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“I think there are a lot of references to the dynamics of racial 
politics and power in this movie and I think that it’s done in a 
really smart way. It’s kind of disguised as a teen comedy or a 
stoner movie and there are things that are subversive and 
things that are not as subversive. That’s one of the things the 
writers wanted to do. It was all done on purpose and I think 
it’s one of the greatest ways to make people think or change 
things - by making them laugh and simultaneously infiltrate 
things in the script to make them realize how silly it is to pull 
someone over for a race. In a way, it’s kind of representative 
unfortunately about reality but it kind of turn things over on its 
head.” 
Kal Penn (Kumar Patel), on the film Harold and Kumar Go to 
White Castle 

With the release of Harold and Kumar Go to White Castle, many popu-
lar commentators and critics heralded the film as Hollywood�s sincere at-
tempt at diversifying popular cinema. Two years earlier, Halle Berry and 
Denzel Washington � two of Hollywood�s most eminent black actors � both 
won Oscars for leading roles. Apparently, Hollywood had finally begun to 
give serious attention to issues of race and representation. Considering 
Hollywood�s poor track record for dealing with controversial subject matter, 
it should not be surprising that Harold and Kumar is not the subversive film 
that these commentators made it out to be. Indeed, the film is contradictory 
in nature, and, in the end, fails to put forth a progressive and politically sub-
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versive line of thinking (although this is not to ignore the fact that Harold 
and Kumar represents a profound moment in Hollywood history for actors-
of-colour). With the reception of the film being largely positive � not just in 
terms of film quality but as raising hope for a more diverse (read: progres-
sive) Hollywood � the political failings of the film are that much more glar-
ing. 

Critical Reception 

Relative to its budget, Harold and Kumar was able to find critical suc-
cess and fared well at the box office. Since so-called �teen comedies� star 
lesser-known actors, they are significantly less costly and generate more 
profits for the studios producing them. For instance, American Pie (1999) 
starred mostly unknown actors and went on to gross hundreds of millions of 
dollars at the box office and produce two successful sequels � as well as 
launching the careers of the half-dozen young actors in the film. Harold and 
Kumar garnered almost twenty million dollars in ticket sales, and received 
positive reviews from major newspapers and online critics. Interestingly, 
almost right away, commentators began proclaiming the film to be major 
progress for visible minorities in Hollywood (although, without a doubt, the 
studio publicity machine must have orchestrated this to some extent). Many 
newspapers devoted whole articles to the film above and beyond the stan-
dard film review. Both John Cho (Harold Lee) and Kal Penn (Kumar Patel) 
were featured in interviews across North America. The Chicago Sun-Times 
titled an article about the film ��Harold & Kumar� breaks down Asian stereo-
types.�1 The Montreal Gazette wrote: 

Blame it on Apu. Blame it on Peter Sellers. Blame it on Hollywood�s 
lack of imagination when it comes to visible minorities, but the place 
of the South Asian male in movies is generally behind a conven-
ience-store counter. Kal Penn knows all about it, but he was happy 
to smash the happy-nodding, have-a-nice-day stereotype in Harold 
and Kumar Go to White Castle.2 

Similarly, the Chicago Tribune titled an article on the film ��Harold and 
Kumar� actors break Hollywood barriers.�3 This line of thinking was not only 
prevalent in Eurocentric North America. An article in the Chennai-based 
newspaper The Hindu picked up on the hype, writing that the film �is being 
heralded as a cultural breakthrough in the history of ethnic representations 
in mainstream Hollywood.�4 The primary assumption of these articles is that 
any film which stars two South Asians is a barrier-breaker, irrespective of 
the film�s content. While the importance of such a moment need not be un-
deremphasized, it is my contention that issues of representation can never 
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be resolved simply through representation. In other words, a film starring 
two visible minorities as complex, nuanced characters, is never simply the 
antidote to a decades-long tradition of racism and objectification in Holly-
wood film. The many, often-contradictory subtexts that pervade Harold and 
Kumar require a detailed, patient analysis. Not surprisingly, these contra-
dictions were ignored by popular commentary on the film, intent on extolling 
the virtues of the film�s casting. It is these contradictions I turn to now. 

Mundane Racism in Everyday America 

One of the film�s greatest accomplishments lies in its challenging tradi-
tional notions of diversity, acceptance, and tolerance in everyday America. 
In other words, the film highlights the prevalence of racism in modern 
America. From the co-workers who arrogantly pass their work to the �Asian 
guy,� the racist punks who steal a parking spot from Harold and proclaim 
�this is America dude, learn how to drive!�, to the imbecilic, racist police ap-
paratus � the film works to expose pervasive racism. These not-so-subtle 
examples of racism are often ignored by the larger discourse on race in 
America, which equates the presence of minorities in position of promi-
nence as proof of the triumph of equality. Furthermore, the film highlights 
how racialized daily life is, exposing the myth of �colourblind� America. For 
instance, Harold relates how his refusal to participate in the East Asian 
Students� Association results in him being labeled as a �twinkle � yellow 
on the outside and white on the inside.� When a Princeton student is asked 
if he has a seen a Korean on campus, he spitefully remarks: �just every 
time I open my eyes.� Also, when the so-called (white) �business hippie� is 
arrested for drug possession, Harold watches from inside the cell as the 
police allow him to go free (after his mother hands the police officer a 
cheque). These subtle remarks in the movie are moments when the film is 
at its most politically astute. In exposing the role race plays in both the 
mundane and not-so-mundane aspects of life, the film achieves a monu-
mental task. 

As mentioned earlier, many commentators applaud the film for its sub-
version of pervasive stereotypes about South Asians. Such statements are 
simplistic as the film often evokes contradictory messages with respect to 
racial stereotypes. For instance, Harold, while meeting the East Asian Stu-
dents� Club, is forced to answer questions about life as a financial analyst 
from a group of overeager and geeky �Asian� students. One student, Ken-
neth Park, even goes so far as to ask for a recommendation letter. Ab-
horred by the idea of attending one of their parties, Harold escapes with 
Kumar, but later on discovers that the party is actually a raucous, hip-hop 
blaring affair. Harold discovers that Kenneth Park, the embodiment of many 



░    Harold and Kumar go to White Castle 159 

stereotypes, is now giving out marijuana and dancing topless. The subtext 
is that even geeky �Asians� can participate in the hegemonic college cul-
ture, such as listening to hip-hop and smoking marijuana. While satirically 
undercutting the stereotype of the bookish, overachieving �Asian�, the 
method of doing so is through portraying Asians acting like other (read: 
white) college youth. 

Assimilation and the Myth of America 

Assimilation as a theme pervades the film. The figures of Rosenberg and 
Goldstein, Harold and Kumar�s Jewish neighbours, epitomize the writers� 
concept of racial assimilation.5 That is to say, the film places Rosenberg 
and Goldstein as figures that have successfully weaved through the difficul-
ties of America�s turbulent racial discourse unscathed yet able to retain 
their ethnicity. When first introduced in the film, they are smoking a pipe 
fashioned from a Shofar, an instrument prevalent in Jewish music. They 
both speak in stereotypical Jewish accents, and bicker with each other over 
the most trivial of details (�like an old Jewish couple�). Near the end of the 
film, where Harold and Kumar have reached a low-point, Harold spots 
Rosenberg and Goldstein. They have gone on their own search for �the 
perfect food,� albeit to �Hot Dog Heaven.� The two are merrily enjoying their 
fast-food, oblivious to Harold and Kumar. As the camera cuts to a shot of 
the two young men, a stereotypical Jewish violin riff plays on the sound-
track. Harold, who is being harassed by the same group of racist punks 
(who periodically return throughout the film), laments to Kumar how he 
yearns for �that feeling. The feeling that comes over a man when he gets 
exactly what he desires.� The two Jews have successfully assimilated and 
have �kept� their ethnicity and come to symbolize the �hopes and dreams� 
of immigrant success in America. At the very end of the film, Kumar verbal-
izes this myth as he implores Harold to continue on their quest: 

You think this is just about the burgers, huh? Let me tell you, it�s 
about far more than that. Our parents came to this country escaping 
persecution, poverty, and hunger. Hunger, Harold. They were very, 
very hungry. And they wanted to live in a land that treated them as 
equals. A land filled with hamburger stands, and not just one type of 
hamburger, hundreds of types in different sizes, with different top-
pings and condiments. That land was America, dude. America, Har-
old, America. This is about achieving what our parents set out for. 
This is about the pursuit of happiness. This night, is about the Ameri-
can dream. 

Here is where the film is at its most contradictory. The experience of the 
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two characters that the film has documented has been replete with racism 
and inequality, and yet Kumar not only continues to subscribe to the myth 
but defends it passionately. In addition to the not-so-subtle endorsement of 
American capitalism (coded as the multiplicity of hamburgers), this inability 
on Kumar�s part to recognize the connectedness of the mendacities of such 
a myth and his personal experience speaks to the films political failings. 
The conflicting messages expose the discontinuity of the film�s political 
agenda. In addition, this speech subtly underwrites popular racism against 
immigrants, tarred as lucky individuals who should show gratitude to their 
adoptive country. It is a discourse that has worked to obfuscate American 
racism (�they should learn our ways�), as well as celebrate those immi-
grants who have �made it� (those who have assimilated, politically as well 
as culturally, to the dominant culture). Legitimizing and reinforcing this dis-
course is exactly where Harold and Kumar is at its more hegemonic. 

Disempowerment, Racial Solidarity, and Pedagogy 

After being arrested by an overtly racist police officer, Harold finds 
himself sharing a cell with a black man. The interchange between Harold 
and Tarik, who was arrested �for being black,� is another point in which film 
achieves a political success. Tarik tells Harold of his arrest: 

I was walking out of a Barnes and Noble, and a cop stops me. Evi-
dently, a black guy robbed a store in Newark. I told him, �I haven�t 
even been to Newark in months.� So, he starts beating me with his 
gun, telling me to stop resisting arrest � I kept saying I understand I 
am under arrest, now please stop beating me. 

Harold, incredulous, tells Tarik how he �doesn�t understand how [Tarik] can 
be so calm about this.� Tarik, looking down at his overweight body remarks, 

Look at me. I�m fat, black, can�t dance, and I have two gay fathers. 
People have been messing with me my whole life. I learned a long 
time ago that there is no sense getting all riled every time a bunch of 
idiots gives you a hard time. In the end, the universe tends to unfold 
as it should. [Pause] Plus, I have a really large penis. That keeps me 
happy. 

Not only overtly political, this moment is distinctly pedagogical. This peda-
gogical encounter plays out later in the film, just as the racist punks once 
again harass Harold and Kumar. Frustrated with their bullying, Harold 
hears the voice of Tarik repeating the wisdom he gave to him earlier. The 
line empowers Harold and inspires him to steal the punks� truck. Indeed, 
Tarik�s words are prophetic: the massive bag of marijuana that Kumar 
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swiped from the police station is left in the car for the police, who have pur-
sued the stolen truck, to discover. The unassuming police officer alerts his 
supervisor that the marijuana �could put these skateboard punks away� for 
years. As the credits are rolling, Tarik Jackson, who turns out to be a Rut-
gers Professor, is announcing his intent to sue the state of New Jersey for 
racial discrimination and police brutality. �My family and I are outraged,� he 
tells the news cameras, �and we�ll settle for nothing less than justice. 
Though I still trust and love all white people. All of them. And Asians. And a 
few Mexicans.� 

Although highlighting the profound racism deeply imbedded within the 
American legal system, Tarik�s advice to Harold (and to those in the audi-
ence who have had a similar experience) is severely disempowering. �The 
universe tends to unfold as it should� is not only a deeply naïve sentiment 
to convey to individuals who have suffered and continue to suffer the ef-
fects of state-sanctioned racism, but also incredibly hegemonic in its call for 
patience. While those minorities in the film have (albeit superficially) turned 
the tables on their respective adversaries, such a statement is cold comfort 
to those black inmates who sit in jails as a result of overzealous police offi-
cers or to those Arabs and Muslims whose lives have been destroyed by 
deportations and secret trials under the guise of �fighting terrorism.� What 
of those black Americans who are not Rutgers professors and lack the 
capital required for capable legal counsel? Such a claim is almost irrespon-
sible in how it mystifies American racism, a racism that the film has worked 
so hard to expose. It suggests that it will subside, �things will get better,� ir-
respective of one�s actions. In addition to this, the final sentence of Tarik�s 
prison monologue (while thrown in to keep the film in line with the genre) 
undercuts both the seriousness of his message and the larger issue of ra-
cism in America (as well reinforcing the colonial-era canard of black male 
virility). 

Another aspect of the film�s pedagogical content relates to the ques-
tion of solidarity. Throughout the film, there are moments where Harold and 
Kumar choose to ignore the plight of other, racially-oppressed figures. Early 
in their journey, Harold and Kumar witness the beating of a pair not unlike 
themselves, albeit a �lame version.� They drive away, not even bothering to 
stop and call the police. Not recognizing the inhumanity of such an act, they 
start to blame one another for putting themselves in such a position. In an-
other scene, the two stop to get directions from a convenience store clerk 
and run into the racist punks who begin to tear up the store and harass the 
Indian cashier.6 Kumar decides to challenge the ringleader, only to back 
down and escape the store. When they exit the store and realize that Neil 
Patrick Harris has stolen Harold�s car, the two decide to cross the street to 
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use the public phone in an effort to avoid the punks, who, through the win-
dow of the store, continue to harass the clerk and ransack the store. When 
Harold gets arrested, his escape occurs as a result of the racist actions of 
the inept police officers. As they walk in with the suspect they have ar-
rested for the shooting that Kumar called in (an obviously innocent black 
man in his pajamas), they start beating Tarik accusing him of attempting to 
escape and possessing a weapon (�it�s a book,� Tarik screams). Harold 
and Kumar, shocked at what is occurring before their eyes, use the oppor-
tunity to escape from jail, having little consideration for the black men who 
are being unfairly arrested. This lack of solidarity works both ways: the 
black man in his pajamas tells Harold and Kumar, who are deciding 
whether or not to help Tarik, that if he were in their shoes, he would es-
cape. Tarik�s announcement of his lawsuit � in which he professes to like 
only �a few Mexicans� � articulates this lack of solidarity. 

Representation and “Realness” 

In an interview with the New York Times, the filmmakers speak of their 
intentions: 

�The high school we went to had a lot of Indian and Asian kids,� said 
Mr. [Hayden] Schlossberg, who graduated from Randolph High in 
Morris County in 1996, as did Mr. [Jon] Hurwitz. �Typically, in mov-
ies, these guys are the foreign-exchange students and martial-arts 
guys. We thought there�s something wrong here. We wanted our 
movie to feel and look like the real world.�7 

Of course, while dismissing attempts to replicate �the real world� as mere 
ideological projection, we can still surmise that the filmmakers never in-
tended to be subsumed by the deep racial tensions and complexities that 
mark the experience of those deemed to be minorities in white settler so-
cieties. Rather, it was a project that focused, albeit superficially, on repre-
sentation, in the strictest sense. Representation works as both the means 
and the end. Although they held the best of intentions, they failed to recog-
nize that even statements like �Asian� and �Indian� require patient and de-
liberate unpacking. In North American colloquial usage, �Asian� is a highly 
generic term that monolithically presupposes a common affinity between 
the vastly different populations emanating from countries as diverse as 
China, Taiwan, Japan, Korea and various other �Asian� countries. Further-
more, the casting of the film reflects the filmmakers� inability to recognize 
the almost limitless amounts of difference inscribed within the label �In-
dian�, Patel, as well as stereotypically Indian, suggests a Gujarati heritage, 
Kumar�s father�s dark skin and accent suggest Sri Lankan or South Indian 
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descent.8 While it would be unfair to expect the filmmakers to understand 
the minute details that representing ethnicity invariably entails, it is impor-
tant to recognize that much of the popular knowledge of �other cultures� is 
based on half-truths, stereotypes, and misleading accounts from diasporic 
native informants. While true representation is indeed oxymoronic, the 
filmmaker�s chief responsibility lies in recognizing the infinitesimal nature of 
difference, and how representations, even those that are self-conscious 
and self-critical, are always dangerous creatures. More nuanced minority 
characters can only emerge from those who realize that the representa-
tions that filmmakers create � even if concocted with the best of intentions 
� are often mapped out onto real human beings. Stereotypes are only sub-
verted when this fundamental task is achieved. 

The question that must be posed in the wake of Harold and Kumar � 
especially with the film being riddled with sexist, homophobic, and classist 
content � is how subversive can films be when they are based within the 
discursive economy of Hollywood? Having profited so much from the nega-
tive representations of minorities of all sorts, it is my belief that Hollywood is 
unlikely to change. This is especially true considering that virtually all films 
that are made in Hollywood are privately-financed, for-profit affairs, thus 
films that challenge any form of popular thinking will be forced to pander to 
certain genres, as Harold and Kumar does at certain moments. Harold and 
Kumar represents a sincere yet failed attempt to answer such a question. 
But inscribed within the film is a silver lining of sorts: the film�s success 
proves that films that consciously seek to tackle issues of representation 
can succeed. Furthermore, with a sequel in the works and more Hollywood 
films starring non-black visible minorities bound to appear, the question of 
how Hollywood represents its others will continue to be posed. 

McMaster University 
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5 Indeed, the filmmakers related in an interview how the two figures represented 
themselves to some extant. In addition, see Kevin Cahillane, �Homegrown: A 
Stoner Comedy Straight Out of Randolph�, New York Times, 15 August 2004, p. 
7. 

6 Before this, an interesting exchange between Kumar and the Indian convenience 
store cashier occurs. After Harold is unable to ask for directions in English, Kumar 
begins conversing in Hindi. The delighted cashier is very helpful, and Kumar re-
marks to Harold: �Who knew learning Hindi would come in handy.� The immigrant 
experience is often marked with linguistic battles that occur over generational 
lines. Lines like these raise this issue, but, like the rest of the film, go uncom-
pleted. As a result, the film once again makes the case for assimilation, albeit sub-
tly. 

7 Cahillane, �Homegrown�. 
8 Incidentally, names have always been a crucial site of assimilation in Hollywood 

film history. Many of Hollywood�s founding fathers were forced to change their ob-
viously Jewish names. This practice has not changed. Kal Penn is not the actor�s 
original name, he altered the name when he realized that Kalpen Modi was not 
conducive to Hollywood posters. 


