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Abstract
Stephen Frears and Hanif Kureishi’s film My Beautiful Laundrette, and Zadie Smith’s novel White Teeth, were both hailed as remarkable descriptions of contemporary life in multicultural London. They are both set in the suburbs of the city, at the end of the twentieth-century, and they focus on a variety of characters from diverse ethnic backgrounds. Both works tackle the problems and the conflicts which ensue from the coexistence of these communities and the commingling of different cultures, in a postcolonial context. They describe the fragmentation of society, but they also show the divisions which take place within each community, and the sense of estrangement experienced by individuals who feel split between different cultural identities. My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth have both been interpreted in the light of their authors’ backgrounds: indeed, like some of their characters, Kureishi and Smith are ethnically mixed second-generation immigrants from England’s former colonies. However, while there is, to a certain extent, an autobiographical dimension to their works, they both refuse to be heralded as spokespersons for a particular ethnic group. Both works thus call for a reflection on the politics of representation: instead of limiting their scope to considerations of race and ethnicity, they adopt a broader scope, and seek to redefine Englishness. 
Introduction
My Beautiful Laundrette, which was released in 1985, was Hanif Kureishi’s first screenplay and Stephen Frears’s fifth feature film. It was commissioned by Channel Four, which began broadcasting in the early 1980s and, with its “remit to ‘say new things in new ways’, its minority-based rationale (with Sue Woodford and subsequently Farrukh Dhondy as Commissionning Editor for Multicultural Programming), [and] its commitment to independent film-making”
, quickly became a prominent source of funding for black British films
. The film was produced in association with Working Title Films, a British company founded in 1984 by Tim Bevan and Sarah Radclyffe, and it was “shot in six weeks in February and March 1985 on a low budget and 16mm film”
. Kureishi was twenty-nine years old, Frears was thirty-four, and the film was described as “an extraordinary and young-spirited production”
. According to Tim Bevan, My Beautiful Laundrette was also “completely undercrewed” and “completely underfunded”
, and its instant critical and popular success therefore came as a surprise
. 

Zadie Smith’s novel White Teeth was published in January 2000, amidst considerable hype: Smith was only 25 at the time, and rumour had it that she had received a £250,000 advance for her novel, after “a heated auction”
 won by the British publishing house Hamish Hamilton in 1997. Upon its release, the book, branded as “the first publishing sensation of the millennium”
, benefited from intense marketing campaigns; and yet it managed to live up to the high expectations raised by this unusual publicity. White Teeth was praised by British and American critics alike, and, in the UK, it remained in the top 10 bestsellers list for over a year after its release
.   

My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth were therefore released within a fifteen-year interval, and in very different contexts. Frears and Kureishi’s film came out during a tense political period, a few years after the racial uprisings of the early 1980s, and it was intended as a satire of Thatcherism. Smith’s novel, on the other hand, is not politically committed: according to its author, it is “just fiction”
. However, in terms of chronology, the two works are actually quite close, as a significant portion of White Teeth’s narrative takes place during the 1980s. Thus, in spite of the contextual differences between them, a comparative analysis of My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth is in fact fruitful, as these two works have more in common than it may seem. First of all, they are both modern evocations of contemporary life in multicultural London, seen from the viewpoint of authors who are themselves second-generation immigrants. Furthermore, in the film as in the novel, this evocation leads to a reflection on the issues at stake in postcolonial Britain, as both works describe a fragmented society and split identities. Finally, for both My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth, the question of representation appears as central: to what extent are Kureishi and Smith taking sides, and speaking for the communities they come from? 
I. Two viewpoints on multicultural London
I. 1. Reflections on contemporary life in multicultural London

London plays an important part in My Beautiful Laundrette and in White Teeth: it is the setting of these two works, but its cosmopolitan atmosphere is also an occasion for the two authors to engage in a reflection on multiculturalism. 

My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth take place in London, and they both depict it as a multicultural space, that is, a space occupied by a variety of different cultures
. In the introduction to his monograph on Hanif Kureishi, Kenneth Kaleta underlines the fact that London was “the hub of the British Empire – a worldwide geographical network”, and that, as a result, “yesterday’s colonials are now an indispensable part of contemporary London society”
. This is obvious in the film and the novel, which describe the “‘creolization’ of London’s streets, culture, and speech”
. The urban landscape plays an important part in Frears and Kureishi’s film, which was shot in South London, in the boroughs of Lambeth and Wandsworth
. The sound of trains passing on overground railway lines can often be heard in the background, and several scenes take place in the streets. The city is pictured either as an “urban battleground”
 occupied by rival gangs (white fascists and Pakistanis, who sometimes engage in violent fights), or as “‘interstitial’ space in which new forms of social connections are rendered possible”
. It is indeed in the street outside their laundrette that Omar and Johnny, the two main protagonists of the film, exchange their first kiss
. Kris Knauer observes that this melange is also a specificity of London because of its town planning policies: “Despite differences between various localities in London with respect to wealth and ethnicity of the inhabitants, the way the city is laid out is preventing ghettoisation as blocks of council flats had been built even throughout the richest boroughs”
. In White Teeth, the city is also an essential element: the greater part of the novel takes place in Willesden Green, in Northwest London, a neighbourhood described by Alsana, one of the characters, as “a nice area”
. The mixture of cultures which characterizes Willesden is made apparent through the signs Alsana reads as she walks down a street: “Mali’s Kebabs, Mr Cheungs, Raj’s, Malkovich Bakeries”
. The creolization of the city is most obvious in the comical example of O’Connell’s, the pub where Samad and Archie spend most of their free time: 
Typical of hybrid London, O’Connell’s is owned and operated by a Middle Eastern family, Ali and his five sons (all named Abdul). Abdul-Mickey, as one of the sons is familiarly known, serves eggs, beans and beer; on the wall of the pub hang fragments of the Quran, alongside pictures of Irish racehorses and the pub license, registered under the name ‘Andrew O’Connell Yusuf’.

This new version of the traditional English pub evidences the fact that “it is not only the immigrant who adjusts to the new surroundings, but it is also the society into which they came that undergoes profound transformations as well”
. However, as in My Beautiful Laundrette, the more conflictual aspects of this coexistence are also emphasized: “…it was a nice area. No denying it. Not like Whitechapel, where that madman E-knock someoneoranother gave a speech that forced them into the basement while kids broke the windows with their steel-capped boots”
. Alsana is referring to Enoch Powell’s 1968 anti-immigration speech, and to the violent events that took place in its aftermath, like the dockers’ march from the East End to Westminster. In this context, Willesden, which is more ethnically mixed
, is perceived as safer than the East End: “in Willesden, there was just not enough of any one thing to gang up against any other thing and send it running to the cellars while windows were smashed”
. 
White Teeth and My Beautiful Laundrette, then, narrate the coexistence between diverse communities: in both cases, the main characters have different ethnic origins. Zadie Smith’s novel focuses on the lives of three families: the Joneses, the Iqbals and the Chalfens. Archibald Jones is a white British man who marries a younger Jamaican woman, Clara Bowden, in one of the first scenes of White Teeth; they have a daughter, whose name – Irie Jones – echoes her double background. Samad Iqbal is Archie Jones’s best friend; he comes from Bangladesh and so does his wife Alsana. The Iqbals are Muslim, and they follow most religious traditions, although Samad sometimes makes “deals […] with God”, like “[giving] up masturbation so that he might drink” 
. Samad and Alsana’s twin sons Magid and Millat are about the same age as Irie, and they all go to the same school, Glenard Oak Comprehensive. It is there that they meet Joshua Chalfen, a young boy described by his mother as “a cross-pollination between a lapsed-Catholic horticulturalist feminist, and an intellectual Jew”
. The secondary characters who are introduced throughout the book, such as Poppy Burt-Jones, the children’s music teacher, or Brother Ibrahim ad-Din Shukrallah, the leader of an Islamic group, participate in this “jarring mix of racial and ethnic identities”
. In My Beautiful Laundrette, the cast is less heterogeneous, but it still emphasizes ethnic diversity. The plot revolves around the relationship between two characters: Omar, a mixed-race boy whose father is Pakistani and whose mother was British; and Johnny, a white lower-class boy who used to march with the National Front. Omar has never been to Pakistan, he does not speak Urdu, and he does not seem particularly interested in this cultural heritage. He works for his uncle Nasser, a middle-aged Pakistani man who runs a variety of businesses, including a garage, and a derelict laundrette that he leaves in Omar’s care. Nasser runs his home in a traditional way – his wife is illiterate and he tries to arrange a marriage between his daughter and Omar – but he keeps a white mistress, Rachel. Other nationalities are also represented in the film, through secondary characters such as the Jamaicans who help Salim, Omar’s cousin, when he throws white squatters out of his properties. 
In My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth, coexistence between various ethnic or racial communities is presented as problematic. In both works, then, the streets of London are more than a setting: rather, they appear as a pretext for a self-conscious theoretical analysis of the diverse issues which arise in a multicultural society. This is especially true for White Teeth, as the written form allows for frequent digressions on the part of the omniscient narrator: 
This has been the century of strangers, brown, yellow and white. This has been the century of the great immigrant experiment. It is only this late in the day that you can walk into a playground and find Isaac Leung by the fish pond, Danny Rahman in the football cage, Quang O’Rourke bouncing a basketball, and Irie Jones humming a tune. Children with first and last names on a direct collision course. Names that secrete within them mass exodus cramped boats and planes, cold arrivals, medical checks.

As one critic put it, Smith’s novel “does not shy away from the biggest issues of urban living: cultural identity, assimilation, exile and estrangement”
. This theoretical reflection is also present in My Beautiful Laundrette, although to a lesser extent since it is circumscribed to dialogues: 
cherry (To Omar): I know all your gorgeous family in Karachi.

omar (This is a faux pas): You’ve been there?
cherry: You stupid, what a stupid, it’s my home. Could anyone in their right mind call this silly little island off Europe their home? Every day in Karachi, every day your other uncles and cousins are at our house for bridge, booze and VCR.
bilquis: Cherry, my little nephew knows nothing of that life there.

cherry: Oh God, I’m so sick of hearing about these in-betweens. People should make up their minds where they are.

The question of cultural identity is therefore essential in My Beautiful Laundrette as well. Although Omar was born in England and thinks of himself as British, his family still considers that he belongs in Karachi, and the white fascists who roam the neighbouring streets still call him a Paki
. Both Frears and Kureishi’s film and Smith’s novel thus “explore the complex interaction between a range of different ethnicities that make up contemporary British life” 
.

I. 2. A modern approach
My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth are modern works in the sense that they are set in contemporary Britain, but also because they offer new viewpoints on the theme of immigration. 
My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth are – for the greater part – narrated in a realist way, and in both cases, contemporary issues are an integral part of the plot. The characters often refer to historical events or to public figures, thus rooting the narrative in a particular space and time: the UK in the last decades of the twentieth century. In the film, Salim and Nasser allude to Margaret Thatcher and to the entrepreneurial culture which developed while she was in office. When Omar starts working for his uncle, Salim tells him: “Your uncle can’t pay you much. But you’ll be able to afford a decent shirt […]. Mrs Thatcher will be pleased with me”
. Later on in the movie, Nasser tells Omar: “And we’ll drink to Thatcher and to your beautiful laundrette”; and as Johnny asks: “Do they go together?”, Nasser replies triumphantly: “Like dall and chipatis!”
. However, current events are also mentioned in a less enthusiastic way, for instance when Omar confronts Johnny about his fascist past: “What were they doing on marches through Lewisham? It was bricks and bottles and Union Jacks. It was immigrants out. It was kill us. People we knew. And it was you”
. Omar is talking about the Battle of Lewisham, which took place in 1977 and involved the National Front and anti-fascist movements. Historical events are also alluded to in White Teeth, for instance when Alsana mentions Enoch Powell’s “Rivers of Blood” speech, or when the characters watch the fall of the Berlin wall on television
; thus, they are woven into the narrative frame, “as a backdrop against which daily lives unfold”
. The controversy provoked by Salman Rushdie’s Satanic Verses is implicitly referred to when Millat and his friends participate in the “serious goings on in Bradford”
, i.e., the burning of Rushdie’s book by a group of offended Muslims. White Teeth also includes casual references to a variety of people or things which form part of contemporary popular culture, such as Tina Turner
, Air Max trainers
, Robert de Niro
, or the 1990 film GoodFellas
. Some references to the contemporary world are more discrete: for instance, FutureMouse©, the genetically modified mouse created by Marcus Chalfen in the novel, is “based on the actual OncoMouseTM, an engineered ‘brand’ of laboratory mouse bred for cancer research, with a cancer-inducing bit of DNA”
. 


Subplots such as the one following Marcus Chalfen’s scientific experiments are a remarkable feature of My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth. The film, like the novel, is constructed as a “collage”
, or juxtaposition, of several narrative threads, which follow a variety of different characters. John Hill underlines the fact that Frears and Kureishi’s films (My Beautiful Laundrette and Sammy and Rosie Get Laid) “reject the individualism and forward-moving dynamics of classic narration in favour of narratives that are loosely structured and episodic and in which narrative attention is shared amongst a variety of characters”
. This is also true of White Teeth: “The structure of the novel, as indicated on the contents page, mimics the waywardness of the narrative. The part titles – ‘Archie 1974, 1945’, ‘Samad 1984, 1857’, ‘Irie 1990, 1907’ and ‘Magid, Millat and Marcus 1992, 1999’ – demonstrate this”
. Readers are indeed given an insight into several characters’ minds as the narrative focus of the novel shifts from one to another. For instance, the opening scene of the novel, which relates Archie Jones’s attempted suicide, includes “the obligatory flashback of his life to date”
; whereas the second chapter is a summary of Clara Bowden’s life, told from her point of view. In My Beautiful Laundrette, this type of narrative shift is also quite frequent, as the story of Johnny and Omar is “interwoven with a series of other characters and stories to convey a network of social relations and diverse social identities”
. This “network” is often represented visually, as for instance in the scene of the opening party of Omar’s laundrette. Two important conversations are taking place simultaneously: Tania, Nasser’s daughter, is talking to his mistress Rachel; and Nasser is telling Omar about the marriage he wants to arrange for him. During this scene, the camera successively focuses on the two women and the two men, thus illustrating the multiple viewpoints adopted in the narrative. In an article on Sammy and Rosie Get Laid, Gayatri Spivak describes this trend as a shift towards a form of “more collective representation”
. 

My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth are also innovative in the sense that this collective representation includes the voices of second- and third-generation immigrants. This corresponds to a new trend in postcolonial cinema and literature, which had until then focused on the experience of first-generation migrants, and on their feelings of displacement as they tried to settle in a new country. Through characters like Magid and Millat, “Zadie Smith seems to speak for a third generation of post-war Black British experience, a generation for which the concepts of ‘migrancy’ and ‘exile’ have become too distant to carry their former freight of disabling rootlessness”
. This also applies to the character of Omar, who was born and bred in London: for him, Pakistan is just a remote place that he has never seen, and may never see. In his definition of “postcolonial ethnic and identity cinema”, Hamid Naficy observes that unlike in earlier cinematic representations of the theme of immigration, films like My Beautiful Laundrette shift the focus away from the characters’ countries of origin, and towards “the exigencies of life here and now in the country in which [they] reside”
. The same geographical shift occurs in the literary field: “While Rushdie’s novel Midnight’s Children (1981), repeatedly cited as a model for White Teeth, is also a multi-generational tale mingling ethnic origins, faiths, and families, Rushdie’s is a novel of postcolonial India, whilst Smith’s is of post-imperial London”
. This new setting is highly significant: whereas “place, and the quest for settlement have been problematic for the migrant writer” – for instance in Naipaul’s The Enigma of Arrival, “an elaborate attempt to insert the migrant self into the English landscape”
 – the new generation, on the other hand, is firmly anchored in London. This geographical shift corresponds to a psychological evolution, as second-generation immigrants do not have the same preoccupations as their elders. Thus, “Where Rushdie and others have worried about integration and assimilation, Smith presents integration as a productive, two-way street”
. This is also true of Frears and Kureishi’s film, in which Omar does not share the older generation’s concern with integration. In fact, his spontaneous friendship with a white British boy shows that this concern would be superfluous: for Omar, integration is a given. In My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth, then, the “sense of social failure” which characterized “evocations of post-colonial migrant experience in post-war Britain”
 is undoubtedly on the wane. 
I. 3. Hanif Kureishi and Zadie Smith: second-generation immigrants

Hanif Kureishi and Zadie Smith themselves are part of the new generation which is foregrounded in their works: this was, to a certain extent, an inspiration for them, and it greatly contributed to the hype which surrounded My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth. 
This new viewpoint on immigration arguably finds its source in the fact that both Hanif Kureishi and Zadie Smith themselves are part of the second generation of immigrants that they depict. Indeed, Kureishi’s father and Smith’s mother were both part of the first waves of immigrants from the former colonies who settled in England after their countries became independent. Besides, both authors are of mixed parentage: Kureishi’s father, who was from India, came to England in the post-war years to study law, and he married a white British woman. They settled in the borough of Bromley, South London, where Hanif Kureishi was born in 1954. Although Kureishi is usually referred to as “Anglo-Pakistani”
, 
[his] identification with Pakistan is not straightforward. Kureishi’s father (like Salman Rushdie) grew up in Bombay and never lived in Pakistan, moving to England in 1947, the year India became independent and Pakistan was created, when the extended family moved to Karachi. Consequently in interviews Kureishi refers to his paternal relations as Indian and Pakistani interchangeably.

This triple background was problematic for Kureishi: Bart Moore-Gilbert notes that although he “can be categorized initially as one of the first generation of children of ‘New Commonwealth’ origins to be born in Britain, […] this description is complicated by Kureishi’s Anglo/Pakistani/Indian heritage, which makes him a minority within a minority”
. Indeed, mixed-race households were still unusual in the immediate aftermath of the first waves of immigration from the former colonies, and most of them were Anglo-Caribbean. Thus Hanif Kureishi’s origins, at a time when mixed children still appeared as exceptions, exposed him to racism: he “was certainly made to feel his difference from mainstream society as he grew up”, and Moore-Gilbert observes that several of his works “provide harrowing accounts of the torment and self-hatred to which racism can lead young people from such minorities”
. Zadie Smith’s Anglo-Caribbean background, on the other hand, was “much more common” 
: she was born, nearly two decades after Kureishi, “to a black Jamaican mother and a white English father. Her mother grew up in Jamaica, remaining there with her grandmother when her own mother immigrated to England, only joining her on the death of her grandmother in 1969”
. Her family lived in Willesden Green, and she “attended local state schools, including Hampstead Comprehensive, a local state school whose intake reflected the multicultural aspect of the borough in which it is located”
. Smith’s early life, then, as a mixed child in a multicultural society, was certainly less traumatic than Kureishi’s; for both of them however, this background was undoubtedly a literary inspiration. While Smith has often stated that “White Teeth is not really based on personal family experience”, she nevertheless admitted that “When you come from a mixed-race family, it makes you think a bit harder about inheritance and what’s passed on from generation to generation”
. As for Kureishi, he also acknowledged that this mixed background changed his perspective: “I came from two worlds […]. There was my Pakistani family, my uncles, aunts, and so on. Then there was my English family, who were lower-middle or working class. […] So, finding my way through all that… I wrote all those books to make sense of it”
. Another decisive influence for both writers was undoubtedly the cosmopolitan atmosphere of London. Indeed “Kureishi traces the formation of his perspective of society back to the days when, as a child living in the South London borough of Bromley, he would look out his window at London life”
; and Smith explained that “If there’s anything autobiographical in [White Teeth] […] then it’s Willesden Green”
. 

Kureishi and Smith’s biographical details played a significant part in the reception of both My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth. Both the film and the novel were described by enthusiastic reviewers as generational works – written by a new generation of British writers, and describing a new generation too. In order to emphasize this idea, most critics dwelled on Kureishi’s ethnic origins, or “opposing cultures”
, in their presentation of the film. For instance, in Cineaste, Leonard Quart gave details on Kureishi’s ethnic background rather than on his previous works – “directed by Stephen Frears (Gumshoe) and written by playwright Hanif Kureishi, the son of a Pakistani father and an English mother”
 – and in Positif, Françoise Aude also privileged Kureishi’s biography over his bibliography – “29 ans, père pakistanais, mère anglaise, enfance dans la banlieue sud de Londres”
. Zadie Smith’s background was also an important element in the publicity surrounding her first novel: because of her mixed origins, she was “identified as the epitome of multicultural Britain – or certainly as someone who could be marketed as such”
. Some reviewers therefore hailed Smith as “the perfect package for a literary marketing exercise”, or as “the perfect demographic”
, thus showing that “details of her biography, while not utterly dictating the terms of her first novel’s reception, certainly increased her exposure”
. The authors’ backgrounds, then, increased the media interest in My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth, which were both extremely successful in critical and commercial terms. Frears and Kureishi’s film, which “took many by surprise with the unexpected scale of its popularity”
, was nominated for one Academy Award and two BAFTA Awards, and it won two New York Film Critics Circle Awards. Smith’s novel won several honours too: it was short-listed for the Orange Prize, and won the Whitbread First Novel Award, the Guardian First Book Award, the James Tait Black Memorial Prize for Fiction, and the title of Best Newcomer at the British Book Awards, among others. Because of their tremendous success, and certainly also because of their authors’ youth and ethnic origins, My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth therefore came to be regarded as social phenomena. Because of this particular context, and because of the themes they tackle, My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth came to be regarded as “the definitive representation of twentieth-century British multiculturalism”
.

II. Two postcolonial works
II. 1. Traces of the colonial past

The colonial past is introduced in My Beautiful Laundrette and in White Teeth through the theme of immigration, and through old imperial hierarchies which still have resonance in the present. 
In both My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth, the theme of the past is introduced through the older characters, who emigrated from England’s former colonies to London. In the film, Omar’s father and his uncle represent two different types of immigrants. Hussein, the father, is a socialist intellectual: he worked as a journalist until his disappointment in the country and in himself turned him into an alcoholic. He spends his time in bed drinking, but in spite of his bitterness, he encourages his son to go to college: “Don’t get too involved with that crook. You’ve got to study. We are under siege by the white man. For us education is power”
. The “crook” is his brother Nasser, a liberal businessman who firmly believes in the “Thatcherite ethos of making good”
. The contrast between the characters’ past situation in the colony, and the present, is constantly emphasized: in one scene for instance, Nasser says that Hussein was “a famous journalist in Bombay”, and one of his friends adds “Your brother was the clever one. You used to carry his typewriter”
. Nasser embodies the fulfilment of the immigrant’s dream: “In this damn country which we hate and love, you can get anything you want. It’s all spread out and available. That’s why I believe in England. You just have to know how to squeeze the tits of the system”
. Hussein, who hasn’t adopted his brother’s methods, epitomizes the dream’s failure: “What chance would the Englishman give a leftist communist Pakistani in the newspapers?”
. The film, then, appears as a reflection on immigration, and on what England has to offer to its former colonial subjects. Kureishi stated that his initial idea was actually more focused on the past and on the immigration process itself: 

The film started off as an epic. It was to be like The Godfather, opening in the past with the arrival of an immigrant family in England and showing their progress to the present. There were to be many scenes set in the 1950s; people would eat bread and dripping and get off boats a lot; there would be scenes of Johnny and Omar as children and large-scale set pieces of racist marches with scenes of mass violence.
 
Although the final version of the script focused on the present, it is nevertheless infused with references to the past. According to Kaleta, Kureishi takes on the Hollywood trope of immigration to an “idyllic Elsewhere”
: he “follow[s] the immigrant beyond the closing credits and confront[s] the incendiary results of the dream’s failure”
. This is also the case in White Teeth, where the traditional figure of the immigrant is embodied by Samad Iqbal: “in the spring of 1973 Samad had come to England, a middle-aged man seeking a new life”
. Through the character of Samad, and of his British counterpart Archie, the past is included in the narrative frame, which spans twenty-five years (from New Year’s Eve 1974 to New Year’s Eve 1999), and includes flashbacks to 1857, 1907 and 1945. The friendship between the two men indeed dates back to the Second World War, when they served together for the British army. This friendship “is the linchpin of the novel, and its trajectory from mid- to late-twentieth century encompasses much of the historical sweep of White Teeth”
. The novel’s structure, which frequently goes back in time to explore the “root canals”
 of the characters, therefore denotes a “concern with history and the inescapability of the past” 
. This concern is also hinted at through the extended metaphor of teeth which starts in the title and continues in chapter headings (“2. Teething Trouble”, “5. The Root Canals of Alfred Archibald Jones and Samad Miah Iqbal”, “7. Molars”, “10. The Root Canals of Mangal Pande”, etc.). Smith’s characters, like teeth, are deeply rooted, grounded in history. The narrator develops this idea explicitly at the end of the novel: 

We often imagine that immigrants are constantly on the move, footloose, able to change course at any moment, able to employ their legendary resourcefulness at every turn. We have been told of [immigrants] who sail into Ellis Island or Dover or Calais and step into their foreign lands as blank people, free of any kind of baggage. 

But in Smith’s novel, they are in fact “weighed down, burdened, unable to waver from their course”
, because “immigrants […] cannot escape their history any more than you yourself can lose your shadow”
. 

The idea that “the cultural past infuses the present generation”
 is central in both White Teeth and My Beautiful Laundrette, as in both works, characters are constantly seen to reverse or reproduce imperial hierarchies. In Smith’s novel, the idea that “the legacies of colonialism […] continue to impact on individuals in the present”
 is demonstrated through the examples of the three children – Magid, Millat and Irie. When Samad realizes the “corrupting”
 influence of British secular society on his faith, he decides to send Magid to Bangladesh (because he cannot afford to send his two sons). But when he comes back, eight years later, Magid has become the typical Englishman, ordering a bacon sandwich at the pub
; while in the meantime, Millat has joined a fundamentalist organization. The example of the two brothers thus “serves to tie together in this one encounter the legacies of colonialism: the perpetual encounter between the two subjects, one resisting, the other being appropriated by colonialism”
. Irie, like Magid, wants to assimilate, to be completely English: “She had a nebulous fifteen-year-old’s passion for them [the Chalfens], overwhelming, yet with no real direction or object. She just wanted to, well, kind of, merge with them. She wanted their Englishness”
. Her relationship with the Chalfens appears as a metaphor for colonialism: according to Zadie Smith, 

Colonialism is like a love affair between two countries; it’s not just one country going to subdue another; it’s two countries becoming fixated on each other. And that’s what happens with Irie and the Chalfens. They have come to […] control her and educate her and in some ways maybe repress her, but they’re also charming, funny, educated, witty, with a beautiful culture around them in their house […]; and she falls for that. The Indians fell for the English, and the Jamaicans fell for them too. That’s how it works.

In My Beautiful Laundrette, on the other hand, the colonial order is constantly subverted. According to John Hill, Frears and Kureishi’s film was part of a movement which sought not only to “give voice to the black and Asian experiences in Britain, but also to challenge traditional images and representations of these ethnic groups”
. The film as a whole can be considered as a subversive response to the colonialist message conveyed by the “Raj films”
 of the early 1980s. First of all, according to Hill, the cast is significant: two of the main roles (Nasser and Hussein) are played by actors (Saeed Jaffrey and Roshan Seth) who were in both A Passage to India and Gandhi. In these films however, Jaffrey and Seth only had minor parts, and the main Indian characters were played by white actors – the cast thus mirroring the old colonial hierarchy. The setting of My Beautiful Laundrette also operates a reversal: “it is not the past experience of whites in India with which the film is concerned but rather the experiences of Asians in contemporary Britain”
, thus conveying the idea of “colonization in reverse”
. Finally, the plot of the film confirms this idea, as it subverts old power relations between the British and their former colonized subjects. The South London suburb depicted by Frears and Kureishi is undoubtedly ruled by the Pakistani community: 
As the new landlords, they reversed the traditional imperial/colonial hierarchy by displacing the native British. Frears dramatically demonstrates this dynamic at the film’s beginning when Salim and his henchmen throw out ‘squatters’ Johnny and Genghis from a run-down building Salim has purchased, depriving them of their only home.

The idea that the British are being replaced by the Pakistani is also evoked symbolically: the laundrette, called “Churchill’s”, and the next-door building, “Charles A. Perry, Turf Accountants” – two names with typical British connotations – both belong to Nasser. The superiority of the Pakistani characters over the British is constantly asserted in the film through the example of Johnny, Genghis and Moose, the neo-fascist white thugs who “aimlessly roam the streets” and are part of the “expanding underclass of social and economic dropouts”, which “formed 38 percent of Britain’s population during the eighties”
. Nasser is quite conscious of this shift, when he condescendingly tells Rachel: “I wish I could do something to help the other deadbeat children like him [Johnny]. They hang about the road like pigeons, making a mess, doing nothing”
. Omar is also aware of Johnny’s lower social status, and he makes fun of him: “He’s lower class. He won’t come in without being asked. Unless he’s doing a burglary”
. Because of this gap between them, the couple formed by Omar and Johnny can be read in colonial terms: as Hill puts it, “the film may be seen to be self-consciously reworking the old colonial habit of interpreting East-West relations in terms of a sexual metaphor”
. But whereas in colonial literature, the “indigenous” subject is dominated by the white colon, in My Beautiful Laundrette Johnny works for Omar and depends on him. Omar revels in this new order: “I’m not going to be beaten down by this country. When we were at school, you and your lot kicked me all round the place. And what are you doing now? Washing my floor, and that’s how I like it. Now get down to work”
. The couple formed by Nasser and his white mistress follows the same pattern: as Nasser’s daughter Tania scornfully tells her, Rachel lives off Nasser
. Although both couples are generally depicted as “spontaneous, natural and even tender”, “there are suggestions of something darker lying underneath”
: the notion that these relationships may be a way for Omar and Nasser to take revenge on the former colonial power.  

II. 2. Fragmentation and hybridity
My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth describe the fragmentation caused by postcolonialism: society is fragmented by racism, communities are disunited, and individuals are split between different cultures.

Both My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth report the persistence of racism in contemporary British society. In a text entitled “The New Empire within Britain”, Salman Rushdie explains that this is a legacy of the country’s imperial past: 

In short, if we want to understand British racism – and without understanding no improvement is possible – it’s impossible even to begin to grasp the nature of the beast unless we accept its historical roots. Four hundred years of conquest and looting, four centuries of being told that you are superior to the Fuzzy-Wuzzies and the wogs, leave their stain. This stain has seeped into every part of the culture, the language and daily life; and nothing much has been done to wash it out.
 
This is particularly evident in My Beautiful Laundrette, where the white neo-Fascists – one of them sports a National Front t-shirt – constantly insult the Pakistanis, resorting to the vocabulary and the stereotypes used in the British Empire: for instance, Genghis casually tells Omar to “Piss off back to the jungle, wog boy”
. Rushdie also remarks that this racism is linked to a form of patriotism: he quotes Margaret Thatcher’s victorious speech at Cheltenham – after the Falklands war –, and observes that “if such a leader at such a time felt able to invoke the spirit of imperialism, it was because she knew how central that spirit is to the self-image of white Britons of all classes”
. In this case, too, Rushdie’s observations – which were written in 1982 – perfectly apply to My Beautiful Laundrette, and to the white boys who tell Johnny “You were with us once. For England”
. The idea that the British are superior to their former colonial subjects is so deeply ingrained in Genghis’s mind, that he doesn’t realize the irony of the situation when he tells Johnny: “I don’t like to see one of our men grovelling to Pakis. They came here to work for us. That’s why we brought them over”
. The boys’ firm belief in their own superiority makes them oblivious of the fact that maybe they should be working for Pakistanis too: as Salim contemptuously puts it, “what the hell else is there for them in this country now?”
. Salim’s reactions throughout the film indicate the fragmentation of society caused by racism: embittered by the thugs’ attitude, he has become as aggressive as them. He constantly insults them – calling them “white assholes”
, “filthy and ignorant”
, “scum”
 – and, towards the end of the film, he even drives over Moose’s foot while trying to scare him. This leads to an escalation of violence: in one of the last scenes, the boys smash his car and beat him up. In My Beautiful Laundrette, society is presented as divided by racial tensions, so much so that mixing is considered abnormal. Johnny and Omar’s friendship is an exception: for the other characters, what matters is staying with one’s “own people”. This idea is present in both communities, as Salim tells Omar: “you’ll be with your own people”
, and Genghis warns Johnny: “Don’t cut yourself off from your own people”
. 

White Teeth, which was written at least ten years later, shows the evolution of society which took place during the 1990s: the British National Front and other far-right parties and groups began to decline, and integration was encouraged. In an interview with Jonathan Rutherford, Homi Bhabha distinguishes between cultural difference and cultural diversity. According to him, “the idea that cultures are diverse and that in some sense the diversity of cultures is a good and positive thing and ought to be encouraged, has been known for a long time. It is a commonplace of plural, democratic societies to say that they can encourage and accommodate cultural diversity”
. This trend, which developed in the UK in the 1990s, is reflected in White Teeth: ethnic communities mingle, and the segregation and violence which characterize My Beautiful Laundrette seem to have disappeared. The friendship between Archie and Samad illustrates this evolution: “despite their differences, they are ‘mates’ who live in the same neighbourhood, whose children attend the same school, and who hang out together at the same pub”
. Where Johnny and Omar’s relationship is shown as problematic – for racial reasons only
 – Samad and Archie’s friendship on the other hand is introduced in a few lines, as something very natural: “he [Samad] felt very tenderly for Archie. Their wartime friendship had been severed by thirty years of separation across continents, but in the spring of 1973 Samad had come to England […]. And slowly but surely a kind of friendship was being rekindled between the two men”
. For the younger generation of characters, the coexistence of diverse ethnic communities appears as completely ordinary, particularly in Glenard Oak: “they were Babelians of every conceivable class and colour speaking in tongues, each in their own industrious corner, their busy censer mouths sending the votive offering of tobacco smoke to the many gods above them (Brent Schools Report 1990: 67 different faiths, 123 different languages)”
. The multicultural policies of the school described by Zadie Smith are indeed a good example of the “endorsement of cultural diversity”
 mentioned by Bhabha. During “a Wednesday school governors meeting”
, when Samad Iqbal asks the headmistress why his children have to celebrate the Harvest Festival, she replies: 
As I am sure you are aware, the school already recognizes a great variety of religious and secular events: amongst them, Christmas, Ramadan, Chinese New Year, Diwali, Yom Kippur, Hanukkah, the birthday of Haile Selassie, and the death of Martin Luther King. The Harvest Festival is part of the school’s commitment to religious diversity, Mr Iqbal.

However, as Homi Bhabha explains, “cultural diversity” always implies a “containment of cultural difference”, that is, “a norm given by the host society or dominant culture, which says that ‘these other cultures are fine, but we must be able to locate them within our own grid’”
. When the children’s music teacher expresses her enthusiasm for cultural diversity, she betrays a tendency to fit cultural difference into her familiar framework: 

‘Because you know, I’m really interested in Indian culture. I just think those festivals you mentioned would be so much more… colourful, and we could tie it in with art work, music. It could be really exciting,’ said Poppy Burt-Jones, getting really excited. ‘And I think it would be really good, you know, for the kids.’

‘I’m not actually from India, you know,’ said Samad, with infinitely more patience than he had ever previously employed the many times he had been required to repeat this sentence since moving to England. 

Poppy Burt-Jones looked surprised and disappointed. ‘You’re not?’

‘No. I’m from Bangladesh.’

‘Bangladesh…’

‘Previously Pakistan. Previous to that, Bengal.’

‘Oh, right. Same sort of ball-park, then.’

This passage evidences the teacher’s “essentialist views”
: in spite of her multicultural stance, her perception of different cultures remains very stereotypical. Salman Rushdie denounces this kind of initiative as a “token gesture” and a “sham”: “And now there’s a new catchword: ‘multiculturalism’. In our schools, this means little more than teaching the kids a few bongo rhythms, how to tie a sari and so forth”
. Smith’s novel therefore sheds light on the artificial nature of the official policies of multiculturalism. 

According to Bhabha, the second problem with the encouragement of cultural diversity is that “in societies where multiculturalism is encouraged racism is still rampant in various forms”. In White Teeth, this is also visible in several instances. In one passage, Joyce Chalfen, who is described as “an ageing hippy […] dressed in pseudo-Indian garb”
, tells Irie and Millat to stay for dinner, because her son “loves having strangers in the house, he finds it really stimulating. Especially brown strangers! Don’t you, Oscar?” 
. Oscar’s answer however is not quite what his mother expected: “No, I don’t, confided Oscar, spitting in Irie’s ear. I hate brown strangers”
. In spite of the encouragement of multiculturalism, then, racism persists. Other passages in the novel show that the “anthropological idiom of multiculturalism”
 cannot prevent racial prejudice: “He knew that he, Millat, was a Paki no matter where he came from; that he smelt of curry; had no sexual identity; took other people’s jobs; or had no job and bummed off the state; […] that he should go back to his own country; or stay here and earn his bloody keep; that he worshipped elephants and wore turbans”
. In another passage, the children visit an old man, Mr J.P. Hamilton, whose speech reveals the extent to which the most primitive form of racism is still present in British society: 

When I was in the Congo, the only way I could identify the nigger was by the whiteness of his teeth, if you see what I mean. […] See a flash of white and bang! as it were… Dark as buggery. Terrible times. […] Beautiful men, enlisted by the Krauts, black as the ace of spades; poor fools didn’t even know why they were there, what people they were fighting for, who they were shooting at.

When Millat, “red-faced and furious”, tells Hamilton that his father fought in the war too, Hamilton replies: “There were certainly no wogs as I remember – though you’re probably not allowed to say that these days are you?”
. This last remark reveals that the old man “was not unaware of what he was saying, that he was not completely oblivious to the multicultural idiom, but just chose to ignore it at home in his private space”
. The novel’s title, an allusion to Hamilton’s anecdote, shows Smith’s concern with racism and prejudice: “Despite the novel’s encouragement of new ways of thinking about ethnicity, it is also keen to show that the old ideas about race and culture are difficult to shift”
. 

In contemporary British society, division also takes place within families: both My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth portray fragmented postcolonial communities. In Frears and Kureishi’s film, the Pakistani community is presented as patriarchal: Nasser provides for his family, he cheats on his illiterate, superstitious wife, and he plans an arranged marriage for his daughter. According to Susan Torrey Barber, however, the film demonstrates the “absolute breakdown” of the family unit “under new economic pressures”
: “Nasser’s many different business interests preoccupy him and keep him away from his wife and children. In fact, his mistress Rachel – not his homebound wife Bilquis – is the familiar presence in his garage, Omar’s laundrette, or his office”
. Besides, his patriarchy is challenged by Tania, his daughter, who disapproves of her father’s “double standards”
. As a protest against his affair, and to escape from the plans he has made for her and Omar, she leaves her family. This conflict is a way for Frears and Kureishi to assert the Pakistani community’s heterogeneity: for Kobena Mercer, “if there has been one salient feature in black visual art in Britain in the ‘80s it has been the recognition of difference within and between our ‘communities’”
. The film indeed shows “how the Black and Asian communities are themselves differentiated by class, gender, generation, and sexual orientation. Thus, My Beautiful Laundrette is careful to delineate the different generational experiences of Omar and Tania in relation to those of their parents”
. Indeed Omar and his father, despite their close relationship, also appear to be on a different wavelength. When Omar enthusiastically announces: “I’m being promoted. To Uncle’s laundrette”, his father hands him a pair of socks and scornfully tells him: “Illustrate your washing methods”
. Hussein, who advocates education, does not approve of his son’s greed. Besides, as an immigrant who suffered from racism and inequality, he has difficulty accepting Omar’s friendship with Johnny, “the boy who came here one day dressed as a fascist with a quarter inch of hair”
. Omar’s father considers himself as a foreigner in England, and his son’s integration therefore comes as a shock: “They hate us in England. And all you do is kiss their arses and think of yourself as a little Britisher”
. The same idea is voiced by Clara Bowden in White Teeth, when her daughter tells her that she wants to take a year off to travel in Africa: Clara “makes Irie sound like an early anthropologist voyeur”
, suggesting that if she wants to “ogle at poor black folk”
, she can just stay in England and look at her own mother. In White Teeth, then, families are also presented as fragmented by generational conflicts: Kris Knauer notes that “the younger generations of the city have frequently much more in common with each other regardless of their background than with the elders of the communities from which they came”
. Indeed, in the playground of the schools depicted in Smith’s novel, “‘difference’ is not a demonized mumbo jumbo […] but it is part of lived experience of the young crowds”
. For Magid, Millat and Irie, “‘difference’ has to do with their parents more than with anything else”
: Samad Iqbal and Archie Jones, who are both much older than their children, have difficulty relating to them. Besides, Squires remarks that “the study of generations in White Teeth is inseparable from one of gender”
, as Archie and Samad are also married to much younger women. This additional generation gap within the two families has two types of consequences. On the one hand, the two men appear as patriarchs, but on the other hand, they are isolated and their authority is sometimes questioned or ridiculed by the younger generations: “‘Archibald and I have coped with extreme situations. Once you have fixed a five-man tank in the middle of a battlefield, your life at risk at every turn, bullets whizzing inches from your arse […] – yes, yes, very amusing I’m sure,’ muttered Samad, as the two children and the two wives feigned narcolepsy”
. Families are thus shown as fragmented by the conflicting cultures which coexist within them. 

Hanif Kureishi and Zadie Smith show that these conflicting cultures also affect individuals, as both works portray split postcolonial identities. The nature of these identities can be exemplified by the image of the hyphen, which, according to Hamid Naficy, epitomizes the central issue tackled by “postcolonial ethnic and identity cinema”
. Naficy explains that the hyphen, in a term such as “Asian-American”, may “suggest a divided mind, an irrevocably split identity, or a type of paralysis between two cultures or nations”
. This is the case for characters such as Omar in My Beautiful Laundrette or Irie and Magid in White Teeth: they are depicted as “in-betweens”
, or hybrids – in the primary, biological sense
 – torn between their two biological and cultural heritages. In Frears and Kureishi’s movie, Omar’s extended Pakistani family keeps referring to Omar as one of them, only to realize that he does not really fit in. For instance, at a party in Nasser’s house, when one of the guests starts speaking in Urdu, Nasser interrupts him: “Speak in English, Zaki, so the boy can understand”; and Zaki replies, genuinely surprised: “He doesn’t understand his own language?”
. Indeed Omar, who only understands English, appears as an outsider among his “own people”
. Similarly, when he meets Salim’s wife Cherry and tells her that he has never been to Pakistan, she expresses her amazement and her irritation: Karachi is her “home”
, and it should be Omar’s, too. For the Pakistani community, then, Omar has become “a little Britisher”
, and yet for the white neo-Fascists, he is still a “Paki”
. Omar is thus depicted as torn between the identities that others assign him. Irie’s situation, in White Teeth, is quite different, as she is torn between her cultural identity and her physical appearance: she feels British, but looks Jamaican. Her greatest wish is to transform her body, “from Jamaican hourglass heavy with the sands that gather round Dunn River Falls, to English Rose – oh, you know her – she’s a slender, delicate thing not made for the hot suns, a surfboard rippled by the wave”
; and to turn the “bird’s nest of her hair” into “Straight hair. Straight straight long black sleek flickable tossable shakeable touchable finger-through-able wind-blowable hair. With a fringe”
. Because of this biological heritage which doesn’t correspond to her stereotypical view of Britishness, Irie feels like “a stranger in a strange land”
. Her internal conflict is reflected in her name: the Jamaican Irie and the British Jones, “on a direct collision course”
. Magid, on the other hand, does not completely identify with Britishness: he is divided between two cultures, so that his “subconscious [is] basically split-level”
. He has joined a fundamentalist group, which requires him to “purge himself of the taint of the West”
, but Western culture keeps haunting him: 

It was his most shameful secret that whenever he opened a door – a car door, a car boot […] or the door of his own house just now – the opening of GoodFellas ran through his head and he found his sentence rolling around in what he presumed was his subconscious:

As far back as I can remember, I always wanted to be a gangster.

[…] And when he found himself doing it, he tried desperately not to, he tried to fix it, but Millat’s mind was a mess and more often than not he’d end up pushing upon the door, head back, shoulders forward, Liotta style, thinking:

As far back as I can remember, I always wanted to be a Muslim.

The trope of split identity is explored in the novel through the symbol of the twins: Naficy remarks that “many modernist and exilic writers have investigated doubled, divided, and crossed selves in their novels by means of doppelganger figures”
. The figure of the double, which “is sometimes a projection of the self, the externalization of the unconscious, the internalization of an outsider, or the twin of the other, […] symbolize[s] the splitting of identity that occurs in exile”
. In White Teeth, when the twins are separated by their father, Millat is described as “schizophrenic, one foot in Bengal and one in Willesden”, able to “live his brother’s life and his own” 
. At the end of the novel, this schizophrenia has increased, as Millat embodies the boys’ Bangladeshi heritage, whereas Magid represents their Britishness. However, this split is not presented as a positive form of complementarity: on the contrary, it estranges them from each other. In Smith’s novel, the metaphor of the twins is therefore used to characterize the fragmentation of the postcolonial subject’s identity.  


In My Beautiful Laundrette however, the trope of twoness symbolizes union and productivity, rather than division. The “doppelganger figures”
 in the film are Omar and Johnny: Kureishi indeed stated that “The two boys are really the two sides of me: a Pakistani boy and an English boy, because I’m half Pakistani and half English. I got the two parts of myself together… kissing… It seemed perfectly natural”
. According to John Hill, the film “seek[s] to subvert the very binarism which has traditionally structured the East-West divide in films of empire”: it is a study of “in-betweenness”, “not as a ‘problem’ or pathology (or a ‘falling between’ two cultures) but rather as a site of mutually productive cultural intersection”
. This corresponds to Homi Bhabha’s definition of “hybridity” as “the ‘third space’ which enables other positions to emerge. This third space displaces the histories that constitute it, and sets up new structures of authority, new political initiatives”
. In My Beautiful Laundrette, this “third space” leads to a redefinition of Britishness: as Hanif Kureishi puts it, “I’m British. […] But being British is a new thing now”
. The superposition of Omar and Johnny’s face on the one-way mirror of the laundrette symbolizes this new British identity, which “can no longer (if it ever could) be conceived in exclusivist, white terms (as in the narrow purview of the National Front of which Johnny was once a supporter) but must also incorporate heterogeneity and difference”
. In his essay “Signs taken for Wonders”, Homi Bhabha explains that in the colonial experience, British culture was also influenced by the Other that the colonized subjects represented: 

As a signifier of authority, the English book acquires its meaning after the traumatic scenario of colonial difference, cultural or racial, returns the eye of power to some prior, archaic image or identity. Paradoxically, however, such an image can neither be ‘original’ – by virtue of the act of repetition that constructs it – nor ‘identical’ – by virtue of the difference that defines it.

In White Teeth, Smith expands on this idea that Englishness is now hybrid: “It is only this late in the day, and possibly only in Willesden, that you can find best friends Sita and Sharon, constantly mistaken for each other because Sita is white (her mother liked the name) and Sharon is Pakistani (her mother thought it best – less trouble)”
. Smith takes up Bhabha’s idea that hybridity, as a postcolonial phenomenon, is a two-way street: “there is no one more English than the Indian, no one more Indian than the English”
. The transformation of Englishness is illustrated by characters like Millat Iqbal, who “look[s] very exotic”, but who plainly answers “Whitechapel” when Joyce Chalfen asks him where he is from “originally”
, or Clara Bowden, who is “from Lambeth (via Jamaica)”
. Through these characters, Smith distances herself from “the model of multiculturalism that represents a series of monoethnic individuals who combine to produce a multicultural nation”
. On the contrary, she emphasizes the complexity of cultural identities, and the irrelevance of the category of “race” to define an individual. In My Beautiful Laundrette, this idea is also demonstrated through the figure of Omar: contrary to what his family and the neo-fascists think, his racial origin as a Pakistani does not define his identity. This corresponds to what Stuart Hall explains in an article entitled “New Ethnicities”: “the recognition of the extraordinary diversity of subjective positions, social experiences and cultural identities which compose the category ‘black’ […] entails a weakening or fading of the notion [of] race”
. Through the example of the Chalfens, whom Irie considers as the epitome of pure, unmixed Englishness
, but who are actually “immigrants too (third generation, by way of Germany and Poland, née Chalfenovsky)”
, Smith challenges the concept of racial origins. Her satire of Marcus Chalfen’s genetic experimentations, which in the novel are presented as linked to Nazi eugenics, “signals [her] conviction that we are all hybrid post-colonials, biologically as well as culturally, and [that] the pursuit of pure ethnic origins is a pointless objective”
. She calls for a time in which these ethnic origins – or roots – “won’t matter any more because they can’t because they mustn’t because they’re too long and they’re too tortuous and they’re just buried too damn deep”
. Both Smith and Kureishi thus advocate a redefinition of British identity as culturally – rather than racially or ethnically – hybrid. 

II. 3. Formal hybridity

In both My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth, the form mirrors the contents, in the sense that both works are formally hybrid: they express several accented voices, and resort to various aesthetic styles.

The fragmentation of society described in My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth is reflected in the narrative technique of each of these works. Through the use of different languages and diverse accents, the film and the novel indeed emphasize heterogeneity. In Frears and Kureishi’s film, most of the Pakistani characters speak English together. However, their foreign origins are sometimes emphasized, when they are seen exchanging a few words in Urdu. This is the case in one of the first scenes of the film, when Hussein calls his brother and begins the conversation in Urdu. During this passage, which is not subtitled, the camera shifts to Omar, as if to signal his lack of understanding: Omar’s inability to speak or understand “his own language”
 epitomizes the difference between him and his Pakistani family. Pakistani culture also pervades the dialogues, as the characters borrow words from their mother tongue: for instance, they frequently call each other “yaar”, which means “friend”, or “pal”. Other languages, such as Punjabi, also appear in the film, thus illustrating the diverse nationalities represented in the neighbourhood. Besides, the English-speaking characters are differentiated from one another by their accents. Hamid Naficy defines this term as “the cumulative auditory effect of those features of pronunciation which identify where a person is from, regionally and socially” 
 and he states that “stressing musical and oral accents redirects our attention from the hegemony of the visual […] towards the acousticity of exile”
. In the film, the characters’ accents are undoubtedly significant. Omar’s father usually speaks with a light Indian inflexion, but it varies depending on who his interlocutor is: when he talks to his brother and switches from Urdu to English, his accent is more marked. Nasser’s wife Bilquis, who stays at home and seldom speaks English, has a strong accent, which distinguishes her from her daughter Tania, whose pronunciation is more neutral. The same gap occurs between Hussein and his son Omar, who was born and bred in London and therefore speaks with a light Cockney accent. However his regional inflexions are not as strong as Johnny’s: the white boys in the film have sharp Cockney accents, which betray their social origins. 

In White Teeth, the characters’ pronunciation is also an important feature of the dialogues, and it is therefore transcribed for the reader. Though the novel doesn’t include dialogues in any other language than English, it reproduces a variety of different pronunciations of it: Italian (“He take-a her mind, he take-a the blender, he take-a the old stereo…”
); Irish (“But listen: the whole bleedin’ world has been hit by the bomb, like in Japan, roight?”
); Cockney (“you can’t move for leaflets in Norf London these days. My brother Abdul-Colin’s always loading me wiv ‘em an’ all”
)… Besides, as in My Beautiful Laundrette, the older characters speak with regional accents which indicate where they are from. This is the case for Clara Bowden, who often speaks in Jamaican patois (“Bwoy, me kyant do nuttin’ right today”
), and who has difficulty adopting a more neutral accent: “‘You’re pregnant?’ said Clara surprised. ‘Pickney, you so small me kyant even see it.’ Clara blushed the moment after she had spoken; she always dropped into the vernacular when she was excited or pleased about something”
. As in My Beautiful Laundrette, the cultural differences between parents and children are reflected in the way they speak: Magid, Millat and Irie, who belong to a more hybrid generation, often switch from one accent to another. For the children, some accents are adopted like trends, and they do not indicate anything about the speaker’s ethnic origins: “‘Cha, man! Believe, I don’t want to tax dat crap’, said Millat with the Jamaican accent that all kids, whatever their nationality, used to express scorn”
; “‘Mum? Can you please sit up and speak properly? I’m trying to talk to you? It seems like I’m talking to myself here?’ said Irie with absurd intonations, for this was the year Antipodean soap operas were teaching a generation of English kids to phrase everything as a question”
. In other instances however, accents are meant to indicate the speaker’s sense of belonging to a particular social group, as in the case of Millat and his “Crew”: 

They were of a breed: Raggastani. Raggastanis spoke a strange mix of Jamaican patois, Bengali, Gujarati and English. Their ethos […] was equally a hybrid thing: Allah featured, but more as a collective big brother than a supreme being […]; Kung Fu and the works of Bruce Lee were also central to the philosophy.
 
Thus, whereas Clara Bowden’s involuntary Caribbean intonations betray her ethnic origins, the Raggastanis’ mixed accent reflects the hybridity of their culture. In White Teeth, these different accents represent “a multiethnic example of what Mikhail Bakhtin describes as the heteroglossic function of the novel form”
. Indeed the different varieties of spoken English which are transcribed in the novel challenge the homoglossia of Standard English, and instate these diverse accents as “the now dominant mode of language in contemporary Britain”
. 

My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth are also hybrid in the sense that they can both be seen as a combination of different formal elements
. Indeed the film and the novel mix different aesthetic and narrative styles. In White Teeth, the dominant mode is realism: it is set in North London, and several areas or landmarks of the city are referred to during the course of the novel. Historical events are frequently mentioned, and several details, such as the transcription of the characters’ accents, make the novel appear true to life. Bentley remarks that “the text uses literary modes and forms that are associated with traditional English literature”
: classic realism, told by an omniscient, third-person narrator, in a satirical tone. Smith’s respect of the conventions of the novelistic genre, combined with her contemporary subject matter, can be understood as an attempt to “communicate a multicultural model of Englishness that balances inclusiveness with the articulation of otherness and difference”
. My Beautiful Laundrette also appears to follow a set of formal conventions: Frears and Kureishi depict the city in a gritty realistic mode, insisting on the dreariness of the South London neighbourhood where the movie is set. The film thus “share[s] many of the features of social realism – a concern with current social issues, a loose plot structure, ‘ordinary characters’, location shooting”
. However, it also borrows elements from other cinematic genres, such as film noir and thriller: Kureishi stated that “the film was to have gangster and thriller elements, since the gangster film is the form that corresponds more closely to the city, with its gangs and violence”
. The character of Salim, for instance, appears as a Pakistani version of Tony Montana in Scarface: as Nasser puts it, “God knows what he does for money”
. Yet in spite of the darker overtones brought by characters like Salim, the film is also a comedy; and its focus on the love story between Omar and Johnny links it to the genre of romance as well. In this particular dimension of the film, the role of the laundrette is highly symbolic: John Hill notes that it “is less a ‘real’ laundrette than a sort of imagined space in which personal desires and social tensions are worked out”
. Omar’s laundrette, formerly known as “Churchill’s”, and renamed “Powders” – probably an allusion to the drug money which financed it – can also be considered as a symbol of the enterprise culture which allows Pakistani businessmen to take their revenge on the British. This theme, or more generally the question of immigration, is also developed through dialogues; but the characters’ frequent theoretical reflections about England hinder the realism of the film. This is also the case in White Teeth, where the “garrulous narrator”, who comments on the action and digresses on a variety of subjects, “heralds the fictionality”
 of the text. At the end of the novel, for instance, when Irie becomes pregnant after having sex with each of the twins, her unborn baby is described as a symbol: “the undecidability of the child’s paternity represents a significant (although not total) evasion of the nightmare of history, and symbolizes an escape from the ideological weight of colonial genealogy”
. Finally, both My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth borrow from the genre of magical realism. In Frears and Kureishi’s film, when Nasser’s wife learns about his mistress, she sets about preparing potions, with the help of her daughter. Later, Omar tells Johnny: “Rachel rang me. She’s got the vicar round. He’s performing an exorcism right now. The furniture’s shaking. Her trousers are walking by themselves”
. The news that Bilquis’s potions have supernatural powers does not come as a surprise for the characters. In fact, when Rachel finally puts an end to her relationship with Nasser, she shows him her blotched stomach and adds, in a matter-of-fact tone: “Your wife is a brilliant woman. And what’s more, my furniture keeps moving about the room, it’s not what I’m used to”. Magical realist elements are also present in White Teeth: the series of coincidences which occur in the lives of the two twins, even as they are continents apart, is related, like the rest of the novel, in a down-to-earth tone. These fantastic elements are inserted in a recognizable setting, and in a realistic time-frame: 

On 10 February 1988, as Magid worked his way through the violent crowds of Dhaka, ducking the random blows of those busy settling an election with knives and fists, Millat held his own against three sotted, furious, quick-footed Irishmen outside Billy Mulligan’s notorious Kilburn public house.

In White Teeth as in My Beautiful Laundrette, these magical realist episodes can be understood as an allegorical representation of the “split-vision”
 which characterizes the postcolonial world. The distortion of reality created by the inclusion of fantastic episodes in an otherwise realistic narration is meant to epitomize the “deep divide”
 between two worlds: in Smith’s novel, as in Kureishi’s film, it represents the potential conflicts between the different cultures which coexist in London. 
In their portrayal of different ethnic and cultural communities in postcolonial Britain, then, Kureishi and Smith emphasize the divisions and the conflicts which arise between or within these communities; but in their presentation of these conflicts, they do not take sides. 
III. The burden of representation
III. 1. Ambivalence
My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth are ambivalent in the sense that their authors do not adopt a clear-cut stance on the issues they tackle. 
In Frears and Kureishi’s film, as in Smith’s novel, characterization is ambivalent. In spite of the realistic mode which prevails in both works, the main protagonists are sometimes caricatured. The Pakistani community, in My Beautiful Laundrette, corresponds to certain clichés: Nasser for instance is depicted as the patriarch in a traditional household, “with an illiterate wife who conjures up potions, and daughters who obediently cut his toenails and soothe his brow while he lies in bed and holds court like a rajah”
. He is also presented as the stereotype of the unscrupulous “fat cat Asian businessman”
; while Salim, with his designer suits and his flashy style, embodies the figure of the gangster. In White Teeth, too, the Asian community is evoked in a stereotypical way: Samad Iqbal’s wife is twenty years younger than him, and their marriage was arranged. Like Omar’s father in My Beautiful Laundrette, Samad is an educated man who went to university in India, and who looks “like Omar Sharif”
, but in London he has been reduced to working as a waiter in a distant cousin’s restaurant. Other ethnic communities are also caricatured, like Jamaicans with their strong accent. Clara’s mother Hortense Bowden, a Jehovah’s Witness, is a highly comic character, who actively prepares for the End of the World and tells her sceptical daughter that “Dem dat died widout de knowing de Lord, will be resurrected and dem will have anudder chance”
. However, in White Teeth as in My Beautiful Laundrette, characterization is subtle, and goes beyond stereotyping. Because of the satirical tone adopted in both works, no character is made to appear more sympathetic than the others: on the contrary, they are all presented as ambivalent. In Frears and Kureishi’s film, “no social group has a monopoly of virtue or wisdom”
: Nasser is a tough businessman, who throws poor tenants out without a qualm, but he also appears as a generous man who helps his nephew and welcomes the former fascist Johnny into his home. On the other hand, although the white neo-fascists generally appear as idiotic brutes, the film suggests that Salim, who is very violent too, may be as bad as them. In White Teeth, the main protagonists are usually described in a sympathetic tone, but with a tinge of irony. The question of racism, for instance, is treated in an ambivalent manner: though the characters are sometimes depicted as victims of prejudice and discrimination, it appears that they are not faultless either. Clara doesn’t approve of her husband spending too much time with “the Indian”
, and Alsana tells Samad: “You fight in an old, forgotten war with some Englishman… married to a black! […] These are the people my child will grow up around? Their children – half blacky-white?”
. In both works then, the characters “engender complex responses”
 and thus eschew categorization. 

In both works, the ideology conveyed by the narrative is ambiguous, as both works seem to waver between contradictory messages. Although Frears and Kureishi present Nasser as a thriving businessman, and a successful immigrant who has adapted to the culture of his host country, the more negative aspects of this culture are also underlined, as the film is “critical of Thatcherism and the materialism and selfishness which it generates”
. In this respect, Hussein, who has refused to adapt to a society which he finds despicable, provides a counterexample which contradicts the optimistic message conveyed through the character of his brother. During the final conversation between the two brothers, when Nasser tells Hussein that “Compared to everywhere, it is a little heaven here”
, the camera cuts to the white thugs’ violent attack on Salim, thus proving him wrong. Throughout the movie, the menacing presence of the neo-fascists in the streets around the laundrette constantly recalls the persistence of racism and seems to indicate that integration is difficult to achieve. Nasser himself is not actually assimilated with London society: most of his friends are Pakistani, and he still “holds onto his Asian culture in secret, under his business suit”
. However, the couple formed by Omar and Johnny, and the film’s happy ending, seem to suggest that coexistence between diverse communities is possible, and that the “Thatcherite vision of private enterprise”
 can actually bring them together. In White Teeth, the ideology conveyed by the narrative is ambivalent too. Throughout the novel, even the younger characters, who are supposedly integrated into British society, are seen to struggle with the weight of the past and appear as torn between two cultures. What is more, although there is less racial tension that in My Beautiful Laundrette, and although mixing is encouraged by multicultural policies, the novel shows that prejudice remains, as when Samad tells Archie: 

“I tell you, I don’t know what is happening to our children in this country. Everywhere you look, is it the same. Last week, Zinat’s son was found smoking marijuana. Like a Jamaican!”
Archie raised his eyebrows.

“Oh, I meant no offence, Archibald.”

In spite of her depiction of harmonious relations between diverse ethnic communities, Zadie Smith therefore seems to dismiss the utopian idea of a “Happy Multicultural Land”
 offering immigrants a new start and a carefree life. Her portrayal of Islamic fundamentalism is significant in this respect. At the beginning of the novel, Millat’s fundamentalist stance is ridiculed: his group, Keepers of the Eternal and Victorious Islamic Nation, has “an acronym problem”
. It is also condemned, through the figure of Alsana, who sets fire to her son’s “secular stuff”
 to punish him for burning a book. Finally, it is presented as unjustified: Millat and his friends have not even read the book in question, because “you don’t have to read shit to know that’s it’s blasphemous, you know?”
. However, further on in the narrative, Smith implies that “‘fundamentalism’ can be a by-product of prejudice and discrimination”
, for instance in the case of the halal butcher Mohammed Hussein-Ishmael, who joins KEVIN because of “violence and theft. The culprits […] all had one thing in common. They were all white”
. In spite of these pessimistic comments, the novel’s ending seems to suggest that change is possible. Like in Frears and Kureishi’s film, the conclusion of White Teeth is symbolic, as the narrator draws a parallel between Irie’s “fatherless little girl, […] a puppet clipped of paternal strings”
, and Marcus Chalfen’s genetically modified, predetermined mouse, who manages to escape from its creator. Through different “symbols of freedom”
 – a laundrette, a child, and a mouse – My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth therefore end on the same forward-looking, optimistic note. Nevertheless, these happy endings do not conceal the feelings of uncertainty or bitterness expressed throughout the film and the novel. 
III. 2. The burden of representation

This ambivalence was criticized: because of their ethnic backgrounds, Kureishi and Smith were expected to take a stand in their description of a multicultural society. However, they both refused to take on this “burden of representation”
. 
Because of their authors’ ethnic origins, the messages conveyed in My Beautiful Laundrette and in White Teeth were seen in a particular light: Kureishi and Smith were expected to speak for the communities they come from. Hanif Kureishi’s Pakistani heritage was heralded as significant, and many critics interpreted the film through this lens. Kureishi’s noncommittal depiction of the Pakistanis in My Beautiful Laundrette led to very different comments. The filmmaker Mahmood Jamal criticised the film for its stereotypical presentation of the Pakistani community. According to Jamal, it was Kureishi’s duty, as a member of this community, to avoid “the caricature and the reinforcing of stereotypes of [his] own people for a few cheap laughs”
, and to paint Pakistanis under a more favourable light. Jamal also saw the film as an ode to integration: “My Beautiful Laundrette’s argument is quite simple and dangerous. Those who assimilate are goodies. Those who don’t and carry on with their dirty habits are the baddies”
. Other reviewers however considered the presentation of Asians as too positive, and thus unrealistic: “there were no poor Asians in the film, Asians living on the margins of poverty, which is what we have in this country”
. Because of Kureishi’s ethnic origins, then, reviewers had particular expectations towards his screenplay: they “refused to see it as anything but realist, and the characters as determined by anything other than their ethnic identity”
. As a result of this, they focused on “‘positive’ and ‘negative’ images”, thus politicizing the film on the basis of its characters’ ethnicity. For White Teeth, the situation was different, as the novel doesn’t focus on just one community. However, critics also tended to interpret the book in relation to its author’s origins: because Irie Jones and Zadie Smith have the same demographic (a Jamaican mother and a British father), she was often considered by critics as “a stand-in for Smith herself”
, and the Jamaican community portrayed in the book was regarded as a representation of Smith’s family. Both authors have rejected these autobiographical and ethnical interpretations of their work. In an interview, when asked about her knowledge of Asian culture and of “histories that are not [her] own and not [her] own family’s”, Smith replied: “But my family doesn’t appear anywhere in the book, and I know – in terms of the Jamaican stuff in the book – people have assumed that I must know that because I have a Jamaican mother, but I don’t have any contact with the rest of my Jamaican family, so it’s as alien to me as anything else in the book”
. Besides, she also rejected the idea that a writer’s ethnicity could provide a relevant framework to interpret a novel: “Do you go to Don DeLillo and say ‘He doesn’t represent middle-class white people enough? […] No. You give him complete freedom. Why would you limit writers of any ethnicity or gender to be a sex or class politician and give freedom to white writers to write about absolutely anybody?”
. Hanif Kureishi, too, refused to be considered as “a spokesman for the Asian community”
. Although he admitted that My Beautiful Laundrette was written “not from [his] own experience – but written from within [his] own life”
, he also explained that his Pakistani heritage did not automatically determine his approach: “I’m not really writing about Asians as a category… We are all people. I don’t think because [a character] is Asian, I have to be reverential”
. He contrasted his position with that of directors like Spike Lee, who “put himself in the position of being sort of representative of black America […]. He picked up that burden and said he took on white America because he wanted to fight for his race and his people. He can’t really turn around now […] and show them doing drugs, if they’re into that”. Kureishi therefore rejects this “burden” for the sake of his freedom: “I won’t put myself in that position. If I want to show an Asian junkie, then I’ll show an Asian junkie. Or an Asian heroin dealer. But I know that I’m not saying that all Asians are heroin dealers because it is not true”
. This debate on the “brown man’s burden”
 is alluded to in My Beautiful Laundrette, when Nasser asks Johnny to throw out the poor tenants who haven’t paid him: 

johnny: Aren’t you giving ammunition to your enemies doing this kind of… unscrewing? To people who say Pakis just come here to hustle other people’s lives and jobs and houses?

nasser: But we’re professional businessmen. Not professional Pakistanis. There’s no race question in the new enterprise culture.

Through an ironic mise en abyme, the characters thus mirror the debates that took place after the film was released, and Nasser voices Kureishi’s provocative answer to the critics who accused him of “reinforcing certain ethnic stereotypes”
: “they shouldn’t expect me to do PR for them”
.

The idea that black artists
 should speak for their community is linked to a feeling of injustice which stems from colonialist and racist depictions of blacks. As Mahmood Jamal puts it, many Asian filmmakers “see their task as reducing the imbalance caused by decades of misrepresentation and stereotyping that we have suffered at the hands of the media in general”
. Besides, the sense of duty that directors or writers like Jamal have expressed is also related to financial factors, as black filmmakers were highly dependent on public funding. Although the development of grant-aided production companies, and the “ethnic programming”
 of television channels like Channel 4, allowed black filmmakers to express themselves, it also involved certain implicit requirements: “Black British film-makers were often expected to produce what funding bodies considered to be ‘a black film’
. For example, it was easier to get the money to make a 16mm documentary about race than for a 35mm fictional feature”
. According to Kobena Mercer, the “right-to-speak” granted to filmmakers by funding bodies have therefore implied a certain duty for these filmmakers to “‘speak for’ the community from which they come”
. Furthermore, this pressure was increased by similar demands emerging from within the communities in question: “because access and opportunities are regulated, such that films tend to get made only one at a time, there is an inordinate pressure on each individual film to be ‘representative’ or to say as much as possible in one single filmic statement”
. This is the idea suggested in The Passion of Remembrance, a 1986 film about a black family, when one of the characters says “Every time a black face appears on the screen we think it has to represent the whole race”, and another one replies “But there is so little space, we have to get it right”
. Martina Attille, the producer of the film, indeed stated that “There was a sense of urgency to say it all”
. However, this “burden of representation”
 is double-edged: attempting to sum up the manifold experiences of black people in one film is first of all an unrealistic approach, and, more importantly, a reductive one. Indeed, as Mercer puts it, “the very notion that a single film or cultural artefact can ‘speak for’ an entire socio-ethnic community reinforces the perceived marginality and ‘secondariness’ of that community”
. Furthermore, black artists who make it their duty to “correct media distortions”
 regarding their community, often adopt simplistic approaches and thus fuel the “problem-oriented discourse”
 in which “blacks become visible either as ‘problems’ or ‘victims’, always as some intractable and unassimilable Other on the margins of British society”
. 

III. 3. Beyond representation
By refusing to take on the burden of representation described by Kobena Mercer, Hanif Kureishi and Zadie Smith shift away from this problem-oriented discourse, and from the essentialist approach which consists in envisioning blacks as one homogeneous group. First of all, they do not merely focus on the experiences of black people: in both My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth, some of the main protagonists are white, and typically British. Smith’s novel begins and ends with the point of view of Archie Jones, and Johnny is also a central character in Kureishi and Frears’s film. All the characters, whether they be white or black, are treated in the same way: they are complex, “rounded and human”
. It seems that in both cases, though the author’s sympathy may sometimes go to one protagonist rather than another, they are all pictured as impartially as possible. Kureishi condemns the racist thugs who constantly lurk around the laundrette; but he also shows Salim’s violence towards them as a wrong solution. In White Teeth too, racism is presented in negative terms, but the overall message is quite balanced: for instance, Millat and his crew, who are sometimes innocent victims of prejudice, are also, in some passages, portrayed as rude hoodlums who do not respect anything. Moreover, in both works, the characters who are confronted to racism are never merely shown as victims, and reduced to this one category. Salman Rushdie praised this subtle and complex characterization:

It seems to me that the real gift that we can offer our communities is not the creation of a set of stereotyped positive images to counteract the stereotyped negative ones, but simply the gift of treating black and Asian characters in a way that white writers seem very rarely able to do, that is to say as fully realized human beings, as complex creatures, good, bad, bad, good. To do anything less is to be kept captive by the racist prejudices of the majority.

What is at stake in both My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth, then, is a redefinition of black identities as diverse and multifaceted. Not only do these works go beyond the categorization of blacks as “either social problems or mere victims of English racism”
, but they also go beyond these racial considerations and adopt other viewpoints on black experience. As Stuart Hall puts it, films like My Beautiful Laundrette “make it perfectly clear that […] the question of the black subject cannot be represented without reference to the dimensions of class, gender, sexuality and ethnicity”
. Kureishi and Frears’s film, like Smith’s novel, can indeed be seen as reflections on identity. Both works present “multiple and overlapping forms of identification – of ‘race’, nationality, gender, sexuality, class” 
, along which the characters’ identities are constructed. In White Teeth for instance, Zadie Smith is careful to delineate the class difference between Alsana, who is “from a respected old Bengal family”, and Clara, whose mother used to be a fisher in Montego Bay. What sets these two women apart when they first meet is this, rather than their ethnicities. However, Alsana, who is introduced as “tight-lipped”
 at the beginning of the novel, becomes more open-minded and friendly with Clara, thus illustrating Smith’s vision of identity as a dynamic process, rather than a fixed core. In My Beautiful Laundrette too, identities are presented as fluid, manifold and sometimes contradictory, as in the case of Johnny, the ex-fascist who becomes the lover of a Pakistani boy. My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth thus avoid “the rigid dichotomies of Black versus White, negative versus positive, representative versus unrepresentative”
, and propose instead a reflection on hybrid postcolonial identities. 
Conclusion
My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth offer two viewpoints on multicultural London. The atmosphere in Frears and Kureishi’s film is undoubtedly more sombre than in Smith’s novel, first of all because it was written at a time when racism was more present, and maybe also because it was influenced by Kureishi’s experience of prejudice and discrimination in his childhood. Smith’s novel reflects the evolution of British society at the turn of the century: multiculturalism is being promoted, and mixing between communities has become common. However, White Teeth also documents the rise of religious fundamentalism, and the persistence of racism even amidst the encouragement of ethnic and cultural diversity. But in spite of the problems and the conflicts that they both describe, these two works are in fact optimistic, in the sense that they present the hybrid identities of their characters as a new model for the future. 

If Kureishi and Smith’s own identities as second-generation immigrants undoubtedly influenced their writing and nourished their reflection, the two writers reject this autobiographical interpretation. In My Beautiful Laundrette and White Teeth, they adopt a balanced approach to present the complex issues which arise in postcolonial London: instead of presenting them from the point of view of ethnicity – as an Asian or Jamaican writer – they shift the focus on national identity. Hanif Kureishi and Zadie Smith consider themselves as British above everything else, and their works can therefore be read as reflections on Britishness. As Kureishi puts it, “Whatever I’ve written about, it’s all been about England in some way, even if the characters are Asian or if they’re from Pakistan or whatever”
. Indeed what is at stake in My Beautiful Laundrette as in White Teeth is a redefinition of British identity, as multifaceted, dynamic, and multiethnic.  
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