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Abstract: Zadie Smith is placed successfully as a member of an exciting and elite group of black young 
writers giving voice to the new multi-ethnic, multicultural Great Britain. As a promising voice of post-
colonial Britain she represents the minority groups and multicultural persona. Her novel White Teeth 
has been rightly described as a milestone novel for multicultural Britain and as a generic mix that 
reflects the transcultural state of present-day Britain. In the novel, Smith depicts the visuals of a totally 
multicultural arrangement of Britain. The trials and tribulations of multi-ethnic and multicultural 
London are clearly dealt in the White Teeth, portraying the conflicts of immigrant or multi-ethnic 
families and their second generation children. There are absolutely hybrid children of multi-ethnic 
families who create a problematic situation in the first place. Through her characters it is true that 
whiteness nowhere features as an open condition of being British, but is clearly understood that 
Englishness is therefore an extension of Britishness and is racially veiled. 
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Introduction: The trials and tribulations of multi-ethnic and multicultural London are clearly dealt in 
the White Teeth: portraying the conflicts of immigrant or multi-ethnic families and their second 
generation children. There are absolutely hybrid children of multi-ethnic families who create a 
problematic situation in the first place.  
 
In this sense, to possess self-actualization and an identity, the children of multi-ethnic families basically 
move from a process in which they have many different identity crises. In White Teeth, Smith portrays 
her characters and their social conflicts in multicultural Britain in terms of first and second generation 
(even third generation) immigrants who are actually and totally different and sometimes alienated.  
 
Although immigrant parents experience crucial difficulties or crises in a multicultural world, their 
children also come through double entanglements. Smith focuses on issues that are a matter of history 
and of roots in the life of multi-ethnic and immigrant families.  
 
White Teeth corresponds to a pile of culturally, ethnically and dedicated sundry characters. They are 
mainly, Anglo-Jamaican, Bangladeshi and Jewish as they move and take part in the ongoing of the novel 
conferring and creating a sense of Britishness and of course also a sense of belonging in the city of 
London. The novel works at three unusual phases of historical periods of time: the Second World War, 
post-war years and the period of social changes of the 1980s, and the late 1990s. The relation between 
roots and routes obviously requires a negotiation in order to shape identity and to interact with others. 
The characters have to undergo the difficulties and dilemmas in pursuit of historical consciousness and 
through this possession that their historical consciousness and misplaced roots of their lives are 
presented as significant determiners of the narration.  
 
As the novel progresses, it points out characters’ difficulty in accepting disjointed identities and 
existences. Depending on their personal story, they strive to achieve a coherency and stability. The 
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sections in the novel, though lack of continuity, constitutes this novel as a unit, just as they do when 
constituting identity to achieve their actualization of existences where they belong to nowhere. Hence 
this is the irony and crux of the novel. It also initiates the readers to understand the ways, their lives, 
viewpoint, and outlooks mesh together in their way of quest for their identity. In this way, White Teeth 

draws the assorted routes and questions the communication created: what happens when Caribbean 
people go to London; what happens when Caribbean culture goes to London; and what happens when 
London becomes, in one way or another, Caribbean. This London of White Teeth turns out to be 
Caribbean, and thus is a characteristic of Smith’s ironic sense of humour, rather a resolution to the 
conundrum. Smith opens the novel with the quote, "What is past is prologue" hence raising the platform 
Smith familiarizes about the essential theme of the novel. This statement sets the thematic mood for the 
novel, in which three different families of mixed ethnicity struggle with issues of heritage and legacy. 
The preface suggests that the past is inescapable, and encourages attention to details that had happened 
in the past interlinking the present and the future in pursuit of actualisaton.         The novel's main story 
spans the years 1975 to 2000, and there is also a flashback that reaches as far back as 1907 and beyond. 
The reader can conclude that the past is not just prologue as the preface suggests, but the narration also 
bears distinguishably from the present.         
 

White Teeth is set mainly in Willesden, North London. On New Year's Day, 1975, Alfred Archibald Jones 
(Archie), a 47 year old man whose concerned Italian wife just walked out of him, attempts to gas himself 
to death in his own car. Later being saved Archie joins a party at a commune there he meets Clara 
Bowden, a Jamaican woman. Although Archie is twice Clara's age, the depressed Archie and the 
suppressed Clara are soon married and have a daughter Irie. Irie who grows up to be intelligent but she 
is rather timid.  
  
Also residing in Willesden, North-West London is Archie's best friend Samad Iqbal, a Bengali Muslim 
from Bangladesh; the two men often spend much of their time at the O'Connell's pub. Smith takes us 
back to World War II, when Archie and Samad first meet. Being the counter parts of proximity and 
necessity after all the other men in their tank are killed and they both became friends. Without a radio, 
they do not know the war is over, and therefore patrol the local Bulgarian village. Along with a legion of 
Russian soldiers, they capture Dr. Marc-Pierre Perret, a scientist and Nazi conspirator. Samad wins 
custody of Dr. Perret in a poker game and devises a plan for him and Archie to become heroes by killing 
him. While Samad is high on morphine, Archie marches Dr. Perret away with the intention of killing 
him. Samad hears a shot ring out, and Archie returns with a bullet lodged in his thigh. This explanation 
reserves an important place to build the historical roots of colonization in general and of Iqbal family in 
particular. The actualisation of the character begins here.  
 
Following the war, Samad begins a new life as an oppressed waiter in a West End curry house. The 
offspring of Samad and Alsana are the twin boys: Magid and Millat, of are the same age as Irie. In this 
displacement and English surroundings Samad is almost baffled and finds it difficult to maintain his 
devotion and faith to Islam. He is constantly in fear of losing his Islamic values and ethics. However in 
order to keep hold of his religious values to certain extent he decides to sends his 10-year-old Magid to 
Bangladesh. His main intention here is at least Magid shall be groomed properly under the teachings 
and beliefs of Islam. The reason for choosing one son to be sent to Bangladesh is due to lack of funds. 
 
At this point the lives of the two brothers take a u-turn and diverse paths. Their whole subjectivity, their 
character, is formed by what their father had planned for them. Their father’s deeds are formed by 
intentionality and calculation that is misled and therefore goes wrong.. Ironically, Magid becomes an 
Anglicized atheist completely devoted his life to science. Meanwhile Millat, chooses a rebellious path of 
womanizing and drinking. Furious at his people's marginalization in English society Millat joins to a 
militant Muslim fundamentalist’s brotherhood known as "Keepers of the Eternal and Victorious Islamic 
Nation" (KEVIN). Magid and Millat though both are of same legacy are brought up under different 
cultures with no actuality. Hence are the examples of both the internal and external conflicts of 
immigrant offspring.  
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After returning from Bangladesh, Millat joins with Marcus Chalfen, a genetic engineer preparing to 
present a project called Future Mouse, project experimenting on chemical carcinogens into body of a 
mouse and so that can be able to observe the progression of a tumour in living tissue. In the present, 
Magid and Marcus Chalfen become pen pals and establish a mutual admiration. In the interim, Millat 
leaves his love of Western pop culture and promiscuity behind and becomes a prominent member of the 
Islamic fundamentalist group, KEVIN.  
 
Millat refuses to see his brother Magid supports Future Mouse, which Millat and KEVIN are protesting. 
Magid stays with the Chalfen's, where he becomes Marcus's prodigy. Irie is given the task of bringing the 
twins together. When she goes to see Millat, the two have sex on his prayer mat, after which he is 
ashamed. Furious, Irie marches straight to Magid and has sex with him too.  
 
After that, the twins finally meet, but discover that their differences are incompatible. Irie comes to the 
belief that Millat is not responsive to her love as he was always been "the second son" both symbolically 
and literally as Millat was born two minutes after Magid. Irie makes Magid the "second son" for a change 
by sleeping with him right after her romantic encounter of Millat ironically a displacement of 
actualization and a vain identity caused by the confusion to create ones’ identity. Consequently, Irie 
becomes pregnant. 
 
Mean time, the characters prepare for the Future Mouse opening conference in their own formative 
ways. This is the dream of Marcus Chalfen. He invites his professor and mentor, Dr. Perret, who inspired 
the entire ‘Future Mouse’ project. This Dr.Perret was taken as the prisoner by Archie and Samad during 
their war. Samad finds out that his friend has been lying him for years of killing Dr. Perret.This past 
brings about the horrid merriment: ‘this incident alone will keep us two old boys going for the next forty 
years…..it is the gift that keeps on giving’ (441).  
 
Now at present, at the press conference Millat helps KEVIN plot a protest and Joshua does the same 
with FATE. Hortense and Ryan prepare to stage a hunger strike, while Magid accepts genetic 
engineering as the new God. The novel concludes on the day of the Future Mouse conference, New 
Year's Eve, 1992. This final cathartic space where all the characters are brought together to witness 
Professor Marcus Chalfen’s Future Mouse experiment becomes the ultimate space of possibility. The 
diversity of characters depicted so far in White Teeth gather together in the last part of the novel around 
different groups: two religious groups (KEVIN and Jehovah’s Witnesses), one scientific (Future Mouse) 
and one in favour of animal rights (FATE).  
 
In a chapter purposely entitled “The Final Space”, Smith unites all of them in a common, singular room 
in the Perret Institute in London, with a social space of identification and interaction. This is a space 
described as “a new British room, a space for Britain, Britishness, space of Britain, British industrial 
space cultural space” (518). The fact that all the characters head to the same point signifies that despite 
differences, double conscious, plurality and diversity, there is a common goal and a common place for 
British society to go to in the new millennium. And they all share a common platform of displacement 
proving their actualization. There are various groups present who strongly oppose this research and are 
willing to take violent action against it. KEVIN for example sees this research as an interference with 
God’s creation. The Chalfens’ own son Joshua is a part of an animal rights group that it troubled by the 
abuse of animals for science. Millat was the first to take action here at the conference. Knocked out and 
confused, he rises and takes a shot at the table where the scientists are seated. Without thinking Archie 
jumps up and takes the bullet in his thigh that otherwise would hit Dr.Perret as he falls, he stumbles 
over the mouse’s glass cage. The mouse escapes and this causes of an impulsive and extremely irrational 
deed, all the scientific planning of its future becomes worthless. Thus ends the Future Mouse project in 
vain and the future of the characters’ hopeless. 
 



English Studies International Research Journal Volume 7 Issue 2                                   ISSN 2347- 3479 

 

 
Journal Published by IMRF Journals | 2019 Edition                                                                |    8 

 

Besides, for Irie her child descends from one out of two men who are twins and therefore share the same 
DNA, Irie will never be able to determine who the father is. Her baby will therefore always remain 
without a designated origin. This setting is the only a strong symbol for the difficulty of subjects in 
hybrid situations. In fact, the novel even ends on such terms and presents the aesthetic realization of 
Irie’s vision to stand for itself. It describes snapshot seven years hence of Irie, Joshua, and Hortence 
sitting by a Caribbean sea: “Bad Uncle Millat and Good Uncle Magid and feels free as Pinocchio, a 
puppet clipped of paternal strings? (448)  
 
This question mark at the end of the quote indicates the doubt about the utopian implications of Irie’s 
vision. Irie is very aware of the problems and difficulties that her child will confront in the future.  They 
can therefore both be seen as gifted: the child has received the gift of life and its identity by an unknown 
father. Irie is, naturally, the receiver of her child. Her daughter is not only a gift, but she embodies Irie’s 
vision and all the hopes she has for her own future. Precisely because there is no father, a certain origin 
is missing. She visions that her roots will not be problem for her father less child, because her daughter 
will not have to face the problem of displaced roots. These roots are a pervasive theme in White Teeth. 
And Irie becomes unlike other characters to have counter with proving actuality of her existence. 
  
Smith makes a mention in her novel: “the end is simply the beginning of an even longer story” (540-41). 
The end of a century will see the beginning of a new era. She ends her novel exclusively depicting 
different "endgames". Magid and Millat both serve community service for Millat's crime, since witnesses 
identify both as the culprit. Joshua and Irie end up together and join Hortense in Jamaica in the year 
2000. Archie and Samad finally invite their wives along with them.  
 
This sets a new generation challenge in terms of the British identity in traditional terms; Millat and 
Magid is Bangladeshi by family but British by birth, and Irie, the representative of a Black-British 
identity, becomes the future mother of a baby who is a symbol of the ultimate indeterminacy of 
actualisation. This baby’s genealogical tree does not only questions traditional conception of Britishness 
by its ethnic richness, but is also a problem in traditional senses of family lineages in the way of 
biological paternity of the baby forever: “because whichever brother it was, it was the other one too” 
(515). Yet, the baby will be brought up by Irie and Joshua, “for Irie and Joshua become lovers in the end” 
(541), thus impersonating the final outcome of the three families. Even though he knows the mouse is 
doomed to a life of various cancers, he watches it escape thinking: "Go on my son!" hence the novel is 
epic in its scope, covering at least five generations and almost 150 years of colonial and postcolonial 
history. There are characters that have played a key role and stands as a role model to the themes of 
Zadie Smith.  
 
Tantamount with the theme of identity is the name of the novel which indicates the ‘teeth’ are going to 
be an important aspect of the novel underlying with the theme of hybridity and displacement. They 
symbolize a unification of mankind. The characters in the book are of various religious, cultural, ethic, 
and above all racial having with very different values. They all have white teeth. Teeth are a unifying 
factor between the characters. The motif of teeth and in particular takes the white teeth of the title play 
a recurring role throughout. While the families in the book have numerous things that set them apart, 
white teeth is an overarching quality. Whatever may be the colour of their skin, the religion they believe, 
or the country they hail from—they possess white teeth. The title White Teeth, teeth plays an important 
role in the text, and they do on a point of identity and placement.  
 
The novel investigates issues of identity/actuality through characters' ethnicities, the way they speak, 
their socioeconomic class, and more. Critically, identity and actualisation is everywhere in this book. 
They are always complex yet clear-cut, one-note, or easy-to-understand. To sum up, the lives of two 
nontraditional British families living in London is projected to the national level, impacting the 
definition of Britishness.  
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In White Teeth: first and second generation immigrants play crucial roles in the novel and their histories 
and their lives as immigrants in London and it where a search for actualization begin for the third 
generation offsprings. Hence life in London is not a bed of roses for the children in the novel because 
they live between the two worlds: at school they are strangers and at home they are too British. The 
characters are often in such a hide sought of their identities/actualisation. In the beginning of the novel, 
one might even get the impression that hybrid identities were described as problematic concern where 
the characters belong to no where making their existence a polemical actualisation. In conclusion, there 
were several hypotheses that had centered the novel White Teeth concerning multiculturalism, identity 
crisis as the crisis of actualisation or elements of satire.     
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