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Abstract: Zadie Smith's debut novel, White Teeth (2000), is a rich, 

multifaceted exploration of multiculturalism and identity in contemporary 

Britain. The novel, set in London, spans multiple generations and races, focusing 

primarily on two families: the Joneses and the Iqbals. Through its interwoven 

narratives and complex characters, White Teeth delves deeply into the challenges 

and dynamics of multiculturalism, shedding light on issues of race, immigration, 

cultural hybridity, and personal identity. In this article, we explore how these 

themes are articulated and developed throughout the novel, particularly in the 

context of postcolonial London. 
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Multiculturalism: A Melting Pot of Identities. The city of London in 

White Teeth is a quintessential multicultural metropolis, where people from 

various ethnic backgrounds intersect. Smith’s novel masterfully portrays this 

diversity by focusing on two immigrant families: the Joneses, a British-Jamaican 

family, and the Iqbals, who are originally from Bangladesh. Both families face 

the struggles and complexities of immigrant life, and their experiences provide a 

vivid portrait of how multiculturalism operates in a society still grappling with 

colonial legacies. 

The characters in the novel are often caught between the cultures of their 

homelands and the expectations of British society. Samad Iqbal, a central 

character, embodies this tension. As a Bangladeshi immigrant, Samad clings 

fiercely to his cultural and religious roots, constantly lamenting the erosion of 

tradition in his children, especially his son Magid, who becomes an Anglicized 

atheist. For Samad, identity is tied to a rigid notion of cultural purity that he feels 
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is threatened by life in Britain. This conflict represents a broader issue in 

multicultural societies, where the preservation of cultural heritage can come into 

conflict with assimilation and integration. 

In contrast, the younger generation, including Samad’s sons Magid and 

Millat, and Irie Jones (Archie and Clara’s daughter), represents a more fluid, 

hybrid identity. Born in Britain to immigrant parents, they navigate the difficult 

task of balancing their heritage with the modern, multicultural world they inhabit. 

For them, multiculturalism is a lived reality, but it comes with its own challenges, 

such as alienation and confusion over their place in society. 

Identity and Belonging: The Struggle for Self-Definition. One of the 

novel’s central themes is the search for identity in a multicultural world, where 

individuals must constantly negotiate their sense of self in the face of competing 

cultural pressures. Characters in White Teeth often struggle with questions of who 

they are and where they belong. 

Samad’s internal conflict reflects this broader struggle for identity. His 

constant references to his great-grandfather, Mangal Pande, a historical figure 

involved in the 1857 Indian rebellion against British rule, underscore his 

obsession with the past and his desire to anchor his identity in history. Samad’s 

belief in a fixed, historical identity stands in stark contrast to the evolving, 

malleable identities of his children. 

Irie Jones, on the other hand, is emblematic of the confusion and pain that 

can accompany a mixed-race identity. As the daughter of Archie, a white 

Englishman, and Clara, a Jamaican woman, Irie feels disconnected from both 

sides of her heritage. Her quest for self-definition leads her to alter her 

appearance—she straightens her hair in an attempt to fit into Western beauty 

standards, demonstrating how identity can be shaped by external societal 

pressures. For Irie, the struggle for belonging is deeply tied to race, beauty, and 

societal acceptance. 

Smith presents identity as something fluid and negotiable rather than 

fixed. In White Teeth, identity is not simply inherited or predetermined by one’s 

ethnicity or nationality; it is something that each character must actively construct 
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through their experiences and choices. This dynamic approach to identity 

challenges traditional ideas of race and culture, suggesting that in a multicultural 

world, the boundaries of identity are always shifting. 

Generational Conflict: The Old and New Identities. A recurring motif 

in White Teeth is the generational conflict between parents and children, which 

highlights the tensions inherent in multicultural societies. For the older 

generation—immigrants like Samad and Clara—identity is often tied to the past, 

to the cultures and traditions of their homelands. For the younger generation, 

identity is more flexible, shaped by their experiences growing up in Britain and 

influenced by Western values and ideals. 

This generational divide is most evident in the Iqbal family. Samad’s 

desire to raise his children as devout Muslims in accordance with Bangladeshi 

traditions is constantly at odds with the reality of their lives in London. Magid, 

who is sent to Bangladesh by Samad in an effort to ensure he remains rooted in 

his cultural heritage, instead becomes a secular Anglophile. Millat, meanwhile, 

initially embraces a Western lifestyle but later turns to radical Islam as a way of 

asserting his identity. Both sons rebel against their father’s attempts to impose a 

singular, unchanging identity on them, illustrating the complex ways in which 

identity is negotiated in a multicultural context. 

Irie’s struggle with her mixed-race identity also reflects this generational 

conflict. Her mother, Clara, comes from a Jamaican Jehovah’s Witness 

background, while her father, Archie, represents a more neutral, white British 

identity. Irie’s dissatisfaction with her appearance and her attempts to align herself 

with one part of her heritage demonstrate the challenges faced by the younger 

generation in defining themselves in a multicultural society. 

 Hybridity and Cultural Fusion. Smith’s novel challenges traditional 

notions of identity by embracing hybridity—a blending of cultures, races, and 

ideas. In White Teeth, hybridity is not portrayed as a loss of cultural purity, but as 

a creative and dynamic process through which new identities are formed. The 

novel celebrates the possibilities that arise from cultural fusion, even as it 

acknowledges the tensions and conflicts that accompany it. 
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Clara’s relationship with Archie is a prime example of this hybridity. 

Their marriage, which crosses racial and cultural lines, reflects the complex nature 

of modern British identity. Clara, who rejects her mother’s strict religious beliefs, 

embraces a more fluid, open identity, while Archie, a passive and indecisive man, 

seems to embody the idea that identity is not something to be agonized over but 

lived through in the everyday experiences of life. 

Similarly, the Chalfen family, who play a significant role in the novel, 

represent a different kind of cultural hybridity. Though they are white and middle-

class, their intellectual curiosity and open-mindedness allow them to engage with 

and influence the multicultural world around them. However, the Chalfens’ 

attempts to "educate" Millat and Irie on how to live better lives highlight the 

paternalistic attitudes that can arise in multicultural settings, where those in power 

assume they know what is best for others. 

Conclusion: Multiculturalism as a Double-Edged Sword. In White 

Teeth, Zadie Smith presents multiculturalism as both a source of richness and a 

site of conflict. The novel does not offer a utopian vision of cultural harmony, but 

instead explores the complexities and contradictions of life in a multicultural 

society. Identity, in this context, is shown to be a fluid, negotiated process, 

constantly evolving in response to cultural pressures and personal choices. 

The characters in White Teeth—whether immigrants or their 

descendants—are engaged in an ongoing struggle to define themselves in a world 

where identities are multiple and shifting. Through their experiences, Smith 

suggests that while multiculturalism offers opportunities for growth and 

creativity, it also brings challenges, particularly in terms of belonging, cultural 

preservation, and the formation of selfhood. Ultimately, White Teeth paints a 

nuanced picture of the multicultural experience, highlighting both its potential and 

its pitfalls. 
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