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Introduction
A huge shift has emerged in world politics since the fall of the iron curtain and the break-up of
the Soviet Union. This shift from what used to be an ideologically bi-polar political world to, in
Samuel Huntington’s words, a new “world order” that involves a “clash of the civilizations”
(1997) calls for a revised understanding of modes of identification. No longer does ideology
(whether one is communist or capitalist) play the significant determining role in the definition of
the Self and the Other. The globalised world with phenomena like mass migration and
multiculturalism poses other difficult questions with regard to the definition of identity. Who are
the Self and the Other in our contemporary world? The answer appears to be but too obvious in
the wake of the events of the last decade. Increasing fundamentalism and its manifestation in acts
of terror, like the bombing of the twin towers in New York in 2001 and the London bombings of
2005, and the resulting wars on terror led by the Western world in Afghanistan and Iraq, have
once again set the ‘East’ against the ‘West’, an opposition very familiar from the construction
and hierarchisation of identities in the colonial era that spanned centuries of global history. The
change lies in the fact that this time the proclaimed category of difference has shifted from ‘race’
(now revised as ethnicity) to religion. In the context of multicultural, multi-ethnic, and multi-
religious societies, which are an inevitable result of globalisation, this matter becomes of
immense significance. It leads to a number of questions: How does one identify the religious
Other? What renders religion visible? Are ethnicity and religion mutually exclusive categories,
or do they overlap in processes of identification? Is religious profiling another form of racialist
practice with skin colour still being the determinant marker of difference? How do all these
questions affect identities of those who have been the colonised Other, the racial/ ethnic Other,
and now the religious Other? And finally, and most significantly, to what extent do we actually
live in a multicultural reality where race and ethnicity are not barriers to equality?

It is in the light of these questions that this work attempts to analyse representations of
British South Asian identities in contemporary British audio-visual media. The post-World War
Il migration of South Asians from the subcontinent (and parts of Africa) to Britain for mostly
economic reasons resulted in the formation of the British South Asian diaspora’, the largest non-

! “British Asian’ is the popular term to refer to British South Asian. However, for the sake of precision, as Britain

has many diasporas who are originally from other parts of the Asian continent (for example: China), the term

commonly used in this work to refer to the diaspora from the subcontinent of South Asian is British South Asian.
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white ethnic minority in Britain? (Office for National Statistics: 2005). Historically representing
the colonised Other and the racial Other, this group would still be considered the ethnic Other
and the religious Other (the majority of British Muslims are of Pakistani and Bangladeshi origin
- The Runnymede Trust, 1997). Looking at audio-visual media representations of identities of
this group and understanding these as not just discursively produced, but also contributing to the
discourse provides an insight into the contemporary state of socio-political affairs in
multicultural, multi-ethnic and multi-religious Britain.

The notion of identities as predicated on the difference between the Self and the Other
has been integral to the history of Western intellectual tradition. Identity, understood as the
meaning of the Self, has always needed the Other to define it. “We’ are what ‘they’ are not, and
‘they’ are what ‘we’ are not. This is the fundamental principle on the basis of which identity of
the Self, the ‘we’, is defined as different from the identity of the Other or the ‘they’. This process
of conceptualising the Self as different from the Other involves a process of exclusion based on
attributes and traits, and has often tended to maintain strictly demarcated boundaries between the
Self and the Other. It neglects internal differences, essentialising these to give rise to
homogenised identities. Edward Said identifies this phenomenon in his discussion of the
Orientalist discourse. Regardless of actual geographical location, which is a source of
diversification, the Orient came to mean a homogenous entity used in the definition of the
Occident (Said, 2001). This understanding of identity is based on a “solitarist approach”,
meaning defining the Self and the Other through “singular and overarching system of
partitioning” (Sen, 2006: Xxii).

However, group identities have never been homogenous, each subject or individual
belonging to a group being different from the other, argues Robert J.C. Young in the introduction
to his book Colonial Desire: Hybridity in Theory, Culture and Race. There are, in his opinion,
situations of “instability and disparity” that lead to the use of the ‘solitarist approach’, yielding
homogenised and essentialised identities (1995:4). Cultural contact during the era of
colonisation could be considered as an instance which caused such “instability and disparity”
leading to the creation of fixed homogenous identities based on binaries.

% These statistics are based on the 2001 census in Britain. The results of the 2011 census are yet to be published.
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In the current context, cultural contact is inevitable on a day-to-day basis. Marked by
phenomena like globalisation and mass migration, societies can hardly claim an exclusive
cultural, ethnic or religious origin. Diasporas are a prime example of groups of individuals living
in the contact zone between two cultures. How does the diasporic experience influence identity?
Situated as they are in neither-here-nor-there, in-between cultures, their identities challenge the
solitarist approach and the essentialised binaries that come with it. They force one to recognise
that identities are much more complex than a simple opposition of the mutually exclusive
categories of the Self against the Other. Characterised by a journey through time and space,
diasporic identities are dynamic and in a state of flux rather than stable and fixed. What they
emphasize is the significance of the context (time and space) when it comes to defining
identities. This emphasis on context is applicable not just to group identities as a whole but to
each and every individual in the group. When identity is understood as intrinsically linked to
context, different contexts produce differing/plural identities in an individual.

Nobel laureate Amartya Sen illustrates this with a simple but rather amusing example:

A solitarist approach can be a good way of misunderstanding nearly everyone in the world.
In our normal lives, we see ourselves as members of a variety of groups — we belong to all
of them. The same person can be, without any contradiction, an American citizen, of
Caribbean origin, with African ancestry, a Christian, a liberal, a woman, a vegetarian, a
long-distance runner, a historian, a school teacher, a novelist, a feminist, a heterosexual, a
believer in gay and lesbian rights, a theater lover, an environmental activist, a tennis fan, a
jazz musician, and someone who is deeply committed to the view that there are intelligent
beings in outer space with whom it is extremely urgent to talk (preferably in English). Each
of these collectivities, to all of which this person simultaneously belongs, gives her a
particular identity. None of them can be taken to be the person’s only identity or singular
membership category (2006: xii-xiii).

For the woman in the above example the answer to the question — Who am 1? — depends on the
context in which she is present, and the facet of her identity that this context demands. For
cultural theorist Stuart Hall® these contexts demand different subject positions (facets) of identity
to be voiced or expressed.

From the deliberations above one could conclude that group identities can never be static,
stable, fixed or homogeneous, consisting as they do of different individual identities, each of

¥ Stuart Hall represents a different tradition in academics, i.e. a left/socialist rather than Amartya Sen’s and Kwame
Anthony Appiah’s (mentioned further) liberalist approach. Though the final understanding of identities as
differentiated and plural are common to both approaches, this study borrows from Hall’s work in the area as it is
grounded in postcolonial cultural studies, and focuses on issues of diasporic identity in Britain in particular.
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which is multifaceted and contextually determined. Additionally, any such homogeneous group
identity is hence a construct produced by the process of essentialising through a singular aspect,
and thereby marginalising others.

At this stage, it is significant to reconsider what Robert Young says about situations
where this form of essentialisation to produce homogeneous identities occurs, i.e., in times of
“instability and disparity” (1995:4). Such situations call for a response in terms of manifestation
of power through unification on the basis of some factors and marginalisation of others in order
to be overcome. This process can be identified in the colonial discourse, where, as mentioned
previously, ‘instability and disparity’ arises from cultural contact. It is, however, not only a mere
contact with cultural difference but a clash of interests (economic and political) that contributes
to a situation where power needs to be manifested by means of oppression, a point that Kwame
Anthony Appiah makes in his book Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a World of Strangers (2006).
Another clash of interests can also be witnessed in the struggle against racist oppression between
coloured Britons* and white Britons, where the umbrella term Black Britons came to represent
not just the British Afro-Caribbean and British African diaspora, but also the British South Asian
diaspora. In the process of establishing a counter-power to the racist oppression, British South
Asian identities have been marginalised (Hall, NE, 1996: 163).

In order to overcome marginalisation of identities and oppression and inequalities that
arise from it, it is immensely important to recognise the play of differences and the heterogeneity
and the ambivalence that comes with it. It involves questioning the all-encompassing nature of
binaries and challenging their fixed and stable nature. That the Self and the Other are not
singular homogeneous entities in opposition to each other but are each differentiated, diffuses the
axis on which power and oppression operate.

To achieve this end, however, it is important to locate the site of identity construction.
This is none other than representation. The question — Who am 1? — needs an answer that
conveys the essence of the ‘I” and makes the ‘I’ intelligible. It involves a process of signification,
and is therefore a re-presentation. Identities are re-presentations of the | — the thing itself (‘das
Ding an sich’) — the subject.

* The term coloured Britons is used to refer to non-white Britons and does have carry the same politicised meaning
of the term Black Britons, which is embedded in the specific historical context of race relations in Britain.
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Representations of identities in narratives form culture, according to Edward Said. In his
book Culture and Imperialism, he defines culture as consisting of two aspects:

First of all [culture] means all those practices, like arts of description, communication, and
representation, that have relative autonomy from the economic, social, and political realms
and that often exist in aesthetic forms, one of whose principal aims is pleasure. Included, of
course, are both the popular stock of lore about distant parts of the world and specialized
knowledge available in such learned disciplines as ethnography, historiography, philology,
sociology and literary history ... Second, and almost imperceptibly, culture is a concept that
includes a refining and elevating element, each society’s reservoir of the best that has been
known and thought, as Matthew Arnold put it in the 1860s. Arnold believed that culture
palliates, if it does not altogether neutralize, the ravages of a modern, aggressive, mercantile
and brutalising urban experience. You read Dante or Shakespeare in order to keep up with
the best that was thought and known, and also to see yourself, your people and your society
and tradition in their best lights. In time, culture comes to be associated, often aggressively,
with the nation or the state; this differentiates ‘us’ from them, almost always with a degree
of xenophobia. Culture in this sense is a source of identity, and a rather combative one at
that, as we see in recent ‘returns’ to culture and tradition (1994: xii-Xiv).

Said argues that cultural narratives are not just representations of identities; they form
points of attachment for further construction of identities. Within the context of colonialism he
illustrates his point by analysing examples of great literary works. He looks at works of
canonical authors like Charles Dickens and Jane Austen and shows how their narratives on
Victorian England have underlying references to colonialism and have helped solidify imperial
ideology, thereby contributing heavily to the construction and maintenance of the Coloniser’s
identity against that of the Colonised (1994).

Besides the power yielded by narratives to construct identity, it is also a question of
power that is the most significant factor in deciding which narratives are more dominant, and
therefore more determining, in contrast to others. “Who has the power to narrate and hence
represent identities?’ is one of the most fundamental questions that is asked or needs to be asked
when asymmetrical power relations are analysed and deconstructed — a question that has been
asked by postcolonialists who deconstruct colonial narratives representing identities of the
Coloniser and the Colonised.

It is with regard to the question of power that narrative representations, which play such a
significant role in identity construction, are still relevant in the context of contemporary
identities in multicultural, multi-ethnic, and multi-religious societies like that in Britain. An

analysis of narrative representations of British South Asian identities provides an insight into the
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political, social and cultural dynamics of Britain today. Significant questions in the analysis are:
What does the representation entail? Is the representation essentialised and reductionist, i.e.
following a solitarist approach and projecting homogeneity of identities? And in whose favour
do these representations work? Do they emphasize asymmetrical power relations between groups
of people or create hierarchies? Or do they deconstruct these with representations of
heterogeneous and ambivalent identities? An analysis centred on these questions is critical to
evaluate to what extent hierarchies and asymmetrical power relations, with concrete
manifestations like discrimination and oppression, have been overcome in contemporary
Britain’s multicultural society. Such an analysis becomes significant, especially in the light of
the emergence of new categories of Othering like religion, and a likely resurrection of older
patterns of identity construction which privilege one group over another, and which can quench
any hope of egalitarianism.

It is in this light that this work analyses popular audio-visual media texts as narrative
representations of identities. With the exponential expansion and proliferation of television and
film in a matter of a little over a century since the birth of the medium, audio-visual media’s
inescapable reach into the lives of people of all backgrounds can hardly be challenged. Similar to
literature, audio-visual media are also a site for narrative representations. Film texts narrate, just
as written texts. They use a different sign system to this end. While the written text depends on
the written sign to convey meaning, the film text’s narrative power lies in the projection of
moving images, hence depending on a system of visual and aural signs to convey meaning. Their
construct character might appear to be less apparent at first glance as they depend on visual and
aural systems used by humans to comprehend daily life. Their representative character manifests
itself through the act of narration — the script, the camera, misé-en-scene, sound and editing
(McFarlarne, 1996: 20-27).

Selection of Primary Texts

Taking the arguments mentioned above as a point of departure, the following work analyses
contemporary television and film productions from Britain that represent British South Asian
identities. In order to make this study as exhaustive as possible the range of texts analysed are

taken from various genres. With regard to television, the texts selected encompass all three



primary British terrestrial channels i.e. BBC, Channel 4 and ITV and range from genres of
comedy (The Kumars At No. 42., BBC, 2001-2006; Mumbai Calling, 1TV, 2009), family drama
(Life Isn’t Al Ha Ha Hee Hee, BBC, 2005) and thriller (Britz, Channel 4, 2007) to documentary
(A4 Sikh’s Journey Home, BBC, 2008; The Great British Asian Invasion, Channel 4, 2004) police
procedural (Life On Mars, BBC, 2006-2007) and soap opera (EastEnders®, BBC, 2009-2010).
Any study of contemporary television would be incomplete without considering reality TV, a
genre that has made an indelible mark on the television landscape over the last decade. To this
end, the study includes the popular reality game show The Apprentice (BBC, 2005). The aspect
that all these television texts have in common is that they include British South Asian characters,
to varying extents. Whereas the The Kumars At No0.42, 4 Sikh’s Journey Home, Britz, and Life
Isn’t All Ha Ha Hee Hee, have British South Asian protagonists and aspects of British South
Asian identities in their narrative in the first line, the police procedural Life On Mars or the very
recent legal drama Silk (BBC, 2011), have single episodes with British South Asian characters,
the main protagonists throughout the series being primarily white Britons. EastEnders and The
Apprentice are different in this respect. The first concentrates on portraying Britain — more
specifically London’s East End — as a multicultural community, with characters of diverse ethnic
origins, cultural difference and interaction being a theme that is brought up from time to time.
The Apprentice has also consistently had a multicultural, multiethnic cast throughout its various
series; however, cultural or ethnic difference is not thematised, the game show emulating a post-
racial ethos.

The selection of feature films however reflects a varying approach, as it concentrates on
three key films that represent the British Pakistani Muslim diaspora in Britain, a community that
has been the topic of ever-increasing controversy over the last decade. In the contemporary
socio-political scenario, with mounting debate on religion, especially Islam, replacing ethnicity
and race as the fundamental category of discrimination, the choice to include films representing
this issue is but obvious. This thematic starts with the exploration of the last two television texts
Britz and EastEnders, both also focusing on the British Pakistani diaspora and issues of religious
identity. The first film, My Son The Fanatic (1997), though released before the terrorist attack on

® The soap-opera EastEnders is ongoing since 1985 till the present day. This work focuses on the development of
the Masood family story arc in the episodes in 2009 and 2010. The Apprentice and Silk, similarly started in 2005 and
2011 respectively, but analysis presented here is of episodes from the first series. With regard to Life On Mars, it is
an episode from the second series 2007 which is analysed.
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the twin towers, raises issues of fanaticism in affiliations that identities are constructed upon,
religion being one of them. The second film, Ae Fond Kiss (2004), also concentrates on the issue
of religious and community and familial affiliation of identities but with a slightly different
focus, juxtaposing representatives of the Irish Catholic diaspora in Britain with the Pakistani
Muslim diaspora. Yasmin (2004) on the other hand takes up directly issues of discrimination on
the basis of religion that followed the attacks on the twin towers. The use of a female protagonist
brings the aspect of gender into the debate on differentiated identities. The films, though all
belong to the genre of realist narratives, have different ways of dealing with religious identities.
Furthermore, the analysis is structured to show a progression, My Son The Fanatic dealing with
intra-familial identity clash, Ae Fond Kiss dealing with the relations between two postcolonial
ethnic and religious minorities, and Yasmin then situating these inter-cultural, inter-religious and

inter-ethnic relations in the direct context of the events of September 11 2001.

Structure of the Study

To analyse the wide range of texts that have been chosen, the following work has been divided
into three basic chapters. The first chapter outlines the theoretical and methodological
approaches from the fields of postcolonial studies, cultural studies and media studies, applied to
the study of the representations of British South Asian diasporic identities in contemporary
British audio-visual media. This chapter is further divided into four sections, starting with the
aspects that are inherent to any definition of diaspora. Diasporas, being situated between two
cultures, blur the strict demarcating lines between traditionally conceived cultural identities.
Diasporas do not just represent two or more geographical regions and their cultures but also a
dialectic synthesis on a temporal level between the past and the present, a time in their culture of
origin and a time in their new abode. Derived from this, the two chief features discussed in the
section on diasporic identities are hybridity and the idea of ‘home’ as a ‘route’ rather than ‘roots’
and their implications in aspects like a sense of loss or nostalgia or cultural memory, all of which
play important roles in understanding diasporic identities. These aspects also contribute to
understanding identities as not contained in mutually exclusive, monadic conceptions of the Self
and the Other. Further challenges to the traditional notions of identities are then explored by

seeing, on the level of the individual, how identities involve both the autonomy of the subject, as



well as the context that the subject is momentarily located in. The multiple contexts that change
from time to time and their dynamic interaction produce identity as a representation, underlining
the gap between the subject and the articulation of identity. The chapter then explores multiple
conclusions for the debate on identities such as looking at the act of articulation as a
performative act, which brings in the possibility of agency on the part of the subject. It also
elaborates on another important aspect, that of ambivalence, which features in the identities of
any group made up of heterogeneous individuals with heterogeneous subjectivities and
heterogeneous contexts that themselves change on the time-space axis.

The second section of the first chapter looks at the aspect of representation, an aspect
relevant as discussed earlier for any study on identities. Drawing from linguistics and semiotics,
understanding representation as an integral part of daily human communication builds on how
representations (signs) have connotative meanings in addition to denotative ones. With this
recognition comes the aspect of who decides what a sign represents, or how meaning is fixed in a
sign or representation. These questions lead to a discussion of the nature of discourse and the
power play that establishes it.

The third section looks at the colonial discourse, a discourse which has established fixed
identities for the Self and the Other and sustained these over centuries through representation.
Moreover, this discourse and its representational practices have had a direct impact on
representations of British South Asian identities even after political decolonisation of the
subcontinent. One of the strategies of representation that colonial discourse has employed is that
of the stereotype and this is examined in detail. It explores the issue of skin colour becoming the
sole signifier for a number of traits used to create binaries between the Self and the Other, and its
link to fantasy, desire and fetish, all underlying phenomena in processes of Othering.
Additionally it explores means by which representations of the Self and the Other as mutually
exclusive entities in a hierarchical relationship may be contested, challenged and subverted.

The fourth and the last section of chapter one relates the points covered to audio-visual
media. It emphasises, with the use of the theory of ‘semiohistorie’, how the boundaries between
factual or documentary texts and fictional texts are irrelevant when viewing audiovisual media as

a site for discursive representations.
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With the theoretical and methodological groundwork laid out, the second chapter
explores the context of representations of the British South Asian diaspora in contemporary
Britain. For this, it looks at three significant discourses which are intertwined and which form the
background against which contemporary texts can be analysed. The first section of this chapter
starts with exploring the master narrative of British identity, its identifiable connection to the
Empire, and nostalgia for the past, a time when Britain ruled the world. It cites manifestations of
Empire and the accompanying nostalgia, looking for possible reasons for this in contemporary
Britain, which owes a large part of its multi-ethnicity and multiculturalism to its former colonies.

It is against this master narrative of Britishness that South Asians who immigrated to
Britain after the independence of the subcontinent and their progeny have had to struggle to find
a space for articulation of their diasporic identities — British with a South Asian heritage. The
second section of the chapter elaborates upon this struggle, this journey from an immigrant group
to a diaspora and further. It takes up matters of legislation in the field of race relations, the
struggle against racism and the movement for equal rights for coloured people (amongst them
British South Asians), each decade showing new developments in this journey, a ‘route’ critical
in determining contemporary British South Asian identities. It also emphasises the continuation
of the journey, as it looks at newer forms of ‘xenophobia’, like Islamophobia, its legalised or
institutionalised nature as contended by experts to be a blatant violation of human rights (Fekete,
2009), in the light of the fact that the majority of British Muslims are a part of the British South
Asian diaspora.

Thirdly, this chapter explores a final aspect of the context in which contemporary audio-
visual representations of British South Asians are located, i.e., the historical overview of the way
in which South Asians (at the time of Empire) and then British South Asians have been
represented in British television and film. Forming the direct background for contemporary
representations of British South Asian identities, this section charts the move from being
represented and the struggle for self-representation, the decades of politically loaded self-
representation and the crossing over to the mainstream.

Against this backdrop, the final chapter of this work contains the analyses of
contemporary representations. It is divided into two sections, the first looking at television and

the second at film. As noted in the discussion of the choice of primary texts, the section on
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television includes comedy, drama, soap opera and documentary. This section takes up features
of diasporic identities that are developed in the chapter on theoretical and methodological
approach, among them hybridity, the aspect of journey and home, performance or role play,
heterogeneity and ambivalence. It however also looks for the perpetuation of processes of
Othering similar to the colonial representational practices of reductionisism, essentialisation and
stereotyping that signify a perpetuation of fixed identities of the Self and the Other and the
asymmetrical power relations between them. These features form the categories of analysis and
the subchapters in this section, for each of which two texts are analysed. The analysis involves a
close reading, integrating aspects of script, mise-en-scene as well as other diegetic and non-
diegetic narrative devices like music, setting, narrative voice/authority (if present), perspective,
etc. Genre also plays a role with regard to each analysis; for instance, in the case of the soap
opera EastEnders, genre conventions regarding plot themes are significant.

The section on television texts is followed by a section on the analysis of the feature-
length films, which also concentrates on British Pakistani Muslim identities. The criteria of
analysis remain the same, reading the texts for features of identities like hybridity, performance,
heterogeneity and ambivalence to see if processes of Othering are identifiable in these
representations.

The conclusions drawn from these analyses and their evaluation with regard to the
contemporary social, political, cultural and religious debates in Britain form the final section of
this work.

Placement within Current Research

A study on the representations British South Asian diasporic identities in audio-visual media
calls for an interdisciplinary approach, combining aspects of media with understandings of
identities and representation. Postcolonial studies and cultural studies become obvious fields of
choice as they, more so than any other discipline, analyse the past and the present contexts of the
former Colonised, the way hierarchies have been and continue to be created and manifested
through representation, and the effect of this on identities both of the (former) Coloniser and the
(former) Colonised. British South Asians with their historical experience of colonisation fall into

this category. Also with regard to diaspora, especially in the case of newer diasporas, like that of
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British South Asians, formed as a result of colonial practices, these fields of study are of great
significance. Borrowing from other disciplines like poststructuralist deconstruction, particularly
Jacques Derrida's theory of differénce (deferral and difference), and psychoanalysis (Jacques
Lacan), with emphasis on the mirror stage or the imaginary phase of identity construction,
postcolonial studies sets out to deconstruct fixed, homogenous and mutually exclusive identities
of the Self (Coloniser) and Other (Colonised) based on binary oppositions. Exposing the
loopholes in such conceptions, it develops an alternative understanding of identities as hybrid,
heterogeneous and ambivalent. Here works of postcolonial scholar Homi Bhabha, particularly
his collection of essays The Location of Culture (1994), are ground breaking, showing how
cultural boundaries are diffused and blurry rather than clearly fixed, that identities are hybrid and
that the power play between them is ambivalent. In another essay, Culture’s In-Between (1996),
he exemplifies his concept of hybridity through the example of diaspora.

The example of diaspora is also used by cultural theorists like Avtar Brah (1996) and
Stuart Hall (2003, 1997, 1996) who discuss issues of identities, race, ethnicity, culture and their
link to representation. Also borrowing from Derrida and Lacan, Hall and Brah talk of
heterogeneous identities and criticise the reductionist practice of essentialising identities to make
them homogeneous. The dynamic and ‘constantly evolving” aspects of identities form a central
tenet of their understandings. Furthermore, Hall, following in the footsteps of Edward Said
(Orientalism: 2001 and Culture and Imperialism: 1994), who looks at identity construction as a
representation and therefore prone to discursive power play (Michel Foucault), also theorises
identity as representation in his essay Who Needs Identity? (1996), however allowing for the
possibility of agency. Representation and its link to discourse are also discussed by Hall in the
book titled Representation (1997). He explains discursive representational practices used to
construct identities, based on binary oppositions like the stereotype. The nature of stereotypes as
a form of reductionist Othering is explored by Richard Dyer (1993), and its hidden function as a
fetish (Freud) and fantasy and desire (Gilman: 1985, Young: 1995, Mercer: 1994) is theorised by
Homi Bhabha (1994) who uses Frantz Fanon’s foray in to the psychology of colonialism (Black
Skin, White Masks: 2008) as an example.

The work of these theorists, though they differ in their individual approach to a

postcolonial and cultural discussion on identities ranging from liberal to Marxist, have in
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common a differentiated understanding of identity, and challenge representations of these as
monadic entities with a hierarchical relationship between them. This understanding forms the
fundament of this work, which further applies the idea of ambivalence on an intra-cultural level
to deconstruct any hegemonic notions of cultural fixedness and homogeneity.

In order to analyse texts from audio-visual media as representations of identity and
understanding their discursive nature, this study relies on Jurgen E. Miiller’s (1998) approach,
‘Semionhistorie’. Mdller contends that audio-visual media is a rich source for the study of history.
Not just documentaries but also other genre of audio-visual media can be understood as
representing historical events and their implications. This study extends this argumentation to the
representation of identities, as they are produced in and determined by a context — a space and
time — and are anything but ahistorical.

With regard to contextualising British South Asian identities, there is a lot of research
that this study borrows from. The persisting link between nostalgia for the Empire and
Britishness has been explored by cultural theorist Paul Gilroy (2005), amongst others. Dilip Hiro
(1991), Zig Layton Henry (1992), John Solomos (1993) and others provide a very detailed
account of the history of immigration of the former (coloured) Colonised to Britain, their arrival,
experiences, the race-relations debate and legislation through the decades, and the struggle for
equality. Though certain events and aspects specific to the South Asian diaspora are included in
these accounts, the focus is on the umbrella term ‘Black Britons’ in general. This work sieves
these accounts for information relevant to the British South Asian diaspora in particular,
obviously impacted in similar ways as other former Colonised and coloured diasporas in Britain,
however emphasizing their specific historical and cultural experience. It also adds to the debate
on race relations, the emerging category of religion as a basis for discrimination, and relies
heavily on the work of Tahir Abbas (2004) and Liz Fekete (2009) for this purpose.

The use of the umbrella term Black British is also common in research on carried out on
the representations of coloured ethnic minorities in Britain (British South Asians among them).
Sarita Malik (2002), Jim Pines (1992, 2001) and a collection of articles edited by Therese
Daniels and Jane Gerson (1989) provide exhaustive analyses on the representation of race and
ethnicity in British television in light of ongoing developments in race relations. Malik (1996)

also analyses representation of Black Britons in film, emphasising the turn from the politically
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charged genre of Black British film to the genre ‘cross-over films’ as Barbara Korte and Claudia
Sternberg also do in their study entitled Bidding for the Mainstream? Black and British Films
since the 1990s (2004). A recent work which deals with representations of ethnic minorities,
amongst them British South Asians, is Multi-Ethnic Britain 2000+ : New Perspectives in
Literature, Film and the Arts (2008), edited by Lars Eckstein, Barbara Korte, Eva Ulrike Pirker
and Christoph Reinfandt. This collection of articles includes analysis of films which might be
considered as belonging to the cross-over genre like Bride And Prejudice (2004), Bend it Like
Beckham (2002), Nina’s Heavenly Delights (2006), based on issues of gender and its link to
culture (Ellen Dengel-Janic and Lars Eckstein). It also features essays on the diasporic
experience of British South Asians in recent films, including an analysis by Claudia Sternberg of
the representation of British Pakistani Muslims in Yasmin (2004).

Although this study draws upon the above-mentioned works, it differs from them in its
singular focus on the British South Asian diaspora, and the representation of their identities,
viewing audio-visual media — both film and television — as sites of representation. Furthermore,
the analysis of television includes texts from various genres, including documentary and reality
TV, in addition to drama. Uniquely it does not focus solely/exclusively on texts made by British
South Asians (self-representations) or where British South Asians and their identities remain the
singular focus, but looks at recent popular series like Life On Mars and Silk where the chief
protagonists are white British. It analyses these texts, understanding the practice of
representation as key to identities and to their relations to one another. Employing a postcolonial,
cultural studies approach, it looks at various features of diasporic identities like hybridity,
dynamicity, performativity, heterogeneity and ambivalence and their successful or not so
successful representation (where processes of Othering like stereotyping might still be found).
With the singular focus in the film section on identities of British Pakistani Muslims, it explores
the link between representation of religion with debates on Islamic fundamentalism and

Islamophobia in the contemporary social political and cultural environment in Britain.
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1. Diasporic Identities and their Representation

The simple sounding question — Who am 1? — or — What is my identity? — has been the topic of
much debate over centuries. Both philosophy and later psychoanalysis have dealt with the
subject comprehensively (Hall, 1996:1). This chapter raises this fundamental question again in
the context of diasporas like the British South Asian diaspora, and forms the framework against
which the chosen audio-visual texts are analysed.

The chapter starts with explaining the unique position of the diaspora as not just spatially
between geographical locations, but also temporally between two times, and the factors arising
from this uniqueness that characterise diasporic identities. It is this feature of diasporas that
challenges traditional notions of organically derived identity. The first section of the following
chapter borrows from fields of postcolonial and cultural studies to arrive at a differentiated and
performative understanding of identities as heterogeneous and ambivalent.

Furthermore, if identity is understood as a process of making meaning of the Self, the
process of identity construction occurs essentially in the field of representation. The second part
of the chapter focuses on the aspect of representation, how any production of meaning is a re-
presentational process and how representations are discursively controlled.

For the British South Asian diaspora, a major determining factor is the experience of
colonialism. Additionally, colonialism also forms the historical context for the relationship
between white Britons and South Asians. Understanding the operations of colonial discourse and
its representations of identities as binaries of the Self and the Other with race as a primary
signifier is critical in analysing contemporary representations, and assessing the move from the
fixed notions of identity to a more ambivalent and heterogeneous notion, as postcolonial
understandings show. The power play of the colonial discourse, and the representational
practices used by it form the third section of the chapter.

The final section of the chapter focuses on audio-visual media as a discursive site for
representations of identities. It elaborates the analytical method of ‘Semio-historie’ which looks
at audio-visual media as a rich source for historical ‘truths’ or ‘facts’. Such ‘truths’ and ‘facts’
about identities of the Self and the Other have been a driving force in discourses of domination
such as the colonial discourse. To answer the question — if and how these ‘truths’ have changed,

in accordance with contemporary understanding of identities in a multi-cultural multi-ethnic
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context? — requires viewing audio-visual media as a relevant site for representation and

construction of identities.

1.1. Diasporas

The word diaspora comprises two Greek words ‘dia’ meaning through and ‘speirein’ meaning to
scatter (Brah, 1996: 181). The Oxford English Dictionary defines it as “the dispersion” applying
it to the scattering of Jewish people around the world, exiled from their homeland already in
Babylonian times, an exile that continued through the Roman rule of Jerusalem till the mid-20"
century, when the state of Israel was formed. As Avtar Brah notes, “the word embodies a notion
of a centre, a locus, a ‘home’ from where the dispersion occurs. It invokes images of multiple
journeys” (1996:181). Different from the terms ‘migration’ or ‘travel’, the idea of ‘home’ is
central to the concept of diaspora. It is not just the point from where the scattering takes place,
but becomes a notion which lives through a continual link between the diasporic population and
this point of scattering. Secondly, it comes to denote a new place of abode, a new ‘home’ by the
act of “settling down [or] putting roots ‘elsewhere’” (Brah, 1996: 182).

In the words of Aschroft, Griffiths and Tiffin:

A fundamental ambivalence is embedded in the term diaspora: a dual ontology in which the
diasporic subject is seen to look in two directions — towards a historical cultural identity on
one hand, and the society of relocation on the other. In a diasporic subject, then, we see in
stark relief the hybrid and the dual characteristics that are most often associated with post-
colonial discourse (2006: 424; italics in original).
It is this juxtaposition of two notions of ‘home’ and its relation to identity inherent to the concept
of Jewish Diaspora that is emphasized. when it is applied to other communities. Among them are
those who were forced to move or willingly moved from their country of origin from the late 19"
century onwards as an impact of colonialism and imperialism. The slavery associated with
imperialism caused Africans to be uprooted from their homeland and transported across the
globe to the Americas. The subcontinent of South Asia and China were similarly affected, where
slavery was replaced by the practice of indentured labour, also a product of imperialism. People
from South Asia and China were moved to work in different locations of the Empire, primarily
South Africa and the Caribbean, forming diasporas.
Conversely, one does not hear of an English or a British diaspora, in spite of the fact that

a large number of Britons did migrate and settle in Australia, New Zealand or Northern America,
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also contributing to major changes in the demographic pattern of the world in the 18™ and 19"
centuries. However, the experience of this movement was different due to their relatively
powerful position as colonisers. In addition, they did not form minority cultures in the new lands
they populated; they were the majority culture exercising their social, political and economic
power over the indigenous population. In contrast, while the number of Africans in the
Caribbean might have been significant enough to be considered a majority, however, socially
they were weaker (Ashcroft, Griffiths, Tiffin, 2006: 426).

The movement of South Asians to Britain, primarily after the independence of India and
Pakistan from the British Empire, also constitutes the formation of a diaspora. Principally due to
economic reasons, large numbers of people moved from their countries of origin to the former
centre of the Empire. Their status in their new home is that of minority communities which have
settled in Britain but retained a strong link to their countries of origin.

1.1.1. Diaspora and the Nation
The fact that diasporic communities have an ambivalent relation towards the concept of ‘home’,
a relationship that is fluid rather than static and fixed, makes their presence question the idea of
nation and an identity associated with it. But, as Benedict Anderson informs us, nations are but
“imagined communities” (1991). He suggests the following definition: “[nation] is an imagined
political community — and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign” (1991: 6). He
elaborates this definition, saying that each member of a nation does not personally know the
other, qualifying the use of the adjective ‘imagined’. Furthermore, a nation, however flexible,
has boundaries demarcated by the existence of other nations. The idea of their sovereignty comes
from the displacement of dynastical by democratic communal rule and is based on the European
ideals of Enlightenment. Its communal quality is based on “comradeship” which transgresses
internal differences actually present between the people (Anderson, 1991: 7). This process of
essentialising and homogenising internal diversity enables the creation of strong sense of
national identity.

The ‘imagined’ character of nation is further emphasized when it is linked to the act of
narration. Like other identities, national identity is also related to narratives. Timothy Brennan

traces and connects the rise of the nation-state with the Romantic Movement in literature that
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celebrates aspects of folklore and language. He suggests that literary fiction, most of all the
novel, has played a big role in creating the idea of a nation (1990: 49).

In spite of these arguments that unveil the mythical stature of a nation and the imagined
and fictive quality that the concepts of nation, nationalism and national identity imply, it is hard
to deny that these constructs have held centre stage in world history. They have not only been the
root cause of many wars and the deaths of millions (Anderson, 1991: 1, 2, 7), but have also been
the beacon of many movements of independence, sparking off the era of decolonisation
(Chatterjee, 1986: 9).

It is this construct of nation and, associated with it, the idea of a homogeneous national
identity, that is challenged by diasporas. As mentioned earlier, it is the idea of movement from
one home to another new home, uprooting and “putting roots ‘elsewhere’” (Brah, 1996: 182) that
is inherent to diaspora. James Clifford explains how the characteristic of the continued
connection to the ancestral homeland, the quality that distinguishes diaspora from an immigrant
community, cannot be accommodated by the concept of a homogeneous nation-state.

The nation-state, as a common territory and time, is traversed and, to varying degrees,
subverted by diasporic attachments. Diasporic populations do not come from elsewhere in
the same way that “immigrants” do. In assimilationist nationalist ideologies [...] immigrants
may experience loss and nostalgia, but only en route to a whole new home in a new place.
Such ideologies are designed to integrate immigrants, not people in the diasporas. Whether
the national narrative is one of common origins or of gathered populations [USA], it cannot
assimilate groups that maintain important allegiances and practical connections to a
homeland or a dispersed community located elsewhere. People whose sense of identity is
centrally defined by collective histories of displacement and violent loss cannot be “cured”
by merging into a new national community (1997: 250).

The connection of this group of people, this community, with two or more locations, two
or more nations simultaneously, does not allow the possibility of a single, fixed sense of
belonging, as is implicated in national identity. It transcends the clearly demarcated boundaries
that are important to nations and national identities, as diasporic individuals “maintain
identifications outside the national time/space in order to live inside, with a difference” (Clifford,
1997: 251).

The cutting across national boundaries, the dispersion, the spreading out, the diffusion
through space and the occupation of many different national groups disrupts the process, so
important to nationalism, of establishing metaphysical links with a particular geographic
location with a particular community that lives within these borders (Ashcroft, Griffiths,
Tiffin, 2006: 426).
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Diasporas serve as prime examples of being “in-between” (Bhabha: 1996: 53) borders and refute
the idea of absolute homogeneity within these borders.

1.1.2. Locating Diasporas in the ‘In-Between’— The Concept of Hybridity

Hybridity, a term that originally comes from the field of botany, refers to the mixing of two
species. The concept was already applied to humans in the 19" century with regard to mixing of
human races. Whether different races were different species or different varieties of the same
species, the question of their mixing and the consequent capability of future generations to
sustain fertility were topics that scientists of the colonial era sought to explain in order to justify
the superiority of the European race and the colonial enterprise they undertook (Young, 1995: 1-
19).

The large-scale movement of people around the world in colonial times and post-
decolonisation made the mixing of cultures of these people inevitable. The formation of
diasporas and their relation to different geographical and cultural locations has been elaborated
by the use of the term hybridity with regard to mixing of cultures. While the concept of racial
hybridity was deployed to demarcate (assumed) absolute differences between races in order to
prevent any mixing, the concept of cultural hybridity questions the absolute nature of these
differences (Young, 1995: 1-19). In contrast to the Arnoldian perspective on culture, which
emphasizes culture's absolute, “uncontaminated” (Bhabha, 1996: 53) nature, cultural hybridity
reflects on how cultures interact with each other. Postcolonial scholar Homi Bhabha uses T.S.
Eliot’s thoughts on culture in the wake of colonial migration and its impact on culture as a point
of departure. Though Eliot is concerned with cultures of mainly white settler colonies, Bhabha
finds his insight applicable to any form of interaction between two cultures, for instance, the
cultures of Coloniser and Colonised. In his Notes Towards the Definition of Culture Eliot says:

The migrations of modern times ... have transplanted themselves according to some social,
religious, economic or political determination, or some peculiar mixture of these. There has
therefore been something in the removements analogous in nature to religious schism. The
people have taken with them only a part of the total culture ... The culture which develops
on the new soil must therefore be bafflingly alike and different from the parent culture: it
will be complicated sometimes by whatever relations are established with some native race
and further by immigration from other than the original source. In this way, peculiar forms
of culture-sympathy and culture clash appear (as quoted in Bhabha, 1996: 54).
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Borrowing from Eliot’s idea, Bhabha explains that cultures do not exist in isolation from one
another, and the contact between them is not just an exchange but a much more dynamic process
of mixing, which gives rise to something new. This something new is not an end product, but
develops further; cultural interaction is a continual process, always in a state of flux. It prevents
the conceptualisation of culture as static and fixed. He uses the term “part culture” to elaborate
the “connective tissue between cultures” (Bhabha, 1996: 54). It is this “connective tissue” that
forms the dynamic border, the threshold, where culture is always in a state of flux. Undermining
the essence of the nation and national culture as an uncontaminated, self-contained entity, the
process of hybridisation entails an “overdetermination of communal and group differences and
an articulation of baffling alikeness and banal divergence” (Bhabha, 1996: 54). Hybridisation
produces moments which serve to undermine absolute identifications with either the Self or the
Other, and subvert all structures of authority derived from such binaries of self-contained
cultures, most significantly colonial hierarchy.

In another work, The Location of Culture, Bhabha describes cultural hybridisation again.
This time he uses the example of African American artist Renée Green’s metaphoric description
of her exhibition Sites of Genealogy to visualise the process of cultural hybridisation.
Renée Green:

| used architecture literally as a reference, using the attic, the boiler room, and the stairwell
to make associations between certain binary divisions such as higher and lower and heaven
and hell. The stairwell became a liminal space, a pathway between the upper and lower
areas, each of which was annotated with plaques referring to blackness and whiteness” (as
quoted in Bhabha, I, 1994: 5; my emphasis).

Bhabha understands “the stairwell as liminal space, in-between the designations of identity”
(1994: 5), or as the space between constructs of self-contained cultures from which these
identities originate.

[It] becomes the process of symbolic interaction, the connective tissue that constructs the
difference between upper and lower, black and white. The hither and thither of the stairwell,
the temporal movement and passage that it allows, prevents identities at either end of it from
settling into primordial polarities. This interstitial passage between fixed identifications
opens up the possibility of a cultural hybridity that entertains difference without an assumed
or imposed hierarchy (Bhabha, 1, 1994: 5).

The idea of hybrid cultures opens up a plethora of opportunities to explain the position of

diasporic communities. The characteristic of diasporas, belonging to two cultures at the same
21



time due to displacement from one culture to another, makes them prime examples of cultural
hybridisation. They derive at the same time from two or more cultures and their journey reflects
not just the transnational movement but also the fact of movement across time, reflected in
memory of their ancestral cultural home, their experience of the journey and their lives in the

present abode.

1.1.3. Loss, Memory and Home

As the previous section mentions, the connection to an ancestral homeland is an inherent
characteristic of diaspora. Edward Said reflects on the sense of loss that plagues members of a
diaspora who have been uprooted from their ancestral homeland. His choice of word ‘exile’ in
the context of modern diasporas epitomises this sense of loss.

Exile is the unhealable rift forced between a human being and a native place, between self
and its true home. The essential sadness of the break can never be surmounted. It is true that
there are stories portraying exile as a condition that produces heroic, romantic, glorious,
even triumphant episodes in a person’s life. But these are no more than stories, efforts to
overcome the crippling sorrow of estrangement. The achievements of any exile are
permanently undermined by his or her sense of loss (1984: 49).

The insurmountable sense of loss, however, as Said also notes, is “transformed into a potent even
enriching motif of modern culture” (1984: 49) and the diasporic space, the ‘liminal space’
between cultures occupied by the displaced individual, becomes a space of creativity. Though
Said considers this as “belittl[ing]” (1984: 50) the pain and the trauma suffered by the diasporic
individual because of the loss of his ancestral home, others see it in a different light.

Salman Rushdie looks at the idea of cultural displacement from the perspective of an
author involved in the creative process. He talks of the problems involved in idolising the refuge
and security offered by the notion of an ancestral home, in his case India.

It may be that writers in my position, exiles or emigrants or expatriates, are haunted by
some sense of loss, some urge to reclaim, to look back, even at the risk of being mutated
into pillars of salt. But if we do look back, we must also do so in the knowledge — which
gives rise to profound uncertainties — that our physical alienation from India almost
inevitably means that we will not be capable of reclaiming precisely the thing that was lost;
that we will create fictions, not actual cities or villages, but invisible ones, imaginary
homelands, Indias of the minds (1992: 10).

There might be a sense of loss for the ancestral that burdens a diasporic individual that might

cause him to look back, according to Rushdie, but the awareness that this memory of this
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homeland is partial and fragmented is of acute importance. He uses the metaphor of a “broken
mirror” (1992: 11), elaborating what he means by imaginary homelands. It is the incompleteness
of the memories, their fragmented nature, that raise their emotional significance for him and urge
him to complete the fragments by imagining around them. With reference to his epic novel
Midnight’s Children (1981) he says,

| knew I had tapped a rich seam; but the point I want to make is that of course I’m not gifted
with total recall, it is precisely the partial nature of these memories, their fragmentation, that
made them so evocative for me. The shards of memory acquired greater status, greater
resonance, because they were remains; fragmentation made trivial things seem like symbols,
and the mundane acquired numinous qualities (1992: 11-12).

Though Rushdie’s perspective is quite clearly that of an author, his opinion on the relationship
the ancestral homeland has with the diasporic individual could be held true for all members of
the diaspora. The partiality of memory, and its higher emotional status precisely because of this
partial nature that for him offer creative inspiration, might function differently for others far
removed from their ancestral home and culture. Vijay Mishra explains this idea using the theory
Renata Sacecl explored in her work, The Spoils of Freedom.

Sacecl refers after Lacan, to fantasy as something that is predicated upon construction of
desire around a particularly traumatic event. The fantasy of homeland is then linked, in the
case of the diaspora, to a recollected moment when diasporic subjects feel they are
wrenched from their mother(father)land. This may be the traumatized ‘middle passage’ of
slave trade or the sailing ships (later steamships) of Indian indenture, but what the ‘real’
nature of disruption is not at issue here; what is clear is that the moment of ‘rupture’ is
transformed into a trauma around an absence that because it cannot be fully symbolized
becomes a part of the fantasy itself (1996: 423).

In juxtaposition with the fantastic memories of the past, the members of a diaspora are
confronted with the present, in both its physical and temporal manifestations, a reality of their
new abode, their new home. Brah talks of the changing meaning of home when it comes to

diaspora.

Where is home? On the one hand, ‘home’ is a mythic place of desire in the diasporic
imagination. In this sense, it is a place of no return, even if it is possible to visit the
geographical territory that is seen as the place of ‘origin’. On the other hand, home is also
the lived experience of a locality. Its sounds and smells, its heat and dust, balmy summer
evenings or the excitement of the first snowfall, shivering winter evenings, sombre grey
skies in the middle of the day [...] all this as mediated by historically specific everyday
social relations (1996: 192).
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She explains how other categories like social class, for instance, would make the definition of
home even more variable. However, in a more general sense she talks of the home being related
to a sense of “belonging” (1996: 192). “When does a location become home? What is the
difference between ‘feeling at home’ and staking claim to a place as one’s own?” (1996: 193).
Again, for her, it is the individual’s personal condition that is the deciding factor. She gives the
example of two Black British women of Jamaican origin who define ‘home’ differently. For one,
London qualifies as ‘home’ as she lives there. For the other, ‘home’ is Kingston, as she feels that
contemporary Britishness does not include Blackness (Brah, 1996:193). The category, diasporic
generation, also plays a significant role in the definition of home.
Clearly the relationship of the first generation to the place of migration is different from that
of subsequent generations, mediated as it is by the memories of what was recently left
behind and by the experiences of disruption and displacement as one tries to reorientate, to
form new social networks, and learns to negotiate new economic, political and cultural
realities (Brah, 1996: 194).

As a writer, the culture of his new abode is represented first and foremost in its language
for Salman Rushdie. He has no “option of rejecting English” (1992: 17) as this is the language of
his consciousness. Even his construction of his ‘imaginary homeland’ is in English. He uses the
concept of “translation” to describe this process. “The word ‘translation’ comes etymologically,
from the Latin for ‘bearing across’. Having been borne across the world, we are translated men”
(Rushdie, 1992: 17). The meaning of ‘home’ for him lies in the process, the translation.
Rushdie’s being ‘borne across’ is not dissimilar to the concept of ‘routes’ rather than ‘roots’ that
James Clifford’s title for his book Routes (1997), which also deals with diasporas, emphasizes.
This fluid notion of home signals the “multi-locationality across geographical, cultural and
psychic boundaries”. It, however, does not inhibit the fact that “[diasporic] groups do not feel
anchored in the place of settlement” (Brah, 1996: 194). In contrast to the premise that ‘home” is
congruent with ‘roots’, reflected in Norman Tebbit’s ‘cricket test’ (designed to check the
allegiance that British South Asians might feel towards their new abode in the event of a cricket
match between England and a South Asian country) (Brah, 1996: 194-195), the idea of ‘routes’
or ‘translation’ as home allows for plurality and heterogeneity because of the emphasis on the
multiple places and journeys. It includes the conceptualisation of what Salman Rusdhie calls the
“ambiguous and shifting ground” (1992: 15) or Homi Bhabha’s “liminal space” (I, 1994: 5),

referring to the diasporic space where cultural hybridity is the norm.
24



I am speaking now of all of us who emigrated [...] and | suspect that there are times when
the move seems wrong to us all, when we seem, to ourselves, post-lapsarian men and
women. We are Hindus who have crossed the black water; we are Muslims who eat pork.
And as a result — as my use of the Christian notion of the Fall indicates — we are now partly
of the West. Our identity is at once plural and partial. Sometimes we feel that we straddle
two cultures; at other times, that we fall between two stools (Rushdie, 1992: 15).

1.1.4. Identities: Between Autonomy and Context

In order to understand the specifics of diasporic identities, it is important first to probe what has
been and what is understood as identity, how is it constructed, and most importantly what, if any,
roles individuals play in order to determine them, or is context the most significant factor when
defining the Self. These questions are dealt with in an understanding of identities from the field
of cultural studies which combines insights from fields like psychoanalysis, discourse analysis
and poststructuralism.

Identity or definition of the subject and its subjectivity has been an age old problematic,
dealt with by philosophers and theoreticians. The noted philosopher of the age of Enlightenment,
Descartes, declares: “I think therefore 1 am” (as quoted in: Ashcroft, Griffiths, Tiffin, 1998: 220).
The statement emphasizes the autonomy of the individual and his/her freedom from any kind of
context in construction of his/her subject in the definition of his/her ‘I’. This “Cartesian
individualism” (Ashcroft, Griffiths, Tiffin, 1998: 220) signals the break from the infinite power
of the divine over the human, one of the most significant premises of Enlightenment. Centred on
this line of thought is also the debate on subject-object distinction that occupies much of
philosophy (Ashcroft, Griffiths, Tiffin, 1998: 220).

Only much later does a significant change take place in the conceptualisation of the Self,
with Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud. While Freud reveals the unconscious as a factor
determining the subjectivity of an individual, Marx looks at the context — the economic
structures that govern capitalist society. “It is not the consciousness of men that determines their
being, but on the contrary, their social being that determines their consciousness” (as quoted in:
Ashcroft, Griffiths, Tiffin, 1998: 220). The power of defining the Self is taken away from the
individual and placed entirely in the hands of the capitalist context (Ashcroft, Griffiths, Tiffin,
1998: 220).

Marx’s claim is further developed by Louis Althusser who notes that individuals from the

moment of their birth are surrounded by ideologies. He defines ideology as “a representation of
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the imaginary relationship of individuals to their real conditions of existence® (1984: 36). These
ideologies are reflected through the individual’s parents and relatives, his/her school, or other
institutions which largely make up the context in which identity is constructed. The familiarity
that these ideologies offer leads to an individual’s identification with them. Althusser’s
“interpellation” describes the actual process by which identities are formed. “All ideology hails
or interpellates concrete individuals as concrete subjects” (1984: 47). Making a distinction
between individuals and subjects, he gives an example to explain how identity (subject) is
constructed.

| have called interpellation or hailing, and which can be imagined along the lines of the most

commonplace everyday police (or other) hailing. ‘Hey, you there!”’

Assuming that the theoretical scene | have imagined takes place in the street, the hailed
individual will turn around. By this mere one-hundred-and-eighty-degree physical
conversion he becomes a subject (1984: 48).

It is the process of recognition on the hailing by ISAs (ldeological State Apparatus) that
Althusser stresses is most significant in the formation of identity. This aspect of recognition
marginally acknowledges the autonomy of an individual in spite of the immense power that
ideologies have in the construction of identity.

Recognition is also central to the construction of identity in Jacques Lacan’s theory of
psychoanalysis. Recognising the Self (the fragmented experience of the infant subject) as
different from the Other (the Image or “Imago” the “Ideal I” — a complete/composite Self), i.e.
the reflection in the mirror, is the first stage of identity formation — the mirror stage/the
imaginary order. The process of recognition constructed across a lack derived from a desire of
the fragmented Self for the composite Other, is what Lacan calls “misrecognition” (2006: 80).
Following the mirror stage, the individual’s entry into language (which coincides with its
recognition of its gender) marks the symbolic order. Language is pre-given according to Lacan,
and ruled by laws and conventions available to individuals to articulate their identity with.
Identity of the subject, though beginning to form already in the mirror phase, reaches its
completion in the symbolic phase by means of articulation within the norms of language.
Language, however, is inadequate, as the signifiers never completely capture the signifieds’

® Althusser notes that ideologies do not confirm the real; they are constructs that allude to the real. They are
constructs upheld by institutions like school, police, legal systems — the “ldeological State Apparatus” — and do not
correspond to real conditions of existence (1984, 36-39).
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totality. Similar to the lack in the mirror phase (between the fragmented Self and the composite
Image), the pre-given language constructs meaning across a lack. Articulation therefore follows
the principle, initiated in the mirror phase, of recognising difference between the Self and the
Other. Identity is always therefore constructed in relation to the Other, and due to the
development of the individual, it is an ongoing process (Lacan, 2006: 75-81).

For Michel Foucault it is the discourse that takes on the role of the pre-existing context
that determines identity. Discourses are systems of knowledge produced by institutions that exert
power and determine what is allowed as opposed to not allowed, true as opposed to false. More
so than language or ideology, ‘discourse’, because it talks of knowledge and ‘truths’, is invested
with much more power (Ashcroft, Griffiths, Tiffin, 1998: 224). Identities, according to Foucault,
are produced within these all encompassing systems of knowledge and by them. In his essay,
What Is an Author? he argues how the figure of an author as a creator of meaning in the form of
a text is but a product of the discourse with an organisational function.

[T]he author is not an indefinite source of significations that fill a work; the author does not
precede the works; he is a certain functional principle by which in our culture, one limits,
excludes, and chooses; in short, by which one impedes the free circulation, the free
manipulation, the free composition, decomposition, and the recomposition of fiction
(Foucault, 2000: 221).
The author is denied originality in his creative power, because all the language and knowledge
he operates within is discursively pre-determined. Similarly, the subject is denied of any
autonomy and is considered essentially a “variable and complex function of discourse”
(Foucault, 2000: 221).

For the poststructuralist, deconstructionist scholar, Jacques Derrida, it is the constant
process of deferral and difference (“differénce”) in texts that makes the production of meaning a
continuum. The first ‘deferral’ implies that words as signifiers can never fully represent their
signified, inducing a gap that requires other words to fill it. But these words in turn create further
gaps making the production of meaning an endless process with no fixed end.

The sign is usually said to be put in the place of the thing itself, the present thing, ‘thing’
here standing equally for meaning or referent. The sign represents the presence in its
absence. It takes the place of the present. When we cannot grasp or show the thing, state the
present, the being present, when the present cannot be represented, we signify, we go
through the detour of the sign. We take or give signs. We signal. The sign, in this sense, is
deferred presence [T]he circulation of signs defers the moment in which we can encounter
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the thing itself, make it ours, consume or expend it, touch it, see it, intuit its presence

(Derrida, 1982 : 9).
Difference refers to the binaries on which language is based, as Swiss linguist Ferdinand de
Saussure argues. If identity construction is considered the production of meaning of an
individual, then Derrida’s concept of “differénce” emphasizes the aspects of dynamicity, non-
fixedness and ambiguity of identity, by unveiling its limitless non-precise nature. It, however,
also shows the pitfalls of binaries (embedded in words), which are assumed to be fixed in
traditional processes of identity construction (processes of Othering), as, due to the process of
deferral, gaps always exist, and meanings are prone to be incomplete (Brah, 1996: 245).

Combining poststructuralist, discursive, ideological approaches to identity, Stuart Hall’s
definition of identity recognises the autonomy of the individual as well as the impact of the
discourse which surrounds the individual.

I use ‘identity’ to refer to the meeting point, the point of suture, between on the one hand
the discourses and practises which attempt to ‘interpellate’, speak to us or hail us into place
as subjects of social discourses, and on the other hand, the processes which produce
subjectivities, which construct us as subjects which can be ‘spoken’. ldentities are thus
points of temporary attachment to subject positions that discursive practices construct for us
(WNI, 1996: 5-6; italics in original).
Living in society, with contexts determined by discourse, ideologies and languages, individuals
are called forth in Althusser’s way to take up/respond to subject positions. But Hall emphasizes
the incomplete, non-fixed nature of the subject position (following Derrida’s notion of
differénce) and the need for active articulation on the part of the individual to “effective[ly]
suture” (Hall, WNI, 1996: 6) in the knowledge that a gap exists between his individual
subjectivity and the given subject position.

The process entails an “overdetermined closure” which tries to overcome/bridge over
what it “lacks” (Hall, WNI, 1996: 5). Homi Bhabha also describes this process in his essay,
Interrogating Identity. “Finally the question of identification is never an affirmation of a pre-
given identity, never a self-fulfilling prophecy — it is always a production of an image of identity
and the transformation of the subject in assuming that image” (1994: 64).

The “transformation” that Bhabha talks of is similar to the process of “suturing” that Hall
talks of. These moments of suturing or transformation, in the knowledge of the incongruencies
that are bridged over, reveal the partial autonomy of the individual in identity construction.
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Identities are, as it were, the positions which the subject is obliged to take up while always
‘knowing’ (the language of consciousness here betrays us) that they are representations, that
representation is always constructed across a ‘lack’, across a division, from the place of the
Other, and thus can never be adequate — identical — to the subject processes invested in them
(Hall, WNI, 1996: 6).

Hall locates the process of identity construction firmly in the field of re-presentation, the gap or

the incongruency ensuring the divergence from reality.

1.1.5. Identity as Performance
In her extensive work on feminist thoughts and practices, Judith Butler talks of performative acts
that constitute gender identity.
[Gender] identity [is] tenuously constituted over time — an identity instituted through
stylized repetitions of acts. Further, it is constituted through the stylization of the body, and
hence must be understood in the mundane way in which bodily gestures, movements and
enactments of various kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self (2006: 61).
For her, discourses over time have created prescriptive gender roles that are re-enacted over and
again to “produce identity along the culturally intelligible grids of an idealized and compulsory
heterosexuality” (Butler, 1999: 176). So in Hall’s understanding, if an individual were to be
hailed by the gender discourse, certain prescriptive normative roles or enactments (subject
positions) would be pre-given by the means of which individual’s gender identity would have to
be articulated. This could also be extrapolated to other discourses individuals might be hailed
by, discourses of ethnicity, age, culture, social class etc. For instance, with regard to age: the
popular reprimand ‘act your age’ refers to the normative enactment that the pre-given age role
entails.

At first glance, it may seem that the autonomy of the subject is completely lost in the pre-
given, prescriptive roles that discourses construct for individuals and hail them into. But Hall
lays emphasis on “articulation” of subjectivity by the individual in response to the hail that leads
to suturing or identity construction.

The notion [of] an effective suturing of a subject to a subject position requires, not only
that the subject be ‘hailed’ but that the subject invests in the position, means that suturing
has to be thought of as an articulation, rather than a one sided process (WNI, 1996: 6; italics
in original; bold my emphasis).
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The use of the word ‘invest’ in Hall’s argument underlines the autonomy of the subject and leads
to the possibility of agency. It reflects the fact, as noted earlier, that the subject actively has to
‘invest’ or do something to bridge the gap or close the incongruency that lies between reality or
‘actual subjectivity’ and its representation — ‘identity’. By investment Hall means “arbitrary
closure” or putting an end to the endless process of ‘deferral’ (Derrida’s concept) that produces
the incongruence. This understanding of investment on the part of the subject as putting an end
to an “endless: the infinite semiosis of meaning” is a reflection of autonomy (Hall, MS, 1996:
117). The moment of closure is produced through articulation. Maybe the terms of, and for,
articulation (the roles) are pre-given and totally controlled by the discourse, but the actual
articulation (performance) is an autonomous act.

Furthermore, if one sees the individual’s process of articulation or performance as
imitating  a certain discursively pre-given role in lieu of bridging over the gap, then it opens up
possibilities of understanding the individual’s autonomy as having agency beyond the all-
encompassing power of the discourse that sets norms and hegemonies.

Butler underlines the immense subversive potential that performance could entail. She
exemplifies this through drag that does not fit into any pre-given gender roles based on a
normative heterosexual premise.

The notion of an original or primary gender identity is often parodied within the cultural
practices of drag, cross-dressing, and the sexual stylization of butch/femme identities.
Within feminist theory, such parodic identities have been understood to be either degrading
to women, in the case of drag and cross-dressing, or an uncritical appropriation of sex-role
stereotyping from within the practice of heterosexuality, especially in the case of
butch/femme lesbian identities. But the relation between the “imitation” and the “original”
is, | think, more complicated than that critique generally allows. [...]The performance of the
drag plays upon the distinction between the anatomy of the performer [sex/subjectivity] and
the gender [role] that is being performed. [...] As much as a drag creates a unified picture of
a “woman” (what its critics often oppose), it reveals the distinctness of those aspects of
gendered experience which are falsely naturalized as a unity through the regulatory fiction
of heterosexual coherence. In imitating gender, drag implicitly reveals the imitative
structure of gender itself — as well as its contingency (1999: 175; italics in original).

" The idea of imitation is one that Homi Bhabha also makes a point of in his essay Of Mimicry and Men: The
Ambivalence of the Colonial Discourse (1994: 121-131).Working on a similar principle mimicry produces
ambivalence, and exposes the fault lines of the colonial discourse. Bhabha’s concept of ambivalence has been
looked at in detail in a further section entitled ‘Intra-Cultural Ambivalence’.
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Applying Butler’s understanding of imitation to discourses other than gender which hail
the subject, it could be said that autonomous imitation or performance of a certain normative pre-
given role, knowing that it differs from ‘actual” subjectivity, is an act of agency. The recognition
of the fact that roles or the subject positions are imitable allows space for play and parody. It
questions the claim of discursive subject positions, positions that individuals are hailed to
occupy, as being ‘natural’ or ‘authentic’, and deconstructs their hegemonic and normative status.
Identity, if understood as performance, includes the possibility of subversion of discursive power
and authority. Frantz Fanon uses the colonial discourse to exemplify this idea of agency. For
him, it is the recognition of colonialism as a discourse that tries to produce fixed stable identities
that provides for agency. Recognising that the colonised subject is a role that calls for
performance offers the possibility of contestation. In his book Black Skin White Masks he
concludes his exploration of the psychology of colonialism, reflecting on agency of the colonised
subject. In spite of the immense nature of the oppression of the colonial discourse that has seeped
so deep into the psyche of the Black man so that he develops an inherent “inferiority complex”
(Fanon, 2008: 3), contestation is possible.

There should be no attempt to fixate man, since it is his destiny to be unleashed.

The destiny of History determines none of my acts.

| am my own foundation.

And it is by going beyond the historical and instrumental given that I initiate my cycle of
freedom (Fanon, 2008: 205).

1.1.6. From Individual to Group: Heterogeneous Diasporic Identities

Stuart Hall’s definition of identity, citied previously, stresses the aspect of difference in the
process of identity construction. It recognises not only the existence of multiple subject positions
that discourses “hail” individuals to occupy, but also the gap between the subjectivity of the
individual and the subject position which needs closure to effectively produce identities.
Amartya Sen explains these multiple subject positions as various categories that serve to define
the meaning of the Self, gender, sexuality, age, social class, religion and cultural memory among
them (2006: 5-6). With these and many other categories, which help individuals define the Self
and thereby play a role in the articulation of identities of an individual, any conception of a group
of individuals (a collective) consists of varying individual identities. To offer a very simplified

example, a British South Asian male has a different identity from a British South Asian female,
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or a British South Asian teenager has a different identity from his/her parents, or a British South
Asian Muslim is different from a British South Asian Hindu or Sikh. Hence there are diverse
identities in the group of individuals called British South Asians. Salman Rushdie gives a more
specific example of the heterogeneous identities of a very specific group of people — writers of
Indian origin in Britain.

This word ‘Indian’ is getting to be a pretty scattered concept. Indian writers in England
include political exiles, first generation migrants, affluent expatriates whose residence here
is frequently temporary, naturalized Britons and people born here who may have never laid
eyes on the subcontinent (1992: 17).

Stuart Hall exposes essentialised constructions of group identities. In his essay, New
Ethnicities, he explains with regard to Black Britons, a term that has been used to designate

British Afro-Caribbeans, British Africans and British South Asians:®

What is at issue here is the recognition of the extraordinary diversity of subjective positions,
social experiences and cultural identities which compose the category ‘black’; that is, the
recognition that ‘black’ is essentially a politically and culturally constructed category,
which cannot be grounded in a set of fixed transcultural or transcendental racial categories
and which therefore has no guarantees in Nature. What this brings into play is the
recognition of the immense diversity and differentiation of the historical and cultural
experience of black subjects (NE, 1996: 166; italics in original).

Diasporas, because of their cultural hybridity, their position as “Culture’s-In Between”
(Bhabha, 1996: 53) could be considered as examples par excellence of such varied and diverse
identities. For Homi Bhabha, “the importance of hybridity is not to be able to trace two original
moments from which the third emerges, rather hybridity to me is the ‘third space’ which enables
other positions to emerge” (1990: 211; my emphasis). The range of diversity in subject positions
that the third space enables because of cultural hybridity questions essentialised notions of group
identities. Avatar Brah notes:

[Diasporic journeys] are embarked upon, lived and re-lived through multiple modalities, for
example of gender, ‘race’, class, religion, language and generation. As such all diasporas are
differentiated, heterogeneous, contested spaces, even as they are implicated in the
construction of a common ‘we’ (1996: 184).

& According to Brah this kind of essentialism is strategic in nature. “In their need to create new political identities,
dominated groups will often appeal to bonds of common cultural experience in order to mobilize their constituency
[...] This will remain problematic if a challenge to one form of oppression leads to the reinforcement of another”
(1996: 127).
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It is here that the question arises - how do these differing individual identities relate to
one another in a group, “in the construction of a common ‘we’” (Brah, 1996: 184). Why are
some identities (for example women vs. men in a specific cultural group) marginalised, others

more powerful?

1.1.7. Intra-Cultural Ambivalence

As discussed in the previous section, diasporic identities are diverse and heterogeneous. Not only
does each diasporic individual have multiple subject positions that make his identity
multifaceted, but the differing subject positions of various diasporic individuals in a group make
the conception of diasporic identities as a singular entity impossible. For instance, Individual A,
a British South Asian, defines his identity in terms of his religion — Hindu, his class or profession
— factory worker, his gender — male, his age — 60 yrs, his cultural memory — first-hand
experience of the partition of India and Pakistan, followed by immigration to Britain, and the
experience of racism, his sexuality — heterosexual, and his ethnicity — South Asian. In contrast
Individual B, also British South Asian, defines her identity in terms of her gender — female, age —
20 yrs, profession — medical student, affluent family background, ethnicity — South Asian,
cultural memory — family narratives of immigration but no first-hand experience and sexuality —
homosexual. When compared, Individual A and Individual B share many similarities. Yet in
other aspects that determine their respective identities, they have stark differences. In fact,
religion plays a role in the Individual A’s self definition, whereas it does not have any impact on
Individual B’s. Certainly, depending on the discourse they are located in, their identities
emphasize one subject position rather than another. There are however some overlaps in the
example above, namely ethnicity. When ‘called forth’ by discourses on ethnicity, both regard
themselves as South Asians. This highly simplified example illustrates how there could be
overlaps that might lead to affiliations amongst members of a diasporic group; however it also
highlights the differences that would invariably be present. Such overlap can occur to varying
degrees, leading to stronger or weaker affiliations. Differences, however, will always exist. The
play between similarity from overlaps and differences is a constant feature with regard to groups

made up of heterogeneous members, like a diasporic group. The differences might even prove to
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be extremes, making diasporic identities ambivalent.” Ambivalence does not allow a unified,
singular conception of meaning. Diasporic identities are indeed ambivalent through the presence
of similarities and differences. Recognition and representation of this ambivalence generated
through the multifaceted nature and heterogeneity of diasporic identities has immense
implications for essentialising authorities and therefore their unifying agenda.

Homi Bhabha uses the complex relationship between the Colonised and the Coloniser
within the power play of the colonial discourse to explain how ambivalence works in
undermining colonial authority. In his essay, Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of the
Colonial Discourse, Bhabha describes the term mimicry as the “desire for a reformed
recognizable Other, as a subject of a difference that is almost the same, but not quite” (1994:
122). According to Bhabha, the Coloniser needs the Colonised to be similar to himself but still
different. The greater the similarity between them, the more recognisably profound the difference
is. Following a post-Enlightenment Western European project of humanism, the Colonised is
human enough to be the native that needs to be taught and can be taught Western ways of life.
But the process of learning can never render it the same or equal to the Coloniser. A concrete
example of this can be seen in Macaulay’s Minute on Indian Education, where he talks of
cultivating “a class of [...] Indians in blood and colour but English in taste, in opinions, in morals
and in intellect” (Macaulay, 2003). Macaulay’s statement illustrates the desire of the reformed
Indians who might speak English and think English or even feel English, but look different due
to their ‘race’ (Macaulay, 2003). This class of Indian, educated in English, that was meant to be
the link between the British rulers and the Indian masses, was similar to the British rulers, but
not similar enough to be equal. They are “Anglicized” but not “English” (Bhabha, MM, 1994:
128). It is through the strategy of mimicry that the ambivalence of the colonial discourse is
exposed, according to Homi Bhabha.

The discourse of mimicry is constructed around an ambivalence; in order to be effective,
mimicry must continually produce its slippage, its excess, its difference. The authority of
that mode of colonial discourse that | have called mimicry is therefore stricken by an
indeterminacy: mimicry emerges as the representation of a difference that itself a process of
disavowal (MM, 1994: 122).

° The Oxford English Dictionary defines ambivalence as: “The coexistence in one person of contradictory emotions
or attitudes (as love and hatred) towards a person or a thing”.
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Bhabha’s term ‘slippage’ describes the moment of difference that does not allow the Colonised
to be exactly the same as the Coloniser. The exercise of colonial power and authority rests on
recreating “partial” (MM, 1994: 123) colonised subjects through a juxtaposition of contrary
stances that negate each other. According to Bhabha, it is this slippage that is a moment that
could produce “mockery, where the reforming, civilizing mission is threatened by the displacing
gaze of its disciplinary double” (MM, 1994: 123). To elaborate his idea, he gives the example of
“Locke’s Second Treatise which splits to reveal the limitations of liberty in his double use of the
word ‘slave’: first simply descriptively as the locus of legitimate form of ownership, then as a
trope for an intolerable, illegitimate, exercise of power” (MM, 1994: 123; italics in original). The
play between the similarity and difference then produces a “menace” that could, ironically,
undermine colonial authority. “It mocks its power, that power which supposedly makes it
imitable” (Bhabha, MM, 1994: 125). It exposes the loopholes inherent to colonial authority and
undermines it in the process.

Though Bhabha talks of the significance of ambivalence in very specific context, i.e. the
colonial discourse and the relationship between the Coloniser and the Colonised, the central idea
of his thesis is the play between similarity and difference (in this case produced by mimicry). For
him it is the Colonised’s similarity to the Coloniser that undermines colonial authority based on
difference.

If the idea of the play between similarity and difference were to be extrapolated to the
situation of the interaction amongst individual diasporic identities, then each identity with its
multiple facets might be similar and yet different from other identities in the diasporic group.
Continuous ‘slippage’ is thereby produced due to varying degrees of overlaps and affiliations
between members of a diasporic group. Slippage in this context becomes the difference that does
not overlap and lead to affiliations amongst individual diasporic identities. Unlike the case of
colonial authority, where the issue of similarity to the Coloniser was menacing, here it is the
difference that becomes the problem. Any authority that tries to produce a composite, unified and
essentialised identity of a diasporic group must hegemonically defer internal difference. This
authority may or may not originate from inside the group. For instance, in the case of post-9/11
discourses on Islam, the acts of terror perpetrated in the name of Islam reveal the conception of
Islamic culture as a unified monolithic culture by some members of the religious group. On the

other hand, the rampant implications of anti-terror legislation in Britain signifies the authority
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from outside the group that overlooks the differences between individual Muslim identities. Both
produce and nurture hegemonies with regard to diverse Islamic cultures.

Recognising the ‘slippage’ between the individual identities, and the ambivalence it leads
to, is then a ‘mocking’ of the unified, essentialised conception of identity, a powerful tool to
undermine traditional authority-driven ways of looking at identity. Intra-cultural ambivalence is
therefore an important factor in the study of cultural identities and diasporic identities. It
highlights the differentiated nature of these identities and questions through moments of slippage
the hegemonic conception of a unified diasporic culture and its members as a monadic entity. It
questions the singularity of a British South Asian culture or of a British South Asian diasporic

identity, or in the post-9/11 and 7/7 context, the singularity of a British Muslim identity.

1.2. Representation
Integral to Stuart Hall’s understanding of identities is the concept of representation. It is by the
way of representation that an individual makes sense of his or her self and surroundings. The
process involves making connections from an object or person which an individual sees, or an
emotion that an individual feels, to the concepts that are in the brain to give meaning through
language to these and make them communicable. Hall defines it as follows:
Representation is the production of meaning of the concepts in our mind through language.
It is the link between concepts and language which enables us to refer to either the ‘real’
world of objects, people or events, or indeed to imaginary worlds of fictional objects, people
and events (1997: 17; italics in original).

Representation is a two step process consisting of two “systems of representation”. The
first involves relating the experienced in the real or the imaginary world to a concept in the brain.
This process also entails making connections or telling apart differences between the
experienced, and ‘“organising, clustering, arranging and classifying concepts” based on
similarities and differences to form a “conceptual map” (Hall 1997:17). Conceptual maps depend
on culture. Individuals belonging to the same culture are likely to have similar conceptual maps
as “[they] are able to build up a shared culture of meanings and thus construct a social world
[they] inhabit together” (Hall, 1997: 18). The conceptual maps, however, are present in the brain
of individuals — “mental representations” (Hall, 1997: 18; italics in original) — and need another

step to make them communicable to other individuals. Here, language comes into play.
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Language in the form of words (and audio-visual language in the form of sounds and images)
consists of signs that refer to mental concepts. Language is the system through which meaning is
produced and shared (Hall, 1997: 18-19).

With respect to visual language, where images are the signs (iconic signs), the image
looks like the ‘real’ object that it refers to, where as linguistic signs (indexical signs) on the other
hand are abstractions and therefore “arbitrary”’, made up of a combination of random letters of an
alphabet that produces a random sound. However, both are signs as they refer to the real thing
(Hall, 1997: 20-21).

1.2.1. The Construction of Meaning: Representation, Language and Culture.

As discussed in the previous section, language consists of random and arbitrary signs. The
question then arises, how do these arbitrary signs get meaning — a meaning that is shared through
people of the same culture and language. Stuart Hall explains:

The meaning is not in the object or person or thing, nor is it in the word. It is we who fix
meaning so firmly that, after a while, it comes to seem natural and inevitable. The meaning
is constructed by the system of representation. It is constructed and fixed by the code, which
sets up the correlation between our conceptual system and our language system, in such a
way that, every time we think of a tree, the code tells us to use the English word TREE, or
the French word ARBRE. The code tells us that, in our culture — that is in our conceptual
and language codes — the concept ‘tree’ is represented by the letters T, R, E, E, arranged in a
certain sequence (Hall, 1997: 21; italics in original).
Culture then implies not just the sharing of conceptual and language systems but also the sharing
of codes that form the connection between the two systems and fix meanings. They form the
bridge between signs and concepts and render communication meaningful. Whether it is
listening or reading, they are critical in the process of understanding and in conveying meaning
by speaking or writing. The fixing of meaning in codes is a “result of social conventions” (Hall,
1997: 22). A group of people sharing a certain conceptual system and a language “over time, and
without conscious decision or choice, come to an unwritten agreement, a sort of unwritten
cultural covenant that, in their [language], certain signs will stand for or represent certain
concepts” (Hall 1997: 22). By learning this system of codes individuals become “culturally
competent” and learn to make sense of themselves, their surroundings and the relationship

between the two (Hall, 1997: 22). Codes, however, are culturally specific and not universal or

natural, they are produced through some kind of consensus based on social conventions and
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therefore “meaning does not inhere in things, in the world. It is constructed, produced. It is a
result of a signifying practice — a practice that produces meaning, that makes things mean” (Hall,
1997: 24; italics in original).

1.2.2. Theories of Representation

The concept of representation can be looked at in different ways. Reflective or mimetic
approaches can be used to explain the relationship between reality and its representation
emphasizing the closeness of the two. As a mirror reflects an object, similarly language, the
means of representation, is said to reflect reality. Particularly, in the case of visual language, the
image might be actually very close to the ‘real’ thing, however, it is still a sign. It is a two
dimensional representation of the ‘real’ thing. But what happens in the case of fantasy, where the
‘real’ is replaced by the ‘imaginary’? The imaginary also finds representation through language,
for instance, in science fiction films and literature, where the imaginary is explored through the
means of visual and linguistic signs respectively.

A second approach to representation is called the intentional. “It holds that it is the
speaker, the author, who imposes his or her unique meaning on the word through language.
Words mean what the author intends them to mean” (Hall, 1997: 25). This approach, however,
excludes the understanding of language as a means of communication based on a shared fixing
of meanings in codes. It looks at representation as an arbitrary choice solely dependent on the
individual (Hall, 1997: 25).%°

The constructionist or the constructive approach is the third significant way of
understanding the relationship between representation and reality. It emphasizes the social nature
of language, and shared meanings of concepts that a culture has. It sees representation as a
symbolic construction of meaning.

Constructivists do not deny the existence of the material world. However, it is not the
material world [‘reality’] which conveys meaning: it is language system or whatever system
we are using to represent our concepts. It is social actors who use conceptual systems of
their culture and the linguistic and other representational systems to construct meaning, to
make the world meaningful and to communicate about the world meaningfully to others
(Hall, 1997: 25).

19If construction of identity is looked at the process of representing the Self (making intelligible what the Self
means) then the intentional approach implies a completely autonomous construction of identity, like that in the case
of the Cartesian subject.

38



The process of communication is based on using symbols to “stand for” or signify certain
concepts (Hall, 1997:25).

Hall illustrates the complex process of signification through the example of traffic lights.
He explains that the light (the real thing itself) is sensed by humans in different colours (concept)
by the means of which we classify them and name them through an ‘arbitrary’ word — red, amber
and green (signs). The code in the context of the traffic lights then becomes: red — stop, amber —
get ready and green — go. The codes can vary, however, in different contexts (even inside a
culture). Red in the context of politics stands, for instance, for communism/ far left and green in
the same context for environmentalism. As the signs are arbitrary the choice of colours used in a
traffic light are also arbitrary according to constructionists (Hall, 1997: 26-27). “This is because
what signifies is not the colours themselves but (a) the fact that they are different and can be
distinguished from one another; (b) the fact that they are organized into a particular sequence”
(1997: 27). The process of signification, therefore, following the constructionist approach lies in
the fact that there is a difference between red and green. The recognition of this difference makes
the production of meaning “relational” (Hall, 1997: 27). It is because of the relation that red is

not green that the meaning of red as stop is comprehensible (Hall, 1997: 27).

1.2.3. The Constructionist Approach to Representation: Structuralism and Semiotics
The constructionist approach to representation can be seen in the approach of Swiss scholar
Ferdinand de Saussure to linguistics (Hall, 1997: 30). Saussure’s theory of linguistics regards
“language as a system of signs” (Culler, 1976: 19). He breaks up the concept of the sign into two
components - signifiers for language and words and signifieds for mental concepts. Signs, then,
are understood as the relationship between the signifieds and the signifiers, a relationship that is
rooted in codes which are culturally fixed. The sign is the representational relationship between
the signifieds and the signifiers and, as the constructionists understand it, is arbitrary in nature.
“There is no natural or inevitable link between the signifier and the signified [Signs] are
members of a system and are defined by their relations to other members of that system” (Culler,
1976: 24).

Like in Hall’s example of the traffic light to explain the constructionist approach,
difference plays a key role for Saussure in the process of meaning production. Based on this
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difference Saussure argues that language (signifiers) is organised into a system of binaries.
Meaning then, produced through the process of signification, rests upon “the differences between
signifiers” (Hall, 1997: 32).

Saussure’s theory on language also says that though meanings are fixed through social

and cultural codes, these are not fixed permanently, and are prone to change.
Words [signifiers] shift their meanings. The concepts (signifieds) to which they refer also
change, historically, and every shift alters the conceptual map of the culture, leading
different cultures at different historical moments to classify and think about the world
differently (Hall, 1997: 32).
Jonathan Culler explains further: “Because it is arbitrary, the sign is totally subject to history,
and the combination at the particular moment of a given signifier and signified is a contingent
result of historical process” (1976: 36).

In spite of the recognition that meaning is historical, not permanent and prone to change
Saussure concentrates on the state of language at a given historical moment. However, by
recognising the possibility that meanings of signifiers can change and language is a dynamically
developing entity, the process of representation is open to “constant ‘play’ or slippage of
meaning to constant production of new meanings, new interpretations” (Hall, 1997: 32).

Saussure’s approach to linguistics is taken a step further to culture and cultural practices
by Roland Barthes. Barthes argues in his collection of essays, Mythologies, that culture can be
read in ways similar to what Saussure suggests for language, as composed of signs which
communicate meaning. He takes the example of a wrestling match and analyses the bodies’
gestures and actions between the opponents as signs carrying meanings which can be read much
like in theatre. The wrestling match as a cultural practice becomes a text worthy of interpretation
(WW, 1972: 15-25). Barthes approach, known as semiotics, understands not just “words and
images but objects” as signifiers (Hall, 1997: 37). Stuart Hall explains this with the example of
clothes. How an individual dresses, for instance, can be read and interpreted as referring to
concepts like “elegance”, “formality”, “casualness” etc. (1997: 37).

In his book, Elements of Semiology (1967), Barthes explains how this signification
actually works by breaking up the sign and production of meaning into processes of denotation
and connotation. The first denotation refers to the descriptive level in the production of meaning.

To expand the example of clothes as signs, which Hall suggests: for an individual wearing jeans
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and a t-shirt, the denotative meaning would be jeans and t-shirt, a meaning which cannot be
readily disputed. However, the meaning produced through implication is another matter. Clothes
- jeans and t-shirt - could come refer to concepts (signifieds) like casualness, opening up a whole
new spectrum called connotation. The level of connotation is based on interpretation and
contextualisation. It is not just a matter of reading but reading signs actively, interpreting them as
carriers of meaning “in the wider realm of social ideology — the general beliefs, conceptual
frameworks and value systems of society” (Hall, 1997: 38-39).
In Myth Today Barthes explains how the connotative meaning or myth is generated.

[M]yth is a peculiar system, in which, in that it is constructed from a semiological chain
which existed before it: it is a second order semiological system. That which is a sign
(namely the associative complex of a concept and an image) becomes a mere signifier in the
second (1972: 114).
Returning to the example of clothes, if the image is an individual wearing jeans and t-shirt, the
sign - jeans and t-shirt — the denotative meaning, goes on to become the a signifier for production
of further meaning on the connotative level or myth - casualness, for instance. Casualness could
further be looked at as a sign and interpreted further.

It can be seen that in myth there are two semiological systems, one of which is staggered in
relation to another: a linguistic system, the language (or the modes of representation which
are assimilated to it), which 1 shall call language-object, because it is the language which
myth gets hold of in order to build its own system; and myth itself which I shall call meta-
language, because it is a second language in which one speaks about the first (Barthes, MT,
1972: 115).

1.2.4. From Signs to Narratives of Culture: From Meaning to Knowledge

Understanding single words, images, acts or objects as signs that, through their representative
function and interpretive capacity, generate meaning, is emphasized in the semiotic and
structuralist approaches. The fact that signs do not exist singularly in the process of meaning
production, but always in groups, in larger conglomerations, is recognised by Jacques Derrida.
As previously noted, his theory on ‘differénce’ states that meaning production is never a
completed process. The binary system of signs that Saussure advocates is not capable of fully
producing meaning. One sign is never enough to generate complete meaning, and other signs
need to be added in an attempt to create meaning. Derrida calls this ‘deferral’ - the indefinite and

continuous postponement of completion or finality of meaning through continuous addition of
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signs, which in turn need more signs (1982: 9). A group of signs hence will need more signs, and
a single narrative more, in a never ending process to produce meaning. Derrida’s understanding
links meaning production firstly, to larger cultural entities, i.e. narratives (here, meant as group
of signs) and emphasizes the non-fixedness or the dynamicity of meaning. However, history
reveals that meanings have been fixed and naturalised as knowledge.

[In a culture, meaning often depends on larger units of analysis- narratives, statements,
groups of images, whole discourses which operate across a variety of texts, areas of
knowledge about a subject which have acquired wide spread authority [...] Representation
[then can be viewed as] as a source for production of social knowledge — a more open
system, connected in intimate ways with social practices and questions of power (Hall,
1997: 42; italics in original).

The production of knowledge as discourse, with some individuals having more power than others
in determining what this knowledge is, has been the central focus of Michel Foucault’s work.

According to Hall, discourse as understood by Foucault is a set of norms that regulate the
way individuals perceive and talk about the world. It is the process by which meaning is made
into knowledge. It “‘rules in’ certain ways of talking about a topic, defining an acceptable and
intelligible way to talk, write, or conduct oneself, so also, by definition, ‘rules out’, limits
restricts other ways of talking, conducting oneself in relation to the topic” (Hall, 1997: 44).

By the selection of certain ways of expression and denying validity to others, the
discourse controls what has meaning and what not (Hall, 1997: 45). By means of construction of
knowledge discourse fixes meanings, reflecting the constructionist approach to representation.
The historical specificity of a discourse, however, renders knowledge changeable, allowing
different ways of looking at things or expression at different historical moments.

[I]t is not a change of content (refutation of old errors, recovery of old truths), nor is it a
change of theoretical form (renewal of paradigm, modification of systematic ensembles). It
is question of what governs statements, and the way that they govern each other to
constitute a set of propositions which are scientifically acceptable (Foucault, 1980: 112;
italics in original).
The object itself about which this knowledge is produced through representation does not play
much of a role in the process of change; it is the way it is spoken about that changes. Taking the
example of mental illness, Foucault highlights the fact that the understanding of what mental
illness is not an ahistorical thing/‘real object” with an inherent meaning. It a discursive formation

that changes in time and from culture to culture (Hall, 1997: 46).
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