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Questions of identity: 
Cultural encounters in Gurinder Chadha's Bend it like Beckham


Abstract
Probably more than any other European country, contemporary Britain has been deeply marked by mass immigration and diaspora, in particular from India and Pakistan, and British-Asian Cinema has joined the often rather polemic media debate about the country’s ‘multiculturalism’ as an outstanding example of diasporic reflections on the topic. Be it as a potential mirror of popular attitudes, ideas and preoccupations, or as regards the likely impact on common views and opinions on migration, research cannot afford to ignore the filmic portrayals. 
In this context, this article explores cultural self-representations by British-Indians in one popular example of British-Asian cinema: Chadha's Bend it like Beckham. Considering the contextual patterns of European migrant cinema, key questions are: 1) how does the film express cultural differences and to what extent does this follow traditional concepts of culture?; 2) how is the interconnectedness of cultures articulated and how does this relate to current notions of interculturality and transculturality? The paper shows how contemporary films by celebrated directors such as Gurinder Chadha, Damian O’Donnell, Hark Bohm and Philippe Faucon fall into the trap of traditional concepts of culture that break with the strong intercultural or transcultural perspectives voiced by the same directors.

Preliminary remarks
Gurinder Chadha, the director and co-scriptwriter of Bend it like Beckham (with her husband Paul Mayeda Berges and Guljit Bindra), could probably best be described as one of the leading British-Asian film directors. Although born in Nairobi (Kenya), her parents moved to Southall, London, when she was only two years of age, and it is her life as a woman with Indian background in London that marks her first documentary output. Not by coincidence most of her films explore the lives of Indians in the UK: in 1989, she produced I'm British but..., focusing on young British Asians, and – shortly afterwards, with her own production company Umbi Films – Nice Arrangement (1990) and Acting Our Age (1991), concentrating on a wedding and on the life of elderly British-Asians. She is, however, most famous for full-length fictional movies such as Bhaji on the Beach (1993), Bend It Like Beckham (2002) and Bride and Prejudice (2004), which are all centered on ‘East-West’ encounters in Britain and beyond. Her latest film, Angus, Thongs and Perfect Snogging (2008), is a certain exception to the rule, although it also draws on questions of migration (here British migration to New Zealand), and the classic ‘coming of age’ story provides links to Bend it like Beckham.
Chadha's biggest commercial success to date is clearly Bend It Like Beckham (2002), a film that at a first glance follows the traditional pattern of generational conflicts within the British-Asian diaspora: a young second generation British-Indian woman (Jess, played by Parminder Nagra) clashes with family traditions while pursuing her personal ambitions as a footballer. However, the film setting in Hounslow (Southall, London), near the area where Chadha grew up, and the numerous links to her own autobiography enables the director to present a very differentiated picture of a diverse community. Chadha herself even goes so far as to link the success to that aspect: 
in Britain it's the most successful British-financed British movie ever and I think it's worked so well because it's very culturally specific to Hounslow, to West London, and it talks about a world which is really mixed without going on about it (Fischer 2003).
Whatever the reasons for its international popularity, the movie clearly follows the footsteps of Damian O’Donnell’s East is East (1999) in the way that it goes into distance to the art-house design of most British Asian films of the 1980s and 1990s. In its combination of light-hearted comedy and ‘a modern social realist interrogation into identity, belonging and Britishness’, Malik describes East is East as ‘somewhere between the style of a Northern “kitchen sink” 1960s drama, a 1970s slapstick farce and a modern social realist interrogation into identity, belonging and Britishness’ (2002: 96). Chadha’s Bend it like Beckham was – just like East is East – marketed extensively for a British audience that has come to recognize the Asian diaspora as part of a long process of ‘postcolonial hybridization of British culture’ (Alexander 2000: 113). It is for the entertainment and critical reflection of this audience that Chadha wanted to shoot the film ‘from the point of view of someone who is Indian and English at the same time’ (Fischer 2003), meaning here Jess, but this obviously also applies to the director herself. Clearly, as an account of a young woman of Indian origin who refuses to cook and serve others in her search for an alternative way of life, Bend it like Beckham is based on biographical evidence, starting with a rebellious character which Chadha indicates as follows:

I refused to wear Indian clothes, and I would always get out of cooking. […] Whenever guests came, the men would sit at the table, and the women would have to serve them, and I would sit at the table as well. […] At the same time, I was extremely outspoken, and I used to say, well mum, look, I'm not cooking, you know, it's oppressive. You don't even understand (Fischer 2003).
Jess is similarly skeptical as regards traditional agendas and she is also very outspoken, when it comes to defending her football interests which develop during the film. At the beginning, the audience gets to know the protagonist as somebody occasionally playing football with boys in the park. However, this gets much more serious when Jules, a white middle class English girl (played by now famous Keira Knightly) invites Jess to join the local women’s soccer team, the Hounslow Harriers trained by Joe, an Irish coach who always wanted to play professional football but was hold back by a knee injury. Instead, he now tries to help Jess and Jules to fulfill their dream of a professional career in the US, an idea that Jess’s parents are extremely disapproving of when they discover the secret football activities of their daughter. However, when Jess’s father realizes how important the football career has become for his daughter, he appears much more tolerant, and with his new personal attitude comes a change in the behavior of the whole family, who now allows Jess to join Jules on her journey to the US.
The $5 million film that grossed $350 million worldwide in its first year alone (siliconindia 2003: 15), an astounding amount to which one has to add the extensive video and DVD rental and purchase from the last six years, has not only been received as an ‘amusing comedy’ and a ‘feel-good’ movie (Derek 2002: 32) or, in short ‘a well-made audience-pleaser’ (Chaudhury 2003), but also as a critical film that has the ‘capacity to provoke thought and discussion about a large scope of important issues surrounding cultural differences and identity’ (Raschke 2004: 126). Algeo’s claim to use it for the enhancement of critical analysis in cultural geography classes (2007: 133) correlates with Sandhu’s impression that the film very much addresses key aspects in the life of South Asian women in the diaspora, especially when inter-generational and inter-ethnic conflicts in sport are at stake. This seems to be the case with Sandhu herself who, as a second generation Sikh woman living in Canada, recognizes herself and her family in the movie (‘I had never seen myself being so accurately reflected in popular culture before’, 2005: 7), but also – and partially even more – with the participants of her study, a tendency that seems to connect with Chadha’s own experiences.
Considering the fact that negative reviews tend to criticize a stereotypical ‘mise-en-scène’ of Indian culture in the film, a perspective well represented by Elley when he summarises Chadha’s work as a ‘gallery of broadly played stereotypes’ (2002: 32), this paper will explore how far Bend it like Beckham tends to support popular mono-cultural constructs of British-Indian relations and to what degree its transcultural elements are able to break with the Othering of traditional hegemonic narrative.

Jess – a model for transcultural relations? 
There is no doubt that Jess combines aspects from both cultures, Indian or – to be more precise – Sikh traditions maintained by her parents and partially her sister Pinky, and English customs and preferences that are associated here with young women’s independence and a celebration of football for which Jules and her father are given as examples. Consequently, Algeo is right in criticizing current research on Bend it like Beckham for its radical marginalization or complete ignorance of the Bhamra family’s Sikh background, which links up to Chadha’s family tradition. This gap in research is quite surprising taking into consideration that the film indicates this dimension very clearly. Firstly, there is a painting of the Golden Temple of Amritsar prominently placed in the living room near Guru Nanak’s portrait, and a gold model of that temple sits on the shelf close to the bar area. Also, Mr. Bhamra’s turban can hardly be overlooked, and the fact that – during his older daughter’s engagement ceremony – he gives her fiancée the traditional gift of a ‘kara’-bracelet reminds critical viewers of the ‘five K’ practices that are ‘symbolic of maintaining proper spiritual order’ in a Sikh household (Algeo 2007: 135). In addition, cultural boundaries are drawn by food, e.g. when Mrs. Bhamra – the guardian of the family’s cultural heritage – repeatedly forces Jess to help prepare traditional food from the Punjabi region most British Sikhs originate from. This attitude is closely linked to her perception of young Indian women as future wives for Indian men, as one of her statements suggests: ‘what kind of family would want a daughter-in-law who can kick a football around all day but can’t make round chapattis?’ A comparable mechanism of ‘Othering’ via food is visible when Jules’s mother, Paula Paxton, talks to Jess about the ‘lovely curry’ she made the other night. The overarching interest in entertaining a wider audience does not allow elaborating all these aspects in detail, but they are present and Chadha herself highlights food as a ‘great codifier of culture’ (Fischer 2003).
Similarly, the average viewer does not have to be familiar with the details of recent English football history in order to follow the film, but a basic knowledge of Beckham’s ability to ‘bend the ball’, his ‘metrosexual’ appearance and the cross-generational and cross-class popularity of football are helpful for an analysis of the ‘Englishness’ portrayed. Certainly, football is the key topic that unites Jules and her father Frank Paxton from the very beginning of the movie, and towards the end even manages to bridge the generational difference between Jules and her mother. Highly symbolic is the scene in which Frank explains offside rules to his wife Paula, so that she can understand Jules ‘football life’ a bit better. Interestingly enough, this is done with the help of international food:
Frank: The teriyaki sauce is the goalkeeper.
Paula: Goalkeeper.
Frank: The posh French mustard is the defender.
Paula: Defender. 
Frank: The salt is the attacker.
Paula: Sea salt.
Frank: The sea salt is the attacker. Now, when the ball is played forward, the sea salt has to be level with the mustard. [Jules enters.]
Hello darling. Right. Now watch and concentrate. [Moves salt back and forwards.] Offside, onside. Offside, onside.

In short, the English middle-class family is here characterized as a harmonious group thanks to the unifying power of football, and international food seems to reflect her open-mindedness vis-à-vis other cultures. 
Jess is from the very beginning of the film situated in-between the two camps: on one hand, she loves her parents and does not want to disappoint them, or ruin her sister’s wedding. In order to please them she wears traditional dresses and serves guests when required, and – towards the end – she is even prepared to give up on Joe with the remark: ‘letting me go is a big step for my mum and dad. I don’t know how they survived if I told them about you too’. On the other hand, she cannot accept the future role her parents have reserved for her, which implies studying to become a solicitor but then ultimately marrying an Indian man to fulfill the traditional role of a housewife, for which purpose she has to learn how to cook Punjabi food. On her search for an alternative life, Jess discovers football and she is determined to develop her skills further, despite her parent’s disapproval of female football and her own desire to maintain good relations with them, which force her to hide everything related to it. Consequently, we see her in numerous carnevalesque situations: sometimes carrying platters of samosas and wearing the ‘salwar kamiz’ This is a traditional dress consisting of trousers and a long tunic with a scarf that can be placed over the shoulder or over the head. See Algeo 2007: 136. in traditional parties at home, but then again pursuing her football interests in professional outfit, which for her mother means running around ‘half-naked’ in front of men. Support for this hybrid life-style comes from both cultural backgrounds. While Pinky helps her to cover up most football activities in front of her parents, Joe repeatedly tries to convince Mr. Bhamra of the need to let go of Jess so that she can develop her talent. That support allows her to fully engage in a quest for her own British-Asian identity vis-à-vis the homogenous, separatist and essentialist culture concept cultivated by her parents as well as Jules’s mother. 
In her comments on Bhaji on the Beach, Malik describes such British-Asianness as follows: 
we do not get the sense that any one culture has ‘crossed over’ or been assimilated, but that a new form of cultural identity is emerging. This hybrid identity is ‘British-Asianness’, a fluid evolving identity, which cannot be reduced to any one thing (1996: 213).
A similar hybrid position could be claimed for George’s children in East is East (1999), the young British-Asian women in Chadha’s melodramatic Bhaji on the Beach (1993), and – to cross national boundaries – the Turkish-Germanness presented by Hark Bohm’s protagonist in Yasemin (1988). In all cases, cultural boundaries are transgressed, and it is usually second generation migrants who select more or less consciously what aspects of each cultural background are acceptable and preferable for them. In addition, East is East and Yasemin are – next to Bend it like Beckham – good examples for the frequently resulting generational conflict in European Migrant Cinema, in which the role of the guardian of ‘oriental’ traditions tends to be associated with the first generation while most children appear as ‘rebels’. There are only very few exceptions to that pattern like Udayan Prasad’s My son the fanatic (1997), in which the generational conflict is reversed. 
Although male children also rebel (see Casim in Ken Loach’s Ae fond kiss (2004) and Tariq in East is East), it is in particular the resistance of young women against the cultural heritage of sexism which seems to be of interest for directors of European Migrant Cinema, perhaps because its transcultural gender dimension engages more viewers and sells better, but probably also because young women are often in a weaker position to develop their views within the framework of traditional patriarchal norms of societies their parents can be associated with. Certainly, in Philippe Faucon’s Samia (2000), Yasemin and Bend it like Beckham, both father and mother try to make their daughters follow traditional patterns of ‘coming to age’, although with different degrees of stubbornness and directness, which in Bohm’s and Chadha’s work significantly change in the course of the story. In addition, there is in all these films an element of ‘machismo’ that governs the behavior of many younger males and makes them support the patriarchal hierarchies implemented by the first generation. Samia’s eldest brother and Yasemin’s cousin are good examples for that tendency, but the tall Indian male on Pinky’s wedding who wants to ‘conquer’ as many women as possible, including Jess, fits into the same category. In her focus on Latin American backgrounds, De Valdés explains this phenomenon as follows:
the male is also the victim of machismo because the social system itself is structured so that a few will exploit the many. Under machismo the male, like the female, has been dispossessed of his identity as a social being. At an impersonal level, the machismo attitude, however, provides compensation for the male, for no matter how dominated he is […], he has someone over whom he is master: his wom(a/e)n (1998: 17). 

Like Samia and Yasemin, Jess does not want to fully confirm to her parents cultural expectations but rather wishes to be part of life in the host culture which she has accepted as part of her own. However, the degree of ‘deterritorialization’ and ‘territorialization’ of cultural ground varies a lot and – depending on family relations, contacts to the host culture and the message the director wishes to disseminate – the ‘transcultural’ model proposed can be an extremely hybrid one, which tends to blur the cultural boundaries involved, or rather a significantly extended but still predominantly monocultural construct that shifts traditional boundaries to a different level without dissolving them.

The limits of transculturality
Without any doubt, football has crossed cultural and gender boundaries, and world championships for both men and women could be given as examples for its global dimension, which Bend it like Beckham stresses with references to women football in Britain, Germany and – above all – the USA as a model to follow. Even more important seems to be the ethnic mix of professional football teams, to which the Hounslow Harriers fully subscribe when they nominate a black girl as team captain, an Irish man as coach and British-Asian Jess as attacker. In this sense, football in the film helps to connect people, but how far does it support transcultural dialogue and individual search for new hybrid identities, what kind of cultural choice does it facilitate, and does that choice imply a major victory of human agency over collective structures, as Huggan would hope for? In parallel, we might want to ask the same questions for cricket, which is the other sport highlighted in the film, as Mr. Bhamra originally wanted to join an English cricket team and his bitterness about being ‘thrown out’ that team is very significant for his disapproval of Jess joining an English football team.
Firstly, it is worth noting that England played a major role in the development of both sports. The Football Association founded in 1863 in London is the first ever national football association, which still hosts all professional football clubs in England and is ultimately responsible for the appointment of managers to national teams (men and women). Cricket, on the other hand, is first documented as being played in England, and since the 18th century it has been portrayed as English national sport.  Originally, neither cricket nor football, were particularly associated with India, but the expansion of the British Empire led to a strong assimilation of cricket by Indian elites during colonial rule and could as such be considered as part of the ‘mimicry’ mechanisms that Bhabha outlines in his Location of Culture (1994). In the meantime, India has become famous for cricket too (since 1926 it is a member of the Imperial and then International Cricket Conference, ICC), and Mr. Bhamra’s strong interest in it should be seen in the context of this colonial heritage.  His daughter Jess prolongs his tendencies when she aims very much for the same: being admitted by an English sport club to play professionally ‘for England’. This is stressed right at the beginning of the film in her day dream sequence, in which she plays with Beckham together for Manchester United against the Belgian football club Anderlecht, and later on it becomes reality when she plays for the Hounslow Harriers against a German team in Hamburg. Not by coincidence, her role model is David Beckham, the captain of the English national team at the time the movie was shot.
In other words, neither young Mr. Bhamra nor Jess can be considered as individuals who are consciously aiming at a life that combines British and Indian cultures on equal footing. Rather, it would be fair to say that their main objective is to become part of British host culture, and in both cases it has to be understood that the sport they are obsessed with stands for a way of life they want to achieve: cricket can be associated with English upper class traditions that many British still want to be associated with (in particular if they have never formed part of the upper class), while football is the more popular sport that seems to nurture old dreams of individual fame and wealth never mind one’s humble origins, which links up directly to the success stories of former working class footballers like David Beckham and Wayne Rooney. It is not surprising that Mr. Bhamra who originally worked for the British colonial elite in East Africa tends to see his way of life embodied in cricket, while his daughter – a second generation migrant raised in Hounslow – who is not unfamiliar with her and other South Asians being ‘othered’ as ‘Pakis’ affiliates more with British working class heroes. However, in both cases it is obvious that these descendants of colonised subjects would like to become respected by members of the former colonial centre in which they have decided to stay. This dimension is not elaborated in detail, because the film is aimed at entertaining a British mass audience. However, racism in parts of the British society towards South Asian migrants from the former colonies is clearly indicated, when another female footballer calls Jess a ‘Paki‘ during a match, and when Mr. Bhamra talks about English cricket players who ‘threw’ him ‘out of the club like a dog’.  In both cases, the former colonial subject feels extremely humiliated: Jess assaults the other player and gets sent off the football pitch for it, and Mr. Bhamra ‘vows’ he never plays cricket again. 
In this context, it is worth remembering that the Bhamra family – like Chadha’s parents – appears as ‘twice migrants’ in the sense that they migrated from India to Kenya first, before finally coming to Britain. Chadha was born in Nairobi, the capital and also the largest city of Kenya, and Mr. Bhamra mentions to Joe as an explanation of his disapproval of Jess’s football activities that he was ‘Nairobi’s best fast bowler’ and still did not get a chance to play in an English club. Once again, there is a clear link to colonial history as it was the British East Africa Company that recruited substantial numbers of Sikhs for the construction of the Ugandan railroad, and they tended to form part of a new middle class in colonial East Africa: 
Europeans dominated administration, Indians filled positions in white-collar support, construction, and infrastructure development, and black Africans were relegated to manual labour (Algeo 2007: 136).
It is this loyal position at the side of the colonial master that caused a mass exodus of Indians after Kenyan independence in 1963, and that makes the exclusion of Mr. Bhamra from an English cricket club ‘back’ in the British ‘fatherland’ all the more humiliating. Out of his perspective, it must look as if he and fellow-Indians were good enough to help stabilize the British Empire and to lose their positions with the British when these were deprived of their power during ‘decolonization’, but then they were not considered good enough for a life with the white man together.
In this sense, the transcultural identities sought by young Mr. Bhamra and Jess cannot be described as hybrid British-Asianness, but as different forms of imagined Englishness, be it traditional-aristocratic or contemporary-popular, which both characters regard as lead culture for all ethnicities to follow. Certainly, during major parts of the film, Mr. Bhamra explicitly rejects all forms of Englishness, but this is only because he had been rejected by the English (cricket players). As soon as he understands that everybody has to ‘fight’ for his rights against occasional demonstrations of racism, the viewer sees him in the final sequence playing cricket publicly in front of the house, while an ice-cream van, a nostalgic symbol of traditional English culture, passes by. This interpretation is enhanced by the ‘mise-en-scène’ of all major English characters who seem to be extremely tolerant, open-minded and ‘transcultural’ in the best sense of the concept in so far as most do not perceive any cultural or biological differences in their interaction with Jess but, instead, value her talent or character, be it as a good football player (Jules’s perception), Jules’s friend (Mr. Paxton’s perception) or a loveable team mate (the Hounslow Harriers appear as a team without prejudice or envy). In the few occasions, in which cultural differences are noted, it is either in a positive way (e.g. when Jules’s mother associates ‘respect for elders’ with Indian culture and wants Jess to teach that to her daughter) or the negative aspect can be revised on the spot. The latter is the case with Joe, who is at first skeptical of Jess’s talent, which seems to correlate with the fact that he has ‘never seen South Asian women playing football’. However, he is immediately prepared to let her play and, once he recognizes her talent, has no problem in revising his pre-judgement.
Behind these constructs, the USA is portrayed as the ultimate paradise for female football and the highly dynamic and emancipated contemporary life-style Jess and Jules stand for. Clearly, the new world power and, as such, successor of the old European colonial empires, is presented as the model to follow when it comes to equal opportunities in the competitive life football represents, and – in this respect – the new transcultural way of life appears to be ultimately an American one. All this is reminiscent of Ritzer’s strong critique of McDonaldisation of societies that follow increasingly more the four key concepts disseminated by the well-known fast-food chain: efficiency, predictability, control and calculability (Ritzer 2008: 13f.). No doubt that Jess has fully signed up to these norms, as she wants to be assessed according to her performance on the football pitch, her job is to shoot goals or to help Jules shooting them and it is the final score that counts. Similarly, she supports the capitalist cult around football heroes like Beckham by purchasing his posters and football shirts, and she is also able to set an example in school. At least her father deducts from her A-level results that she can now become a ‘fine top-class solicitor’. In this respect, the English and the American way of life seem to be fully compatible, the only key difference being that Northern Americans seem to be leading the way in emancipation from outdated norms, and they also seem to have more resources to support new players in the field. In this regard, the emigration of top talents like Jess and Jules resembles the famous brain drain from Europe to the US, and Joe knows only too well about the mechanics of money when uttering that he will recruit the two into a yet-to-be established professional English team ‘if he can afford it’. However, it is not all about money as Joe’s intonation suggests. Just like in Hollywood robinsonades, such as Cast Away (2001) and The Beach (2000), the end of this British movie reflects ‘a popular mythology of the United States as the metaphoric center of the world, the place to which the rest of the world flees in search for a better life’ (Weaver-Hightower 2006: 304, see also Rings 2010b). If, however, instead of cultural dialogue and negotiations of identity constructs, Bend it like Beckham offers predominantly an imagined Anglo-American West as superior model to follow, then it might not be wrong to return to Edward Said’s criticism of the traditional dichotomy between the ‘West and Rest’ (1995[1978]: 20), which Stuart Hall has explained as follows:
this ‘West and the Rest’ discourse greatly influenced Enlightenment thinking […] In Enlightenment discourse, the West was the model, the prototype and the measure of social progress. It was western progress, civilization, rationality and development that were celebrated. And yet […] without the Rest (or its internal ‘Others’) the West would not have been able to recognize and represent itself as the summit of human history. The figure of ‘the Other’, banished to the edge of the conceptual world and constructed as the absolute opposite, the negation, of everything the West stood for, reappeared at the very centre of the discourse of civilization, refinement, modernity and development in the West. ‘The Other’ was the ‘dark’ side – forgotten, repressed and denied; the reverse image of Enlightenment and modernity’ (1992: 312ff.)
Taking into account that Bend it like Beckham has been designed in large parts as a comedy for common entertainment, it is not surprising that the Indian Other does not always appear as ‘the absolute opposite’ and ‘the negation of everything the West stands for’. There is, however, no doubt that the traditional Indian alternatives to Jess’s Western style transculturality are being stressed in their exotic, stagnant and either grotesquely-funny or simply oppressive difference to Anglo-American liberalism. The early scene, in which Jess and Jules effortless overtake two traditionally dressed, elderly, quite big and ridiculously slow Indian women during their jogging in the park, has in all its humor a clear symbolic message to deliver: the winners in contemporary society are those who fully adapt to the new Western way of life. If, however, individual choice for traditional British-Asians is limited to assimilation and success or ‘being left behind’ if they continue to stick to their absurd traditions, then it is no surprise that ultimately most filmic characters show at least a willingness to sign up to the West: the traditional joggers by jogging, Mr. Bhamra by changing his mind, and even Mrs Bhamra and some of the aunts by happily accepting Jess’s decision to play professional football in the US. 

Conclusion
Considering that the retreat of Jess’s family, and in particular her mother and aunts, into monocultural constructs seems incompatible with the collective well-being, the film ultimately recommends to throw off the shackles of what has been portrayed as Indian cultural heritage in the wider sense and traditional Sikhism in particular, in order to fully embrace something that is portrayed as Anglo-American lead culture. When Mr. Bhamra motivates Jess at the very end ‘to fight’ and ‘to win’ he does not make any reference to her Indian background, but focuses on the competitive football career his daughter seems to have chosen completely out of her own free will. Although benevolent Mr. Bhamra reveals here a significantly different attitude to the stubborn and violent George Khan from East is East and to Yasemin’s father Yusuf in the second half of Bohm’s film, the key message of incompatibility and culture clash is very much the same. Since Chadha supports her messages with the metaphorical use of food as markers of cultural difference, it is no coincidence that eight year old Jess burns her upper leg while trying to make herself some beans on toast, possibly the worst invention of English cuisine ever. Clearly, out of Mrs. Bhamra’s perspective a good Sikh woman from the Punjabi region cooks and eats Punjabi food (not beans on toast) and marries another Sikh (not an Irish guy, never mind a Moslem), and George Khan would fully agree with that exclusive binary view. The problem with Chadha’s film is that it fights this dichotomy with another binary construct by ignoring any valid hybrid construct in-between: you are either fully trapped in traditional Indian customs and then you cannot even prepare beans on toast without seriously injuring yourself, or you are fully geared up for an Anglo-American way of life marked by the capitalist cult of football heroes and then you do not want to cook Punjabi food, dress up traditionally or pray to Guru Nanak, because it simply does not fit. There is no hybrid dish in the whole film and international food seems to be acceptable in a genuinely English family only, not in a British-Asian household. While some of George Khan’s children combine mosque visits with the carrying of a Christian cross during Easter processions and hamburger eating at home, for Jess it is an ‘either/or’, and the cultural spaces are clearly highlighted. The collective space at home is traditional Indian, whereas public spaces (like the football pitch) tend to be free from those traditions. However, the supposedly free spaces seem to be advancing into traditional places, and Jess’s room is a good example of that. In this dynamic conquest, some temporary mixtures are imaginable but they tend to appear as very limited, fragile and ridiculously funny in their slow adaptation of Western norms and customs (see the two Indian women jogging in traditional dresses in the park), which stresses again the incompatibility of South Asian and Anglo-American cultures. 
Unlike George Khan or Yusuf, Mr. and Mrs. Bhamra are ultimately depicted as nice examples of first generation British-Asian migrants, but they seem so likeable precisely because they manage to throw off the shackles of Indian traditions whenever it gets too critical. Instead of preserving their cultural heritage (or what they perceive as such) at all costs, e.g. with the use of violence as Mr. Khan and Yusuf, they either openly admit their ‘mistakes’ (Mr. Bhamra) or simply surrender to the collective will (Mrs. Bhamra), and that often in a not too credible way. Who can seriously imagine people that have been portrayed throughout the film as extremely traditional suddenly changing their minds in the way the Bhamra family does, including Mrs. Bhamra and the aunts? However, it could be argued that this question of plausibility is not really a major problem for the credibility of the film, because – ultimately – it fits to the grotesquely funny projection of traditional Indians: Jess’s mother is revealed as an absurd character right at the beginning when she confronts the well-known football experts with outdated clichés of female roles, so why not imagine yet another ‘weird twist’ at the end? After all, absurd attitudes seem to be a characteristic of traditional South Asians in contemporary British cinema about migration anyway (see George Khan who married an English woman but then wants to stop his children from inter-ethnic relationships at all costs).
Admittedly, Bend it like Beckham also makes fun of some English characters, but it should be considered that by far most of the laughs go at the expense of traditional Indians and, furthermore, English faults tend to redirect the viewer’s attention to similar but more pronounced weaknesses in the case of supposedly Indian customs. Worth noting is the homophobia revealed by Jules’s mother, who gets extremely irritated, if not hysteric, when she has to assume that her daughter has a love affair with Jess. However, quite in contrast to the Bhamra family, she ultimately knows that homophobia is not acceptable and, after her outburst at Pinky’s wedding, admits her fault – even if this acknowledgement is probably more a question of political correctness than of change in mentality since it comes after the disclosure of her misunderstandings, i.e. the reestablishment of the heterosexual world order. On the other hand, homosexuality appears to be such a taboo in Indian culture that the Bhamra family is unable to understand Mrs. Paxton´s homophobic outburst, and even tolerant Jess expresses a deeply rooted belief of total incompatibility between Indianness and homosexual behavior when faced with Tony’s ‘coming out’: ‘but you are Indian!’ Precisely the connection between a total lack of understanding and a deep belief in cultural incompatibility appears to be the reason for George Khan disowning his son Nazir as soon as his homosexual tendencies are in the open. While the presentation of the harassing characters in the style of a caricature makes these situations appear either comic (in Bend it like Beckham) or at least tragicomic (in East is East), there can be no doubt that both films address in this context major examples of discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation and, as such, tendencies to human rights violations which appear to be embedded considerably more in traditional Indianness than in British mentalities. Nevertheless, Mrs. Paxton’s homophobia remains quite original, as contemporary British cinema tends to portray homosexuality as part of liberal Britain and, consequently, homophobic characteristics of British characters in cinema about migration are a rare exception. Quite the opposite, the claims to British liberality are so strong that portrayals of homosexuality in the British-Indian diaspora usually appear as clear indications of integration into the host culture. In this sense, Chadha’s transfer of homophobia to Jules’s mother, helps the viewer to recognize British pre-Enlightenment thinking, which is – according to Said and Hall (see above) – certainly neither what contemporary ‘West’ supposedly represents, nor what British colonialism ever wanted to be known for. This links up directly to major incoherences in British and overall European colonialism: Key enlightenment norms guaranteed in the constitutions of the colonial center (in particular individual rights concerning possessions, such as the right to vote presented as example of ‘liberté’, and the same rights before the law frequently subsumed as part of ‘egalité’) were not extended to the vast majority of colonised subjects, but nevertheless, the colonizers wanted to be perceived as representatives of European Enlightenment.
In any case, the backwardness of traditional migrant culture means that the ‘saviors’ in films like Yasemin and Bend it like Beckham tend to come from the host culture or its hemisphere. In the case of Yasemin, this is mirrored in the narrative structure of a traditional knight’s tale, in which contemporary German knight Jan has to rescue his beloved Turkish-German girl on his modern horse (his motor bike) from the inhuman Turkish kidnappers that want to deport her to Turkey. On the other hand, Jess can rely on English Jules and then also on Joe, who repeatedly confronts Mr. Bhamra and facilitates Jess’s and Jules’s trip to the US with which the film ends. In both contexts, the Western saviors reveal an enormous tolerance and good will in their fight against the ‘evil’ of other cultures. While Jan tries to learn Turkish with the help of a dictionary, although Yasemin’s cousin Dursun does his very best to keep the German at a distance, Joe demonstrates full understanding for Jess’s family, even after Mr. Bhamra’s repeated rejection of their football activities and his blunt refusal of intercultural dialogue. Instead of openly criticizing the Other’s self-enclosure, Joe outlines to Jess: ‘you are lucky to have a family that cares so much about you’. In other words, the monocultural ‘island concept’ of first generation British-Indian characters is met by seemingly never-ending transcultural openness from British characters, which renders obsolete the multicultural option of separatist coexistence proposed by Jess’s parents as well as George Khan. 
It is here where films like Ken Loach’s Ae fond kiss try to fill a gap in British cinema about migration. In contrast to most other productions, the film highlights the extremely monocultural vision of conservative Irish Catholicism via the ‘mise-en-scène’ of an Irish priest (Father David) who cannot accept Roisin’s affair with Casim, a Pakistani Muslim. Marriage would in theory be acceptable but only if the Muslim converts to Catholicism, and the particular problem for the young couple is that Roisin’s job as a teacher in a Catholic school depends on Father David’s good will to sign a document of good conduct. Confronted with the choice of either excluding the Muslim Other or forcing him to fully embrace Irish Catholicism (rather than accepting him with his different beliefs), Rosin denies Father David’s wishes and loses her job. Unfortunately, there are not many British films that dare to present such a monocultural vision from the British side as a significant obstacle for inter-ethnic relations. With its internalized Orientalism, Bend it like Beckham prolongs a more traditional Othering, for which Tevfik Baser’s films could be referenced, but also – in a more humorous way – My Big Fat Greek Wedding (Zwick 2002), a film that is in many ways reminiscent of Chadha’s international breakthrough, as she herself admits (Fischer 2003).
Despite extremely promising starting points, Jess embarks (comparable to Turkish-German Yasemin) on a quest for Western style transculturality which reduces most of her cultural heritage to a stagnant, outdated and problematic Other, that has to be perceived as an obstacle for the ‘coming of age’ of young British-Indian people today. The solution proposed is for the Oriental Other to finally adapt to modern times, for his/her own sake and for everybody’s well-being, which implies that the happy end depends on the assimilation of Anglo-American cultural traits by all main characters. With this view, the film does not enhance negotiations of new identities in-between South Asian cultural heritage and Britishness, which most secondary sources regard as Jess’s key achievement. Instead of the socio-critical potential of hybridity as portrayed in Kureishi/Frears productions like Sammy and Rosie get laid, Bend it like Beckham supports individual assimilation into grotesque notions of Anglo-American transculturality that Ritzer and Ha have sufficiently criticized for its neo-colonial dimension. All this implies some shifting of traditional cultural boundaries but little blurring of them.
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