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Abstract

Hanif Kureishi’s The Buddha of Suburbia stands as a critical text in British Asian fiction,
addressing key themes of identity, race, class, and multiculturalism in 1970s Britain. Through the
experiences of Karim Amir, a mixed-race teenager, Kureishi explores the complexities of the
immigrant experience, focusing on self-discovery, cultural identity, and the navigation of social
hierarchies in a postcolonial context. The novel examines the tension between first and second-
generation immigrants as they struggle with the contradictions between tradition and modernity,
placing a particular emphasis on the fluidity of identity within the context of hybridity. Karim's
heritage, split between Indian and British roots, positions him at the junction of two cultural
spheres, demonstrating how identity is continuously shaped by social, cultural, and historical
forces. Kureishi critiques British multiculturalism, arguing that it often celebrates diversity at a
superficial level rather than promoting genuine integration, as illustrated by characters such as
Eva, who exoticizes Haroon's spirituality for her benefit. The novel also delves into the
intersections of race and class, exposing the social hierarchies that immigrants face, including
pervasive discrimination and barriers to social mobility. Haroon's transformation into the
Buddha of Suburbia"exemplifies the contradictions involved in attempts at self-reinvention, as
systemic racial and class inequalities persist. Sexuality is presented as another site of identity
negotiation, with Karims fluid sexual orientation underscoring how personal identity and
desires are shaped by societal structures. Through the use of theatre and performance as
metaphors for identity construction, Kureishi critiques the limited scope of multiculturalism and
explores how identity is often performed in response to societal expectations and cultural
Stereotypes.

Keywords: British Asian fiction, multiculturalism, identity, race, class, hybridity, immigrant
experience
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Introduction

Hanif Kureishi’s The Buddha of Suburbia (1990) occupies a significant place in British Asian
fiction, providing a nuanced exploration of identity, race, class, and belonging in a multicultural
Britain. Set in the 1970s in London and its suburban outskirts, the novel captures the cultural,
political, and social tensions of a rapidly evolving society. The novel was written during a period
of heightened racial consciousness and national identity debates, addressing the experiences of
first and second-generation immigrants as they grapple with issues of identity, cultural
integration, and hybridity. Kureishi, a British Pakistani writer, uses the life of Karim Amir, a
mixed-race young man (with an Indian father and a white English mother), to craft a narrative
that reflects the complexities of multicultural experiences in postcolonial Britain. Through
Karim’s journey, Kureishi addresses the challenges associated with cultural integration, the
fluidity of identity, and the contradictions inherent in Britain’s multicultural landscape. The
novel’s witty, irreverent, and often satirical tone exposes both the pretensions of British society
and the struggles of immigrant communities striving to establish their identities within it. This
paper explores the perspectives of British Asian fiction and multiculturalism, with a particular
focus on themes of identity, race, class, sexuality, and representation. These themes are essential
in understanding Kureishi’s critique of multiculturalism, particularly in the context of Britain’s
colonial past and its contemporary immigrant population. The novel reflects the tensions between
the idealized notion of Britain as a multicultural utopia and the lived experiences of marginalized
communities who continue to face discrimination and exclusion. This exploration also delves
into Kureishi’s examination of cultural commodification and the complexity of negotiating
personal freedom within a multicultural, postcolonial space. Through the novel’s central
characters, especially Karim and his father Haroon, Kureishi provides a multidimensional view
of the immigrant experience, offering diverse perspectives on cultural identity and social

mobility.
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Discussion

The rise of British Asian fiction is closely tied to the postcolonial experience, where writers of
South Asian descent articulated the complexities of living between two cultural worlds: their
homeland and the new cultural environment of Britain. The development of this literary tradition
is linked to the history of South Asian immigration to Britain, particularly after World War II,
when many immigrants from India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh arrived in Britain seeking
economic opportunities. However, these immigrants often faced hostility, racism, and social
exclusion. Such experiences provided fertile ground for British Asian writers to explore themes
of alienation, identity crises, and the generational conflicts between first and second-generation
immigrants. Writers such as V.S. Naipaul, Salman Rushdie, Meera Syal, and Hanif Kureishi
became prominent figures in British Asian fiction, using their works to challenge dominant
portrayals of immigrants as outsiders who were incapable of fully assimilating into British
society. British Asian fiction thus became a powerful medium through which these writers could
present the voices and experiences of the South Asian diaspora. Through their narratives, these
writers depicted immigrant communities not as passive recipients of Western culture but as
active participants in the creation of new, hybrid identities. Kureishi’s The Buddha of Suburbia
fits within this tradition while also expanding its scope, engaging with issues such as race,
identity, and belonging, as well as class, sexuality, and personal freedom. Karim Amir, the
protagonist of the novel, embodies the hybrid nature of contemporary British identity. As a
mixed-race individual, Karim constantly moves between different cultural and social worlds,
searching for a place in a society that often resists difference. His experiences reflect the broader
experience of second-generation immigrants, who find themselves navigating the complexities of
both British and South Asian cultural expectations. Kureishi’s novel offers a space to explore the
contradictions of multicultural identity, presenting characters who are neither fully accepted by

British society nor completely connected to their ancestral roots.
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Hanif Kureishi's The Buddha of Suburbia offers a critical and nuanced exploration of British
multiculturalism, challenging its superficiality and the inherent contradictions within the concept.
The novel paints a complex portrait of what it means to live in a multicultural society,
particularly for individuals from immigrant backgrounds. Kureishi’s critique extends beyond
surface-level celebrations of diversity, revealing how multiculturalism in Britain often functions
as a tool of commodification, where ethnic identities are consumed and exoticized rather than
genuinely integrated or understood. One of the central critiques Kureishi offers in The Buddha of
Suburbia is that British multiculturalism tends to commodify ethnic identities, reducing them to
marketable symbols rather than engaging with them in meaningful ways. The character of
Haroon, Karim’s father, embodies this critique. Haroon transforms himself from a government
clerk into the "Buddha of Suburbia," adopting a persona that blends elements of Eastern
spirituality with the cultural expectations of white, middle-class Britons. His reinvention is not
rooted in any genuine spiritual or cultural exchange but is instead shaped by the desires of his
audience. He commodifies his Indian heritage to appeal to the white middle class, who are eager
to consume exotic cultural experiences but unwilling to engage with the deeper realities of
immigrant life. Haroon's spiritual sessions, attended by white middle-class Britons seeking
enlightenment, serve as a metaphor for the superficiality of multiculturalism in Britain. Eva, who
becomes Haroon’s lover, exemplifies this dynamic. She embraces Haroon’s "Eastern wisdom"
but does so in a way that reduces his culture to something consumable and trendy. Her interest in
Haroon is not rooted in a genuine understanding or respect for his background; rather, she views
him as a gateway to a more cosmopolitan and exotic lifestyle. In this sense, Kureishi critiques
how multiculturalism in Britain often results in the commodification of culture, where elements
of immigrant identities are consumed for their novelty but are stripped of their deeper

significance.

This commodification reflects a broader societal tendency to celebrate cultural diversity only in
its most palatable forms. Kureishi suggests that British multiculturalism often fails to promote
genuine integration or mutual understanding. Instead, it emphasizes the superficial consumption
of "exotic" cultural markers, allowing dominant groups to claim a veneer of diversity without
addressing the structural inequalities and discrimination that persist. The novel critiques this

form of multiculturalism as shallow, pointing out that it leaves the deeper, more difficult
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questions of race, power, and identity untouched. Kureishi also uses the novel to explore the
power dynamics embedded within British multiculturalism. While on the surface,
multiculturalism is presented as a progressive ideal that celebrates cultural differences, Kureishi
reveals how it often reinforces existing hierarchies, particularly those related to race and class.
The interactions between the immigrant characters and white Britons highlight the unequal
power relationships that shape their lives. Even as British society claims to embrace diversity,
immigrants and people of colour are still subjected to racisml, exclusion, and stereotyping.
Karim’s own experiences as a mixed-race individual reflect the limitations of British
multiculturalism. While he moves between different social worlds, he is never fully accepted by
either the white British society or the South Asian community. Kureishi presents Karim’s identity
as fluid and constantly evolving, but this fluidity is not necessarily liberating. Instead, it reflects
the tension that arises from being caught between two cultures in a society that is still deeply
divided along racial lines. Karim’s mixed heritage makes him an outsider in both the British and
Indian communities, underscoring how multiculturalism often fails to address the complexities of

hybrid identities.

The novel also highlights how the celebration of diversity in British society is frequently
contingent on the commodification of these differences. Karim’s foray into the world of theatre
reveals the limitations imposed on people of colour in the arts. Despite his desire to escape the
confines of suburban life and embrace his identity as a British Asian, Karim is cast in
stereotypical roles that reflect the broader societal expectations of what it means to be "Asian" in
Britain. His role as Mowgli from The Jungle Book exemplifies this, as he is reduced to playing
an exoticized and racialized character that reflects the dominant culture’s understanding of his
identity. Through this portrayal, Kureishi critiques how multiculturalism, rather than liberating
individuals, often confines them to rigid categories that reinforce racial and cultural hierarchies.
While Karim aspires to greater social mobility and personal freedom, his opportunities are
constrained by the stereotypes that British society imposes on him. The novel suggests that the
promise of multiculturalism—of multiple identities coexisting equally—is undercut by the

realities of racism and social exclusion. Kureishi also critiques the notion that multiculturalism

! Ahmad, Aijaz. "The Politics of Literary Postcoloniality." Race and Class, vol. 36, no. 3, 1995, pp. 10.
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leads to meaningful integration within British society. The novel presents a world where, despite
the rhetoric of diversity and inclusion, immigrant communities continue to face systemic
discrimination and exclusion. Kureishi exposes the gap between the ideal of a multicultural

society and the lived experiences of immigrants, who are often treated as perpetual outsiders.

Haroon’s experiences reflect this gap. While he seeks to integrate into British society, his success
is contingent on his ability to perform a version of his Indian identity that appeals to the
dominant culture. His transformation into the "Buddha of Suburbia" is not a true expression of
his cultural heritage but a performance designed to fit the expectations of white, middle-class
Britons. Haroon’s experience illustrates how the promise of integration in a multicultural society
is often illusory, as immigrants are forced to navigate a world that demands conformity to
dominant cultural norms while marginalizing their authentic identities. Similarly, Karim’s
experiences in London reveal the limitations of multicultural integration. While London is
portrayed as a cosmopolitan space where different cultures intersect, Kureishi shows that the city
is still shaped by deep-seated racial and class divisions. Karim’s journey through London’s social
world highlights the persistence of racism, as he encounters prejudice and exclusion despite his
desire to fully participate in British society. The novel thus critiques the idea that
multiculturalism has created a truly inclusive society, arguing that racial and cultural barriers
continue to define the experiences of immigrants and their descendants. Kureishi’s critique of
multiculturalism is also closely tied to his exploration of identity. In The Buddha of Suburbia,
identity is presented as fluid and performative, shaped by social and cultural forces. Kureishi
challenges the idea that identity is something fixed or essential, instead suggesting that it is
constantly evolving in response to external pressures. This view of identity complicates the
notion of multiculturalism, which often assumes that individuals have stable, coherent cultural
identities that can be easily categorized. Karim’s experiences illustrate the fluidity of identity in a
multicultural context. Throughout the novel, he navigates multiple cultural spaces, experimenting
with different aspects of his identity in an attempt to find his place in British society. However,
his identity is constantly shaped by the expectations of others, particularly concerning his race
and class. Kureishi suggests that in a multicultural society, identity is not something that
individuals can freely construct but is instead shaped by the power dynamics and social

hierarchies that define their interactions with others.
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Haroon’s performance of his identity in the novel further illustrates this point. His reinvention is
not an authentic expression of his Indian heritage but a strategic performance designed to appeal
to the desires of his white clients. Kureishi uses this example to critique how multiculturalism
often forces individuals to perform their cultural identities in ways that conform to dominant
expectations. The novel thus highlights the tension between the promise of multiculturalism,
which claims to celebrate diversity, and the reality of how individuals are forced to navigate
these cultural expectations to survive in a hierarchical society. In the novel, Kureishi presents a
powerful critique of British multiculturalism, revealing its superficiality and its failure to address
the deeper issues of race, class, and identity. While multiculturalism is celebrated as a
progressive ideal, Kureishi suggests that it often functions as a means of commodifying cultural
differences, reducing ethnic identities to consumable symbols rather than promoting genuine
integration or understanding. The novel exposes the unequal power dynamics that shape
multicultural interactions, highlighting how immigrants and people of colour are confined by the
stereotypes and expectations of the dominant culture. Kureishi’s critique of multiculturalism is
ultimately tied to his exploration of identity, showing how individuals in a multicultural society
are often forced to perform their identities in response to external pressures. Rather than
liberating individuals, multiculturalism can reinforce existing racial and class hierarchies,
limiting the opportunities available to immigrants and their descendants. The novel suggests that
the promise of multiculturalism remains unfulfilled, as structural inequalities and cultural

commodification continue to define the immigrant experience in Britain.

In the novel Hanif Kureishi offers a nuanced critique of the intersections between race, class, and
social mobility, exposing how these factors shape the experiences and opportunities of
immigrants and their descendants in 1970s Britain. Kureishi’s portrayal of characters from
immigrant backgrounds reveals how both race and class form significant barriers to social
mobility, even within a society that claims to value multiculturalism. By focusing on Karim
Amir, the novel’s mixed-race protagonist, and his father Haroon, Kureishi highlights the
complex, often contradictory paths that individuals must navigate in their attempts to move up
the social ladder. This exploration underscores the systemic inequalities faced by immigrants and
people of colour in Britain, illustrating how deeply entrenched social hierarchies limit the

promise of upward mobility. The suburban setting of The Buddha of Suburbia serves as a potent
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metaphor for social stagnation and the barriers to mobility that individuals from marginalized
groups encounter. Kureishi depicts the suburbs as a space of mediocrity and monotony, where the
social and economic constraints imposed by both race and class are keenly felt. For Karim,
growing up in the suburbs represents entrapment; he is acutely aware of the limitations imposed
by his lower-middle-class background and the racial prejudices that further restrict his

opportunities for advancement.

Karim’s desire to escape the suffocating environment of suburban life is tied to his awareness of
the social hierarchies that shape his existence. He views London, with its cosmopolitan allure, as
a place of freedom and opportunity—a place where he can reinvent himself and break free from
the racial and class constraints that define his suburban upbringing. In this sense, Karim’s
journey from the suburbs to the city symbolizes his broader quest for social mobility and
personal liberation. However, as Kureishi demonstrates, the obstacles that Karim faces in

London reveal the persistence of ‘systemic barriers related to both race and class’.?

One of Kureishi’s key critiques in the novel is how race operates as a significant constraint on
social mobility in Britain. Despite Karim’s aspirations for a better life, his opportunities are
shaped by the racial stereotypes and prejudices that pervade British society. Kureishi shows how,
for individuals of colour, social mobility is not simply a matter of personal ambition or hard
work; it is also determined by the racialized structures of power that define who can succeed and
in what ways. Karim’s experiences in the world of theatre highlight the racial limitations
imposed on people of colour in British society, even in ostensibly progressive spaces. When
Karim embarks on a career as an actor, he initially sees the theatre as a space of possibility,
where he can escape the limitations of his suburban life and embrace a new identity. However, he
soon finds himself cast in stereotypical roles that reinforce racial hierarchies. His first major role
is that of Mowgli from The Jungle Book, a character that represents the exoticized "Other" in the
British imagination. Despite his desire for personal freedom and success, Karim’s opportunities
in the theatre world are constrained by the racial expectations of his white peers and the larger

society. His identity as a person of South Asian descent is commodified and reduced to a one-

2 Conroy, William. "Race, Capitalism, and the Necessity/Contingency Debate." Theory, Culture & Society, vol. 41,
2024, pp. 39-58.
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dimensional stereotype, reflecting the broader dynamics of British multiculturalism, where
ethnic® identities are consumed and exploited but rarely understood or valued in their full
complexity. Kureishi’s portrayal of Karim’s experiences underscores how race operates as a
barrier to social mobility, even in spaces where cultural diversity is supposedly celebrated. While
British society may claim to be multicultural, Kureishi demonstrates that individuals of color are
still subject to racial prejudice and discrimination, which limits their ability to move up the social
ladder. This critique of racialized social mobility challenges the notion that Britain is a

meritocratic society where hard work and talent are enough to overcome systemic inequalities.

Alongside race, class plays a crucial role in determining the social mobility of Kureishi’s
characters. The novel highlights how class structures are deeply entrenched in British society,
limiting the opportunities for upward mobility, particularly for immigrants and their descendants.
For Karim, his lower-middle-class background is a significant source of frustration. He grows up
in a family that occupies a marginal position within British society—neither fully integrated into
the middle class nor connected to the upper echelons of wealth and privilege. Karim’s sense of
class inadequacy is reflected in his interactions with characters from wealthier backgrounds. He
is keenly aware of the social and economic distinctions that separate him from his white, middle-
class peers, such as his friend Charlie. Charlie represents the kind of privileged lifestyle that
Karim longs for—cosmopolitan, rebellious, and free from the constraints of suburban life.
However, despite Karim’s aspirations to transcend his class status, his lower-middle-class
background continues to shape his opportunities. Throughout the novel, Karim’s attempts to
break free from his class roots are complicated by both his racial identity and the rigid class

structures that define British society.

Haroon, Karim’s father, embodies another aspect of Kureishi’s critique of class and social
mobility. As a first-generation immigrant, Haroon arrives in Britain with the hope of creating a
better life for himself and his family. However, his experiences reflect the difficulties faced by
immigrants who seek to move up the social ladder in a society that is resistant to change. Initially

working as a low-level civil servant, Haroon attempts to reinvent himself as the "Buddha of

3 Hall, Stuart. "New Ethnicities." ‘Race’, Culture and Difference, edited by James Donald and Ali Rattansi, Sage,
1992, pp. 252-259.
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Suburbia," adopting a spiritual persona that allows him to access a wealthier, more privileged
class of white Britons. His transformation into a spiritual guru reflects his desire for upward
mobility, but it also reveals the limitations of this aspiration. Haroon’s success is contingent on
his ability to commodify his Indian heritage, catering to the exoticized desires of his white
clients. This commodification reflects the broader social pressures that immigrants face to
conform to the expectations of the dominant culture to achieve social mobility. Haroon’s
transformation illustrates how class mobility for immigrants is often limited by racialized
expectations and the need to "perform" one’s ethnic identity in ways that are palatable to the
dominant society. Despite his efforts to carve out a new identity for himself, Haroon remains
constrained by the class and racial hierarchies that define British society. His success as the
"Buddha of Suburbia" is precarious, as it is based on a performance of identity that is shaped by
the desires of others rather than a genuine expression of his cultural heritage. Kureishi’s novel
reveals how the intersections of race and class create a "double burden" for characters like Karim
and Haroon, who must navigate multiple layers of inequality in their pursuit of social mobility.
Karim’s mixed-race identity, combined with his lower-middle-class background, places him in a
particularly marginalized position within British society. He is caught between two worlds—
neither fully accepted by white British society nor entirely connected to his Indian heritage. This
sense of being "in-between" is a recurring theme in the novel, reflecting the broader experience
of second-generation immigrants who must negotiate their dual identities in a society that

remains deeply divided along racial and class lines.

Kureishi uses Karim’s experiences to explore how race and class intersect to limit social mobility
in Britain. While Karim aspires to escape the confines of suburban life and achieve personal
success, his opportunities are constrained by the racial and class barriers that continue to shape
British society. The novel critiques the myth of the "self-made" individual, suggesting that social
mobility is not simply a matter of personal ambition but is also determined by the structural

inequalities that define who can succeed and in what ways.

The novel also highlights how the pursuit of social mobility can lead to the commodification of
culture and the reinforcement of racial stereotypes. Both Karim and Haroon attempt to navigate

the complexities of race and class in their pursuit of success, but their efforts are often shaped by

Vol. 10, Issue 3 (October 2024) Page Dr. Siddhartha Sharma
Editor-in-Chief

141



@,
www.TLHjournal.com JWQ “ ﬂfm&l ISSN: 2454-3365

An International Refereed/Peer-reviewed English e-Journal
Impact Factor: 6.292 (SJIF)
the need to conform to the expectations of the dominant culture. This commodification reflects
the broader dynamics of British multiculturalism, where individuals from immigrant
backgrounds are often forced to "perform" their identities in ways that are acceptable to the white
majority to achieve social mobility. Hanif Kureishi offers a powerful critique of the limitations of
social mobility for immigrants and people of colour in Britain. The novel reveals how race and
class intersect to create significant barriers to upward mobility, even in a society that claims to
value multiculturalism and diversity. Through the experiences of Karim and Haroon, Kureishi
illustrates how deeply entrenched social hierarchies continue to define the opportunities available
to individuals from marginalized groups. Kureishi’s critique of social mobility challenges the
notion that Britain is a meritocratic society, where individuals can rise through the ranks based
solely on their talents and efforts. Instead, the novel exposes the systemic inequalities that limit
the possibilities for upward mobility, particularly for individuals from immigrant backgrounds.
By highlighting the intersections of race, class, and identity, The Buddha of Suburbia provides a
nuanced exploration of the complexities of social mobility in a multicultural society, revealing

the persistent barriers that prevent true equality and integration.

One of the central themes in The Buddha of Suburbia is the exploration of sexuality, particularly
how it intersects with questions of freedom, identity, and societal norms. Karim’s fluid sexual
identity serves as a metaphor for the fluid nature of identity itself, reflecting his broader quest for
personal freedom and self-expression. His sexual relationships, with both men and women,
challenge the heteronormative expectations of his suburban upbringing and highlight how
sexuality becomes a space for negotiating identity and autonomy. For Karim, sexuality is not
merely a form of personal exploration but also an act of resistance against the constraints of
suburban life. His relationships are shaped by power dynamics related to race and class, as seen
in his interactions with Eleanor, a white middle-class actress who exoticizes him because of his
mixed-race background. Karim’s sexual freedom is thus complicated by the societal forces that
shape desire, revealing the complexities of identity formation in a multicultural society. Karim’s
sexual explorations also serve as a means of challenging societal expectations, reflecting
Kureishi’s broader critique of the rigid structures that confine individuals based on race, class,
and gender. Throughout the novel, Karim navigates relationships that expose the contradictions

between personal desire and the societal forces that seek to define his identity. His sexual
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encounters become a way of experimenting with different facets of his identity, mirroring his

broader journey of self-discovery.

At the same time, Kureishi acknowledges the complexities of this exploration. While Karim’s
sexual freedom provides him with a sense of liberation, it is also shaped by the power dynamics
that govern his interactions with others. For instance, his relationship with Charlie, his childhood
friend, is infused with both admiration and envy. Charlie, who embodies the freedom and
rebellion that Karim seeks, becomes a model for Karim’s quest for liberation. However, as Karim
matures, he begins to recognize the limitations of Charlie’s approach to freedom, realizing that
true liberation requires more than simply imitating others. Kureishi’s exploration of sexuality is
not limited to Karim’s experiences. The novel also examines the generational differences in
attitudes toward sexuality through the character of Haroon, who embarks on his own sexual and
spiritual awakening after leaving his wife, Margaret, for Eva. Haroon’s affair with Eva represents
his desire to break free from the constraints of his immigrant identity and assert his individuality.
However, this relationship is fraught with racial and cultural tensions, as Haroon struggles to
reconcile his Indian heritage with his aspirations for social status in white, middle-class circles.
Theatre and performance are central metaphors in The Buddha of Suburbia, illustrating how
identity is constructed and negotiated within a multicultural society. For Karim, theatre provides
a space in which he can experiment with different versions of himself, pushing the boundaries of
his identity while confronting societal expectations. Theatre is not merely a backdrop in the

novel but a powerful symbol of the performative nature of identity itself.

Karim’s foray into the world of theatre marks a turning point in his journey of self-discovery. His
role as an actor allows him to step into various identities, reflecting the fluidity of identity in a
multicultural context. However, his experiences in the entertainment industry also expose the
racial and class prejudices that persist in British society. In his first major role, Karim is cast as
Mowgli from *The Jungle Book*, a character that reinforces the racial stereotyping that
dominates British theatre. Despite his desire to escape the limitations of his suburban upbringing,
Karim finds himself confined by the expectations placed on him as a person of South Asian
descent. Kureishi critiques the limited roles available to people of colour in British society,

particularly within the arts. Karim’s frustration with the stereotypical roles he is offered reflects
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the broader racial dynamics in British society, where people of colour are often reduced to one-
dimensional representations of their cultural heritage. At the same time, theatre provides Karim
with a sense of liberation, allowing him to explore new aspects of his identity and to resist the
societal forces that seek to confine him. The novel’s focus on performance extends beyond the
literal stage, as many of the characters are shown to be "performing" their identities in response
to societal expectations. Haroon’s transformation into the "Buddha of Suburbia" is one such
example. Haroon performs a version of his Indian identity that appeals to his white, middle-class
clients, allowing him to navigate the racial and class dynamics of British society while asserting
a sense of control over his identity. Eva, Haroon’s lover, similarly performs the role of a
progressive liberal woman who embraces multiculturalism, though her understanding of race and

identity often remains superficial.

Karim’s experiences in the theatre world highlight the tension between performance and
authenticity. While theatre allows him to experiment with different identities, it also reveals the
societal pressures that seek to define and limit individuals based on race and class. Kureishi’s
exploration of performance underscores the fluid and constructed nature of identity, suggesting
that identity is not something fixed but is constantly evolving in response to social and political
forces. Kureishi explores the tensions between family, tradition, and modernity, illustrating how
these forces shape the lives of the novel’s characters. The immigrant family at the center of the
novel—Karim’s—serves as a microcosm of the broader cultural changes taking place in 1970s
Britain. The novel engages with how family dynamics and cultural traditions are challenged by
the forces of modernization, particularly within the context of postcolonial migration and the rise
of multiculturalism. Karim’s family embodies the struggles of navigating these conflicting
forces. His father, Haroon, represents the immigrant experience, bringing with him the traditions
and values of his Indian heritage while attempting to integrate into British society. Haroon’s
transformation from a civil servant into the "Buddha of Suburbia" reflects his desire to break free
from both traditional family roles and societal expectations. His spiritual journey, while rooted in
Eastern philosophy, is also a response to the monotony of suburban life and the pressures of

being a model immigrant.
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Haroon’s relationship with his family becomes strained as he pursues personal freedom. His
decision to leave his wife, Margaret, for Eva—a white British woman who embodies modern
liberal values—disrupts the traditional family structure. Haroon’s abandonment of his family
symbolizes his rejection of conventional roles as a husband and father, as he seeks to carve out a
new identity for himself in the rapidly changing social landscape of Britain. Margaret, on the
other hand, represents the more traditional aspects of family and domestic life. As a white British
woman married to an Indian immigrant, Margaret struggles with her sense of identity and
belonging. While she attempts to maintain a stable family life, her inability to fully understand or
embrace Haroon’s cultural heritage ultimately leads to the breakdown of their marriage.
Margaret’s character reflects the challenges faced by interracial couples in Britain during this
period, as well as the broader societal resistance to the blending of different cultural values.
Karim caught between his parents’ worlds, represents the second-generation immigrant
experience, where the tension between tradition and modernity is most acutely felt. Karim’s
mixed-race background places him at the intersection of cultures, and his journey throughout the
novel is one of negotiating these conflicting identities. His father’s desire for spiritual liberation
and his mother’s adherence to traditional family roles create a sense of displacement for Karim,
who struggles to reconcile the demands of both British and Indian cultural expectations. The
novel also examines the impact of modernization on family structures within immigrant
communities. For many immigrant families, traditional values play a central role in maintaining
a sense of stability and identity in the face of cultural displacement. However, as the younger
generation becomes more integrated into British society, these traditional values are often called
into question. This is evident in the character of Jamila, Karim’s childhood friend, whose life is
shaped by the competing demands of her family’s Indian heritage and her desire for
independence. Jamila’s arranged marriage to Changez, a wealthy Indian man, becomes a point of
conflict in the novel, as it reflects the clash between tradition and modernity. A feminist and
political activist, Jamila resists the idea of an arranged marriage, viewing it as a patriarchal
institution. However, she ultimately agrees to marry Changez, albeit on her terms. Jamila’s
negotiation of this traditional cultural practice highlights how second-generation immigrants
must navigate the expectations of their families while asserting their desires for freedom and

self-determination. Changez’s character further complicates the narrative around tradition and
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modernity. As an Indian immigrant proud of his cultural heritage, Changez initially appears to
embody traditional values. However, he too transforms as he adapts to life in Britain, forming an
unconventional relationship with Jamila that allows both partners a degree of freedom that defies
traditional marriage norms. Changez’s character illustrates the fluidity of tradition and how

cultural practices can evolve in response to new social contexts.
Conclusion

In The Buddha of Suburbia, Hanif Kureishi provides a nuanced exploration of identity, race,
class, and multiculturalism in 1970s Britain. The novel vividly portrays the complexities faced
by immigrants and their descendants as they navigate the tensions between cultural traditions and
modern British society. Kureishi critiques the superficial embrace of multiculturalism, exposing
how racial and class hierarchies continue to shape personal identities and limit social mobility.
By presenting identity as fluid and performative, Kureishi underscores the challenges that arise
from living between cultures. The novel also highlights the intersectionality of race, class,
sexuality, and personal freedom, using characters like Karim and Haroon to provide multiple
perspectives on the immigrant experience. This research has engaged with key themes in British
Asian fiction and postcolonial studies, contributing to broader discussions on migration, identity
politics, and the challenges of multiculturalism in contemporary society. Future research could
expand on these themes by examining how Kureishi’s ideas resonate with present-day debates on
cultural commodification and the lived realities of multiculturalism in a globalized context.
Additionally, comparative studies could explore how other postcolonial writers address similar
issues of hybrid identity and cultural negotiation across diverse contexts. This analysis lays the
groundwork for further inquiry into how literature continues to reflect and challenge notions of

belonging and identity in an increasingly diverse and interconnected world.
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