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This research paper explores the concept of the carnivalesque as a critical framework for
understanding identity, ideology, and cultural hybridity in Hanif Kureishi’s novel The Black
Album (1995). Drawing on Mikhail Bakhtin’s theorization of carnival as a space of
inversion, laughter, and resistance to dominant hierarchies, the paper investigates how the
novel transforms multicultural London into a metaphorical carnival where racial, religious,
sexual, and political identities collide, overlap, and mutate. Set against the backdrop of 1989
Britain—a period marked by the Rushdie Affair, the rise of Islamic fundamentalism, and the
tensions of Thatcher-era
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INTRODUCTION

The idea of carnival, first articulated by Mikhail Bakhtin, offers a potent conceptual
framework for analyzing the unstable, transgressive, and performative nature of cultural
exchange in postcolonial, multicultural societies. Bakhtin understood carnival not merely as a
festive event but as a philosophical space in which hierarchical structures are overturned,
official truths are mocked, and competing discourses temporarily coexist through humor,
satire, and inversion (Bakhtin 10). This metaphor acquires new relevance in the context of
~Britain’s sociocultural climate during the 1980s and early 1990s, a period marked by racial

DEEKSHA PROF. ALOK KUMAR 1Page

VOL 11, ISSUE 02 www.puneresearch.com/

(IMPACTFACTOR 3.94) INDEXED, PEER-REVIEWED /




PUNE RESEARCE I5SN2454- 3454

pr——==7aq AN INTERNATIONAL JOURNALINENGLISH VOL11, ISSUE 02

Lt

tensions, religious polarization, and the contested meanings of national identity. Within this
historical moment, Hanif Kureishi’s novel The Black Album (1995) emerges as a vivid
literary canvas that dramatizes the performative nature of identity formation among diasporic
subjects. Set in 1989 London—a symbolic year characterized by theeruption of the Rushdie
Affair—the narrative revolves around Shahid Hasan, a young British-Pakistani student who
becomes emblematic of the internal fragmentation experienced by second-generation
immigrants caught between the seductive appeals of Western individualism and the moral
certainties of Islamic collectivism. His ideological vacillation between Riaz Al-Hussain’s
rigid fundamentalism and Deedee Osgood’s permissive liberalism functions as a
metaphorical performance of self, one that echoes the carnivalesque spirit where
contradictions are not resolved but explored. London itself becomes a carnival site in the
novel—a dynamic, chaotic, and often volatile arena where racial, religious, sexual, and
political identities intersect and clash in complex and unpredictable ways. The title of the
novel, drawn from Prince’s unreleased and provocative 1987 album, signals this sense of
boundary-breaking and hybridity. Prince, with his defiance of genre, race, and gender norms,
serves as a fitting intertextual icon whose influence permeates Shahid’s cultural imagination,
reinforcing the novel’s engagement with hybridity and resistance. Moreover, the invocation
of “black™ in the title draws attention to broader political resonances, including intersections
between Black and Asian British experiences, solidarity against systemic exclusion, and the
evolving politics of minority identity. Kureishi’s text, therefore, operates not simply as a
narrative of immigrant assimilation or alienation, but as a performative reimagining of
cultural identity as something unstable, contradictory, and always in flux. This study
examines how Kureishi harnesses the carnivalesque mode—through humor, satire, parody,
and irony—to portray multicultural Britain not as a cohesive or utopian community but as a
contested and volatile terrain marked by constant negotiation. Drawing upon theoretical
insights from Bakhtin, Homi K. Bhabha, and other postcolonial thinkers, the paper
interrogates how the novel’s characters and narrative strategies articulate resistance to fixed
identity categories and normative ideologies. Shahid’s journey is read not as a linear
progression toward liberation or belonging but as a fragmented and ambivalent process
shaped by mimicry, ideological conflict, and intertextual play. The analysis begins by laying
out the theoretical foundations of the carnivalesque and its application to postcolonial
literature, then contextualizes The Black Album within the historical realities of 1980s Britain,
particularly the cultural aftermath of The Satanic Verses controversy. It then offers a close
reading of select characters and narrative episodes, examining the interplay of music,
religion, sexuality, and literature as sites of both rupture and invention. Ultimately, the paper
contends that Kureishi does not present multiculturalism as a coherent ideology or social
achievement but as a lived and improvised performance, filled with contradictions and
shaped by the ever-present forces of history, memory, and desire. In this sense, The Black
Album is more than a novel about immigrant life—it is a literary enactment of cultural
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carnival, where the politics of identity are staged through irreverence, ambiguity, and
transformation.

Theoretical Framework: Bakhtin’s Carnivalesque, Bhabha’s Hybridity, and Gilroy’s
Cultural Routes

To understand the dynamic interplay of cultural, political, and ideological forces in Hanif
Kureishi’s The Black Album, it is essential to ground the analysis in a robust theoretical
framework. This section outlines and applies three major conceptual approaches: Mikhail
Bakhtin’s theory of the carnivalesque, Homi K. Bhabha’s concept of cultural hybridity and
the “Third Space,” and Paul Gilroy’s theory of routes and diasporic identity from The Black
Atlantic. Each of these frameworks contributes to a nuanced reading of Kureishi’s novel,
illuminating its treatment of identity, power, resistance, and cultural negotiation in a complex
postcolonial British context.

Mikhail Bakhtin and the Carnivalesque

Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of the carnivalesque, as elaborated in Rabelais and His World,
provides a foundation for analyzing subversive and destabilizing elements in literature. For
Bakhtin, carnival is a space of symbolic inversion: the high becomes low, the sacred becomes
profane, and hierarchical boundaries collapse (Bakhtin 10). It is marked by grotesque realism,
parody, laughter, and the celebration of bodily excess—all of which serve to undermine fixed
systems of authority and open up a space for new, liberated expressions.

The carnivalesque also serves a liberating function. It enables characters to resist the
pressures of conformity imposed by both Western secularism and Islamic orthodoxy. The
scenes of literary and sexual experimentation between Shahid and Deedee, for instance, are
acts of defiance against culturally sanctioned behavior, reveling in the body and the word as
tools of emancipation. As Bakhtin notes, “carnival was the people’s second life, organized on
the basis of laughter” (Bakhtin 8). Laughter in Kureishi’s work, whether directed at state
ideology, religious pretense, or cultural elitism, becomes an emancipatory force.

Homi Bhabha and Cultural Hybridity

Homi K. Bhabha’s postcolonial theory, especially his articulation of the “Third Space,” is
crucial for interpreting The Black Album as a text of cultural translation and negotiation. In
The Location of Culture, Bhabha argues that cultural identity is not a static essence but a
dynamic process produced in the interstices between cultures. The “Third Space” is the
discursive site where this hybrid identity is articulated, a space that is inherently ambivalent
and subversive (Bhabha 37).

Bhabha’s emphasis on mimicry and ambivalence is also relevant. In mimicking the cultural
codes of both British liberalism and Islamic fundamentalism, Shahid reveals the inherent
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instability of both systems. His mimicry is not passive imitation but a strategy that exposes
the contradictions within each cultural script. Through this lens, Kureishi’s novel becomes a
critique of essentialism—whether it is the essentialism of the state, the religious community,
or the liberal classroom .

Paul Gilroy and Diasporic Routes

Paul Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic advances a theory of diasporic identity grounded not in
ethnic roots but in the transnational movements, cultural fusions, and historical disruptions
that shape Black Atlantic modernity. Gilroy writes, “The image of roots is too passive; it
suggests a timeless stability. The concept of routes emphasizes movement and the dynamic
process of identity formation” (Gilroy 19).

Gilroy’s critique of cultural nationalism resonates in Kureishi’s portrayal of both British and
Islamic forms of nationalism as restrictive and homogenizing. The insistence on purity—
whether it is cultural, racial, or religious—is shown to be incompatible with the lived
experiences of diasporic individuals. The “Black Atlantic,” for Gilroy, is a space of hybridity,
dissonance, and resistance. Kureishi echoes this vision, presenting London as a microcosm of
such a space, where Shahid’s identity is forged through conflict, movement, and synthesis.

Synthesis of Theories in Literary Analysis

When brought together, the theories of Bakhtin, Bhabha, and Gilroy provide a powerful
interpretive toolkit. Bakhtin highlights the novel’s carnivalesque energy—its laughter, irony,
and celebration of plurality. Bhabha explains the theoretical underpinnings of hybridity and
the subversive power of the “Third Space.” Gilroy situates the narrative in the broader
diasporic context of routes and transnationalism.

Bakhtin’s carnivalesque, Bhabha’s hybridity, and Gilroy’s cultural routes offer
complementary perspectives on the themes and structure of The Black Album. Each theorist
contributes a critical dimension: Bakhtin illuminates the novel’s subversive narrative
techniques, Bhabha reveals the philosophical depth of its identity politics, and Gilroy situates
the story in the global movements of postcolonial modernity. Through these frameworks, it
becomes evident that Kureishi is not merely telling a story about British multiculturalism; he
is staging a literary carnival in which the very meaning of identity is up for negotiation,
challenge, and reinvention.

Contextualizing The Black Album: 1980s—90s Britain, Islam, and Multiculturalism

Hanif Kureishi’s The Black Album, published in 1995 but set against the turbulent backdrop
of late 1980s Britain, offers a deeply critical and reflective portrayal of multiculturalism, race
relations, religious identity, and the crisis of belonging in a rapidly changing social landscape.
The period that informs the novel is historically significant—dominated by the harsh
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neoliberal policies of Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government, mounting racial
tensions, and growing anxiety about immigration and integration. During this era, the notion
of multiculturalism, which had once been promoted as a progressive policy to celebrate
diversity, was undergoing serious scrutiny. It became increasingly associated with failed
integration and the perceived rise of communalism, particularly within Muslim immigrant
communities. Kureishi, as a British-Asian writer with a keen understanding of these complex
tensions, positions The Black Album at the heart of this contentious debate, using the life and
ideological journey of Shahid Hasan to reflect on the contradictions and promises of
multiculturalism in Britain.

The 1980s and early 1990s in Britain were marked by significant racial unrest, especially in
inner-city areas with large immigrant populations. The Brixton riots, the Toxteth uprising,
and clashes in Southall were symptomatic of systemic inequality and the alienation of
second-generation immigrants. At the same time, identity politics took center stage in both
public and literary discourse. British-born children of immigrants were beginning to assert
their cultural difference while questioning the assumptions of Britishness itself. In this
context, The Black Album becomes more than a novel; it acts as a political text that examines
the fissures within the multicultural society through satire, irony, and carnivalesque inversion.
The figure of Shahid—who simultaneously longs for the spiritual certainties offered by Islam
and is seduced by the pleasures of liberal Western culture—embodies the inner turmoil of a
generation caught between cultural loyalty and individual desire.

Kureishi also interrogates the failures of state multiculturalism, which often reduced cultural
identity to essentialist categories. The character of Riaz Al Hussain, who represents religious
puritanism, is both a critique of Islamism and a response to the failure of British society to
offer meaningful belonging to its minority citizens. In contrast, Deedee Osgood’s liberal
humanism, while seductive in its openness, is equally critiqued for its blindness to racialized
difference and its tendency to appropriate rather than understand. Thus, the novel becomes a
space of ideological collision, echoing the real-world debates about multiculturalism,
integration, and identity that characterized late twentieth-century Britain.

The Black Album within 1980s-90s Britain reveals its relevance as both a product and
critique of its time. The novel dramatizes the dilemmas of cultural negotiation faced by
second-generation immigrants who find themselves inheriting fractured legacies. Kureishi
does not resolve these tensions but lays them bare, allowing the narrative’s multiplicity and
irreverence to mimic the complexity of multiculturalism itself. His literary intervention is not
just a commentary on Britain but a challenge to the ideological frameworks that define
belonging, identity, and nationhood in a post-imperial world.

Characters as Carnivalesque Figures: Shahid, Riaz, and Deedee as Cultural Performers
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One of the most striking features of Hanif Kureishi’s The Black Album is its vivid portrayal
of characters who function not merely as static individuals, but as performative figures
participating in a broader cultural carnival. In this sense, the characters are not fixed
identities, but rather sites of negotiation, excess, and contradiction—traits that align with
Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of the carnivalesque. The protagonist Shahid, alongside pivotal
figures such as Riaz Al Hussain and Deedee Osgood, may be interpreted as emblematic
performers in the carnival of multicultural Britain. Their behaviors, ideologies, and
transformations expose the instability of identity categories and the performativity of cultural
and religious affiliations.

Shahid Hasan, the central character, occupies the most fluid and complex position in this
carnival of identities. As a young British-Pakistani student, Shahid is pulled between
seemingly opposing worlds—on one side, he is tempted by the passionate idealism of Islamic
revivalism; on the other, he is drawn toward Western liberalism, erotic freedom, and
intellectual experimentation. Shahid's embodiment of contradiction is central to his
carnivalesque function. His oscillation between Riaz’s religious collective and Deedee’s
liberal individualism marks him as a hybrid subject who refuses to fully conform to any
single ideology. His journey can be seen as a performance, in which he tries on different
cultural masks to see which one fits. His conflicting allegiances are never completely
resolved, making him a site of parody and multiplicity. Like the carnival figure described by
Bakhtin, Shahid exists in a space where identities are in flux, and where the sacred and the
profane are entangled. His simultaneous engagement with the Quran and Prince’s music
reflects this joyful yet painful cultural dissonance—a quintessential trait of the postcolonial
carnivalesque.

Riaz Al Hussain, in contrast, represents the figure of ideological rigidity, yet even he is
rendered carnivalesque through Kureishi’s satirical portrayal. Riaz is introduced as a
charismatic Islamic fundamentalist who speaks of faith, community, and resistance against
Western decadence. However, his character is layered with contradictions. Despite his
denunciations of Western immorality, he is portrayed as enjoying power, control, and
adoration, reveling in the very spectacle he publicly condemns. His sermons are theatrical, his
charisma is performative, and his moral authority is constantly undercut by irony. This
performativity—his need to be seen as a prophet-like figure—places him within the logic of
carnival, where the boundaries between piety and performance blur. Bakhtin emphasized that
carnival mocks all fixed truths and hierarchies, and in Kureishi’s hands, Riaz becomes both a
symbol of resistance and a caricature of dogmatism. His eventual exposure as manipulative
and intolerant furthers the idea that ideological purity is a performance—one that cannot
withstand the messiness of lived multicultural reality.

Deedee Osgood, Shahid’s lover and lecturer, is equally carnivalesque in her embodiment of
liberal hedonism and pedagogical transgression. She invites Shahid into a world of artistic
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pleasure, sexual liberation, and philosophical openness. Deedee’s classroom becomes a space
of irreverent inquiry, where canonical texts are challenged, and desire is embraced as a mode
of resistance. Yet, her liberalism is also subject to satire. Her tendency to “rescue” Shahid
from his Muslim background can be read as a form of cultural appropriation masked as
empathy. She too performs a cultural role—that of the enlightened, tolerant liberal—yet her
blindness to her own privilege and racialized assumptions exposes the limits of her
worldview. Through Deedee, Kureishi critiques the often patronizing posture of liberal
multiculturalism, which claims inclusivity while subtly reinforcing cultural hierarchies. Her
character operates in the carnivalesque mode through irony and parody, as she
simultaneously liberates and constrains Shahid’s self-fashioning.

Each of these characters, then, functions within the carnivalesque structure of the novel.
Shahid’s ambiguity, Riaz’s ideological theatre, and Deedee’s subversive pedagogy highlight
the performative dimensions of identity in postcolonial Britain. They do not represent clear
answers to the multicultural dilemma but dramatize the tensions, contradictions, and
negotiations that define it. Like carnival figures, they reveal that identity is not inherent or
immutable but staged, contested, and often absurd. Their interactions create a dialogic
space—another Bakhtinian concept—where diverse voices confront, mimic, and destabilize
one another, refusing synthesis or resolution.

By presenting these characters as cultural performers, Kureishi enacts a literary carnival that
mirrors the pluralism, fragmentation, and fluidity of contemporary British society. The novel
does not offer idealized models of identity but instead celebrates the messy, irreverent, and
often painful process of becoming. Shahid, Riaz, and Deedee each contribute to this carnival
of culture by embodying its contradictions—performing their roles not as fixed essences but
as shifting postures in a world where meaning is always under negotiation.

Hybridity and ldentity Performance — Negotiating East and West

At the core of The Black Album lies a powerful meditation on hybridity and the performance
of identity in the fraught space between East and West. Through the figure of Shahid Hasan
and his dynamic interactions with a diverse cast of characters, Hanif Kureishi examines how
cultural identities are never fixed or singular but are always negotiated, constructed, and
performed in response to shifting social and political contexts. Drawing on Homi K.
Bhabha’s notion of the “Third Space,” where hybrid identities emerge through the
negotiation of difference, the novel presents identity not as a matter of essence, but of
positioning—an ongoing process shaped by history, desire, community, and conflict.

Shahid's journey in The Black Album is emblematic of the hybrid subject who must
continually reconcile the competing demands of tradition and modernity, faith and freedom,
collectivism and individualism. His Pakistani Muslim heritage and his British upbringing
place him at the intersection of two powerful cultural narratives. Rather than choosing one
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over the other, Shahid inhabits the uncomfortable, often contradictory space in between. He
engages with Islamic thought and joins Riaz’s group in search of meaning and belonging, yet
simultaneously pursues a sensual, intellectual, and emotional relationship with Deedee, who
represents secular liberalism and postmodern skepticism. Shahid’s cultural affiliations shift
throughout the novel, and these shifts are not indications of inauthenticity but rather
manifestations of the performative nature of identity itself. His selfhood is constructed
through a series of negotiations and rejections, a journey marked by confusion, conflict, and
compromise.

Kureishi deliberately resists providing a resolution or synthesis to Shahid’s dilemmas.
Instead, the novel suggests that hybridity is not a harmonious fusion but a site of tension and
creativity. In navigating the conflicting imperatives of East and West, Shahid must invent a
self that can survive in a multicultural Britain defined by ambivalence, suspicion, and
transition. The very act of negotiating between cultural positions is presented as a form of
agency and resilience. The novel’s form, with its blend of satire, realism, and postmodern
pastiche, mirrors this hybrid sensibility—refusing singular truths and instead dwelling in
multiplicity.

Other characters in the novel also reflect the complexities of cultural negotiation. Riaz’s
rejection of hybridity in favor of purist Islamic identity is shown to be both powerful and
flawed. His insistence on an unambiguous allegiance to Islam is presented as a counterpoint
to Shahid’s ambivalence, offering clarity and purpose but also revealing the dangers of
dogmatism. Riaz’s refusal to engage with hybridity leads to a rigidity that ultimately alienates
Shahid and exposes the limits of ideological absolutism. In contrast, Deedee’s celebration of
multiculturalism is shown to be naive in its assumption that cultural differences can be easily
accommodated within liberal discourse. Her well-intentioned embrace of cultural openness
often masks her failure to grasp the depth of Shahid’s internal conflicts. Her liberal identity is
itself a performance—one that seeks to transcend cultural divisions but remains entangled in
its own assumptions of superiority.

Through Shahid’s story, Kureishi illustrates that hybridity is both a burden and a
possibility—a state of flux that offers the potential for creativity, resistance, and reinvention.
The novel becomes a space where East and West do not resolve into synthesis but remain in
productive tension, challenging the reader to rethink the meanings of culture, identity, and
belonging in a plural world. In doing so, The Black Album captures the essence of cultural
negotiation, staging identity as an ongoing performance shaped by contradiction, complexity,
and change.

Satire and Subversion in Language and Form
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In The Black Album, Hanif Kureishi employs satire and subversion not only as thematic
strategies but as formal mechanisms that underscore the novel’s engagement with questions
of identity, ideology, and cultural negotiation. The narrative’s tone is unmistakably
irreverent, ironic, and sharp-edged, as Kureishi dissects the absurdities of both Western
liberalism and Islamic fundamentalism. His prose oscillates between the comic and the
serious, the grotesque and the profound, revealing a stylistic hybridity that mirrors the
thematic tensions of the novel. By drawing upon a satirical mode, Kureishi exposes the
contradictions and hypocrisies inherent in various cultural and ideological stances, turning the
novel itself into a carnivalesque space where nothing is sacred, and everything is open to
critique.

Language becomes a primary site of this subversion. Kureishi’s diction is fluid, shifting from
elevated philosophical musings to colloquial banter, from academic discussions to street-level
slang. This linguistic variety not only reflects the multicultural environment of London but
also destabilizes any notion of linguistic purity or ideological fixity. Characters often speak in
borrowed idioms, slipping between registers, revealing their multiple allegiances and
performative selves. For instance, Shahid’s inner thoughts are marked by literary references
and philosophical questioning, while his conversations with Riaz’s group veer toward
doctrinaire rhetoric. The resulting dissonance highlights the performativity of language
itself—it becomes a tool of persuasion, rebellion, concealment, and self-invention.

The novel’s narrative structure reinforces its subversive ethos. Eschewing linear development
and tidy resolutions, The Black Album unfolds episodically, drawing attention to moments of
rupture, contradiction, and transition. Its form mirrors the fragmented identity of its
protagonist and the broader social dissonance of multicultural Britain. This structural
looseness is itself a form of rebellion against conventional realist narratives that aim for
coherence and closure. Instead, Kureishi crafts a text that revels in ambivalence and plurality,
reflecting the unresolved tensions of postcolonial identity.

Even the title, The Black Album, alludes to multiple cultural referents—most notably Prince’s
controversial 1987 album—signifying a blending of black music, rebellion, and cultural
hybridity. The title functions as a metaphor for the novel itself: a cultural remix, subversive
and unapologetic, that refuses to conform to any single ideology or aesthetic. Through such
gestures, Kureishi situates his work within a broader cultural dialogue, aligning himself with
artists and thinkers who challenge dominant norms and offer alternative visions of identity.
Kureishi’s satirical and subversive strategies do more than entertain—they function as critical
tools that question the structures of power, representation, and belonging. By undermining
the authority of religious dogma, liberal platitudes, and national myths, The Black Album
creates a literary space where complexity, contradiction, and hybridity can be acknowledged
and explored. The novel’s linguistic playfulness, formal experimentation, and tonal
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irreverence all serve to disrupt fixed meanings and invite readers into a world where identity
is not a stable category but an ongoing performance shaped by negotiation and resistance.

In this way, The Black Album stands as a powerful example of how literature can engage with
political and cultural issues not just thematically, but formally—by embodying in its very
language and structure the tensions and transformations it seeks to represent. Through satire
and subversion, Kureishi not only critiques the world he depicts but also reshapes the literary
forms through which that world is narrated, offering a carnivalesque vision of contemporary
life in all its messiness and multiplicity.

Sexuality, Religion, and Rebellion

In The Black Album, Hanif Kureishi intricately weaves together the themes of sexuality,
religion, and rebellion to construct a narrative that interrogates the complexity of diasporic
identity and the lived tensions of multicultural Britain. These three forces—intertwined rather
than discrete—form the core axes along which characters attempt to negotiate their place
within a society structured by cultural, moral, and ideological binaries. Kureishi refuses to
present sexuality and religion as merely oppositional; rather, he explores their overlapping
roles in defining, disciplining, and at times liberating the individual. Rebellion, then, is not
simply a reaction against authority but becomes a dynamic method of self-assertion in a
world that demands conformity through both secular liberalism and religious orthodoxy.
Within this framework, the protagonist Shahid Hasan’s journey is shaped by his conflicting
loyalties and desires, as he attempts to reconcile the bodily pleasures and intellectual
curiosities that characterize his relationship with Deedee Osgood, with the communal
discipline and spiritual longing offered by Riaz Al-Hussain’s Islamist collective.

Shahid’s sexual relationship with Deedee becomes the most vivid site of this identity
struggle, simultaneously erotic, philosophical, and transgressive. His engagement with
Deedee is not reducible to romantic attraction; it is laden with cultural and ideological
significance. Their intimacy disrupts the cultural expectations imposed upon him by his
religious upbringing and his immigrant community. The novel captures this rupture in a
moment of vulnerability when Shahid reflects, “It was as if she had opened him with her
tongue. He wanted to be disarmed and remade by her” (Kureishi 94). This act of erotic
surrender is a moment of self-exploration and symbolic rebellion, where the pleasures of the
body challenge the asceticism and guilt instilled by religious and cultural conservatism. Yet,
Kureishi does not romanticize this rebellion. Shahid's simultaneous desire for Deedee and
fear of betraying his heritage surfaces in his inner turmoil: “Was he betraying his people... if
he became involved with this woman, this infidel, who believed in books and sex?” (89).
Through such internal conflicts, the narrative dramatizes how sexuality becomes a
battleground for negotiating identity—a space where personal freedom and collective
belonging are painfully at odds.
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Religion in The Black Album is neither wholly villainous nor purely redemptive; rather, it
occupies an ambivalent space as both a source of spiritual community and an apparatus of
ideological control. Shahid’s attraction to Riaz and his group initially stems from a desire for
moral clarity and cultural solidarity in an alienating and racially stratified Britain. Riaz offers
a sense of purpose, invoking the collective struggle of Muslims marginalized by the dominant
society: “We’re a community. We can’t afford individualism. We’re not just people—we’re
history, suffering, and resistance!” (Kureishi 122). For Shahid, this rhetoric resonates with his
yearning to connect to something larger than himself. However, as he becomes more
immersed in the group, the authoritarian nature of their ideology becomes evident. Riaz’s
demand for total submission and rejection of Western culture is not grounded in spiritual
enlightenment but in a dogmatic worldview that suppresses dissent and intellectual inquiry.
“Freedom,” Riaz insists, “is a Western delusion. Submission to Allah. Purity. That is our
path” (118). This rejection of hybridity in favor of a purist religious identity reflects a deeper
fear of cultural contamination and ambiguity—a fear that Kureishi critiques by exposing the
hypocrisy and performativity within the Islamist collective. The very acts that are presented
as virtuous—discipline, modesty, devotion—are shown to be susceptible to manipulation and
coercion.

Rebellion in the novel takes many forms, but it is most powerfully rendered as a daily
negotiation rather than a singular act of resistance. Deedee, with her liberal humanism and
refusal to conform to academic or social norms, enacts a rebellion grounded in the pleasures
of the intellect and body. She challenges Shahid to think, feel, and experiment: “You can’t
read the Koran and ignore Freud and Foucault” (Kureishi 86). Yet her own position is not
immune to critique. Kureishi highlights the limits of Deedee’s liberalism, especially her
failure to fully grasp the weight of racial and religious identity in Shahid’s life. Her rebellion,
though sincere, remains partial—inflected by a privileged detachment that occasionally
borders on appropriation. Similarly, Chad, another member of Riaz’s group, embodies a more
violent rebellion, one that rejects both British secularism and moderate religiosity. His
disillusionment leads him down a path of radicalism, reflecting how the desire for identity
and agency can be co-opted by extremist ideologies when other forms of expression are
denied.

The Black Album presents both sexuality and religion as terrains of possibility and peril. They
are realms through which individuals seek connection, transcendence, and meaning, but they
are also spaces where control, shame, and conflict proliferate. Rebellion, then, becomes the
axis around which identity is continually reconfigured—not as a form of nihilism but as a
means of survival. Kureishi’s vision is not utopian. He does not resolve the tension between
faith and freedom, but he insists on its irreducibility. Through Shahid’s journey, he illustrates
the necessity of living within contradiction, and the radical potential of literature to stage and
hold that contradiction. The carnivalesque logic of the novel—its satire, excess, and
multiplicity—serves to challenge binary moralities and affirm the richness of ambivalent
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identities. The Black Album, in this light, is both a story of personal awakening and a
manifesto of cultural defiance, insisting that identity is not dictated by external scripts but
authored through intimate, often uncomfortable acts of resistance.

Intertextuality and Popular Culture — Prince, Rushdie, and Cultural Remix

Hanif Kureishi’s The Black Album offers a rich tapestry of intertextual references and pop
culture allusions that are far more than ornamental—they are crucial to understanding the
novel’s thematic core. The title itself is a direct nod to Prince’s infamous 1987 Black Album,
a record that was never officially released during its original production due to its perceived
dark and provocative content. In appropriating this title, Kureishi situates his novel within a
framework of rebellion, artistic freedom, and cultural hybridity. Just as Prince’s music defied
easy categorization, fusing funk, rock, eroticism, and social commentary, so too does
Kureishi’s novel defy singular readings. The invocation of Prince becomes symbolic of
Shahid’s journey through conflicting cultural identities. Prince represents a bold, sensual, and
boundary-crossing aesthetic that sharply contrasts with the restrictive, purist ethos of the
Islamic fundamentalist group Shahid briefly joins. The act of listening to Prince becomes, for
Shahid, not just a form of pleasure but a defiant assertion of selfhood against a backdrop of
ideological constraint.

Salman Rushdie’s specter looms large over The Black Album, not simply as a passing
reference but as a deeply embedded symbol of cultural controversy, freedom of expression,
and postcolonial literary struggle. The narrative unfolds in the shadow of the fatwa issued
against Rushdie for The Satanic Verses, and Kureishi mirrors the anxiety, outrage, and debate
surrounding that event within his characters’ lives. Shahid’s intellectual attraction to
controversial texts and philosophical inquiry places him in the crossfire of cultural and
religious orthodoxy, much like Rushdie himself. Through this parallel, Kureishi not only
signals his own artistic solidarity with Rushdie but also interrogates the very limits of literary
freedom in a multicultural Britain where offense and expression are constantly in negotiation.
Riaz and his followers’ vehement rejection of blasphemous literature represents a real-world
dilemma—the tension between preserving cultural or religious dignity and championing the
liberties of individual voice and imagination.

In Kureishi’s world, popular culture is more than backdrop; it is a participatory medium
through which characters engage with the world and themselves. The clubs Shahid visits, the
music he listens to, and the posters that adorn his walls are all part of the symbolic
vocabulary through which his inner life is expressed. These sites of cultural consumption
become spaces of resistance, where moral surveillance is briefly suspended and fluid
identities can be experimented with. They offer a stark contrast to the ideological
homogeneity of the Islamist group and even to the sometimes naive liberalism of Deedee’s
academic world. Cultural products—songs, books, films—are treated as more than

DEEKSHA PROF. ALOK KUMAR 12Page
VOL 11, ISSUE 02 www.puneresearch.cc

(IMPACTFACTOR 3.94) INDEXED, PEER-REVIEWED




PUNE RESEARCE I5SN2454- 3454

pr——==7aq AN INTERNATIONAL JOURNALINENGLISH VOL11, ISSUE 02

" E "

entertainment; they are tools for ideological struggle, for dreaming alternate futures, for
staging acts of rebellion both personal and collective.

This intertextuality extends to the form of the novel itself. Kureishi’s prose style is episodic,
fragmented, and referential, echoing the very postmodern sensibility it explores. There is a
conscious refusal to privilege any single cultural or philosophical discourse; instead, the
novel thrives in a state of multiplicity. This structure mirrors the lived reality of multicultural
Britain, where identities are stitched together through fragments of memory, media, myth,
and experience. Kureishi does not suggest that these pieces always fit together
harmoniously—in fact, their clashes are central to the narrative’s tension. But in allowing
these fragments to coexist, he creates a literary space that reflects the hybrid, contested, and
evolving nature of identity itself.

The Black Album is not just a story about multiculturalism; it is a performance of it. By
invoking Prince and Rushdie, weaving in references from across the cultural spectrum, and
celebrating the mixed textures of contemporary life, Kureishi constructs a narrative that is as
hybrid as its protagonist. This literary approach becomes a political act—one that resists
essentialism, rejects purity, and affirms the value of diversity, dialogue, and creative
transgression. In a world marked by cultural clashes and ideological rigidity, Kureishi’s novel
stands as a tribute to the remix: the ability to take disparate influences, styles, and beliefs and
turn them into something uniquely expressive and defiantly open-ended.

Conclusion — The Political Power of the Carnivalesque in Resisting Fixed Identities

Hanif Kureishi’s The Black Album stands as a literary embodiment of the carnivalesque spirit,
using cultural disruption, identity fragmentation, and stylistic pluralism to resist the
imposition of singular, fixed identities. At its heart, the novel is not just a story about a young
man navigating faith and freedom, tradition and modernity, but a profound political critique
of the structures that seek to fix people into reductive categories. Through Shahid’s journey,
Kureishi paints a vivid portrait of multicultural Britain at a time when the certainties of
identity—national, religious, sexual, or ideological—were being destabilized. The
carnivalesque, as theorized by Mikhail Bakhtin, is a world turned upside down, where social
hierarchies collapse, sacred truths are mocked, and boundaries between high and low are
blurred. This atmosphere pervades The Black Album, allowing Kureishi to stage a complex
exploration of the self that is at once humorous, irreverent, painful, and deeply political.

The power of the carnivalesque in Kureishi’s work lies in its ability to resist the pressure of
conformity. It provides the tools for his characters—especially Shahid—to engage in a
performance of identity that is flexible, self-aware, and reactive to context. The various
ideological systems Shahid encounters—Riaz’s rigid Islamism, Deedee’s secular liberalism,
the academy’s detached intellectualism—each attempt to offer him a singular script, a closed
narrative about who he should be. But the very structure of the novel resists such closure. Its
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fragmented, dialogic, and intertextual form reflects the experience of its protagonist,
suggesting that identity in a multicultural, postcolonial world can only ever be partial,
performative, and contested.

In this way, the carnivalesque is not merely a theme but a political strategy embedded within
the language, form, and structure of the novel. It offers a way of understanding culture as
inherently dynamic, full of contradictions and collisions. The comic tone, the mixture of
registers, the deliberate blending of sacred and profane—all serve to unsettle fixed meanings.
The novel creates a space in which identity is not a destination but an ongoing negotiation,
open to interruption and improvisation. The reader is drawn into a carnival of perspectives
that undermines any attempt to assert a single, authoritative voice.

This literary mode becomes particularly significant in the context of 1980s and 1990s Britain,
where multiculturalism was increasingly contested by both right-wing nationalist rhetoric and
religious fundamentalism. Kureishi’s response is not to retreat into one or the other but to
challenge both through the narrative act of creative dissent. His characters do not represent
fixed identities—they embody process, struggle, and transformation. In this sense, the novel
becomes a site of cultural resistance, using fiction to challenge the binaries of East and West,
faith and freedom, individual and community.

The political implications of this are profound. In a time marked by rising xenophobia,
identity politics, and cultural policing, The Black Album reminds us that art can resist these
forces not by providing solutions but by insisting on complexity. The novel’s refusal to
settle—into one tone, one genre, one message—is a form of ethical and political resistance. It
celebrates those who do not fit, who question, who change. It defends the right to be in-
between. And it suggests that the carnival, in all its chaos and contradiction, might be the
most honest reflection of how we live today.

In conclusion, The Black Album is not just a reflection of cultural hybridity—it is a
performance of it. Through its carnivalesque lens, Kureishi invites readers to embrace
multiplicity, to laugh at power, and to find freedom in the fluid. His characters, far from
being lost or broken, are shown to be alive to the world’s contradictions and capable of
finding meaning within them. The novel asserts that identity is not a fixed script handed
down by religion, nationality, or ideology, but a narrative we must each write and rewrite for
ourselves. In doing so, Kureishi affirms the enduring power of literature—not to impose
answers, but to keep the conversation open.
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