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East is East
Feature film (1999); directed by Damien O’Donnell. Screenplay by Ayub Khan-
Din, based on his play. Produced by Leslee Udwin, London: Miramax.
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East is East is a comedy portraying a working-class family in 1970’s
Britain, with a Pakistani father (George Khan, played by Om Puri) a
British mother (Ella Khan, played by Linda Bassett), and seven children,
among whom the youngest, Sajid (Jordan Routledge), represents the
screenwriter as a child'. The father is intent on raising traditional
Pakistani children. As long as that means religious school and abstention
Jfrom pork, the highly Anglicized children resist minimally and primarily in
secret. But the father’s determination to marry his older sons off without
their consent causes increasing tension and eventually outright rebellion,
with the mother, in particular, withdrawing her critical support.

East is East is a film of liberation. Children are liberated from a restrictive
culture, a father is liberated from the need to reproduce that culture blindly, and
even the child who will grow up to author the film is liberated from his ever-
present fur-rimmed jacket. But the most important liberation of all is the one that
leads to the others, as a mother frees herself from the demand to put her
husband’s culture above her children’s welfare. It is a story of “tough love” that
is also a fascinating window into how culture, orientalism, colonialism, and
gender can interact to shape dynamics in a multicultural family.

It is by now a truism that in heterosexual families, interaction is
conditioned by the power attached to gender in the outside world. Similarly, 1
argue, cultural hierarchies in the world at large, shaped in this case by
orientalism and a prior history of colonialism, affect the behaviors of various
family members. When gender and cultural advantage are differently distributed
— that is, when the woman is from the dominant, legitimized culture and the man
from the non-dominant, delegitimized culture, these dynamics can be particularly
complex. It is its portrayal of this complexity, intentional or unintentional, that

1 Miramax press releases term the movie “semi-biographical”. But, “the parents in East is
East are drawn directly from my parents and what you see in the film is more or less my family,”
admits Khan-Din who created the Khans as a way of coming to terms with his own past.” My
recollection is that a BBC broadcast about the film reported that Khan-Din created the character of
Sajid to represent himself, and the Miramax press release is consistent with this notion. However, |
was unable to verify that Sajid is in fact supposed to be Khan-Din
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