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Taman pro gradu -tutkielman tarkoituksena on analysoida kuinka Zadie Smith paljastaa ja haastaa
yhteiskunnan nédkymattomia rajoja nykypdivan Lontoossa jéalkikolonialistisessa romaanissaan NW
(suom. Risteymid). Tutkielmassani analysoin Smithin romaania kéyttden hyvaksi kehollisuuden,
sosiaalisen tilan ja identiteetin kasitteitd. Tavoitteenani on nayttad, ettd Smithin hahmot kohtaavat
elaméassadn yhteiskunnallisissa rakenteissa ja sosiaalisessa ymparistossa piilevida nakymaéttomia
esteitd, jotka pohjautuvat muun muassa rasismiin, seksismiin ja luokka-eroihin. Liséksi argumentoin,
ettd nditd esteitd ja epatasa-arvoisia rakenteita voidaan myos vastustaa kehollisuuteen, sosiaaliseen
tilaan ja identiteettiin liittyvilla keinoilla.

Romaani on julkaistu alun perin vuonna 2012, ja se sijoittuu fiktiiviselle Caldwellin
alueelle Kilburnissa luoteis-Lontoossa. Romaanin keskeiset hahmot ovat syntyneet ja kasvaneet
Caldwellissa, mutta heiddn vanhempansa ovat tulleet Lontooseen entisista siirtomaista kuten
Jamaikalta ja Irlannista. Romaani on jaettu osiin, ja kerronnan nakékulma vaihtelee eri hahmojen
kesken. Romaanin fokus on kuitenkin koko ajan vahvasti luoteis-Lontoossa, ja se onkin merkittavassa
0sassa tarinassa.

Kéytan tutkimukseni teoreettisena kehyksend tutkimuksessani seka jalkikolonialistista
teoriaa ettd tilallisuuden teoriaa. Olen kasitellyt kehoa yhtena tilan ilmenemismuotona, ja siihen
liittyen olen kayttanyt analysoinnin tyokaluina esimerkiksi Nirmal Puwarin (2004) kehoihin liittyvia
késitteitd. Lontoon kaupunkitilan kuvausta olen analysoinut esimerkiksi Masseyn (2007) seka
McLeodin (2004) teosten pohjalta. Identiteettid kasittelevassa osiossa olen hyddyntanyt muun muassa
Hallin (1996) ja Barkerin (2003) tutkimuksia.

Tutkielmassani totean ettd Smithin hahmot kohtaavat elaméssaan esteitd, jotka johtuvat
siitd, ettd heiddn kehonsa ovat “merkittyja” joko heidén ihonvérinsa tai sukupuolensa tai molempien
perusteella. Kutsun ndita esteitd ja rajoituksia nakymaéttomiksi, koska ne eivat valttamatta ole
avoimesti tiedostettuja, eivatka kosketa ihmisid jotka eivat ole samalla tavalla merkittyja.
Kehollisuuden lisdksi myds Lontoon eri alueet ovat epétasa-arvoisissa asemissa toisiinsa nahden, ja
my6s hahmojen synnyinalueilla ja taustalla on vaikutuksensa niihin mahdollisuuksiin ja haasteisiin,
joita he kohtaavat. Lisdksi totean ettd ndma tekijat ovat myds mukana vaikuttamassa hahmojen
identiteettien rakentumiseen. Kehoja, kaupunkitilaa ja identiteetteja voidaan kuitenkin kayttad myos
epéatasa-arvojen vastustamiseen. Epatasa-arvoiset yhteiskunnalliset rakenteet ovat jaykahkojé eivatka
pysty kokonaan rajoittamaan hahmojen kokemuksia kehoistaan, asuinalueistaan ja omasta itsestaan.

Avainsanat: Zadie Smith, kehollisuus, tila, identiteetti, jalkikolonialismi, Lontoo, kaupunki
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1. Introduction
NW is the fifth novel of the British author Zadie Smith, and it was first published in 2012. The novel
takes place in Kilburn, North-West London, in a fictional inner city area of Caldwell, and tells the
story of four people who were born there. The four main characters are Keisha (who later changes
her name to Natalie), her friend Leah, and Nathan, who attended the same school as them, and Felix,
who lives in the same area but is older than the other three characters and does not actually know
them. The school, Brayton, is described in the novel by Leah as “a thousand-kid mad house”. (NW
2013, 64) Keisha’s/Natalie’s parents have come to Britain from Jamaica, and Leah’s from Ireland.
They are all from working-class backgrounds, and this, together with Keisha/Natalie, Nathan and
Felix being black, affects their lives and how they experience the social spaces of London. The story
follows their lives through school and childhood to their mid-thirties, focusing mainly on
Keisha/Natalie and Leah, and their friendship and choices at different stages of their lives. The novel
is divided into different parts where focalisation changes from one character to another. All the
different storylines culminate in the same weekend of the annual Notting Hill Carnival, when Felix
is murdered in a random act of street violence.

Smith draws our attention to how questions of space and identity are intertwined:
London is represented as a city having both visible and invisible boundaries, and this relates to it still
being very much a white and male space where both women and non-white bodies of mixed ethnic
and racial origin are not welcome, or if they are, there are restrictions. This is well exemplified by the
following passage in the novel, where Keisha/Natalie is discussing her career in law with a senior
colleague, who, like Keisha/Natalie, is also a black woman. She gives the following advice to
Keisha/Natalie:

‘Then I realized the following: when some floppy haired chap from Surrey stands before

these judges, all his passionate arguments read as “pure advocacy”. He and the judge

recognize each other. They are understood by each other. Very like went to the same

school. But Whaley’s passion, or mine, or yours, reads as “aggression”. To the judge.

This is his house and you are an interloper within it. And let me tell you, with a woman
it’s worse: “aggressive hysteria”. The first lesson is: turn yourself down. One notch.



Two. Because this is not neutral.” She passed a hand over her neat frame from her head

to her lap, like a scanner. ‘This is never neutral’. (NW 2013, 242-243)

I will examine how Zadie Smith reveals and challenges the invisible boundaries present
in contemporary London as a social space in NW. | will focus on the (in)visible social inequalities
and racism in today’s London that Smith is depicting, in particular the invisible boundaries that the
characters face as non-white and/or non-male members of society, and what are the consequences of
crossing those boundaries. As my theoretical framework | will be using spatial theory, or more
precisely, postcolonial spatial theory. I will focus on the concepts of bodies, social spaces of London,
and identities. These are all present in the quotation above: because Keisha/Natalie inhabits a black,
female body, she is seen as “an interloper” in the white male space of the courthouse. This, then, leads
to her having to “turn herself down”, modify her behaviour in ways that would not be expected from
her white male colleagues. These expectations and prejudices are not officially acknowledged, but as
Smith shows, they are nevertheless present. This is why | am analysing invisible boundaries in this
thesis.

I will thus explore issues concerning the inclusion and exclusion of bodies in spaces,
for example, who is “allowed” to belong to the public spaces of London, and what is expected from
people in order to be accepted and included. These are, amongst other things, issues of power: those
who have unlimited access to spaces can have power not only over themselves but over other people
as well. The less freedom a person has, and the more excluded they are, the less power they have in
their own lives. This issue of power is why revealing the invisible boundaries is important. As Young
states, “so the politics of invisibility involves not actual invisibility, but a refusal of those in power to
see who or what is there. The task of the postcolonial is to make the invisible, in this sense, visible”
(2012, 23). 1 also argue that these concepts of bodies, social spaces and identities can also be utilised

in resisting these boundaries.



The significance of space and place as subjects of cultural and literary research has
increased over the last few decades, partly resulting from the emergence of postmodernism, as well
as postcolonial critical theories (Tally 2013, 3). Postcolonial studies are spatial by definition; as
Teverson and Upstone (2011, 1) state, “space in all its forms™ has been identified “as integral to the
postcolonial experience”. The body has risen to theoretical focus during the recent decades, in
addition to having also become a more prominent centre of attention in other areas than academic
study (McDowell 1999, 36). I will analyse the characters of the novel as occupying/inhabiting spaces
at the intersection of race, class and gender, as those three aspects are intertwined and cannot really
be considered separate from each other. As Spain (1992, 235) notes, “...people do not live three
lives, one as a man or woman, one as black or nonblack, and one as upper or lower class.”

I analyse NW as a postcolonial novel, and London as a postcolonial city in this thesis. |
have several reasons for doing this. | discuss the London of NW as a postcolonial city because its
history as the imperial centre still affects the present day society. Furthermore, when the characters
attempt to resist the invisible oppressive structures in NW, they do so by means of fluidity (for
example, fluid identities, fluidity of spaces, et cetera). Upstone (2009) has discussed this phenomenon
in her work on postcolonial spaces. | will elaborate on this later in my analysis, but to clarify, by
fluidity | refer to the fluidity of real life experiences, actions and identities that cannot be wholly
controlled by strict colonial ordering. John McLeod, who has written on the subject of postcolonial
London, notes that London “occupies a particularly significant place in the evolution of postcolonial
and oppositional thought and action, and has long been an important site of creativity and conflict for
those from countries with history of colonialism” (2004, 6). NW is a novel about London, a specific
experience of London, and that experience stems partly from the imperial past, in that it still affects
how the city is constructed socially, and the power relations that are present there (McLeod 2004, 7).
McLeod posits Smith in the continuum of writers of postcolonial London along with Ferdinand

Dennis and Monica Ali (2004, 194). While Keisha/Natalie and Leah are born in London, their parents



are immigrants from the Caribbean and from Ireland respectively. McLeod notes that even though he
discusses London as a postcolonial city, this does not mean that is comparable to the experience of
the colonised areas. He (2004, 14) notes that there is a risk of “recentralizing the Western metropolis”,
if describing London as postcolonial shifts attention away from the areas that have been colonised.
However, according to McLeod, it is not prudent to see the effects of colonialism solely as a unilateral
influence and London as “solely the undifferentiated colonial ‘centre’ or immune from the
consequences of Empire, its resistance and its decline” (2004, 14-15). As is mentioned several times
in the novel, Leah, Keisha/Natalie and Felix are “born and bred” Londoners, but the effects of the
colonial history are still to some extent present in their lives and in the city. One example of this can
be seen in the division of different areas of the city. The characters of NW, who were born into
immigrant families, all live in the same area of London, which is at one point described in the novel
as follows: “their old estate, full of people from the colonies and the Russiany lot” (NW 2013, 79).
Somehow, the “people from the colonies” tend to live centred around the same areas, and more often
than not those areas are not peaceful, well-to-do areas, but rather like the tower houses of the council
estate in Caldwell.

Another reason why | discuss NW as a postcolonial novel are the invisible boundaries
that appear in it. Aldama has discussed Smith’s first published novel, White Teeth (2000). Aldama
treats White Teeth as a postcolonial novel, because it is concerned with experiences of “boundaries,
crossings, transfers, dispersions, marginalizations, decks and holds, fields and jungles created by or
related to colonialism.” (Prince in Aldama 2009, 105) As a result, the characters inhabit “multitopical
spaces”, or fractured, overlapping spaces that their experiences and actions are affected by. The
description above also fits NW, as well as my discussion on it, in that the invisible boundaries the
characters face are usually remnants of the colonial past and London’s history as the centre of the

empire.



One of the central claims of this thesis is that social spaces are not neutral, but are
instead affected by power dynamics that take place in them. Upstone (2009, 92) suggests that
postcolonial authors aim to highlight the fact that urban spaces are experienced in a highly subjective
manner. Spaces are not neutral or equal, but their constructions are based on different interests and
power relations. The same can be applied to non-white, non-male bodies: Upstone also describes the
colonised body as “increasingly narrowed, its meanings and possibilities reduced” (2009, 150). This
phenomenon of narrowed meanings and possibilities is one of the key issues | will discuss in my
analysis of NW. While the colonial era has been over for a long time, the attitudes and prejudices still
affect people today, albeit in a less visible manner. According to Upstone (2009, 161) this is why
“postcolonial novels ... place the definition and control of bodies at the centre of their texts”. These
are relevant themes in NW as well, as the treatment of different bodies reveals issues of stereotyping
and inequality.

I will now briefly outline the structure of this thesis. In section 2, | will discuss the
theories | have applied in my analysis of the novel. This part will include three subsections, which
will focus on the concepts of bodies, social spaces and identities, respectively. The analysis that
constitutes section 3 of the thesis, will follow a similar structure. In section 4 | will conclude my
findings. Along with other critics used in this thesis, | will also refer to Pérez Zapata (2014) and
Slavin (2015) who have both analysed NW. Their texts concentrate on some of the same themes that

I analyse in this thesis, namely identities and city spaces.



2. Bodies and identities in social spaces

In the following subsections, | will first discuss the concepts of racialised and gendered bodies and
social space, and secondly, | will concentrate on the specific case of social space in postcolonial
London. Thirdly, | will focus the concept of identity, in order to enable an analysis on the
consequences of the characters of NW encountering and crossing invisible boundaries. My aim is to
analyse how Smith depicts the power relations in the social spaces of contemporary London, and their
effect on the people inhabiting those spaces. In order to do this, I will discuss concepts such as race,
class and gender, since they are among the things that are used as a basis of the divisions of social

spaces in Britain.

2.1. Bodies out of place

In this section I will discuss the concept of “body” as a theoretical tool in spatial and postcolonial
studies. My aim is to examine bodies and boundaries in NW, and therefore | will in this subsection
discuss the construction of black and white bodies and the idea of bodies ‘out of place’, i.e. bodies
that have crossed invisible boundaries that exist in today’s western society, and have in the process
rendered those boundaries visible. Once the implicit or latent social boundaries are exposed, it is
easier to challenge them.

The reason | have chosen body as a focus of my discussion is that it is, as McDowell
states, “the most immediate place” (1999, 34). A body is the physical entity with which we exist and
interact in social spaces; therefore it is also involved in social processes and the formations of power
dynamics. McDowell further notes that “[1]ike ideas about gender, ideas about place, boundaries and
membership are social constructs.” (ibid., 31) These “social constructs” shape the way different
people live their lives, and the things that they are or are not able to do in their lives. By definition of
being “social”, these ideas are not constructed in a neutral context, but are shaped by the surrounding

systems of power relations and common values. This is why studying bodies and social spaces is
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useful within the postcolonial framework. In NW, we are able to see that the characters are not treated
(nor do they necessarily treat others) in a neutral and unprejudiced way. Their physical appearances
as non-white and/or non-male individuals affect the way they are perceived. So too does the fact that
they come from a poor part of London, where a significant portion of the population come from
former colonies (such as the West Indies, African countries, and Ireland). This is one of the reasons
why | am analysing NW as a postcolonial novel, and | will elaborate on this in the following
subsection of my theory chapter.

Sara Upstone discusses spatial politics in postcolonial literature and argues that
“postcolonial texts aim to magically reconfigure the body’s significance in a way that marks the
ultimate reduction of spatial scales, as the site of greatest colonisation becomes a resource facilitating
the most powerful statements of resistance” (2009, 156). It is this idea of the body as both the place
of oppression and resistance that interests me in the context of this thesis. In addition to discussing
the invisible boundaries that the characters face in society, | also argue that they can resist those
boundaries and the oppression they encounter with methods involving the body (as well as the social
spaces of the city, and the concept of identity). The reason why I have chosen to discuss social spaces
in NW can be exemplified with the following quote from McDowell (1999, 4): “it is social-spatial
practises that define places and these practises result in overlapping and intersecting places with
multiple and changing boundaries, constituted and maintained by social relations of power and
exclusion.” Thus, through examining the body and the processes of exclusion and inclusion it is
possible to reveal and question the legacy and remains of British colonial thought.

In her study Space Invaders: Race, Gender and Bodies Out of Place (2004), Nirmal
Puwar analyses the concept of cultural diversity at length, from the point of view of non-white/non-
male bodies in spaces that have traditionally been perceived as belonging to white men (either
consciously or, perhaps more recently, in a more latent manner). The spaces | am referring to are

those in the professional and/or public world, as opposed to domestic spaces. On one hand, Puwar
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draws attention to the fact how achieving diversity and equality is more complicated than simply
having more people from different ethnicities in positions of power: “[t]he presence of women or
‘black’ bodies in the upper layers of institutions should not be taken as a straightforward sign that
organisational cultures and structures are drastically changing.” (ibid., 32) On the other hand, she
(ibid.,1) discusses the moment that those bodies which do not adhere to the “somatic norm” enter the
abovementioned spaces, because she sees that moment as revealing a “paradox”, in the sense that it
serves to deconstruct boundaries and also signifies “a change in the status quo”. Puwar especially
concentrates on contemporary Britain, which makes her work particularly useful for my thesis.
Puwar discusses the invisible boundaries and strategies through which non-white/non-
male bodies are excluded from positions of power, or included with restrictions and specific
expectations. | will discuss these strategies further later in this section. Some of these restrictions
relate to the visibility of bodies. She states that the “universal body” is invisible, because it “lacks”
the markers of gender and race (as it is white and male), thus rendering those bodies that represent
the other in either one or both of those markers, highly visible: “It [the universal body] is a ‘privileged
position’ that is ‘reserved’ for those who are not bedraggled by the humble shackles of nature,
emotion and, in effect, the bodily, allowing them to escape into the higher realms of rationality and
mind” (ibid., 57). The universal white male body is seen to represent culture and thought, and other
bodies are connected to nature and emotion. In other words, they are viewed as less rational than the
universal body. “Male” is, of course, a gender just like “female”, but when Puwar talks about the
universal body, she means that “male” is seen as default, hence it is universal and invisible, whereas
“female” is seen as an exception to the norm. The same applies to whiteness: the universal body is
assumed to be white, and to be marked as something other than white is also seen as an exception.
In relation to bodies being visible or invisible, Puwar (ibid., 57) writes about processes,
or “social dynamics”, that those bodies which do not comply with the somatic norm are subjected to.

Puwar especially concentrates on the professional world. I will discuss three of these processes here
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since they can be seen taking place in the social sphere in NW as well, as | will further demonstrate
in the analysis section of this thesis. The processes are as follows: the burden of doubt, super-
surveillance and the burden of representation. Firstly, the burden of doubt occurs when a woman or
a non-white person has to prove themselves capable of performing a task, in a way that would not be
necessary for someone inhabiting “the universal body”: “Although they endure all the trials and
tribulations involved in becoming a professional, they are still not automatically assumed to have the
required competencies.” (ibid., 59) They are not entirely trusted to be able to perform a task, since
they are not included in the concept of the rational universal body. Secondly, super-surveillance refers
to increased attention to the actions and opinions of “space invaders”. They are under “super-
surveillance”, because they are seen as a potential liability or even a threat. Thus, as Puwar claims:
“Not only do these bodies that are out of place have to work harder to convince people that they are
capable, but they also almost have to be crystal-clear perfect in their job performances, as any
imperfections are easily picked up and amplified” (ibid., 61). Thirdly, the burden of representation
means that a person belonging to a minority has additional pressure to perform well, as they are seen
to represent that particular minority as a whole (ibid., 62).

Puwar further states that a “denial of the body” is part of the masculine ideal, whereas
women have been determined by their physical existence (ibid., 16). She states that “the whole basis
of an identity which had relied on a border is placed at stake when the boundaries do not obey the
slicing of mind/body, man/woman. With the body coded as female per se, women’s bodies represent
foreign matter that threatens to contaminate the realm of serene, clean thought.” (ibid., 17) According
to Puwar, those boundaries have been the justification of the male ideal, and crossing them, and thus
making them visible, renders the ideal less powerful. McDowell describes the importance of bodily
differences (such as race and gender) for those who are included in positions of power:

Bodily distinctions are crucially important in the production of inferiority as dominated

groups are defined as nothing but their bodies, and seen as imprisoned in an undesirable

body, whereas the dominant groups occupy an unmarked neutral, universal and
disembodied position, which is white and masculine by default. (1999, 48)
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I will now briefly discuss the concept of whiteness, in order to elaborate on the idea of
the universal body that Puwar analyses. Critics such as Dyer and Lopez have studied whiteness. The
universal nature of white bodies makes their whiteness invisible and non-racial, as Dyer (1997, 1)
notes: “Other people are raced, we are just people.” White people in the West are seen as representing
people in general, non-white people are seen to represent their race. (ibid., 14) This is connected to
power dynamics of a given society, as it is an extremely powerful position to be able to define not
just oneself but other people, too. (ibid., 2)

Lopez (2005, 1) argues that even though the colonial era is over, “the cultural residues
of whiteness linger in the postcolonial world as an ideal, often latently, sometimes not.” Being white
is still associated with status or power or other desirable qualities, as opposed to non-white which
sometimes has negative connotations (ibid., 2). Lopez further states: “[t]he idea of whiteness as a
cultural aesthetic norm combines with the idea of whiteness as a desirable and even necessary trait
for colonized subjects who wish to achieve class mobility and financial success in a colonized (or
formerly colonized) society” (ibid., 17). Lopez talks about colonised or formerly colonised societies
here, but in my opinion, this can be extended to involve all societies that have been affected by
colonialism and postcolonialism, such as Great Britain (I will concentrate on the postcolonial aspects
of London further in the following subsection). When power is linked to being white and male, if a
non-white/non-male person is to achieve equal power or position, they are required to “suppress his
or her own cultural practices and beliefs and learn to live ‘like a white man.”” (ibid., 18) An abstract
and vague idea of “living like a white man” is then seen as something better and preferable to other
methods of existing, something to strive for at the expense of one’s own identity. However, when a
body possesses markings of race or gender, it is difficult to be seen as a fully individual person
separate from representing said race/gender:

More strikingly, by establishing a putative absence of racial marking, whiteness

establishes itself as a pure absence, a lack against which any positive mark of identity
appears as a contingency. Absolute absence equals a vision of self whose performance
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and agency is unmarked — and unimpaired — by any trace that would mark that identity

as situated — and hence limited — by gender, sexuality, class, etc. (Trimm 2005, 247)

Paul Gilroy calls for rejecting the binary oppositions that come with the concept of
“race” (2000, 51). Gilroy and Dyer both argue on the same problematics of race, but their approaches
differ: Dyer wants “white” to be seen as a visible race, as opposed to the universal human, whereas

Gilroy is calling for the removal of such divisions alltogether. (Lopez 2005, 2)

2.2. Social Spaces of London

In this section | will examine contemporary London as a postcolonial, urban space. I will first discuss
why | have chosen to treat London as a postcolonial space in my thesis, before moving on to briefly
consider the aspect of class divisions in London, as the invisible boundaries | am analysing in NW
work in the intersection of race, gender and class. Chris Barker (2003, 373) discusses urban spaces
and argues that “space and place are cultural constructions ... matters of the social relations of class,
gender, ethnicity, etc”. He notes that the city cannot be seen as one coherent entity, but as several
different representations of a city, “cities rather than the city” (ibid.). This type of complexity is
present in NW as well, since the novel is divided into separate sections, where the view of London
changes as the focalisation does.

Contemporary London can be described as a postcolonial space, or said to contain
postcolonial spaces, in that there are various diasporic and non-white communities creating those
spaces. Further, different areas of London (and Britain) are not all equal with each other, and it is the
minimum wage labour force of the poorer areas that enables the accumulation of financial power in
areas like the City of London. This inequality between the spaces of London, and their different
perceptions, are key themes in NW as well. McLeod discusses London as a postcolonial space, in that
London is the centre of the former empire, and is not separate from it, as the colonial period affected

both the centre and the peripheries. (2004, 5-6) There is a two-way influence between the coloniser
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and the colonised, and McLeod aims to shed light on this: “[i]n speaking of postcolonial London,
then, I am in part attempting to make visible a number of contexts resulting from colonialism and its
legacy, which have contributed to the social and cultural fortunes of London since the end of the
Second World War”. (ibid., 7) My reasons for viewing London in this context as a postcolonial city
are similar to those of McLeod; for example, the financial status and power of London is partly due
to the colonial legacy. In addition to this, London where the characters of NW live, is the result of
Thatcher’s time, when the colonial history was overlooked and Victorian values emphasised, as
indicated by critics like Sebastian Groes, thus ignoring the difficulties faced by the people living in
the poorer areas of London (Groes 2011, 235). Further, spatially speaking, London is the centre of
the former empire, but there are also peripheries within that centre, like the fictional council estate
Caldwell in Smith’s novel. These peripheries can be argued to be subaltern areas when contrasted to,
for example, the financial centre of London, the City. These areas have been formed into peripheries
through divisions based on class, intertwined with race. Smith has created the fictional council estate
of Caldwell, where most of the population is poor and/or come from the former colonies.

I will now briefly review the historical context of Smith’s novel. The Nationality Act
of 1948 confirmed that people living in the Commonwealth countries were British subjects, and as
such had a right to enter and live in Britain. An extensive migration from the West Indies to Britain
began at that time. According to Murdoch (2007, 577), the following interaction between migrant
and host cultures caused a “restructuring of identity and community” for both parties. Dawson
discusses the history of racism in the 20th century Britain, and describes the current situation in
Britain as follows: “Despite the gradual implementation of antiracist, multicultural state policy,
Britain has retained structures of racial inequality and the popular authoritarian ideologies that
legitimated them throughout the last half-century.” This has been enabled through offering an
essentialist idea of a British identity that is exclusive and racialised (Dawson 2007, 25-26). Such

inequalities and prejudices cause tension and conflict in NW, and since the novel stresses conflicts
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related to class, profession, ethnic identity and power, | will especially focus on these issues here.
According to Dawson (ibid., 8), 6 % of the British population are members of “ethnic minorities”.
Dawson further states that the term “ethnic minority” is not accurate, as many of these people are
born in Britain, and they often live in urban areas, in specific boroughs, hence forming an area-
specific majority, rather than minority (ibid.) Dawson (ibid., 25) also argues that “British authorities
and opinion-makers have a long tradition of downplaying racial conflict and inequalities while
simultaneously pursuing policies that foster such divisive forces.” One example of such politics is the
administration of Margaret Thatcher, which I will discuss further later on in this subsection.
Upstone (2009, 92) suggests that postcolonial authors aim to highlight the fact that urban
spaces are experienced in a highly subjective manner. Further, spaces are not neutral or equal, but
their constructions are based on different interests and power relations. As Upstone notes,
postcolonial authors seek to question and challenge “the colonial ordering” of city spaces, much like
Smith is doing by revealing the invisible boundaries in London in NW. Like McLeod, Upstone (20009,
104) also discusses the two-way influence between the coloniser and the colonised, and states that
while a city like London can be oppressive, there are possibilities for subversion and resistance.
Upstone mentions “displacement” as one strategy, “where the city gradually shifts out of focus in
deference to its microstructures.” In this way, emphasis is refocused on the smaller individual spaces
instead of focusing on the city as a unified whole. For Upstone, the postcolonial literary city
represents both the ideal utopian city and the reality. (2009, 92-93) There exists a possibility of a
utopia where everybody is treated equally, but at the same time the postcolonial authors make visible
the underlying power structures that prevent this.
One of the key issues in this thesis is the idea of representation, and here it means that
by making the invisible visible, and challenging the latent structural inequalities, the authors highlight
the postcolonial experience of the city space. McLeod (2004, 21) argues that “diasporic Londoners

have taken control not only of the spaces in which they have found themselves but also of the agency
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to make their representations about the city and their experiences”. Again, Smith’s main characters
are born in London, and their parents have moved to Britain from former colonies in West Indies and
Ireland. However, | argue that these ideas of agency and representation in the city space also apply
to them.

McLeod discusses the social conflicts of contemporary London. He argues that “it
would be wrong to conclude that London’s postcolonial history generally proceeds happily from
postwar exclusion and struggle to multicultural inclusion and millennial chic”. (2004, 21) He goes on
to list several acts of racial violence and unrest, including the murder of a young black man called
Stephen Lawrence in 1993, which Smith has also included in NW, and which | will also address later
in this thesis. McLeod also states that “postcolonial London has emerged in those locations often
forgotten or neglected by most Londoners - derelict streets, neglected neighbourhoods, bomb-sites
and ruins” (ibid., 190). According to him, London as a postcolonial space is not an idealised,
multicultural haven free of conflicts. Neither is it a fixed, unchanging space, but rather a “perpetually
restless, inevitably pluralized and endlessly transforming, the mix changes with each layer of history,
each arrival, departure and settlement, modulating between pain and possibility, the cut and the curve”
(ibid., 194). McLeod points out that spaces do not merely “contain” social problems, they are
involved in their conception. Social tensions and inequalities are not created in a vacuum, but result
from historical facts and geographical politics. (ibid., 127)

Sebastian Groes states that postmodern writers’ (such as Salman Rushdie) handling of London
as “city-as-text” and “text-as-city”, where the urban space is something that can be interpreted,
allowing to “linguistically unstitch the metropolis” and to rewrite it from a postcolonial perspective.
Groes points that in order for this ambition to succeed, these texts must be tightly connected to “a
very real sociocultural context”. (2011, 15). However, when discussing Zadie Smith’s first novel,

White Teeth, Groes (221) argues that Smith is moving away from writing about London in this way,
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and focusing more on the social realities and the materiality of the city. NW also focuses on these
aspects of London.

City spaces are not unified coherent wholes, but instead changing and divided, as they
are depicted in NW as well. Barker too discusses the divisions of city space in the following way:

Representations of the spatial divisions of cities are symbolic fault lines of social

relations by which people come to think about the world through the built environment.

That is, the cultural representations and classification of city zones as, say, black or

white, working class or middle class, safe or dangerous, business or residential,

glamorous or squalid are concrete cultural abstractions through which the world is lived.

(Barker 2003, 372)

This, according to Barker, leads to the notions of representation and power, in the sense that some
representations of the city are seen as more important or valid than others. This is caused by the power
dynamics and social relations in play, and is something that should be addressed when discussing the
representations of cities (ibid.).

I will now move on to discuss the concept of “class” in connection to the social spaces
of London. London is a place where class distinctions and differences in income and living standards
vary greatly. Doreen Massey describes London as “the most unequal region on the nation”, and states
that the financial inequality is increasing. (2007, 8) London is an area where the poor and the rich
live more or less side by side, as do the characters in NW. Further, according to Massey (2007, 66-
67), housing costs are spiralling out of reach for everyone except the super-rich, and the privatisation
of the housing market has rendered the remaining council estates to poor condition. The consequences
of these phenomena have been drastic: “Moreover this pressure of housing costs feed through to
housing conditions, to levels of homelessness and overcrowding, and to the stresses and strains that
accompany these things” (ibid., 68). Massey further states that the costs of transport and childcare are
increasing the difficulties for lower-class women in London to have a job outside the home. This

generates a spatial trap, as London’s distribution of wages and cost of living make a special kind of

benefit trap. (ibid. 69)
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McLeod (2004, 127-128) writes about demonstrations, rioting and “violent clashes” that
took place in London in the 1970s and 1980’s, in areas of the city that where associated with migration
and diasporic peoples. These conflicts would often include the police fighting the young black
residents of the areas. McLeod mentions situations like the Notting Hill Carnival celebrations of
1975 and 1976, and further rioting in the 1980’s, in the same Carnival, and in places like Brixton,
that witnessed riots in April 1981: “specific streets such as Railton Road in Brixton and All Saints
Road in Notting Hill became contested spaces in the cognitive mapping of London as, from one
perspective, centres of black criminality and lawlessness; or, from the other, political resistance and
insurrection” (2004, 127-128). The social divisions deepened when certain places came to be
associated with those types of conflict and disorder, overlooking the fact that those areas were the
homes and communities of people that were often not able to enjoy the same privileges that others
took for granted. As McLeod notes: “many texts take issue with the pejorative representations of the
riots as the crazed and spontaneous actions of an unruly mob running out of control, and of the rioter
as a delinquent, destructive and mindless criminal” (2004, 128). McLeod also states that politicians
like Enoch Powell and Margaret Thatcher were key figures in the forming of “racialized definitions
of British national identity” (2004, 129). Groes also discusses this, and describes the political
atmosphere of Thatcher’s regime in London as emphasising Victorian values and ignoring the
imperial history, at the cost of those Londoners who were living less privileged lives. (2001, 235)

Class is also an important factor in the inequalities present in contemporary London.
According to Gary Day (2001, 2) ‘class’ can be broadly defined as referring to “divisions in society”,
and I will use this definition here in the concept of social spaces in London. Day states that there was
a belief in the 1960’s that the class distinctions were vanishing. Due to the rise of mass culture people
dressed, acted and consumed in a more similar manner than before. This made social commentators
assume that that the old divisions were vanishing. However, studies were made which showed that

the number of poor people had doubled in the 1950’s. (Day 2001, 186) In the 1980’s and 1990’s, a
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new term emerged in Britain and the US, that of the “under class”. According to Day (2001, 187),
this was due to “economic recession, de-industrialization, and cuts in welfare”, which led to increase
in poverty. The term is politically charged and was used by the political Right and Left, both to their
own, different, purposes.

Day criticises the financial decisions of Margaret Thatcher’s administration, as well the
consequences of those decisions on the British public. Severe cut-backs were made, including the
removal of benefits from those under 18, cuts to benefits for pensioners and pregnant women, etc.
Jobseekers Allowance replaced former support systems for the unemployed, and could be withheld
if the recipient turned down a job that was offered to them. Other support systems were replaced with
loans, whose repaying rendered it more difficult to make ends meet. Day states that “[t]he combined
effect of unemployment and welfare cuts was to impoverish a third of the British people” (2001, 190).

Groes also emphasises the importance of understanding the role of the financial world
when discussing London: “London is a city whose very being is intertwined with the nation’s and
the world’s economy, and this relationship can be felt in many different ways” (2001, 12). The
historical relationship between the financial centre, and the peripheries that enable its existence, is
complex. It is this Britain in which Smith’s NW takes place, and the above mentioned facts serve to
highlight the characters’ situation in the novel. Most of the story takes place in the present day
London, but the effects of the past are still visible.

Chris Barker (2003, 365) states that the urban change seen in the UK (as well as
Australia and the US) was “driven by the agenda of the professional and managerial middle class and
large corporate business”. This has led to increased class distinctions, and “abandonment of an
underclass to mass unemployment, drug trafficking, poverty and homelessness”, also further
deepening the area divisions within London as well as within the whole of Britain. Further, according

to Gilroy (2000, 254), “the emergence of postmodern consumer culture” has caused the class
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divisions within black communities to widen. Gilroy argues that this change has gone unnoticed by
many.

However, rather than accept the economic and social logic of this change,
ethnic absolutism has joined with nostalgic nationalisms and argued “race” remains the
primary mode of division in all contemporary circumstances, that a unitary black culture
is still essentially intact, and that an identifiable pattern of bodily experiences and
attributes can serve to connect blacks regardless of their wealth or their health, their
gender, religion, location, or political and ideological habits. (2000, 254)

Day claims that the immediate interaction between classes has diminished in Britain:
“the unemployed encounter the police, the social workers and the probation officers, a whole army
of officials who act as a buffer between the top and the bottom of British Society” (2001, 191).
McLeod (2004, 159) discusses the same phenomenon with regards to certain places being reserved
for certain ethnicities. He states that non-white (more specifically, West Indian) people have restricted

access to public spaces, such as administrative or financial spaces. In other words, there are invisible

boundaries in place that affect only those who are marked by their bodies as non-white.

2.3. ldentities and representation

In this subsection, I will focus on the concept of identity in connection to the postcolonial bodies and
spaces which | talked about above. My argument is that there is a connection between the three
concepts: the experiences the characters of the novel have in regards to their bodies or the social
spaces of London are also involved in the process of identity formation and self-definition. Since my
thesis mostly deals with issues of power relations and representation, | will mainly concentrate on
social identities here. The issue of representation arises when the characters’ definitions of themselves
clash with how they are seen by other people or treated by institutions such as schools, work places,
the police, et cetera. The prejudiced notions and racist stereotypes people encounter can affect their

identities and self-identification.
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Identity is now seen as something fluid and evolving. Hall states that identities are never
fixed, and have of late become more and more fractured: “never singular but multiply constructed
across different, often intersecting and antagonistic , discourses, practises and positions ... and are
constantly in the process of change and transformation” (1996, 4). An identity is something fluid,
something that is constantly changing and affected by the external things like the society, i.e. social
space where one lives. Hall goes on to state that since identities are constructed within discourse,
they are products of “specific historical and institutional sites within specific discursive formations
and practises, by specific enunciative strategies. Moreover, they emerge within the play of specific
modalities of power, and thus are more the product of the marking of difference and exclusion” (ibid.).
This is why bodies and identities are part of the same dynamic. A body is “the most immediate place”
as well as the site of the identity. When one operates as a member of the society, when they are
included or excluded, to a certain extent that is a process that happens to, and because of, the body,
and has an effect on the identity. Dawson (2007, 96) states that Hall’s vision of identity as fluid and
changing helped to undermine the exclusive, nationalistic ideas of citizenship and common identity
of Margaret Thatcher’s era. Barker, too, states: “the argument, known as anti-essentialism, is that
identities are not things that exist; they have no essential or universal qualities. Rather, they are
discursive constructions, the product of discourses or regulated ways of speaking about the world. In
other words, identities are constituted, made rather than found, by representations, notably language”
(2012, 11). Following this definition, it is evident that the social dynamics concerning bodies and
social spaces of cities are also involved in this process. McDowell sees the body as the “most
immediate place”, a site with which identity can be associated with, and which affects and is affected
by identity. (2012, 34) Barker makes a distinction between self-identity, meaning the “the conceptions
we hold about ourselves and our emotional identification with those self-descriptions™, and social
identity, meaning how other people see us, and what they expect from us. (2012, 220) For the

purposes of this thesis my focus will mainly be on the social aspect of identities, but I will briefly
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discuss cultural and/or national identities in this subsection as well, in order to provide a more
comprehensive view of the setting of NW.

The importance of an inclusive national identity is explained by Gilroy (98) as follows:

We are constantly informed that to share an identity is to be bonded on the most fundamental
levels: national, ‘racial’, ethnic, regional and local. Identity is always bounded and particular.
It marks out the divisions and the subsets in our social lives and helps to define the boundaries
between our uneven, local attempts to make sense of the world.
Like Hall and Dawson, Gilroy sees identity as fluid and changing: “The tensions around origin and
essence that the diaspora brings into view allow us to perceive that identity should not be fossilized
in keeping with the holy spirit of ethnic absolutism.” Seeing identity as fluid allows a subverting of a
notion of citizenship and nation built on conservative, exclusivist, even racist ideals of belonging.
(Gilroy 2000, 252)

Above | also mentioned the idea of representation in connection to identities.
Representation raises questions of inclusion and exclusion. As such, it is always implicated in
questions of power (Barker 2012, 271). For example, Barker explains the case of racial discourse in
post-war Britain. Immigration was seen as “a threat to the national culture”, and thus immigrants as
well as black culture were presented as something negative and unlawful: “hedonism, evasion of
work, and the criminality of black culture became closely entwined motifs of British media racism”.
(ibid. 273) Hall (1996, 4) describes the relationship between identities and representation as follows:

Though they seem to invoke an origin in a historical past with which they continue to

correspond, actually identities are about questions of using the resources of history,

language and culture in the process of becoming rather than being: not ‘who we are’ or

‘where we came from’ so much as what we might become, how we have been

represented and how that bears on how we might represent ourselves. Identities are

therefore constituted within, not outside representation. (1996, 4)

Massey compares identities of people to those of places, and states that both can have
multiple identities. She further states that such “such multiple identities can either be a source of

richness or a source of conflict, or both™. (1994, 153) This is also evident in NW, since the novel deals

with multiple viewpoints and fluid and changing identities, and both the tensions and benefits that
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result from them. Barker talks about the connection between the social spaces of cities and
representation, arguing that people form their opinions and ideas spaces of the city based on how they
are represented: “the cultural representation and classification of city zones as, say, black or white,
working class or middle class, safe or dangerous, business or residential, glamorous or squalid, are
concrete cultural abstractions through which the world is lived”. (2012, 422) He further states that it
is necessary to acknowledge the “operations of power” that produce these representations, since they
have an effect on how the spaces are perceived. (ibid.)

Power dynamics and a person’s social status can affect their possibilities in life.
Grossberg (1996, 99) discusses subjectivity, representation and identity, and notes that a person’s
subjectivity is influenced by their social positions, which enable or limit their possibilities and
experiences: “although everyone exists within the strata of subjectivity, they are also located at
particular positions, each of which enables and constraints the possibilities of experience, of
representing those experiences and of legitimizing those representations. Thus, the question of
identity is one of social power and its articulation to, its anchorage in, the body of the population
itself”.

I also mentioned the idea of national identities. The reason for this is that racism is one
of the issues Smith sheds light on in NW, and, according to Trimm (2005, 240), “race ... acts as a
supplement to national identity”. When differences related to for example class cause tensions that
nationalism alone cannot resolve, racism is used to strengthen common nationalist identity. On the
other hand, identity can also provide the tools to resist this. Nayar states that “being ‘black British’ is
to resist incorporation into a British identity alone, and keeping alive one’s Caribbean or African
cultural legacies. In effect, such a consciousness resists homogenization into a unitary national
identity.” (2010, 176) Here we can see how the fluid nature of identities can be used to resist

oppression stemming from racism or nationalism.
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According to Homi K. Bhabha (54), “the translation of cultures, whether assimilative or
agonistic, is a complex act that generates borderline affects and identifications, peculiar types of
culture-sympathy and culture-clash ... These borderline negotiations of cultural difference often
violate liberalism’s deep commitment to representing cultural diversity as plural choice”. Bhabha,
like Puwar, questions the simplistic use of diversity as an easy solution that would fix the problems
of racism and sexism without deeper understanding of the issues in question. Dawson (2007, 38) also
criticises the handling of concepts such as multiculturalism and hybridity. It is precisely these
questions that NW highlights. The characters in the novel are not flawless, they have their own
prejudices and other issues that result from the experiences they have had, among other things.
However, Smith’s focus is not on offering simple solutions or final answers to the issues the novel
presents, but rather to make visible the social dynamics and processes that are taking place underneath

the everyday experience of social spaces.
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3. Making the invisible visible — Deconstructing Boundaries

In this section of the thesis, I will first analyse NW from the point of view of postcolonial bodies
crossing invisible boundaries. Secondly, | will discuss the social spaces in London that those bodies
inhabit, and the specific types of boundaries that exist in those spaces. Thirdly, and finally, I will
examine the concept of identity in the novel, as well as the effects of the invisible boundaries on the

identities of the characters.

3.1. Non-white/Non-male bodies crossing boundaries
For what is body and instinctual is by definition dumb and inarticulate. As it does not
(itself) signify, or signify coherently, it may be freely occupied scrutinized, analysed,
resignified. This representation carries complete authority; the other cannot gainsay it.
The body of the other can represent only its own physicality, its own strangeness.
(Boehmer 1993, 270)
In this thesis, | discuss NW from the point of view of postcolonial bodies and space. The reason |
have chosen to apply postcolonial theory is because there is a sense on exclusion and inclusion to
spaces, which is partly based on differentiation of bodies, i.e. non-white/non-male bodies. This idea
in and of itself might not necessitate a postcolonial reading, but as I am studying bodies and spaces
in the specific context of multicultural London, I am of the opinion that the colonial past and the
history of London as the centre of the former empire should not be ignored here. The characters have
all born and been raised in Caldwell, a fictional part of North-West London, which is described as a
poor, rough neighbourhood. The common denominator in their families, other than living in Caldwell,
is they come from formerly colonised countries. As can be seen in the novel, there are challenges the
characters face, because the spaces of London are not neutral. The challenges partly stem from the
characters having grown up in specific areas of the city. When we contrast this to the descriptions of
more well-to-do areas of London, as well as descriptions of the more “universal” bodies that appear

in the novel, there is a visible connection between the invisible, unspoken boundaries that exist in

London and the British society today. Furthermore, since the colonial past was a key factor in the
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formation of the wealth and political might of the British Empire, in my opinion that past should be
taken into consideration in examining the lives stemming from immigrant backgrounds from the
former colonies. In addition to this, there is a certain kind of fluidity present in the identities of the
characters, which I will discuss in more detail in the section 3.3 of this thesis. | mention it here,
however, because this fluidity is another aspect to why | consider NW as a postcolonial novel. There
is fluidity in how the characters interact with others in different situations, and a fluidity to their
identities, and this type of fluidity can, according to Upstone (2009, 147), be used as a resistance
against oppressive, outside definitions of what people should be or how they should act, because of
their race or gender or other bodily or physical aspects. The themes I discuss in NW, such as inclusion
and exclusion of different types of bodies, are such that a postcolonial reading of the novel helps to
highlight and contextualise them.

NW is divided into different sections where the focalisation shifts between the main
characters, along with the narrative style. The first part is titled “Visitation”, and it focuses on Leah
Hanwell. The second part, “Guest”, is narrated from the point of view of Felix, who is not known to
the other characters, though they all come from the same are in London. The third part, “Host”, moves
on to Keisha/Natalie, and we then stay with her focalisation until the end of the novel, including the
section titled “Crossing” where we are told Nathan’s story, through his conversation with
Keisha/Natalie. The last section, again titled “Visitation”, is where the denouement of these different
stories takes place and is told from Keisha/Natalie’s point of view. This use of changing focalisation
enables the reader to see not only how the characters’ experiences of the same events differ from each
other, but also, as they encounter the invisible boundaries or latent prejudices they face because their
race and/or gender, those boundaries are revealed and their legitimacy is questioned.

None of the main characters in NW possess what Nirmal Puwar calls the universal
body, in other words, none of them are white men. Leah is a white woman from an Irish immigrant

background. Keisha/Natalie, Felix and Nathan are black, and all four are from working-class families.
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Each of them are also “born and bred” Londoners, as is often repeated in the novel. However, their
experience of London differs from that of Puwar’s universal body. The fact that their gender, race
and/or class is ‘visible’ draws attention to the invisible boundaries that they face that would not be so
evident from the point of view of the universal body. They have to sometimes either negotiate their
way in life, or alternatively settle for something less than they might have interest in or potential for.
In addition to this, there are differences in the experiences of the main characters compared to each
other, as they inhabit different spaces in terms of the intersectionality of race, class and gender. These
three factors cannot really be studied as separate things, in that their impact is simultaneous and
cognate. Both the gender and race of a person affect their lives at the same time. As Spain (1992,
235) states, “people do not live three lives, one as man or woman, one as black or nonblack, and on
as upper or lower class. The three systems are connected in ways that affect daily activities”.

Aldama has analysed Smith’s debut novel White Teeth in terms of similar themes to my
discussion on NW, namely postcolonial bodies. With regards to White Teeth, he states that there is a
focus on the body in the novel: “how, in academic-speak, the gendered, sexualized, and racialized act
and are acted upon in the world”. (2009, 88) How bodies are seen in a social space is affected by a
complex intermixture of factors like class, race, and gender. Aldama also states that there is a
“heightened sense of living in outcast bodies” in White Teeth. To some extent, the same can be said
about Smith’s other novels, including NW. The characters experience restrictions in their lives
specifically caused by their bodies being marked as something other than universal. | have chosen to
call these restrictions “invisible boundaries”, because they are not officially acknowledged and can
be overlooked by those that do not have to concern themselves with them.

In the theory chapter of this thesis I discussed the processes, or “social dynamics”,
Puwar (2004, 58) described in Space Invaders. | will now analyse the interactions of bodies in social
spaces in NW by using Puwar’s method in order to examine how Smith makes the invisible boundaries

visible. I will then move on to discuss how those boundaries are challenged, for example by using the
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body as a site of resistance. My argument here is that bodies can be used as sites of resistance to
oppression by revealing the invisible boundaries that affect the lives of the “othered” bodies, thus
enabling one to challenge and subvert those boundaries. When the boundaries are made visible and
acknowledged, their subversion is made possible.

To recapitulate, the processes Puwar discussed were as follows: the burden of doubt,
the burden of representation, and super-surveillance. These dynamics affect the characters when the
internalisation of the burden has caused them to worry about how they are seen or premeditate their
actions beforehand, in a way they would not have to if their bodies were universal, or “invisible”, and
their actions were not judged in connection to their physical appearance. | will analyse these three
dynamics here since they are most relevant in the case of NW.

One example of the burden of doubt occurs very early on in the novel, when Leah is
having a discussion with her mother. The novel begins when an unexpected visitor knocks on Leah’s
and her husband’s door asking for help. Leah recognises the woman as Shar, someone who used to
go to the same school as Leah, Keisha/Natalie and Nathan. Later, when discussing the event with her
mother, Pauline, Leah describes Shar as “subcontinental”, to which Pauline responds: “Indian, you
mean by that”. (NW 2013, 17) Leah invites Shar in and gives her the money she says she needs for a
taxi to a hospital to see her mother who has been taken in. As she leaves, Shar promises to pay Leah
back. Later, when Leah is discussing the event with her mother Pauline, Pauline immediately tells
Leah that Shar was lying and Leah is too naive. Pauline states that Leah’s husband Michel’s “people”
(i.e. people who come from Nigeria) cannot be fooled as easily as that. The narrator further describes
Pauline’s thought process (or Leah’s idea of it) as follows:

All of them are Nigerian, all of them, even if they are French, or Algerian, they are

Nigerian, the whole of Africa being, for Pauline, essentially Nigeria, and the Nigerians

wily, owning those things in Kilburn that once were Irish, and five of the nurses on

her own team being Nigerian where once they were Irish, or at least Pauline judges

them to be Nigerian, and they’re perfectly fine as long as you keep an eye on them
every minute. (NW 2013, 16-17)
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There are several different issues present in the quote above, and in Pauline’s reaction to Leah giving
money to Shar. Firstly, there is an element of over-representation, or, using Puwar’s terminology, a
burden of representation. The nurses in Pauline’s work, for Pauline, represent Nigeria, and Nigeria in
turn represents the whole of Africa. Instead of Pauline regarding the nurses just as individuals, or
representing the same profession as her, for example. If the nurses were to want to convince Pauline
of their skills, they would have to perform exceedingly well and not make any mistakes in their work.
The burden of super-surveillance is also present here. The nurses that Pauline judges to be Nigerian,
are health care professionals who obviously have the required skills to be eligible for working as
nurses in Britain. However, because they are marked different due to being non-white, Pauline feels
that one has to “keep an eye on them every minute”, meaning they quite literally are under super-
surveillance, and have to prove themselves capable of doing work they have already been chosen to
do. They have gone through the process of applying and receiving a job, and if Pauline did not regard
them as Nigerians but as nurses, she would probably not feel the need to “keep an eye on them
constantly”. This is also where the burden of doubt appears, since Pauline questions the professional
skills of the nurses because they are “Nigerian”. That being said, Pauline herself is also an immigrant,
from Ireland, and has lived in the same area as the people she is talking about, and that comparison
can also be seen in the quote above, as Pauline feels that things that used to be Irish are now Nigerian.
However, as Pauline, being white, lacks the physical markers of race we have discussed in this thesis
so far, it is easier for her to overlook the fact that the “Nigerians” she meets also represent other things
than “Nigeria”. She also categorises people as “Nigerian” based on their looks, without really
knowing anything about their nationality or ethnicity.

Later, when Leah and Michel are visiting Keisha/Natalie and Frank, she tells them about
Shar, and what seems to have been Pauline’s reaction to Shar wearing a headscarf: ““Not relevant?
What do you mean? How could you tell me that whole story and not mention the headscarf?’” (NW

2013, 61) Although the speaker is not implicitly identified in the scene, it appears as Leah were



31

mimicking her mother’s reaction. They all laugh about it at first, acknowledging the connotations that
come with a woman wearing a certain type of headscarf, but later on in the novel when the incident
is retold, Shar comes to be generally known among them as “the girl in the headscarf” (90), thus being
recognised by that one culturally marked piece of clothing and the connotations that come with it,
rather than by her name, which Leah has also told everyone. They connect Shar to her ethnic
background, making her a representative of a much larger group of people, and associating her
appearance and her wearing a headscarf with her conning Leah.

Another example of the burden of doubt occurs when Keisha/Natalie has finished her
pupillage at law school and is looking for a tenancy to move forward on her career path. When she is
at a tenancy meeting, she is asked whether she would be prepared to “represent someone from the
BNP” (NW 2013, 245), meaning the British National Party, a far right political party. | argue that this
is an example of the burden of doubt, because if Keisha/Natalie was not black, that question would
not necessarily be made. In other words, if she wants the tenancy, she has to convince the interviewers
that she is able to do her job despite being black, and perhaps opposing to BNP’s political views.

Sometimes there is an excessive amount of attention towards the actions of a non-
white/non-male person, compared to the attention someone possessing a “universal body” would get.
This is, as discussed in the theory section and also mentioned earlier in this subsection, is what Puwar
calls super-surveillance. Whereas the burden of doubt means that a person has to prove themselves
capable of performing a task, super-surveillance means that the performance has to be perfect and
flawless, because it is monitored closely and “the slightest mistake is likely to be noticed, even
exaggerated, and then taken as evidence of authority being misplaced”. (Puwar 2004, 61) As |
mentioned earlier, the nurses at Pauline’s work are one example of people being under super-
surveillance, as Pauline states that they are perfectly fine “as long as you keep an eye on them every

minute.” (NW 2013, 17, emphasis mine)
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Puwar connects the dynamic of super-surveillance to that of the burden of
representation, when a non-white, non-male person has to concentrate on behaving in an accepted
manner and fulfilling expectations because they feel the pressure of the super-surveillance they are
under. For example, when Keisha/Natalie is young, she is very ambitious and concentrated on school
work, in addition to being academically talented, and this is also expected from her by her family:

and yet there was little space in the day for anything like ecstasy or abandon or even

simple laziness, for whatever you did in life you would have to do it twice as well as
they did it ‘just to break even’, a troubling belief held simultaneously by Keisha

Blake’s mother and her uncle Jeffrey, known to be ‘gifted” but also ‘beyond the

pale’. (NW 2013, 184-185)

Keisha/Natalie is expected to do well in part to prove something to other people or justify things that
other can take for granted. It is not enough that she does well, she has to do “twice as well” as white
people, just to achieve the same amount of recognition that they receive for a smaller effort. There is
a comparison in the above quote between Keisha/Natalie’s religious and strict mother, Marcia, and
her uncle, who is seen as being “beyond the pale”, meaning that his actions are seen as unacceptable
or frowned upon. This comparison between two very different characters highlights the fact that the
burden of representation is a very real thing that is widely acknowledged by people as different as
Keisha/Natalie’s mother and uncle. Later, when Keisha/Natalie is older and is studying law, she goes
to parties with her fellow students and adopts a more carefree attitude: “Were these really the people
for whom the Blakes had always been on their best behaviour? On the tube, in a park, in a shop. Why?
Marcia: ‘To give them no excuse.”” (NW 2013, 214) Marcia feels that if they were to represent
themselves in a negative light, prejudiced people would then have the excuse to judge them. As we
can see here, there is a clear connection between the burden of representation and super-surveillance.

There are a few other instances of the burden of representation that | would like to

mention here. For example, in Felix’s part of the story, he visits his father who also lives in the area,

and sees Phil, an older man who lives next door and has known Felix since he was a child. He is

trying to lift something heavy and asks Felix for help. His choice of wording is revealing; “‘Don’t
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just stand there looking like a “youth”, Felix, like a ne’er-do-well YOUTH...”” (NW 2013, 112). It is
clear from the situation that Phil is using irony. If Felix is not doing something useful and positive,
his inaction could be interpreted as something inherently negative and/or suspicious. Later, Phil states
that the boys of their neighbourhood are always called youth, unlike “the boys from the posh bit up
by the park.” (NW 2013, 114) Again, this is an instance where there is overlap between the issues of
super-surveillance, and the burden of representation that arises from the pressure of constantly feeling
watched and judged by others. Another example of the burden of representation occurs when Leah
and her mother see a girl in Caldwell who appears to be Irish like them: “Whatever else is to be said
of her, she is of unmistakable Irish descent. Short criminal forehead, widely set eyes. There is a special
contempt Pauline reserves for the fallen members of her own tribe.” (NW 2013, 79) Like
Keisha’s/Natalie’s mother and uncle, Pauline also thinks that people that share her ethnic background
should show particular attention to their behaviour. There can then be certain pressure from one’s one
ethnic group also.

I will now move on discuss how different connotations are ascribed to racialised and/or
gendered bodies. Upstone (2009, 150) discusses how bodies that are marked as other by race or gender
are assigned “narrowed meanings” by other people. This is somewhat similar to Puwar’s views on
universal bodies; if in possession of the universal body, a person is relatively free to be and act how
they will, and be met with a reaction that more or less stems from that. But when there are narrowed
meanings focused on someone based on their bodily appearance, there are certain expectations or
connotations that come with that, and that person does not have the same kind of freedom to be
defined as an individual, based on their actions. The universal body is just that, universal, all
encompassing; this, as Upstone states, leaves the othered, racially marked body with a narrowed
meaning. This phenomenon of narrowed meaning occurs several times in NW, especially with

Keisha/Natalie and Felix, and also with Nathan. | will now discuss some examples.
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One case of narrowed meaning occurs when Keisha/Natalie, who, when studying to
become a barrister, is asked by her seniors to join them in a court room. At first she is excited and
proud to be chosen, but as she enters the room, she quickly realises that there is an ulterior motive to
her presence. Her team is defending a white male vicar who is being accused of murdering a woman,
and when Keisha/Natalie sees the victim’s family, “unmistakably Jamaican” (NW 2013, 238), she
realises that she has been asked to be present not because of her hard work and dedication, but because
she is black. In fact, as the hearing processes, and there is quite a strong case against the defendant,
his attorney goes as far as to state that the trial is not “about race”, and then makes a subtle hand
gesture that draws the jury’s attention to Keisha/Natalie sitting amongst the defence team. Her
presence serves as a representation of non-white people, and her initial joy of being rewarded based
on merit is quickly stamped out. There are other instances when Keisha/Natalie is seen as a
representative of her race and gender in the professional world, rather than as an individual. In the
section number 133, which is titled: “E pluribus unum”, Keisha/Natalie finds that she has the support
of many of her seniors, who wish to somehow advance her carcer: “Natalie Blake was in many ways
an exceptional candidate, and several tenants at the set thought of her, informally, as their own
protégée, despite having really only a glancing knowledge of her. Something about Natalie inspired
patronage, as if by helping her you helped an unseen multitude.” (NW 2013, 253) The irony here is
visible already in the section title, which translates as “out of many, one”.

At one point of the story, Felix visits his ex-girlfriend, Annie. She is a white woman
who originally comes from a wealthy upper-class background, but has been in a downward spiral of
substance abuse for years. Her character is a good example of the universal whiteness that Dyer writes
about and which | discussed in the theory section of this thesis, in contrast to the narrowed meanings.
Whereas people like Felix and Keisha/Natalie have to put in more effort to be seen as something other
than the stereotypes associated with black people, Annie actually does not feel the same pressure to

act as expected, because in addition to being white, her way of speech reflects her upper-class
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upbringing, so that she is able to get away from difficult situations. For example, Felix remembers a
police search that had been carried out in her building when there had been a big bag of heroin in
plain sight in her apartment: “She could talk anybody away from her door. She could fall and fall
and fall and still never hit the ground”. (NW 2013, 146) The impression she gives helps to mask things
like her drug addiction, and people are thus more willing to give her the benefit of doubt.

Another example of narrowed meanings associated with a black and/or female body
occurs when Keisha/Natalie becomes increasingly interested and involved in an Internet site that
helps people find partners for casual sexual encounters. At first, she only visits the page now and
then, but her curiosity eventually gets the better of her and she finally starts using the site herself. She
soon discovers that there is a significant amount of interest in her: “Everyone’s seeking a BF 18-35.
Why? What do they think we can do? What is it we have that they want?” (NW 2013, 288) Everyone
on the site is looking for black women, ages 18 to 35. Keisha/Natalie is puzzled by this specific
interest, and questions the reasons for it. Boehmer (1993, 273) describes the female body as “that
most fetishized and silent of body symbols”. As we can see in NW, the interest that Keisha/Natalie
is shown on the website is a good example of this phenomenon, since her popularity there is based
on her being a black woman in a certain age group. Firstly, their meaning is narrowed to something
specific to be desired in terms of sex, and secondly, there is a heightened curiosity based on othering,
because black females age 18-35 are apparently seen as something exotic and different.
Keisha/Natalie questions this, wondering what people think that they can do that is so exciting and
different from everyone else.

Throughout the novel there are prejudices and connotations based on bodies that are not
“universal”. Above I discussed Keisha’s/Natalie’s position in the intersection of race, class and
gender, but there are also some limitations Leah faces due to her gender and working-class
background. Leah works in a charity organisation doing general administrative work, and her

colleagues are all women. “Further down the hall, the rumour of a man — Leah has never seen him.
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This work requires empathy and so attracts women, for women are the empathic sex.” (NW 2013, 31)
Different things are associated with the female gender than the male gender. Things like feelings and
emotionality are considered feminine, and rationality masculine. (McDowell 1999, 11) Leah is
somewhat overqualified to her job, and is not paid very well. While her work might be seen by some
as suitable for women, or, the “empathic sex”, Leah questions this idea as she is doodling while
waiting for the work day to end: “I AM SO FULL OF EMPATHY, Leah writes and doodles
passionately around it, great fiery arcs, long pointed shadows.” (NW 2013, 33, capitals in the original).
Clearly, Leah does not feel as much empathy as is sometimes expected from her gender.

Earlier in this section I discussed Keisha/Natalie being asked to be present at a murder
trial where her seniors were defending the suspect. Later, after the trial, when Keisha/Natalie is
removing her robe and changing her clothes in the robing room, the defence attorney, Johnnie
Hampton-Rowe, follows her and harasses her sexually; in other words, he shoves her clothes aside
and seizes her breasts before she has time to react. When she shouts at him, he retreats immediately
and acts as though she is overreacting; “With the same sleight of hand she’d just seen in court, he
turned the fact of her shouting into the crime.” (NW 2013, 239) He then returns to their colleagues
and acts as if nothing has happened. Keisha/Natalie later discusses the incident with Leah, who asks
her what she is going to do. Keisha/Natalie tells her she is not going to do anything, she simply
answers: “Nothing” (NW 2013, 240). Leah does not ask for reasons for the inaction, as they both
understand that Keisha/Natalie is not willing to risk her position and future career by revealing the
harassment.

The harassment in the robing room is not the only time in the novel that such a thing
occurs. At an unspecified time in the future, Keisha/Natalie is hosting a dinner at her and her
husband’s home (at this point the narrator refers to her as Mrs. Blake). The dinner guests are “a
philosopher” and his wife. The philosopher, who has “a nasty breath”, puts his hand on

Keisha/Natalie’s knee, which she does not remove, “not wanting to make a fuss in front of his wife.
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Mrs Blake had become by that point quite extraordinarily well behaved.” (NW 2013, 199) Even
though Keisha/Natalie is clearly uncomfortable in the situation, and the man’s advances are quite
unwelcome, she again feels that if she were to draw attention to his actions or reproach him, she
would be the one to face the consequences. There is a clear power dynamic at play here, as the man
knows that he can subject Keisha/Natalie to this even in her own home, because her resistance would
potentially be seen as “making a fuss”.

After Hampton-Rowe’s harassment in the robing room, Keisha/Natalie’s behaviour
changes, and she alienates herself form her colleagues to some extent. This does not go unnoticed,
and she is called in for a discussion with one of her seniors, Dr Singh. She tells Keisha/Natalie that
she has organised a meeting for her, with an esteemed female senior attorney, Theodora Lewis-Lane,
who originally comes from the Caribbean region. Keisha’s/Natalie’s (unnamed) seniors are
concerned by her behaviour and her not taking part in the social activities they have. In other words,
Keisha/Natalie, who has been subjected to sexual harassment in the work place, is the one whose
behaviour is intervened in and monitored. Because she does not want to draw negative attention to
herself, being in a more junior position than Hampton-Rowe, she is the one who bears the
consequences of his actions. She does not want to challenge the discriminative behaviour, because if
she was to draw attention to it, she would also draw attention to herself as being black and female.
As Puwar states: “In most professions there is a taboo attached to naming racism, let alone organising
against it. Those who openly take it up as an internal issue, in one way or another, mark themselves
as potentially risky bodies”. (2004, 53)

Lewis-Lane tells Keisha/Natalie that in the beginning of her career, she used to have
trouble with judges and seniors, and gives her the following advice:

“Then I realized the following: when some floppy haired chap from Surrey stands

before these judges, all his passionate arguments read as ‘pure advocacy’. He and the

judge recognize each other. They are understood by each other. Very likely went to
the same school. But Whaley’s passion, or mine, or yours, reads as ‘aggression’. To

the judge. This is his house and you’re an interloper within it. And let me tell you,
with a woman it’s worse: ‘aggressive hysteria’. The first lesson is: turn yourself down.



38

One notch. Two. Because this is never neutral.” She passed a hand over her neat frame
from her head to her lap, like a scanner. “This is never neutral.” (NW 2013, 242-243)

The above quote, which I cited already in the Introduction, exhibits key issues which I discuss in this
thesis. Both Keisha/Natalie and Lewis-Lane are faced with additional challenges in their professional
lives because they are marked as “other” by their race and gender. As Lewis-Lane tells
Keisha/Natalie, when they express themselves too passionately, the narrowed meanings that are
connected with their physical bodies make people think they are behaving aggressively. There is a
clear difference between ‘“passion”, a positive thing, and aggression, which is negative and
confrontational. Passion is something that the universal body can have, as there are no negative
connotations attached to it. The marked body is further removed from the realm of reason, as Lewis-
Lane notes that for a (racially marked) woman the situation is even worse, because aggression is
combined with hysteria, in other words, irrationality. These are things that the universal body can
exhibit, because its invisibility distances it from its physicality, whereas the body marked by its race
or gender is “never neutral”, forcing people like Keisha/Natalie and Lewis-Lane to monitor their
behaviour in order to succeed in the professional world. Felix too experiences similar reactions when
his behaviour is interpreted as more aggressive or angry than he is actually feeling or trying to convey:
“He was easily flustered and it mistranslated as anger. People thought he was on the verge of hitting
someone when he was only nervous, or slightly annoyed.” (NW 2013, 150) People react too strongly
to Felix showing emotion, based on preconceived notions and racist bias, assuming that he is a risk
or a threat, when he is in fact only interacting in a manner that would not be considered alarming
from someone possessing an “invisible body.” Here Smith employs a similar dynamic that Franz
Fanon wrote about in Black Skin, White Masks (1952, 114), where people’s reactions to the actions
or behaviour of someone who inhabiting a racially marked body are somewhat excessive.

The reason | also discuss whiteness in this thesis is to draw attention to how it is often
seen as default, and non-whiteness is seen as the “other” to it. Whereas I discuss blackness in this

thesis as a physical basis for discrimination and othering, whiteness, on the other hand, is something
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that is seen as universal and default, unless stated otherwise. (Dyer 1997, 14) As Sullivan argues: “In
the early twenty-first century, white domination increasingly gains power precisely by operating as
if non-existent”. (2006, 4) The invisibility of whiteness, and of the boundaries that non-white people
face, is what gives whiteness its power, and why making it visible helps to challenge the prevailing
inequalities.

To mention an example of whiteness being the presumed norm: Felix has arranged a
meeting with a man called Tom, from whom he plans to purchase a car, to give to his girlfriend Grace
as a gift. Felix and Tom have discussed the matter on the telephone earlier, but when they actually
meet face to face for the first time, it seems that Tom is taken by surprise when he realises Felix is
black. “Felix did not know why his own voice so often misled on the phone.” (NW 2013, 121) There
is an underlying assumption or an unconscious idea that unless the race, whatever that might be, is
explicitly mentioned, people are white. A similar thing happens to Keisha/Natalie, when she hires a
Brazilian woman called Maria as a nanny for her children. When Maria first arrives, she is confused
to find out that Keisha/Natalie, is actually “several shades darker” than herself. (NW 2013, 299) The
general, unconscious assumption is that people who hire help for their homes are usually white, and
people who are employed in domestic work are more often non-white.

Later, when Felix and Tom are sitting in a local pub, discussing the car but other, more
general things as well, Tom asks Felix for a cigarette. Few minutes go by, and eventually Tom asks
Felix whether he would have “anything stronger”, in other words, assuming that Felix would either
be in possession of illegal substances, or have access to them. He quickly realises his error when he
sees Felix’s expression, and apologises. This is apparently a situation which Felix is very familiar
with, as he silently murmurs the serenity prayer and then goes on to assure Tom that he is not the first
to make such an assumption: “‘You’re all right. My girl thinks I’ve got an invisible tattoo on my
forehead: PLEASE ASK ME FOR WEED. Must have one of them faces.”” (NW 2013, 132) “One of

them faces” is quite an ironic way of expressing the issue here, as it brings to mind Upstone’s point
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on narrowed meanings. It would not be as common a thing to ask a white person whether they have
weed, especially if it was someone one has just met, and there would not be any reason to assume
that they were involved with drugs. However, Felix is marked by