietly . . . , repeating the same lines over and over” 

(171).  

 
60 Ravine suggests that “Mrs Patterson had become desensitized to the callous nature of her son and, though 
vocal on larger issues such as theft and arson, allowed smaller offences to pass unnoticed” (171). 
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As Ravine notes, what annoyed Bradley the most was not that those at the scene 

did not attempt to stop him but that Uncle Walter remained passive. The teenager’s 

association between lack of attention and power fluctuation resulted in his adoption of a 

more aggressive attitude. Suddenly, the teenager “pushed his way to the front of the 

balcony to mock Uncle Walter at a close range” (171). In front of Walter and addressing 

his friends while speaking, Bradley asked, “What’s the stink? . . . Can you smell that 

fucking stink, lads?” (171). As it had happened in previous occasions, the bicycle goons 

joined Bradley and “began to chortle as they doled out pie after pie filling” (171). Unsure 

of how to respond, Ravine looked at Walter, whose body was “sweating . . . as each insult 

was flung” (171). After a while, Bradley and the others became bored because they were 

not drawing the attention they sought. However, the teenager was committed to obtaining 

a response from Walter and rather than resuming making fat-shaming comments, Bradley 

“glanced up at [Uncle Walter] as he stuffed a ribbon of chewing gum into his mouth” 

(171). With no other aim than to destabilise the male adult emotionally, Bradley used the 

confidential information his mother once shared with him and asked Walter if he could 

confirm that he “went mental after [his] friend got shanked” (172). This verbal interaction 

was not welcomed by anyone who was present at the balcony and, although people tried 

to ignore Bradley, his “laugh was so loud that no one could even pretend not to hear him 

any more” (172). From Ravine’s perspective, the neighbours’ attitude reflected “the 

power Bradley held over the estate. Just looking at him made you yellow” (172). 

Bradley’s use of laughter in this context is an equally empowering and disempowering 

strategy. The teenager’s aim when he made derogatory comments and shared personal 

information about Walter’s past was to strengthen this adult’s marginal status. The act of 

laughing does not necessarily indicate that Bradley was having fun. Instead, this strategy 
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must be understood as the means through which the teenager becomes coercive and 

asserts his territoriality over his neighbours. 

Unexpectedly for Ravine, Walter did not react to Bradley’s allegations that he 

“[g]ot locked away cos [he] had a breakdown” (172). Not willing to give up, Mrs 

Patterson’s son ceased the verbal altercation and moved on to the physical one. As Ravine 

writes down in her journal, “Bradley began pushing into his round belly, harder and 

harder. Eventually he pushed him so hard that Uncle Walter stumbled, holding on to the 

railing to steady his footing” (172). Emotionally and physically exhausted, Marianne and 

Jonathan’s uncle decided to leave the reunion. This was a decision Walter’s family and 

friends opposed, but that Bradley celebrated as if it had been a victory. Ravine observed 

how the teenager felt as if he had “just defeated Goliath” (173). Replicating Bradley’s 

conduct and interpretation of what had just happened, the bicycle goons celebrated his 

friend’s attainments and after clasping hands with his friends, Bradley “leant back on the 

wall with the stance of a gangster” (173). 

Teenagers’ involvement in acts of territoriality – a feature appreciated in the 

aggressive and violent attitude Bradley and the goons adopt against Uncle Walter – must 

be analysed in detail because these performances have both positive and negative 

outcomes. On the one hand, the implementation of territoriality has “the potential to 

reinforce social networks and to provide a sense of belonging” (Pickering et al. 948). This 

interpretation of territoriality can be appreciated in the group comprised of Bradley and 

the goons. Aware that society has discursively constructed them as marginalised and 

menacing individuals, the male characters find in each other a network of support and a 

place of belonging in Bosworth House. Additionally, they positively regard being seen in 

public locations and asserting their power in this scenario. This is because their actions 

attract the attention they lack from the adults around them.  
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On the other hand, acts of territoriality can be negatively conceptualised, for they 

can also be read as “a source of violence and fear, and provide reinforcement for 

disadvantage” (Pickering et al. 949). The fact that Bradley is a respected member of his 

community because his neighbours fear him validates an interpretation of territoriality as 

something negative. In the short run, the teenager’s offensive performances might be 

considered positive; however, in the long term, the actions which this individual carries 

out to maintain and assert his power will have dramatic consequences. This is because 

acts of territoriality not only “cut off disadvantaged young people from opportunities, 

potentially in education, the labour market, leisure and personal relationships, but also      

. . . involve them in violence” (956).  

The connection between territoriality and violence becomes available when 

Bradley is charged with being physically violent against Jonathan. When this occurred, 

Mrs Patterson screamed at her son and told him, “For God’s sake boy! He’s half your 

size! . . . They could press charges, you idiot! You’re already in enough trouble with the 

filth” (174). Aware that his mother was right about his complex relationship with the 

police, Bradley “drew a deep breath” and, as if he had run out of words, looked “at his 

mother’s bloated face” (174). As Ravine points out, the teenager’s attitude was not cocky 

anymore but self-conscious instead. This mindset change can be perceived, too, in 

Bradley’s tone when speaking to his mother. To borrow from Ravine, when Bradley 

“spoke it was with the slow consideration of a person giving evidence on trial” (174). 

Bradley’s apologising tone reflects that he was conscious that his local value within the 

Westhill Estate community was under threat. A power granted to him through the 

performance of violent and threatening acts towards his neighbours, the teenager’s 

attitude reflects that he feared losing his privileges and status if the police got involved in 

his case. Bradley found this situation frustrating because it was Jonathan who “came up 
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to [him] out of nowhere. . . . Then he threw his glasses on the floor, smashed them with 

his shoe and began beating the shit out of himself” (174). Although Bradley was not lying 

on this occasion, previous vandalic acts have served him to build a negative reputation. 

Not believing her son’s words, Mrs Patterson asked Uncle Walter not to press any charges 

against her son because he did not have “many chances left” (175). This situation serves 

Snaith to present Bradley’s power within his neighbourhood as illusionary by 

demonstrating his status is disregarded outside the fortification’s walls.  

While Bradley’s aggressive manners are well-known by the Westhill Estate 

residents, an aspect of his life remains anonymous. This is his sexual identity as a gay 

man. Since the male teenager is conscious that the hegemonic masculinity he performs 

implies a total rejection of homosexuality, we learn that Bradley deliberately hides from 

his closest friends that he has a romantic relationship with a man. That is to say, the 

teenager is aware that hegemonic masculinity is normative and that he needs to conceal 

his sexual identity to continue being a respectable constituent of his community. As 

explained in the previous pages, Bradley reaffirms his power by behaving in ways that fit 

society’s expectations and regard him as masculine. However, when he believes he is free 

from public scrutiny and his masculinity is not questioned, he behaves differently. This 

is announced towards the end of the novel when Ravine witnesses “two men . . . running 

to the entrance of [her] building, hands held together” (270-271). These teenagers, the 

protagonist adds, are “both laughing as they find shelter, sneaking a kiss before the taller 

man glances around to see if there have been any witnesses” (271). Surprisingly for 

Ravine, one of the men is Bradley. This finding comes as a shock to the female 

protagonist, who is unsure about what shocks her more, “that Bradley Patterson’s gay or 

that Bradley Patterson has a black boyfriend” (271).  
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Bradley’s friends do not know about this romantic relationship because the 

teenager is aware of the consequences that transgressing gender norms may have. The 

deliberate decision to omit an essential aspect of his life reveals that Bradley is a victim 

of social pressure. This is because he feels forced to conform to dominant ideas about 

being a man, behaving like a man, and what this involves. Not conforming to the 

hegemonic version of masculinity would negatively impact Bradley, who could become 

the target of the discrimination he puts into practice. This behaviour echoes Andrea 

Cornwall’s affirmation that “[b]ehaving differently can raise all kinds of anxieties and 

threats, especially when identities might be compromised” (12). Adding to this, I suggest 

this romantic relationship serves Snaith to corroborate Bourdieu’s idea that the habitus is 

learned and holds the potential to be changed. As Bourdieu articulates, dispositions “tend 

to perpetuate, to reproduce themselves, but they are not eternal” (45). In the case of 

Bradley, the reader perceives that he changes the status of the habitus as he opens his 

mind and engages in a relationship with a man.  

In this section, I have focused on the literary representation of Amma and Bradley 

as victims of patriarchal and heterosexist discrimination. Drawing a connection between 

Bangladesh and England, Snaith condemns that both societies’ interpretations of 

femininity and masculinity negatively influence the identity formation of Ravine’s 

mother and her neighbours. Amma’s experience of gender discrimination reveals that she 

was penalised for her desire to break gender norms when she was a teenager. As seen in 

this subchapter’s discussion, the patriarchal family and community punished Ravine’s 

mother for her decision to practice sports and for her wish to acquire professional 

qualifications. On the other hand, Bradley’s case serves to censure that patriarchal and 

heterosexist domination manifests in the teenager’s endorsement of aggressive conduct. 

I have illustrated how Bradley performs violent acts of territoriality to assert his authority 
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over the residents of the Westhill Estate. This power also goes hand in hand with an 

awareness that if people discover his sexual identity, he will lose the stability that 

hegemonic masculine behaviour has enabled him with. 

 
Challenging the Praxis of Interculturality   

The examination of ethnic, spatial, heterosexist and patriarchal discrimination in 

The Things We Thought We Knew discloses a picture of the Westhill Estate tenants as 

targets of political otherness. Amma and Ravine illustrate how their ethnic background is 

one of the reasons behind their estrangement in multicultural Leicester. Snaith also 

portrays how Ravine’s hybrid identity is not necessarily a source of empowerment. 

Instead, her Bangladeshi roots and exposure to a westernised lifestyle make the teenager 

feel deeply alienated from British society. Adding to the portrayal of marginalisation, The 

Things We Thought We Knew presents how Ravine, Amma, and their neighbours are 

isolated in what we can suggest functions as a metaphorical and literal fortress. The 

identities of the people who inhabit Bosworth House are not only shaped by their ethnic 

background but also by their economic ranks within British society. Representing second-

class citizens, these tenants serve Snaith to condemn the harmful and inappropriate 

attention council housing arrangements attract and the troubling impact readings of 

council estates as threatening locations have on dwellers’ identity formation. Finally, I 

have examined how Snaith’s novel contributes to the portrayal of Asian families as 

patriarchal ones by examining Amma’s past in Bangladesh and the reasons that led 

Ravine’s grandparents to arrange a marriage for their daughter. Additionally, I have used 

the character of Bradley to portray the disempowering effect hegemonic masculinity has 

on this individual, particularly as he feels compelled to perform a hyper-masculine 

identity to earn respect and avoid discrimination. 
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In this section, I pay attention to how Snaith subverts negative readings of council 

estates and their residents. Moreover, attention is drawn to the idea that despite tragic 

events marking Ravine and Amma’s lives, these characters show determination to 

overcome their suffering. In the case of Ravine, her proactive attitude to learning English 

as a child and her ability to overcome chronic pain as a teenager result in her developing 

a resistance awareness. Resistance consciousness in Amma’s character can be further 

appreciated through her active engagement in educating herself on topics such as the 

economy or politics and her attitude towards the relevance of female empowerment.  

One of Snaith’s primary motivations for publishing her debut novel is to offer a 

counter-discourse about council estates and their inhabitants. The representation of these 

areas in popular culture “in a very dark, gritty way” differs from the author’s personal 

experience growing up in one of Leicester’s council estates (Snaith, “I’m British 

Bangladeshi”). Although she grew aware of violence and drugs in her area, Snaith also 

encountered quite comic circumstances (“I’m British Bangladeshi”). The need to subvert 

the overriding and stigmatised discourses that monopolise the British imaginary is 

reflected when the author points out that she needed “to write a book about council estates 

that wasn’t about gang violence, drugs and crime and . . . about an Asian family that 

wasn’t a big extended family . . . just interested in arranged marriages and chapatis” 

(Creative Future 05:29–05:42). In this vein, while The Things We Thought We Knew 

portrays experiences of discrimination, it also includes other themes such as friendship, 

grief and family relationships.  

Snaith recalls how, on her first day of school she had to encounter two 

preconceptions: her living in an estate and her coming from an Asian family. The school 

which the writer attended was in her neighbouring community, and when the girl who sat 

next to her found out that she lived in an estate, the first question she asked Snaith was if 
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she carried a knife with her (Project Twist-It 0:39–0:53). This interrogation shocked the 

writer because she “didn’t know anybody who carried a knife and it just kind of 

highlighted to [her] this idea people have of what people from council estates are like and 

how far removed that is from reality” (0:55–1:08). With her debut novel, then, Snaith 

feels the need to represent the predominantly positive experience of growing up in a 

council flat and to deconstruct the negative stereotypes regarding council estates’ tenants 

and Asian families (“Labour of Love”). 

Because Snaith regards her childhood in favourable terms, The Things We 

Thought We Knew gives examples that associate estate areas with pleasant events. 

Consequently, representing the Westhill Estate’s inhabitants’ habits in favourable ways 

answers the need to proclaim a sense of normality in this location. Validating this view 

are the characters’ activities in their free time and the sense of community they sometimes 

generate despite being isolated from the outside world. In the case of Ravine and 

Marianne, we discover how they loved the place they lived “and everything it contained” 

(45-46). Innocent and unaware of society’s negative perception of estates, the two best 

friends “wanted to live in Battenberg House because we thought it was named after the 

pink-and-yellow cake we loved to eat, with its marzipan icing and square innards,” to 

borrow from Ravine’s memory (46). As children with great expectations, Ravine 

remembers how she, Marianne, and Jonathan dreamt of having good jobs when they 

became older. The representation of these characters as people with aspirations echoes 

Diane Reay and Helen Lucey’s analysis of children who live in inner-city council estates. 

The critics suggest that  

[w]hile prevailing dominant discourses tend to deny these children and their 
families both agency and potential, the children themselves talked endlessly about 
hopes, aspirations and desires. They also spoke of the need, not to find a better 
place, but to make the place they find themselves in better. (424)  
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Reay and Lucey’s observations are reflected in the characters of Snaith’s novel, whose 

intentions were not to get good jobs in order “to escape Westhill Estate but because our 

teachers told us that if we worked hard enough, we could achieve anything,” to borrow 

from Ravine (67). Jonathan dreamed of a promising future as a meteorologist, Marianne 

planned to become “a veterinarian-cum-trapeze artist,” and Ravine “was going to write 

the new edition of the Oxford dictionary” (67). 

To further dismantle the negative narrative on council estates, attention should 

also be paid to what happened on the solar eclipse day. This event illustrates how the 

neighbours attempted to build a sense of community and belonging. To borrow from 

Ravine, this occasion “was a signpost on the road to the Millennium. . . . We were entering 

a new era and anything seemed possible, a fact reinforced by the disappearance of the 

sun” (170). To celebrate this momentous event, “everyone gathered along the balcony of 

the top floor of Bosworth House” (170). Something the female teenager recalls about the 

celebration is that everyone got involved in different ways. While the neighbours that 

gathered at the top floor “brought folding chairs with them, cartons of juice and 

sandwiches in tubs,” the residents that remained at their homes “left the doors of their 

flats open so they could be regularly updated with live news coverage from Cornwall, 

giving us the countdown to the great event” (170, 170-171). As Ravine adds, this occasion 

“would go down in Westhill history as the unifying moment that demonstrated the power 

of small inner-city communities” (171). The neighbours’ attitude during this day reflects 

Cuming’s suggestion that council estates are “not just a boxed world of alienated 

individuals but one where a different, or translated, version of community exists in 

quotidian forms” (330). The critic’s idea is echoed by Ravine when she shares that the 

mounting excitement which she felt during this event demonstrates that “[w]hen you have 

little to no money, the best things in life are free” (170). Thus, the solar eclipse event 
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exposes the subversive potential of communities and their ability to boost a feeling of 

community despite economic hardship. 

Another theme Snaith portrays in her novel is the development of a resistance 

consciousness. Ravine’s awareness climaxes when she comes to terms with the reason 

why she has suffered from chronic pain for eleven years. This pain, the protagonist notes, 

“began the night [Marianne] vanished: 30 December 1999” (34). Comparing her illness 

to “an All-consuming Cold” you cannot “recover from in forty-eight hours” by taking 

“down a couple of painkillers,” (9) Ravine describes her suffering as “a bizarre bastard 

of an illness” (34). The problem the teenager identifies with chronic pain is that “[t]here 

are no symptoms before it strikes, no blood tests to diagnose it, no machine to analyse the 

level of pain. It’s a doctor’s nightmare. Repeat visits, negative tests, anger, frustration: 

and that’s just from their side” (34). Ravine also shares that her illness “leaves the 

majority of [her] body in constant pain, the type of pain you’d feel if killer sharks were 

biting through your muscles” (10). This implies that “[y]ou wake up. You go to the toilet. 

You collapse back in bed and sail off. . . . You float in your sea of pain, hoping someone 

will come and hack the rope to pieces and set you free. They never do” (10).  

Writing her memories is also essential for developing a resistance consciousness. 

This activity enables Ravine to overcome her past traumas. The first reference the reader 

finds about the relevance writing has for the female character occurs on her birthday. As 

this is a special day, Amma gets Ravine “a flowery bracelet . . . , some glitzed-up slippers 

to brighten [her] visits to the bathroom, and a fabric-covered journal with jewel-encrusted 

pen” (11). As appreciated in her tone when she questions the utility of the gifts, Ravine 

does not particularly like the bracelet or the slippers. On the other hand, the journal is not 

necessarily disliked but comes as a surprise. This is because the teenager is unsure about 

her mother’s intentions with this present. It is when Ravine asks Amma what she expects 
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her to write in the journal that her mother answers, “Your pain,” arguing that “[t]here are 

studies that show if you write about your physical pain it helps you heal your mental pain” 

(11). 

The reader learns that since Marianne’s tragic death, Ravine not only struggles 

with physical pain but also with her feelings. References to the protagonist’s inability to 

articulate her emotions are expressed by Amma when she points out that her daughter’s 

mood is not particularly cheerful. Amma lists the symptoms she notices in her daughter 

to validate her interpretation of Ravine’s feelings. This checklist includes “[l]oss of 

interest in daily activities; [a]voiding contact with other people; [i]rritability and anger; 

[r]eluctance to talk about feelings” (12-13). Without overlooking the significance of the 

first three symptoms, Amma is mainly distressed about her daughter’s reluctance to speak 

about her feelings or thoughts. Ravine recognises her mother’s concerns over her well-

being and shares that it is not her first attempt to support her. For example, Amma tried 

to get Ravine to talk to her, to a doctor, and to a counsellor, and even enrolled her in a 

support group. However, Ravine’s mother’s plans failed because “the doctor was too 

clinical, the counsellor too soft, the support group made [the teenager] want to jump out 

of the window” (13). Besides, Ravine feels that speaking to Amma is like “speaking to 

an alien race” (13). Due to Amma’s lack of success with previous approaches, the journal 

symbolises to Ravine’s mother her last resource to help her daughter. 

Before Ravine began to write in her journal, she felt that she had “no part in the 

world and the best thing is to keep it that way” (25). As she puts it, “I’m perfectly happy 

in the vacuum of my room where nothing ever changes” (25). It is when Ravine considers 

writing down her memories with Marianne that the reader perceives a favourable 

evolution in the protagonist’s mood. This feeling can be appreciated when the teenager 

shares, “Maybe I should write it down. All the things that happened to us the way I 
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remember, as well as the life I have now. I could document it all and then maybe I would 

understand it. And you, Marianne, you would understand too” (15). However, 

remembering and writing down the past is something that causes deep despair to Ravine, 

who conceptualises her memories as stinging objects that produce pain.61 Gradually 

Ravine becomes aware that her use of the diary goes hand in hand with the gradual 

disappearance of the physical pain she suffers because of her illness. This feeling makes 

Ravine wonder about the reasons behind the renewed sense of normality and whether the 

pain stopped “before my birthday or after I started writing to you,” to use her words (42). 

As the novel develops, Ravine becomes more engaged with writing, and her mood 

gradually improves. For example, there is an occasion when the teenager decides to do 

something she has not done for a long time, which is to get dressed. The last time she did 

so “was four months ago when [she] had a hospital appointment” (163). This positive 

change contrasts with the extreme pain Ravine undergoes when she thinks of what her 

life was like before Marianne died. The teenager feels that memories are, indeed, haunting 

her. Ravine articulates how “[m]emories pretend to leave you but they’re always there. 

Always ready to catch you off guard, to remind you that life is never as simple as what 

you happen to be dealing with at the time” (114). Ravine expresses similar thoughts when 

she reconsiders the reasons why she has written down her memories and whether this is 

the right decision or not. It is halfway through the novel, and right before she has informed 

the reader about the circumstances behind Marianne’s death, that Ravine reports how she 

regrets having written down the best friends’ history because this has “made me 

remember everything with an intense vividness that’s left my eyes sores, my head 

aching,” to borrow from the teenager (140). 

 
61 “Memories are like stinging nettles. At first you don’t realize they’ve stung you and by the time you do, 
the needles are already buried under your skin, making you itch until all you can think about is ways to get 
rid of the sting” (16). 
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Using the ‘Pain Diary’ becomes more painful when Jonathan returns to Ravine’s 

life. His presence forces the teenager to confront the reasons behind Marianne’s death, 

particularly when Jonathan asks Ravine if she thinks it is his fault that his sister passed 

away. This interrogation surprises Snaith’s protagonist because she never thought of 

Marianne as dead and preferred to believe that she had vanished instead.62 When Ravine 

comes to terms with Marianne’s death, she becomes aware of how her chronic pain was 

due to the guilt she felt for not looking after her best friend.63 To borrow from Ravine, 

“[t]he pain stabbing through my body was a punishment for that failure. The 

imprisonment in my room the penalty for the crimes against friendship” (267).  

When the teenager accepts that Marianne is not coming back, Ravine’s memories 

with her best friend blossom. Instead of focusing on the negative things that brought 

Marianne’s death, Ravine remembers the “games in the woods, running from Mr 

Eccentric, being grabbed by Uncle Walter as he growled like a bear. Italian lessons. Slug 

races. Marbles and mini dictionaries” (275). These positive memories make the teenager 

realise that she should stop being confined in her room. Although Ravine is indeed 

“scared of the world” and “overwhelmed by its enormity and [her] minuteness within it,” 

she recognises it is time to move on (285). In this vein, the room she once considered a 

sanctuary is now, as she puts it, “a prison cell I’ve only just been released from” and the 

only company she has had during her confinement years (the toys) “aren’t my friends, 

they’re just objects” (276). 

When Ravine accepts that she cannot continue to punish herself for Marianne’s 

death, she embraces the idea that, although life implies suffering and struggling, “life is 

choice” (277). Ravine also notes that she, Marianne, and Jonathan  

 
62 “I’ve tried not to think of you as dead before. Just vanished, . . . It made it easier to think that one day 
you might come back. That you’d run into my bedroom, hair springing up and down, and scream, ‘Look, it 
was just a trick! I’m back in one whole piece!’ But you never did. You never came back” (262).  
63 “I had failed in the one job that had given me meaning” (267). 
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were born with no choice, raised in the middle of other people’s tragedies and 
swept along in the riptide of life. . . . We were too young to know how to free 
ourselves and too weak to fight back. Our lives were a series of crosswords clues 
and none of us knew the answers. (278)  

 
The teenager’s realisation illuminates how the death of Marianne is not the protagonist or 

Jonathan’s fault. Instead, this tragic affair is a direct consequence of Mrs Dickerson’s 

drinking problem, Walter’s disappearance, and Amma’s decision to leave her daughter 

under the care of adults (Elaine, in this case) who did not even know how to look after 

themselves.64  

The protagonist’s development of a resistance consciousness also finds its roots 

in her attitude toward the English language. As Ravine writes in her ‘Pain Diary’, 

something that characterised her childhood was that she always brought a mini dictionary 

in her robe pocket. Back then, she recalls being “the queen of words” (19). As Ravine 

spent a substantial amount of time with Marianne and Jonathan, the two siblings began 

looking up the meaning of words in her dictionary. While Marianne found her friend’s 

practice “funny and useful,” Jonathan found Ravine’s routine “plain irritating” (19). 

Perhaps what annoyed Jonathan is how someone whose first language was not English 

was more eloquent than he was in his mother-tongue. 

Another occasion that demonstrates Ravine’s ability to break down stereotypes 

about ethnic minorities is when she proves to her physiotherapist that she is educated and 

as intellectually able as any other British child. This interpretation of Snaith’s protagonist 

occurs after the health professional asks Ravine if she has been doing her exercises, if she 

has continued taking her medication or the new pills and, finally, if her pain has changed 

or it remains the same (94). While Ravine’s reply to the first two questions does not draw 

the physiotherapist’s attention, the teenager’s response to the third interrogation is a 

 
64 When Jonathan asks Ravine about who is to blame for Marianne’s death, Ravine sees “the image of Mrs 
Dickerson unconsciously on your sofa, Uncle Walter disappearing down the side of the hill, Amma standing 
with the Soul-drinker by the taxi that night” (291). 



 278 

surprise. Rather than replying with a yes/no answer, Ravine tells the professional that her 

pain is not “the same ‘quality’” (as the physiotherapist had asked) but ‘status quo’ instead 

(94). Shocked by her response, the male character blinks at Ravine for a second. This 

look is not unfamiliar to Ravine because, as she notes, it is the way people look at her 

“when I use words they don’t expect an eighteen-year-old girl from a council flat to use” 

(94). 

Another element that Snaith uses to contradict the narrative of South Asian women 

as passive individuals is the portrayal of Ravine’s mother as an empowered woman with 

determination for herself and those around her. That is to say, Amma does not adhere to 

conventional gender roles and does not expect Ravine to do so. Perhaps Amma’s actions 

help to break the stereotype of South Asian women as individuals at the mercy of men. 

Speaking of the episodes that shaped her mother’s life, Ravine notes that Amma’s 

circumstances in England are marked by her husband’s disappearance when she found 

out she was pregnant. Additionally, her daughter remarks that her mother “was never one 

of convention but being a Bengali single mother in pre-millennium Britain wasn’t easy” 

(101). Amma’s desire to come back to Bangladesh was unsuccessful because she “had no 

money to buy herself a ticket home and [Ravine’s] grandparents conveniently didn’t 

answer any of her calls” (101). The lack of support the protagonist’s mother obtained 

from her family and her recently married husband did not stop her from overcoming the 

challenging circumstances (racial, economic, and social) she encountered in the UK. 

Instead, Amma acted and “secured herself a series of small cleaning jobs, taught herself 

English through scattered overheard conversation, while at the same time handling the 

day-to-day racism and sexism that was . . . commonplace at the time” (101). 

As English was not Amma’s first language, Ravine’s mother also had to get in 

touch with a translator that could help her to fill out administrative forms. These 
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documents enabled Amma to get “a council flat along with a little extra money from the 

government to subsidize her pitiful wage. The money was there to help her until she 

qualified for a better job and [Ravine] was old enough to snap up a swanky graduate 

position” (101). In opposition to Amma’s living reality back in Bangladesh and 1990s 

England, “the world is exploding with opportunities” (101). Unlike what happened in the 

past, Asian women are “educated at the top universities, taking senior positions in 

business and politics” (101). Frustrated about her family’s decision to disenable her from 

going to university, Amma teaches Ravine about the fruitful future she will enjoy if she 

gains professional qualifications. 

The idea that Amma overcame discrimination and tries hard to give Ravine the 

best future is also evident when considering the family’s socioeconomic circumstances. 

As a single mother with no economic aid from her husband or her family back home, we 

learn that Amma receives the estate’s benefits and that she has a “minimum-wage 

cleaning job” (231). Although it is true that Ravine grew aware that her family is not 

affluent,65 she is also conscious that her mother always tries her best to make of her 

childhood a desirable and happy one. This idea is perceived when Ravine speaks of the 

activities which she and Amma did on Friday night and Saturday morning. As the 

teenager shares with the reader, when her mother arrived home “after a busy day of 

cleaning other people’s toilets, she would sit on the sofa with feet outstretched and I 

would treat her like she was the great Maharani of Westhill” (128). On the coffee table 

that her mother bought in a clearance sale, Marianne put fruits and biscuits on flowery 

plates. When she was a kid, Ravine did not realise that Amma only ate the fruits, leaving 

the sweets for her daughter. Adding to the examination of what the mother did to please 

the teenager, Ravine positively recalls the educational trips on Saturday mornings before 

 
65 “Heaven, for my mother, would be a discount store and a handful of coupons” (23). 
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she began suffering from chronic pain. These activities included visits to “the park, the 

market, the Gas Museum or the library” (152). From this list, Amma’s favourite activities 

were the ones she did not have to pay for.66  

Amma’s efforts to educate Ravine while she is isolated in her room also reflect 

the mother’s empowered identity. Validating this reading of Amma is the relevance she 

gives to politics and Britain’s general elections.67 In line with this idea, Ravine’s mother 

always makes sure that her daughter is aware of what the world outside her room is like 

and the situations she will encounter if she ever becomes independent. Like a ritual, 

“[e]ach and every day Amma leans back in her seat, pulls out the post from the waist of 

her sari petticoat and begins reading me junk mail” (24). Other times, Amma “reads 

[Ravine] the bills” (24). Attaining a questionable success, the female teenager expresses 

with a sarcastic tone that her mother believes “that if she tells me about a new restaurant 

opening five streets away, or the money I could save when calling friends (which I don’t 

have), I’ll somehow gain an interest in the Big World Outside” (24).  

Amma’s morning routines with her daughter also involve telling Ravine about 

current affairs, including information about “[t]roops being killed in Afghanistan, 

conspiracy theories about the death of Michael Jackson” (24). An event that particularly 

interests Amma is Barack Obama’s election as the president of the United States. When 

this happens, “Amma blubbered through the whole inauguration as though the President 

of the United States were in fact her long-lost son” (24). With a focus on British context, 

Amma also reports to Ravine “every disaster and tragedy that pops up on the news” (25). 

More specifically, Ravine’s mother is concerned about the global crisis because, 

according to Amma’s interpretation, its most recent repercussion will be that “[p]eople 

 
66 “On Amma’s educational trip list, places with free admission ranked at the top” (152). 
67 The importance of this topic is echoed by Snaith when she affirms that “it’s people from poor, working-
class backgrounds who are often hit the worst by public policies so it’s vital they are drawn into the debate” 
(“Author Q&A”). 
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will lose jobs, families will be on the ‘breadline’, our entire broken country will become 

a no man’s land, with politicians feeding on the dead corpses of the poor and destitute 

(i.e., us)” (25). Bearing in mind that Ravine has reached the legal age to vote, there is one 

morning when Amma brings “a little white card with black type” (43). As someone who 

has socially and economically struggled since her arrival to the UK, Ravine’s mother tries 

to make her daughter aware of the importance voting has and emphasises that there have 

been women who “have died for this right” (202). Determined to get her daughter ready 

to leave the flat in a month, Amma tries her best with Ravine so that she is “able to walk 

down to the school where the polling station is and make [her] first vote” (43).  

In this final section, I have examined the development of a resistance 

consciousness in Snaith, Ravine, and Amma. This awareness emanates from the need to 

subvert and dismantle stereotypical and overpowering representations of estates and their 

tenants and to criticise ethnic, spatial, and patriarchal oppression. In the case of Ravine, I 

have demonstrated that the development of a critical consciousness happens as she begins 

to write in her diary. Additionally, the protagonist designs strategies to overcome the 

discrimination that originates in English not being her first language. In the case of 

Amma, I have explored how she overcame ethnic, economic, and patriarchal 

discrimination following her arranged marriage. Empowered and tenacious, Amma’s 

passion for politics and her willingness to educate other women serve Snaith to dismantle 

discourses of Asian women as passive individuals.  

 

Conclusions  

This chapter has explored Snaith’s portrayal and condemnation of ethnic, spatial, 

patriarchal, and heterosexist discrimination in multicultural Leicester. British-born to 

Bangladeshi parents and raised in a predominantly white estate by her single mother, 
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Ravine is presented as someone whose forced association with the Asian experience 

makes her feel out of place. A teenager who wants to be like her white English friends, 

Ravine must constantly negotiate her identity and her alliances with Britain and 

Bangladesh. Throughout an exploration of the character’s relationship with her mother’s 

culture, Snaith exposes how Ravine sometimes conceives her Asian roots as a burden, 

which disenable her from attaining Britishness and a sense of wholeness.  

My analysis of Snaith’s novel has also included an investigation of how spatial 

confinement affects the residents of the Westhill Estate. Ravine’s description of her 

building, the flat where she lives, and the area’s surroundings serve to problematise the 

confinement of ethnic minorities and marginalised communities to homogeneous and 

neglected locations. Additionally, Snaith centres on the negative and most often absent 

relationship between outsiders and estates’ tenants to portray these dwelling locations as 

fortresses where second-class citizens are pushed to remain. My analysis has also 

highlighted how the stigmatisation of the residents of Bosworth House as hazards to 

society negatively influences the identity formation of these individuals and reinforces 

their estrangement from mainstream society.  

The section ‘Patriarchal and Heterosexist Discrimination’ has delivered a reading 

of Amma and Bradley as victims of the patriarchy. In the case of Amma, I have examined 

how her willingness to break gender norms was penalised by her family when she still 

lived in Bangladesh. Ravine’s mother’s involvement in activities that her family and the 

larger community considered male-orientated and her desire to have university studies 

was something her parents disagreed with. For this reason, they arranged a marriage for 

their daughter without her consent and limited her potential to become an autonomous 

woman. On the other hand, Bradley is presented as a teenager who conceives 

heterosexuality and masculinity as the only means by which he can be respected. The 
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analysis shows how the teenager performs territoriality over his neighbourhood by 

making harmful, racist, and abusive comments. This attitude is disempowering for Bradly 

because what he tries to do with the adoption of hypermasculine behaviour is to keep his 

sexual identity as a gay man anonymous and to preserve his ‘macho’ reputation.  

Finally, I have explored how Snaith, Ravine, and Amma embrace empowerment 

strategies that link to developing a resistance consciousness. In the case of Snaith, this 

awareness emanates from the need to voice her positive experience growing up in a 

council estate and to subvert oppressive and destructive narratives regarding these types 

of housing enclaves. Ravine serves the author to portray writing as a liberating practice. 

The teenager also subverts the narrative of ethnic minorities as individuals with no 

intention to accommodate in Britain. The description of Snaith’s protagonist as the master 

of English words shows the teenager’s willingness to overcome the marginal status that 

has been inflicted upon her as a child of immigrant parents. Finally, the portrayal of 

Amma as a migrant who procured herself a future in Britain serves to subvert domineering 

representations of Asian women as passive individuals.  

In this chapter, I have investigated the impact of cultural, racial, class and religious 

prejudice on Britain’s underprivileged communities. Snaith proves in her debut account 

that this discrimination happens because the UK neglects the relevance of respecting 

cultural differences for achieving a peaceful and harmonious coexistence. While Snaith 

condemns in her writing assimilationist policies that disregard and marginalise ‘second-

class’ citizens, she also explores the prospect of the UK becoming inclusive. This shift 

will happen if intercultural competences are fostered, and intercultural dialogues are 

facilitated. Using the characters of Ravine and Amma, Snaith thus puts forward the idea 

that this symbolic change requires all constituents of society to question their prejudice 

and be willing to grow awareness about the other.   
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Chapter Seven 

 

A Comparative Evaluation of When We Speak of Nothing, Half Breed, Cuttin’ It 

and The Things We Thought We Knew 

  



 285 

The analysis of When We Speak of Nothing, Half Breed, Cuttin’ It, and The Things 

We Though We Knew identifies how Black communities continue to be regarded as the 

Other within Britain. Targets of political estrangement, Black Britons find that current 

policies and practices seek to contain their development into autonomous and empowered 

individuals. The reading of ethnic minorities as citizens who suffer different forms of 

oppression serves the emergent voices of the Black British literary canon to raise 

awareness and condemn that the intercultural paradigm, as put into practice by Britain’s 

successive governments, does not accommodate minorities’ needs appropriately. 

Popoola, Marshall, James, and Snaith’s debut accounts also show how the identity of the 

Black British modern subject emerges through processes of tensions marked by the 

indexes of ethnicity, space, class, gender, and sexuality. However, the authors stress that 

the sense of alienation members of ethnic minorities undergo does not curtail these 

subjects’ eagerness to overcome discrimination. In the selected fiction, the characters 

negotiate their place within mainstream society as they immerse themselves in resistance 

strategies. The ultimate goal of adopting an assertive and empowering attitude is reaching 

the positive embracement of who they are and claiming their right to be active members 

in Britain’s narrative of belonging. Despite the thematic similarities in the authors’ 

representation of ethnicity, space, class, gender, and sexuality, we should also underline 

that Popoola’s emphasis on the literary motif of the journey, Marshall’s focus on the rural 

landscape, and James’s attention to body altercations on women’s bodies are some 

aspects which distinguish the different literary works. This final section highlights the 

parallels and dissimilarities in the authors’ representations of intolerance, resistance 

practice, and the benefits deriving from the reconfiguration of the intercultural paradigm. 

The first aspect which the four literary accounts have in common is how they 

investigate and condemn the mental implications deriving from the internalisation of a 
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discourse that places Black Britons as Others within the country’s narrative of belonging. 

In line with this idea, Popoola, Marshall, James, and Snaith condemn the presence of 

sociocultural structures that restrict the characters’ development of a sense of 

individuality and the embracement of their true Self. Another similarity I highlight is that 

experiences of ethnic prejudice metaphorically force the Black British subject to develop 

a double consciousness. As seen through the characters of Karl, Abu, Jazmin, Muna, Iqra, 

Ravine and Amma, this consciousness emanates from the internalisation of a narrative 

which claims that Black, Asian, and Muslim communities are potential threats to Britain’s 

stability.  

As British-born citizens living in London and Wiltshire, Karl and Jazmin share an 

awareness regarding their ethnic background as the root of their displacement. Giving 

voice to the mixed-race experience, these teenagers conceptualise their dual heritage as a 

burden. Strangers in the country where they were born, the protagonists of Popoola’s 

novel and Marshall’s play feel incomplete and unable to fully embrace who they are 

because the sociocultural environment and structures that dominate Britain mark their 

lives. Incapable of forging a sense of Self because the index of race shapes their identity 

formation, Karl and Jazmin find themselves embroiled in tensions that emanate from the 

development of a racial consciousness. As proven throughout the examination of Karl’s 

discrimination in London, the teenager’s Nigerian ancestry turns him into a victim of 

political displacement. The estrangement the character experiences from Britain’s 

narrative of belonging and the inability to regard London as a safe space make Karl feel 

alienated from the notion of Englishness. Moreover, Popoola explores how the 

character’s dual identity represents a problem in Britain and Nigeria. When Karl visits 

the African country for the first time, he faces a harsh reality. Perceived by the locals as 
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an exotic attraction, Karl’s whiteness in Nigeria exacerbates his feeling of incompleteness 

and restrains him from ultimately embracing his dual ancestry.  

Unlike Popoola’s investigation of bigotry in urban London, Marshall’s 

exploration of hybridity and discrimination centres on rural Wiltshire. As appreciated in 

Half Bred, Wiltshire is an oppressive and challenging location for those who, like Jazmin, 

do not conform to the white norm. A victim of anti-miscegenation thinking and of the 

presumption that racial purity exists, Jazmin is forced to inhabit the role of the Stranger. 

Additionally, she is required to identify uniquely as Black, and, by doing so, disregards 

her alliances with the British nation. The themes of racial stratification and hegemonic 

white beauty also serve Marshall to investigate Jazmin’s internalisation of white 

supremacist values and aesthetics, as well as the psychological consequences that derive 

from the character’s assimilation of white hegemonic standards. The last element I 

highlight from Half Breed’s representation of ethnic prejudice is the playwright’s 

condemnation of racist remarks about Black men as sexual predators, as reflected in the 

villagers’ opinions about Jazmin’s father. 

Mirroring Karl and Jazmin’s feelings of alienation, society also compels Ravine 

to identify as an alien in multicultural Britain. A British-born citizen of Bangladeshi 

heritage, Ravine has to negotiate her identity alliances constantly. Her exposure to South 

Asian culture at home, her desire to pursue a western lifestyle, and the scarcity of Asian 

references in Leicester make Snaith’s protagonist feel out of place and identify as an alien 

in Britain. An investigation of food dishes, clothing preferences, and language choices 

illustrates the paradoxical identity of this teenager as an Asian British citizen. 

Symbolising markers of her difference, these elements (food, clothes, and language) 

alienate Ravine from her friends, classmates, and other residents of the area where she 

lives. Like Ravine, Muna is introduced as an acculturated person who manifests a sense 
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of orphanhood towards the nation. This feeling stems from the teenager’s identification 

as neither Somali nor British. The negotiations the teenager puts into practice at an 

individual and group level to please her mother and accommodate British values reflect 

Muna’s struggles to come to terms with her identity as a British Somali teenager. 

The examination of ethnic prejudice in this thesis also includes studying how the 

Muslim community is discursively constructed as a threat to Britain’s equilibrium. 

Popoola, James, and Snaith reflect on this idea by inspecting the intolerance Muslim 

citizens suffer in the West. In opposition to Muna and Amma (born in Somalia and 

Bangladesh, respectively), Abu is a British-born citizen. However, citizenship status does 

not prevent Abu from encountering discrimination and racism because of his ethnicity 

and religion. A target of racial profiling and hate discourses, Abu serves to explore the 

tensions between some members of the white British population and the British Muslim 

community. Positioned as an outsider in the nation’s narrative of belonging, the male 

teenager feels compelled to forge a double consciousness because he has been 

discursively constructed as a threat to the country’s safety. The development of this 

awareness makes Abu realise that there are places where he is not welcomed and people 

who seek to contain his freedom. Muna and Amma also reflect on the matters of profiling 

and negative stereotyping. While Muna criticises the unnatural and damaging association 

between Black and Muslim communities to gang crime and terrorism, Amma serves 

Snaith to depict how the development of a double consciousness in this character has 

resulted in the internalisation and endorsement of racist discourses. 

Adding to the discussion of the authors’ examination of ethnic prejudice, Popoola, 

unlike the other writers, emphasises the relevance that the themes of mobility and the 

journey have for the Black British subject. The author’s focus on these topics could be 

inspired by her experience of growing up between Germany and Nigeria. Born into what 
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she defines as a working class and chaotic background, Popoola describes her childhood 

as one marked by racism. In line with this idea, Popoola’s ability to communicate fluidly 

in German did not prevent her from being denied her Germanness because of her Nigerian 

ancestry. Contrasting with the otherness she undergoes in the UK, the writer notes that 

she feels as if she belongs to Nigeria and can equally claim this country as her own. This 

idea is reflected in Popoola’s assertion that, while her whiteness sticks out in the African 

country because of her light skin, Nigerians claim her as part of the country’s narrative 

(Spotlite 09:28–12:10).  

Contrasting with Marshall, James, and Snaith’s exploration of identity politics, in 

When We Speak of Nothing Popoola asserts that Black Britons’ quest for self-affirmation 

goes hand in hand with one’s immersion on a physical journey. Unlike Karl, Abu and 

Ravine negotiate their hybrid identities in the UK. Like Popoola and Snaith’s characters, 

Jazmin’s identity struggles as a mixed-race teenager are not accompanied by a trip to her 

father’s land because she lacks personal and emotional ties with this side of the family. 

On the other hand, Karl’s quest for self-fulfilment involves him travelling to Nigeria to 

learn about his ancestors and Nigerian history. Popoola’s use of the journey serves various 

aims. First, to investigate the implications of growing up between two countries for people 

of mixed heritage. Secondly, to illustrate Karl’s transformation into an empowered man. 

Thirdly, to validate that Karl’s awareness of his heritage and these countries’ histories is 

vital in forming his identity as a mixed-race person. Knowledge about the country’s 

history, his ancestors, and the relationships he establishes with members of the local 

community symbolises the turning point of Karl’s embracement of his identity as a 

British-Nigerian trans man. 

Expanding on the examination of the authors’ literary strategies to inform about 

ethnic discrimination, Marshall’s investigation of ethnic bigotry in rural England is 
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innovative. Unlike Popoola, James, and Snaith, the author of Half Breed centres her 

exploration of mixedness in a location that is unfamiliar with multiculturalism. Inserting 

her work into a literary tradition that includes authors such as SuAndi, Isha McKenzie-

Mavinga, Thelma Perkins, Charlotte Williams or Jackie Kay, Marshall informs how the 

manifestation of racism differs in urban and rural locations. The focus on instances of 

racism in rural scenarios is pioneering because there are scarce examples of Black British 

authors discussing Britain’s countryside as a place with inadequate policing dynamics for 

racial minorities. The representation and deconstruction of rural England as a problem-

free environment serve different purposes. Firstly, to add a new dimension to the 

discussion of race relations in the UK. Secondly, to raise awareness regarding how the 

construction of the countryside as an idyllic place masks exclusionary practices that 

strengthen minorities’ alienation.  

Another aspect which the four authors identify in their exploration of ethnic 

intolerance is that the educational establishment, the police and the media are accountable 

for the estrangement ethnic minorities experience in Britain. Rather than assisting in 

deconstructing stereotypical, hegemonic, patriarchal and racist beliefs, State-related 

institutions display a reluctance to boost intercultural relations and discussions. More 

specifically, Popoola, James, and Snaith portray how primary and secondary schools are 

not welcoming locations for ethnic minorities, that staff members are hesitant to engage 

themselves or their students in intercultural relations, and that Black students are 

sometimes used as diversity tokens. In the case of Karl, his experience of transphobia in 

the classroom serves to condemn the school’s inability to safeguard the physical and 

mental well-being of the teenager. The author draws her attention to the passive attitude 

of Karl’s media teacher when the wannabes bully the teenager and claim he is abnormal 

because his gender identity as a trans man goes against heteronormative conventions. The 
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teacher’s reluctance to reprimand abusive behaviour reflects that the classroom is not an 

open and safe space for members of marginalised communities.  

James adds to the discussion of the educational establishment through the 

character of Iqra and the hostile encounters at her secondary school. The absent 

relationships between Iqra, her classmates, and staff members reflect that the Somali 

teenager has not been able to develop a sense of belonging at her school. This occurs 

because her classmates, the maths teacher, and the school counsellor display an inability, 

and sometimes an unwillingness, to appreciate or understand why Iqra was forced to 

escape her country and settle in the UK. Moreover, Iqra feels the school tokenises her 

trauma because, although this establishment identifies her as someone at risk of 

vulnerability, the counselling sessions Iqra attends do not act in the teenager’s best 

interest. Instead, the meetings with the school counsellor happen because the school wants 

the Ofsted inspection to produce a positive report regarding what the centre is doing to 

suit the needs of children who, like Iqra, flee from oppression. Using the character’s 

opinions on the members of staff, the school, and the Ofsted inspection, James reports 

that this institution’s approach to aiding Iqra is unsatisfactory because the people who are 

responsible for supporting the teenager do not have the basic background knowledge on 

her living reality. Finally, Snaith employs the character of Ravine to condemn the use of 

ethnic minorities as tokens for diversity and the marketing of the school as a racially 

diverse location, despite the institution being a homogeneous setting.  

The police force is another institution that contributes to ethnic minorities’ 

marginalisation and alienation, as seen in Popoola and Marshall’s works. Both When We 

Speak of Nothing and Half Breed present this institutional body as insensitive to racially-

motivated attacks because they underestimate the psychological and damaging impact 

their lack of support has on Black citizens. To demonstrate the negative relationship 
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between the police and Britain’s racialised communities, Popoola discloses the insecurity 

Abu undergoes in the streets and the insufficient assistance he obtains when the 

wannabees and other citizens harass him. From the teenager’s standpoint, the police fail 

ethnic minorities with their policing. Moreover, an interpretation of the police as a force 

that disregards Black lives is delivered as Popoola draws the reader’s attention to the fact 

that neither the police nor the British State read Duggan’s death as a murder with racial 

implications. Echoing Abu’s opinions, Marshall uses the vandalising of Jazmin’s house 

to depict the police as an unprofessional workforce who trivialise incidents of racist 

nature.  

Expanding on the exploration of discrimination, Popoola, Marshall, and James 

also interpret the media as an organism that perpetuates unfavourable portrayals of ethnic 

and religious minorities and which fosters minorities’ estrangement within the British 

nation. Exemplifying how the media is an ally of the British State and an organism that 

enhances individuals’ differences over commonalities, Popoola portrays how the media 

backed racist and classist opinions on the Black youth in the aftermath of Duggan’s 

murder. Moreover, the character of Abu serves the author to condemn the polarisation of 

the British population during the 2011 demonstrations and to show that the production of 

a biased dialogue transformed Britain’s Black communities into targets of political 

otherness. Seeking to contest the stereotyping of Black Britons as threats to Britain’s 

apparent order, Marshall uses Brogan’s opinions on the Black urban youth to censure the 

ideological content behind this group’s representation on TV shows and films. Brogan’s 

racist remarks enable the playwright, too, to condemn pessimistic portrayals of ethnic 

minorities because they influence and determine racial prejudice and racist action. 

Finally, James denounces through Muna’s views that, with the help of the media, British 

society has internalised a demagogic, anti-multicultural, and racist discourse whose prime 
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targets are Muslim women. An interpretation of Muslim women as potential terrorists 

within British territory and as victims of a cruel religion that seemingly constrains their 

agency underpins this discourse. Moreover, James condemns the media’s employment of 

the politics of pity in broadcasting tragic events. The problem James spotlights is that 

communication policies do not go hand in hand with an appreciation of individuals’ 

suffering.  

Space distribution in ethnically diverse neighbourhoods is another element which 

Popoola, James, and Snaith explore in their texts. More specifically, the authors provide 

representations of council estates in the multicultural cities of London and Leicester. 

Despite the geographical disparities in the setting of the three literary texts, the three 

writers interpret council estates as unsuitable locations. Portrayed as fortresses, the 

council flats where these characters live function as reminders of their self-entrapment 

and confined status. This occurs partly because of the buildings’ brutal aesthetics, the 

broken facilities, the mediocre and small dimension of the flats and the rooms, and the 

lack of decorative features that characterise the characters’ homes and surroundings. 

Popoola, James, and Snaith also claim and condemn that the subordinated status occupied 

by their characters is the outcome of a political scheme. Put into practice by members of 

the dominant society, this plan – identified as spatial confinement in this doctoral thesis 

– displaces specific groups to non-desirable and deprived areas. Another consequence of 

spatial confinement is the creation of homogeneous neighbourhoods outside the public 

eye and the enforcement of racial and class stratification. This subordination has physical 

and mental implications, as seen when Karl, Abu, Abu’s father, Muna, Iqra, and Ravine 

conceptualise themselves as the excluded. The internalisation of an othering hinders the 

characters’ personal, economic, and professional growth.  
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While Popoola, James, and Snaith share a diagnosis of spatial confinement as a 

procedure that limits the personal autonomy of estates’ tenants, each adds innovative 

features to discussing this type of oppression. Popoola centres on the practice of 

gentrification to examine the theme of spatial confinement and proves that this process 

goes hand in hand with the displacement from a specific area following the logic of 

economy. To display this idea, When We Speak of Nothing centres on Abu’s loss of 

belonging as he witnesses the transformation of King’s Cross into a wealthy area. 

Secondly, Karl’s stay in Nigeria and his visit to Ogoniland display how the exploitation 

of natural resources by international companies has two consequences: the forced 

displacement of the Ogoni people from their land and the generation of a feeling of 

estrangement among the local population. An examination of King’s Cross and 

Ogoniland reflects how in both cases local authorities purposely displace residents who 

live in economically-profitable areas and how those in power prioritise the prosperity of 

a few over the well-being of the majority. 

James adds to the investigation of physical entrapment and claims that the 

inadequacy of the building where Iqra lives negatively impacts the teenager’s 

development of agency and autonomy. The author of Cuttin’ It portrays how the 

character’s inability to recall this place as home and the confinement she undergoes in 

her flat contribute to Iqra’s incapacity to overcome her traumas. Finally, Snaith claims 

that local authorities are responsible for preventing neighbours from generating a sense 

of belonging. The inability to transform Leicester’s city into an intercultural space 

strengthens residents’ identification of their neighbourhood as a ghetto and of themselves 

as second-class citizens. Additionally, Snaith explores the impact which politicians and 

the media’s opinions on council estates have on the residents of these locations and on 

those citizens who live outside the fortifications that estates symbolise. The association 
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between these dwelling spaces to notions such as danger, instability, and precarity 

impacts the local community, which internalises a narrative underpinned by an 

interpretation of themselves as the unwanted Others. This discourse is also embraced by 

outsiders who, as portrayed in The Things We Thought We Knew, are scared to penetrate 

council estates’ neighbourhoods and who hold prejudicial views towards the tenants. 

Patriarchal and heterosexist domination is another theme which the four authors 

explore in their writing. Popoola, Marshall, James, and Snaith interpret the patriarchy as 

a system that limits women, men and other minorities’ identity formation and restricts 

these people from ultimately acquiring agency. More specifically, Marshall, James, and 

Snaith condemn how women are direct victims of a doctrine that glorifies notions of 

purity, femininity and, in some cases, motherhood. Additionally, the writers share an 

interpretation of the patriarchy as the responsible system behind the penalisation of 

women who decide to break traditional gender norms. The texts that I have studied are 

pioneering because they illustrate racialised communities as targets of this intimidation 

and at the same time explore how white Britons fail victims of these domineering 

narratives. 

Expanding on the authors’ exploration of patriarchal intolerance, I show how both 

Marshall and Snaith inquire into heterosexuality and sexual prejudice towards 

homosexual white men. In the case of Half Breed, Marshall explores how the patriarchal 

values and norms that dominate the rural landscape influence gay men’s decisions to 

remain in the closet. Contrasting with Half Breed’s examination of heteronormativity in 

the British countryside, The Things We Thought We Knew portrays homosexuality in 

urban Leicester. Despite the geographical disparities, both authors suggest that 

heteronormativity’s supremacy influences Mitchell and Bradley’s behaviour. Afraid of 

social stigmatisation and the threat of punishment, the characters deliberately adopt 
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confrontational and hypermasculine attitudes in their attempt to conform to the 

heterosexual norm. Additionally, the characters’ fraudulent coalitions with 

heteronormativity are disempowering and distressful because they cannot indeed be 

themselves. Fearful of societies discovering their sexual orientation, both male characters 

are aware of the consequences they will endure if they violate gender standards. Adding 

to the discussion of masculinity among white gay men in the closet, both Marshall and 

Snaith claim that making racist, xenophobic, and inappropriate remarks responds to 

Mitchell and Bradley’s need to control the only thing they possess. This is the respect 

from the villagers and the neighbours. 

Marshall’s portrayal of gender and sexist discrimination also includes a study of 

white women as victims of the patriarchy in rural surroundings. This investigation is 

carried out through the characters of Jazmin’s mother and Brogan. In the case of Jazmin’s 

mother, she is described as a promoter of instability because of her relationship with a 

Black man. Marshall uses the romantic relationship between Jazmin’s mother and father 

to illustrate how transgressing racial, sexual, and patriarchal boundaries has class-related 

implications. Jazmin’s best friend, on the other hand, is publicly scrutinised for being 

sexually active. The villagers conceptualise Brogan as an immoral and corrupt individual 

because her actions violate the idea of traditional femininity and purity. Moreover, 

Brogan’s case serves to condemn the domestic doctrine and how the idealisation of the 

rural lifestyle shapes the character’s old-fashion conception of femalehood and 

motherhood. Marshall’s exploration of this association illustrates how it restricts 

women’s potential outside conventional gender norms. 

Hypermasculinity, heterosexism, and patriarchal discrimination are also topics 

Popoola researches in her debut novel. Echoing certain features of Marshall and Snaith’s 

investigation of hypermasculinity in gay men, Popoola uses the wannabes to explore how 
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heteronormativity affects the London youth and influences this group’s violent attitudes. 

As reflected in the close reading of When We Speak of Nothing, the wannabes have 

internalised the idea that they need to stick to the heterosexual norm to be respected 

members of society. This assimilation goes hand in hand with an interpretation of the 

trans community as one that disrupts heteronormativity and a conceptualisation of 

transphobic acts as the means to assert their dominion. Similarly to the wannabes, Karl’s 

father and the Nigerian police negotiate their masculinity through harmful and 

transphobic interchanges with Karl. Popoola adds to the discussion of patriarchal 

discrimination by presenting the trans youth as the target of sexist and transphobic 

prejudice. Portrayed as a teenager who struggles to accept himself, Karl cannot embrace 

his identity as a trans man because of the tensions that revolve around his gender category 

and the patriarchal sociocultural environment that dominates in British and Nigerian 

societies.  

James and Snaith add to the debate on gender discrimination by exploring how 

Somali and South Asian women are also the targets of patriarchal supremacy. To 

illuminate this discussion, both authors examine their characters’ relationship with the 

cultural and traditional customs of female circumcision and arranged marriages. While it 

is true that both practices differ, James and Snaith put forward the idea that these 

conventions seek to restrict women’s evolution into empowered beings. In Cuttin’ It, Iqra 

and Muna’s mother serve James to contest the interpretation of female circumcision as a 

justifiable custom and to condemn that the patriarchy has deliberately misinterpreted the 

Islamic religion. As argued in the play, there is no reference in the Quran regarding 

women’s need to have their genitals cut or how women would benefit from this practice. 

Targets of patriarchal dogmas, men and women have been indoctrinated to believe that 

to be a respected member of society and a good Muslim woman, the values of purity and 
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cleanliness must be safeguarded via genital circumcision. Muna’s opinions could also 

serve James to censure the hyper-sexualisation of women from an early age and to 

condemn society’s construction of women as political symbols and of infibulated bodies 

as abnormal. Additionally, Muna’s case as an infibulated teenager is used by James to 

raise awareness regarding how the British National Health System (NHS) impacts 

Muslim women’s feelings of alienation within the UK. The fact that Muna does not regard 

this organism as a safe space serves James to criticise the deficient support that people 

with culturally specific demands receive. 

Adding to the discussion of the similarities and differences in the authors’ 

exploration of patriarchal discrimination, James’s deconstruction of the UK as a truly 

intercultural location presents innovative features. While the other authors centre on the 

disempowering effect heteronormativity, masculinity, and the patriarchy have for women 

and men, the author of Cuttin’ It inserts herself into a literary tradition that explores the 

relationship between rites of passage and oppressive politics. More specifically, James 

condemns the othering effect Western feminism and human rights discourses have on 

women who have undergone female circumcision. Already placed in an environment (the 

UK) that marginalises women because of their gender and their religious affiliations, 

infibulated Muslim girls and female adults find that the West deliberately dismisses the 

correlation between cultural practices and one’s identity formation. Disregarding the fact 

that culture is malleable and open to changes when one engages in intercultural dialogues 

and relations, Western feminism positions itself as an ally of the patriarchy as it 

emphasises that Muslim women need to be saved from the burden that Islamic dogmas 

apparently represent. Rather than fostering conversation on why cultural practices like 

female circumcision continue to take place and what can be done to eradicate the 
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procedure, the dominant sectors of the British population impose their views on what is 

morally and ethically correct for women. 

Another element which the selected novels and plays have in common is that, as 

the narratives develop, the characters exhibit a resistance consciousness. The initial 

passiveness that distinguishes the characters of the four literary accounts is transformed 

as they all engage into subversive practices to counter their discrimination. In Abu and 

Jazmin’s case, the resignification of language underpins their development of a resistance 

awareness. With a focus on the theme of slavery, Popoola explores the relevance that 

racial-related terminology has and how language shapes one’s insight into historical 

affairs such as slavery or compensation. Adding to the exploration of the relation between 

language and the development of a resistance consciousness, Marshall examines how 

racial terminology has both a disempowering and empowering effect. To investigate the 

power language has in invalidating Jazmin’s autonomy, Marshall draws her attention to 

how Mitchell’s use of racist terminology negatively impacts the protagonist’s self-

esteem. On the other hand, the playwright shows that Jazmin’s empowerment happens 

when the teenager reappropriates racially charged terminology. The reappropriation of 

terms that Mitchell uses to marginalise her and other minorities from Britain’s narrative 

of belonging enables Jazmin to evolve into a transracial subject and to reach personal and 

linguistic wholeness.  

The transformation of Abu into a politically conscious individual also enables 

Popoola to explore the positive effect of adopting subversive strategies. The transition 

happens when the teenager gets involved in the 2011 riots and a research assignment on 

the Bloomsbury Group. The two activities facilitate Abu’s decision to stand against 

discrimination and to resist his subordinated role within Britain. Similarly to his best 

friend, Karl reflects on how his trip to Nigeria positively impacts his own self-esteem. 
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This occurs because the teenager does not need to justify who he is in the African country. 

Back in London, Karl presents himself to his friends, his family, and the wannabes as a 

teenager prepared to confront anyone who had prevented or is willing to obstruct his self-

empowerment as a British-Nigerian trans man. 

While Popoola and Marshall use Karl, Abu, and Jazmin to investigate how 

engagement in anti-discrimination action leads to developing a resistance consciousness, 

Muna and Amma serve James and Snaith to contest stereotypical representations of 

Muslim women as passive and naïve people. These characters are represented as hybrid 

individuals whose resistance awareness enables them to pick and choose what aspects of 

the Muslim and the British culture they want to adopt and which ones they do not wish 

to embrace. Using the female voice of Muna and her acculturated character as a Somali 

teenager in the diaspora, James condemns the manipulation of Islamic values by those 

who advocate the continuation of female circumcision. Moreover, an exploration of 

Muna’s relationship with Britain’s institutions (the health care system and the educational 

establishment) serves the playwright to censure the Western commodification of Muslim 

women as individuals who need to be saved from the Islamic dogmas. On the other hand, 

Snaith uses the character of Amma to explore how she negotiates her cultural heritage as 

a representative of the first generation of immigrants in the UK. Self-sufficient and 

tenacious, Amma refuses to assimilate specific British values and resists traditional and 

patriarchal customs from Bangladesh. The ongoing negotiations regarding what aspects 

of Bangladeshi culture Amma embraces or rejects, because they are counterproductive 

for herself and her daughter, reflect the development of a resistance consciousness in 

Ravine’s mother. 

Snaith and James also describe Ravine and Iqra as teenagers who develop a 

resistance awareness. Representing the second generation of South Asian women in the 



 301 

UK, Ravine finds herself in a limbo with psychological consequences. Unable to identify 

with the British or Bangladeshi cultures in their totality, Ravine is a target of ethnic 

prejudice and discrimination because some members of Leicester’s society consider she 

is not British enough. To contest the racist mindsets she encounters, Ravine learns to 

master the English language. Her linguistic abilities serve Snaith to call into question 

ideas of second-generation of (im)migrant children as educationally incompetent. 

Additionally, Snaith portrays how Ravine’s development of a critical resistance occurs as 

she begins to write about her childhood in the ‘Pain Journal’, so that writing comes to be 

interpreted as a healing practice. By recalling the positive memories with Marianne and 

other members of the Westhill Estate, Ravine comes to terms with her history of 

dispossession. This process goes hand in hand with the realisation that her pain does not 

emanate from her inability to save her best friend but is the outcome of Britain’s 

institutions and the neglect of certain adults. This realisation enables Ravine to break 

away from her physical and mental confinement at the Westhill Estate.  

Contrasting with Ravine’s process of self-empowerment, Iqra’s development of 

resistance awareness coincides with an interrogation of her cultural alliances. A refugee 

child unable to develop close relationships since she arrived in the UK, Iqra feels a strong 

connection with her Somali roots. To show the character’s bond with her country, James 

explores the teenager’s involvement with the practice of female circumcision and how 

she aids her aunt during those ceremonies. As seen in the play, Muna is the first person 

Iqra comes across who questions the utility of infibulation. Muna’s views shock Iqra, who 

believes the pain deriving from the practice is worth it for women and the overall well-

being of the Muslim community. However, Iqra changes her mindset when Muna finds 

out towards the end of the play that her sister has been cut at the clandestine clinic where 

she lives. To encounter Muna’s suffering reminds Iqra of the pain she and her family 
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underwent because of the Somali civil war. This memory forces the teenager to question 

her cultural alliances, as she draws a parallel between circumcision and the war conflict 

and recognises that, like the soldiers, she also inflicts pain on others. Iqra’s mindset 

change serves James to censure young girls’ indoctrination and to expose that cultural 

heritage is malleable if one engages in intercultural dialogues (as Iqra did with Muna). 

A final parallel which should be highlighted is how personal experiences influence 

the authors’ literary creativity, a relationship that promotes an interpretation of literature 

as a tool that facilitates intercultural conversations. While Popoola found the inspiration 

for When We Speak of Nothing in the teenagers who visited the community centre where 

she worked, James’s motivation stems from her background teaching students from the 

Somali diaspora in East London. These teenagers influenced the playwright’s 

determination to write a story based in Britain and to portray how cultural alliances are 

shaped across generations. Contrasting with Popoola and James, Marshall and Snaith 

insert their own experiences of discrimination in their debut accounts and introduce 

biographical references to how they overcame political displacement and otherness in 

their real lives. Like Jazmin, Marshall grew up as a minority in the West Country and was 

the target of racial harassment. Her desire to move to London to attend acting school and 

pursue a different and non-marginal lifestyle is mirrored in Half Breed’s protagonist. 

Marshall’s publication of her self-performed monopolylogue works as a form of 

encouragement to stand up against discrimination, even if this implies confronting the 

people you love (as is Jazmin’s case with Brogan). Like Marshall, Snaith employs her 

experience as a second-generation migrant growing up in one of Leicester’s council 

estates to contradict and dismantle negative and stereotypical perceptions regarding these 

types of neighbourhoods and their tenants. As is the case of Ravine, Snaith overcame 
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discrimination, and the publication of her debut novel is an example of how she reverses 

narratives of estate children as individuals with no ambitions in life. 
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Conclusions 
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Putting forward a conceptualisation of Black British literature as an empowering 

instrument, this thesis has investigated literary manifestations of the Black British modern 

subject and other marginalised communities through the terms of ethnicity, spatiality, 

patriarchy, and heteronormativity. Drawing on theoretical interpretations of 

multiculturalism and interculturalism, my research has shown how a generation of 

emergent Black British female authors contributes to debates that hold political and social 

significance. More precisely, the literary works which I have analysed reflect that the 

current practices of multiculturalism and interculturalism fail to recognise Black Britons 

and other minorities’ rights and needs. Additionally, Popoola, Marshall, James, and 

Snaith depict in their writing how the current praxis of interculturality and 

multiculturalism prevents the development of a sense of self-acceptance among Britain’s 

underprivileged communities. The authors’ literary representations of prejudice in the 

twenty-first century reflect that an assimilationist project prevails in the UK. These 

portrayals add to current discussions about the ongoing otherness affecting Black Britons.  

While examining experiences of oppression is a central part of this investigation, 

my research also centres on how When We Speak of Nothing, Half Breed, Cuttin’ It and 

The Things We Thought We Knew portray Black Britons’ adoption of resistance 

strategies. The development of subversive practices enable the protagonists of these texts 

to become recognised as British citizens who exercise their civil liberties. The authors’ 

representation of these individuals as Radical Others with a resistance awareness serves 

the following aims. First, to reflect the positive outcomes that derive from coexistence 

and contact among Britain’s diverse communities. Secondly, to present an interpretation 

of Black British literature as a medium that illustrates the benefits of resignifying the 

intercultural doctrine. Finally, to expose an image of Black Britons as promoters of 
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cultural and national change through their engagement in intercultural relations and 

dialogues. 

In chapter 1, I have discussed the evolution of the Black British literary canon and 

Black women’s contributions to British history from the arrival of the Windrush 

generation to the late 2010s. The documentation and recording of Black and Asian 

women’s contributions to British history is a response to Black women’s 

underrepresentation in recent history, a reflection of the struggles faced, and a stand for 

preserving what is crucial to remember collectively. Therefore, the provision of this 

genealogy facilitates that Black women’s contributions survive over time. The 

exploration and comparison of the different generations of British authors that this chapter 

examines reflect that the genres used by the writers, the themes which they explored, and 

the mediums that they employed to publish their works have varied throughout history. 

However, the research and analysis indicate that all generations are interested in 

community labelling, in the development of intersectional relationships and a feminist 

consciousness, and in anthologising Black women’s work and lives.  

Chapter 2 has provided the theoretical foundations for this thesis. Drawing on 

critics’ investigation of multiculturalism, interculturalism, muscular liberalism and 

English patriotism, this chapter has explored Britain’s policy of overseeing its culturally 

heterogeneous society. Politicians’ attitudes toward multiculturalism and interculturalism 

reflect that the apparent celebration of diversity which lies under these paradigms is 

dishonest and opportunistic. Rather than recognising minorities’ needs and how these 

individuals positively contribute to British society, the governments of Blair, Brown, and 

Cameron suppressed ethnic and religious expressions that they believed would endanger 

the prosperity of the British nation. This chapter also explores how an emergent 

generation of Black British female authors insert their work into the paradigms of 
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multiculturalism and interculturalism. Literary representations of prejudice under the 

mentioned sociopolitical models enable the selected authors to expose the emancipatory 

potential of the Black British subject when society engages in true intercultural dialogues 

and relations. 

A significant concern running throughout the four analytic chapters on When We 

Speak of Nothing, Half Breed, Cuttin’ It, and The Things We Thought We Knew is that 

ethnoreligious prejudice has exponentially increased due to Britain’s mismanagement of 

diversity. The targets of discrimination in these literary texts are the Black, Asian, and 

mixed-race communities of Britain’s urban and rural landscapes. Portrayals of biased 

attitudes enable the authors to express and condemn that the hegemonic sectors of British 

society purposefully prevent Black Britons from achieving identity wholeness. Targets of 

assimilationist policies, racial purity discourses, and English nationalism, Black British 

characters are portrayed as individuals who are emotionally and physically disturbed. The 

experiences of discrimination which these writers articulate reflect that patriotism and 

essentialism are prevailing discourses that dominate twenty-first century Britain. These 

discourses are shown to be problematic because they do not facilitate the cohesion and 

integration of the country’s diversity.  

Literary representations of spatial marginalisation are also central in 

comprehending the authors’ demand to resignify the intercultural model. In contrasting 

ways, Popoola, James, and Snaith portray how Black Britons and other marginalised 

communities are neglected by the State through the practice of spatial ghettoisation. The 

unwillingness to transform Britain into an intercultural territory is an area of concern to 

the four authors. This distress is appreciated in the writers’ representation of how being 

spatially confined directly links to the prevention of Black Britons’ development of a 

sense of agency and autonomy. Drawing on the characters’ negative experiences at the 
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council estates where they live, the authors condemn that dominant institutions prevent 

the self-growth of council tenants through the practice of spatial confinement. Displaced 

at buildings that operate as symbolical and literal fortifications, Black Britons and other 

marginalised communities are deliberately excluded from mainstream society and the 

country’s narrative of belonging. This thesis identifies that the ghettoisation of specific 

locations in the urban areas of the UK is the result, once again, of Britain’s unwillingness 

to govern through the implementation of intercultural policies. Literary representations 

of the abandonment council estates’ tenants suffer serve this generation of authors to 

claim that public authorities dismiss their responsibility to facilitate the transformation of 

the UK into an intercultural territory. The confinement of what dominant sectors of 

society label as second-class citizens goes against the principles of tolerance, equality, 

and integration.  

Considerations of the patriarchy are also prominent in the work of Black British 

female authors. Literary representations of hegemonic masculinity, gender and sexual 

inequality, discrimination, and indoctrination portray British society as ruled by 

patriarchal dogmas. Popoola, Marshall, James, and Snaith condemn how society’s 

dualisms (e.g., dominant/subordinated, men/women, heterosexual/homosexual) supply 

the dominant sectors of society with the right to master those whom they define as 

inferior, or simply deviant from the norm. Unable to embrace their prospects as 

individuals with full agency, the characters of the examined novels and plays are forced 

to follow patriarchal and heterosexist standards. Therefore, the selected emergent female 

voices depict the psychological trauma that derives from the hegemony of the patriarchal 

doctrine, and their characters’ inability to foster a sense of belonging because of 

heterosexist bias.  
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As it has been mentioned several times throughout this dissertation, the British 

imaginary continues to disregard the Black presence. Ethnic, religious, gendered, and 

sexual minorities persist as victims of discriminatory conventions. Reporting this reality 

is equally traumatic and empowering for Popoola, Marshall, James, and Snaith. The need 

to proclaim their Britishness and to declare the British territory as their home underpins 

the development of a resistance consciousness in the authors and the characters. While 

the alliances with their birthplaces or their progenitors’ countries are disempowering in 

some cases, the characters also learn to navigate their differences and to articulate the full 

potential of their hybridness. This evolution – from powerless to authoritative – serves 

the authors to claim that Black British identity adapts to internal and external 

circumstances and is open to transformations. The development of a resistance awareness 

in the characters also serves these authors to criticise how politicians do not follow the 

guidelines of the intercultural praxis and that interculturalism, as put into practice by the 

UK, overlooks the needs of minorities in urban and rural England. This research 

demonstrates that, apart from being an aesthetic manifestation, Black British literature is 

a tool for acquiring intercultural competences. Literary representations of discrimination 

under the paradigms of multiculturalism and interculturalism reveal the fragility of 

Britain’s democracy and of the UK in more general terms. Additionally, the portrayal of 

the country’s underprivileged population and how the protagonists of the selected literary 

works subvert political otherness demonstrate that the welfare of British society depends 

on individuals’ ability and predisposition to engage into intercultural relations.  

This thesis has shown that the emergent voices of the Black British literary canon 

oppose interpretations of the UK as an intercultural and inclusive idyll. The literary 

representations of ethnic, religious, sexual, gender, and class discrimination that I have 

studied reflect how political otherness continues to be crucial in the formation of Black 
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British identity. Additionally, this investigation stresses how Black subjects reject 

occupying the position of second-class citizens within British society. To eradicate the 

estrangement and displacement from mainstream society, Black Britons engage with 

intercultural practices that help to counter compulsory segregation. Overall, this thesis 

identifies a literary trend in the debut accounts of contemporary Black British female 

authors related to the exploration of the multicultural and intercultural paradigms and 

Britain’s mismanagement of diversity. While the writers are interested in depicting the 

otherness that affects those who do not conform to the white and patriarchal norms, they 

also centre their literary creativity on exploring the benefits of the intercultural paradigm. 

The literature produced by Black British female authors in the past years thus responds 

to a search for alternative manners of coexistence.  

My study shows that literature can play a primordial role in promoting equality, 

difference, and respect if the pertinent stakeholders apply the intercultural model 

correctly. I hope that my investigation of a literary tradition that explores and complicates 

current sociopolitical paradigms will initiate debates on the benefits which intercultural 

dialogues and relations have on diverse societies. However, I am aware there remains 

research to be done, especially to determine if other authors who belong to Popoola, 

Marshall, James, and Snaith’s generation express the same degree of apprehension 

towards multiculturalism and assimilationist policies. I also think that it would be relevant 

to investigate and compare the representation of diversity in the UK in the work of 

different generations of Black British female authors. This examination will help to 

determine if the approach which Black British female writers have taken towards 

assimilation, multiculturalism and interculturalism has changed throughout history.  
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