
“The Dynamics of Postcolonial Passings: Comparisons and Intersections” 
Online conference organized by the University of Liège, Belgium, and Martin Luther University 
Halle-Wittenberg, Germany 
12-13 May 2022 

 
“Un-belonged: Ambiguous Boundaries of Self-definition of an Ex-colonised” 

 
Lipika Pelham (author, documentary film maker, and journalist, London, UK) 

 
Whenever you hear the word, ‘identity,’ you can be sure that there’s a battle going on – a battle 
of both personal and collective narratives amidst which identity germinates and slowly makes 
its way into the world. It then latches onto the host – the individuals who are busy in perpetual 
self-creation. Belonging and identity are not set in stone, they are not inherited by birth or 
secured by later circumstances. They are constantly negotiable. People who are born on the 
periphery of identity, or those who migrate into it, might make an assertive stance to create a 
fictitious wholeness, or they may oscillate forever between two or more cultural waterways – 
water implying the fluidity of identity. Migrants cross various bodies of water, in the process, 
they take on its amorphous nature, ready to be shaped by the course of the new channels along 
their journeys. They’re locked in perpetual self-creation. 

The eponymous hero of Rudyard Kipling’s novel, Kim, a young Anglo-Indian who 
grew up in 1880s Lahore, cries out at the end of the novel after a period of ‘passing’ as an 
Indian: 
 

What am I?  
Mussalman, Hindu, Jain or Buddhist? 
That is a hard nut.  

 
‘Passing’ for Kim was to transcend identity, as he was moving between Hindu, Muslim and 
Buddhist selves and when forced, getting by well enough as a British Military cadet in colonial 
India. Just as Kim’s formative years were spent in British India, with him passing as a ‘native’ 
Indian – an act he performed seriously, passionately and sometimes playfully – over 100 years 
later, I was trying to live in London as pukka a Briton as possible. I had to face that typical fate 
of the ex-colonised: suddenly finding myself amidst the actual experience of the former 
Empire, and the challenge to prove my worthiness, to inhabit perfectly the new channels that 
marked the course of my journey. Sooner than I thought, the heat and the hyacinth of my past 
years fell away as I strove to fully belong in my adopted city.  

In my talk, I’ll explain what makes my ‘passing’ different from that of Kipling’s Kim 
and since then of post-colonial European travellers and settlers, is that I am passing ‘up,’ while 
they are passing ‘down,’ using their historic privileges. That I can never transcend identity. 
Passing for the ex-colonised is a process of crossing over from one identity to another higher 
status one. By doing that, they’re actively emulating the new identity’s traits, hiding or omitting 
their own – to a point of no return. Belonging and identity are forever muddled for those passing 
up – the un-belonged, and they often do not anticipate the ultimate emotional weight of their 
predicament. 


