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Abstract

This thesis which is entitled "When The Subaltern Speaks:
Race and Gender in Selected Works by Zadie Smith and
Leila Aboulela” tackles the notion of the subaltern in the
contemporary British novel and attempts a comparison
between various forms of subalterns. It deals with various
cultural theorists who speak about the limits within which the
subaltern woman writer is allowed to speak. It is within this
perspective that selected works by the black British novelist
Zadie Smith and the Sudanese Muslim novelist Leila
Aboulela are considered. The two novelists are deemed two
case studies because they are clear examples of subaltern
women who are able to speak or to make their voices heard
in the contemporary literary scene in Britain. More important
is that their contributions are placed within the context of the
transformations taking place in British culture and society
today.

Both Smith and Aboulela share the experience of being
black and not belonging to the centre. They both live in
England and write in English. Despite coming from different
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backgrounds, they both share the optimistic attitude in
relation to coexistence and tolerance. The subalternity of
their characters is set against the background of race and/or
gender. However, the considerable advancement in the status
of women makes the question of gender subsumed to the
guestion of race. That is why in Smith and Aboulela's novels,
women are no longer the oppressed or the victimized gender.
The female characters are deemed subalterns just like their
male counterparts.

Smith and Aboulela are among the subaltern writers who
stand centre stage without the risk of being marginalized.
They belong to the new generation of English writers whose
narratives represent a new form of fiction capable of
responding to a world of changing values. If Smith and
Aboulela have been able to speak, each using her own
distinguished voice to express her message, they have also
managed to give their subaltern characters a voice with
which they can speak and challenge the previous silencing
and denial.

The thesis is divided into three chapters with an
introduction and a conclusion. Chapter One which is entitled
"The Unique Specificity of Double-Otherness"” provides the
theoretical framework of the study. In analyzing the notion of
the subaltern, the chapter tackles the postcolonial theory
clearly manifested in the novels and underlines the
connection between race and gender. It sheds light on the
different categories of subalterns and discusses the various
opinions of cultural theorists, among whom are Spivak and
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Bhabha, who stress the limits within which the subaltern is
allowed to speak. Their diverse manifestations of subalternity
and relevant concepts such as mimicry, hybridity,
neocolonialism and the representation of the ex-colonized
help in establishing the context within which the analyses of
the novels are framed.

Chapter Two which is entitled "Zadie Smith: A Literary
Representative of a New Britain” is a study of the black
British novelist Zadie Smith who belongs to the category of
the British-born writers from other ethnic backgrounds.
Smith's selected novels, White Teeth and On Beauty, depict a
new cultural model which is unrelated to previous
confrontational models of multiethnic London. The two
novels attempt to bridge the gaps between races, cultures and
religions through the fusion of all of them in one pot. In her
novels, Smith employs cultural differences and clashes to
arrive at acceptance and tolerance. She presents racism as
nonsense and treats it comically. The theme of the
iImmigrant's attitude to home is also addressed, and the
legacy of dislocation and belonging is highlighted. Smith
stresses the inescapability of history and the role played by
roots and origins. Difficulties of familial relationships are
represented through generational as well as gender conflict.

Chapter Three which is entitled "Muslim Immigrant
Writing: Leila Aboulela as a Case Study" is a study of the
Sudanese Muslim novelist Leila Aboulela. Living in England
and writing in English, Aboulela writes a fiction that is
motivated by a sense of geographical and cultural
displacement. Aboulela's selected novels, The Translator and
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Minaret, embody the conflict between East and West and
focus on the possibility of achieving a meaningful
relationship between both of them. The two novels offer a
different portrayal of Muslim women in London who seek
emotional comfort in their growing religious identity. Their
success is conditioned by their ability to coexist with others
without losing their Islamic identity. In her novels, Aboulela
treats racism lightly as if it does not exist to alleviate the
bitterness of the "us"™ versus "them" legacy. She also
delineates multicultural London highlighting the coexistence
of tradition and modernity. The question of home and exile is
raised — whether home is a geographical or an emotional
entity where one feels a sense of belonging. Gender relations
and generational conflicts are also foregrounded.

In short, this thesis argues that the subaltern can speak and
postulates that Spivak's insistence on the speechlessness of
the subaltern is by no means a final say. Subaltern writers as
well as subaltern characters have gained a status that they had
been previously denied. Silenced migrants and minorities
have acquired the power of speech and have developed the
capability of transformation.

Keywords: Postcolonialism - Multiculturalism - Racial
discrimination - Gender discrimination - Subalternity
and minority.
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