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As someone who is interested in 
Muslim novels—by which I mean novels 
written by Muslims about Muslims—I 
always feel a scholarly tug towards 
Hanif Kureishi’s The Black Album 
(Scribner, 1995) when speaking of the 
at times uneasy but mostly comfortable 
marriage between music and literature. 
This amalgamation is conceptualised 
as music novels, i.e., works of literature 
that propound protagonists whose 
engagement with music is an important 
part of their lives as a form of self-
expression and identity formation. This 
depiction of music within literature—an 
art form within an art form—is a mere 
reflection of our everyday reality, and in 
today’s world, replete of any respite, it’s 
as if a background noise is increasingly 
necessary to keep us grounded. 

The Black Album, situated in 
postcolonial London is obnoxiously 

filled with pop music references and 
Shahid, our British-Pakistani and 
Muslim protagonist is obsessed with the 
pop icon “Prince”, and I say obnoxiously 
because at times the narrative seems 
forced, which is not a rare occurrence 
in such novels. Thus, The Black Album 
is both a Muslim novel and a music 
novel and when exposed under the light 
of postcolonial studies, it uncovers—
in a not so surprising manner—that 
both are still studied within a colonial 
framework. 

Postcolonial studies have focused on 
the vexed relationship between the West 
and Muslims, ignoring the quotidian 
practices of the Muslim individual. 
Moreover, literature has been the locus 
of Postcolonial studies and though 
notable scholars have shown interest 
in music, they have often ignored pop 
culture. Though vaguely, I believe I have 
raised two questions that I will explore 
further: Is there a postcolonial deafness 

towards pop culture? And how can we 
move beyond the colonial framework of 
analysing novels? 

Primarily, Edward Said is hailed 
as the father of postcolonial studies; 
secondarily, he is also a critic of classical 
music in the western context. This is 
particularly visible in his development 
of the idea of contrapuntal reading, 
which, in simple terms is the analysis 
of literature by taking into account 
multiple perspectives and how these 
perspectives engage with each other. 
The term “contrapuntal” is key here. 
In musical composition, contrapuntal 
is when two or more individual, yet 
harmonious melodies sound together. 
In tracing a postcolonial deafness 
towards pop culture, after the passing 
of Edward Said, his daughter, Najla Said 
in a ceremony organised by Columbia 
University reminded the audience “even 
though daddy could have told you 
anything you wanted to know about a 

lot of things, he was entirely hopeless 
when it came to pop culture”. This 
lack in the personal context disperses 
heavily towards the scholarly context 
and thus omits the decolonising 
capabilities of postcolonial popular 
music which is extremely important 
in understanding the historical and 
ongoing decolonising processes. 

In The Black Album, when Shahid 
converses with his professor and love 
interest Deedee about pop icon Prince, 
Shahid says:

“He’s half black and half white, 
half man, half woman, half size, 
feminine but macho too. His work 
contains and extends the history 
of black American music, Little 
Richard, James Brown, Sly Stone, 
Hendrix ... He’s a river of talent. He 
can play soul and funk and rock 
and rap”. 

Thus, Prince represents an 
indeterminate, hybrid, liminal subject 
who does not fit into any single racial, 
sexual, or gendered category. There 
is a universal melancholy to almost 
anything that is musical, and a collective 
loss whether it is real or perceived. 
Shahid’s loss is that of his identity, 
synonymous to that of Prince. Shahid is 
caught between his sexual fascination 
with Deedee and the communal 
belonging and political engagement 
he gains with Riaz and his group of 
Muslim friends. In other words, Shahid 
is torn between the liberation of self 
and the submission to Allah. 

A western centric analysis of The 
Black Album reveals that Shahid 
eventually opts for hedonistic sensation 
when he sees a rise of fundamentalist 
sentiments within Riaz as he endorses 
the burning of Salman Rushdie’s The 
Satanic Verses (1988). But is it that 
simple? Can we just conclude that where 
once Shahid found communal comfort 
and a sense of belonging becomes a 
site of such easy rejection? In order to 
move beyond the colonial framework, 
one productive step is to read the novel 
through the ears and what I mean by 
that is to engage more deeply with the 
texts towards a multisensory practice 

of reading and in terms of a music 
novel, listening seems like the most apt 
choice. 

One dialogue that sticks to me 
is when Riaz says “Are the white 
supremacists going to lecture us on 
democracy this afternoon? Or will 
they permit us, for once, to practise 
it?” In Andrew Dobson’s Listening 
for Democracy (Oxford University 
Press, 2014), after observing dialogical 
exchanges between the white 
Americans and Mexican immigrants, 
it was revealed that “nondominant 
people’s attitudes about disputes 
improved not after perspective taking 
but after ‘perspective giving’—that is, 
describing their own experiences to 
attentive members of higher-ranking 
groups”. Riaz is expressing his desire 
to be listened to; however, at the end 
of the novel, Shahid and Deedee leave 
London after reporting Riaz and his 
group to the authorities regarding the 
book-burning, and the attack on the 
shop and thus, it is uncomplicated to 
say that Hanif Kureishi is reproducing 
the vexed relation between the west 
and Muslims as his protagonist 
leaves London without any deliberate 
intention to engage in dialogue, or 
overcome his disagreement with Riaz 
and the group. In order to overcome 
deep disagreements, Andrew Dobson 
suggests listening as a solvent.

The representation of music in 
literature is and will always remain an 
abstract subjectivity even when it gets 
attached to text, to plot, or to character. 
In writing literature and composing 
music, there is a desire to communicate 
and a basic inability to do so. This 
increasing gap between the inability 
to articulate and the desire to do so 
opens up space for dialogue that carries 
political and subversive potential. To 
locate this decolonising potential, first 
we must acknowledge the postcolonial 
deafness towards popular culture; and 
next develop reading practices that 
allow us to move beyond the colonial 
framework of analysis, listening being 
one of them.

Labib Mahmud is an adjunct lecturer at 
the Department of English and Modern 
Languages, North South University.

On music and literature in a 

Postcolonial context

DESIGN: MAISHA SYEDA

A western 
centric analysis 

of The Black 
Album reveals 

that Shahid 
eventually opts 

for hedonistic 
sensation when 
he sees a rise of 
fundamentalist 

sentiments 
within Riaz as 

he endorses 
the burning 

of Salman 
Rushdie’s The 
Satanic Verses 

(1988).

RAIAN ABEDIN

I cannot, for the life of me, definitively 
describe what makes music. Growing 
up in a family where music of any form 
was not typically paid any reverence, 
my exposure to it was tunnelled into 
mainstream pop songs for the longest 
time. The celebration of art and 
culture in music was a different world, 
one I was barred from entering by a 
looming mountain. On my side of the 
world, music was entertainment, not 
to be paid attention to for anything 
resembling linguistic meaning. Of 
course, sometimes that is the best 
way to experience music. Other times, 
however, you begin to realise that the 
music serves as a space for artists to 
express themselves not just through 
sound, but also in their lyricism. Music 
often exists as a marriage of these two 
elements, and while sound has little 
to do with literature, lyricism most 
certainly is a form of it.

Any song with an arrangement 
of words does, in fact, have literary 
elements in it. Whether we liked it 
enough to take it seriously was not 
important—most words are literature. 
Musical artists choose to use this 
medium to express literature in a way 
that is not very traditional or linguistic, 
appealing instead to the auditory 
senses, but not losing out in the battle 
to have their words mean something—
the ‘something’ ranging from topical 
politics to cheesy love songs, was the 
lyricism not worthy of recognition as 
literature?

When I first heard the news of Bob 
Dylan being awarded the Nobel Prize 
in Literature back in 2016, I did not 
think much about it. By that time, 
I had internalised the beauty these 

words had, the stories they contained 
layered under instrumentation none 
of which was any less important than 
the words that came from the singer. 
I thought about “Desolation Row”—in 
fact, I thought quite a lot about the 
entire album Highway 61 Revisited 
back then—and I thought about 
Dylan’s imagery. His ability to wring 
out timelessness and a journey to the 
abyss and beyond and then back home 
without missing a beat with nothing 
but words and a handful of musical 
instruments, how can anyone deny 
the claim that it is literature? Not 
long after did I discover “September 
on Jessore Road”, a song— or rather, 
a spoken word poem—with Dylan’s 
instrumentation gracing activist Allen 
Ginsberg’s poetry. Here was another 
example of music and literature 
coming together in a dance only 
they could perform. That was a piece 
composed during the Liberation 
War of 1971, and so much more had 
been done in that time to combine 
lyricism and music by the likes of 
George Harrison of the Beatles and 
legendary sitar player, Ravi Shankar. 
The product of all of their efforts was 
largely political, after all even the likes 
of Jean-Paul Sartre liked to argue that 
literature is inherently political—so 
why not music?

It is also important to remember 
that Dylan was not the first songwriter 
to be awarded a Nobel Prize, Tagore 
already had one, all the way back in 
1913. Poet, lyricist, storyteller, and artist 
extraordinaire, Rabindranath Tagore 
exemplifies most clearly the blurry lines 
literature and music sometimes share. 
His poetry and lyricism in the Bengali 
language still stand as incomparably 

beautiful, with melodies that make us 
forget whether the words are meant 
to be sung or read. The space where 
the ideas of musicality and linguistic 
beauty converge and the words begin 
to exist outside of the music—that’s 
where lyricism is at its most sincere.

I think of Kendrick Lamar, of his 
album To Pimp a Butterfly, and its 
lyrics laced with allusions to other 
black writers—Alex Haley, Ralph 
Ellison, Chinua Achebe, and so 
many more—who he perhaps shares 
his struggles with when I say that 
songwriting as art can sometimes 
even surpass the music that is meant 
to accompany it. Kendrick’s deep dive 

into the politics of black communities 
and the racism faced at a structural 
and personal level can outshine some 
of the most renowned modern poems 
with its lyrical complexity. 

Even when they don’t come from 
artists globally renowned, words are 
powerful, when sung out loud, they 
wring some deep-seated sorrow out of 
me. As a huge fan of Iron & Wine, I was 
pleasantly surprised when a faculty 
member in a literature course I had 
once taken in university asked me to 
analyse the song “Passing Afternoon” 
as a poem. When presented with the 
question, ‘Can a song be a poem?’, 
they responded immediately with, 

‘Can it not?’
Words that are used to tell stories, 

express images, evoke emotion, and 
carry with them some semblance of 
meaning, are inherently literary. As I 
am writing this piece, I am listening 
to “Sisyphus” by Andrew Bird. Its lyrics 
are haunting and tell the story of a 
tired Sisyphus deciding to one day let 
the rock fall and ruin everything. The 
lyricism harkens back to the epics of 
old, when poetry and music were one 
and the same. 

Perhaps in some ways, they still are. 

Raian Abedin is a poet, a student of 
Biochemistry, and a contributor for The 
Daily Star.
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