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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT 

Article History The study examines the pervasive theme of racial discrimination in 

Zadie Smith’s acclaimed debut novel White Teeth, exploring how the narrative 

illuminates the lived realities of multicultural Britain. Set in postcolonial 

London, the novel follows the intertwined lives of immigrant families from 

Jamaica and Bangladesh, as well as their descendants, to reveal how historical 

legacies and systemic inequalities continue to shape identity, belonging, and 

social mobility in a diverse urban society. Through a close textual analysis of 

key characters such as Samad Iqbal, Irie Jones, and Archie Jones, this study 

investigates how racial discrimination manifests at both institutional and 

interpersonal levels, including microaggressions, cultural alienation, and 

structural exclusion. The paper also delves into coping strategies employed by 

characters to navigate the racialized space they inhabit—ranging from resistance 

and cultural assertion to identity reconstruction and intergenerational conflict. 

By situating White Teeth within the broader framework of postcolonial literature 

and multicultural studies, this research analyses how Smith deconstructs the 

myth of racial harmony and challenges essentialist notions of British identity. 

The study argues that White Teeth offers a powerful and nuanced commentary 

on the intersection of race, history, and hybridity in shaping the multicultural 

experience in contemporary Britain. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In White Teeth, Zadie Smith offers a 

profound, richly layered examination of the 

postcolonial experience through the lens of racial 

discrimination in contemporary Britain. This debut 

novel—praised for its intellectual ambition and 

narrative complexity—interrogates how race, 

identity, and historical memory collide within the 

multicultural spaces of modern-day London. The 

intricacies of this novel reflect Smith’s own 

engagement with a polyphonic city that 

simultaneously celebrates diversity and harbors 

deep-rooted systems of inequality. The analysis of 

racial discrimination in White Teeth therefore 

demands more than a surface-level reading; it calls 

for a close inspection of how Smith crafts her 

characters, uses history, and manipulates narrative 

voice to unearth the enduring struggles of people of 

color in a society marked by imperial residues and 

neoliberal anxieties. 

At the heart of White Teeth lies the figure of 

Samad Iqbal, a Bangladeshi immigrant whose 

journey from British war hero to disillusioned 

waiter symbolizes the devaluation of nonwhite lives 

in a society that remains structured by racial 

hierarchies. Samad’s struggle is not just with the 

white British society that fails to acknowledge his 

intellect and sacrifices but also with his internal 

conflict, rooted in a fractured sense of belonging. 

His bitterness toward modern Britain, his obsessive 

reference to a "glorious past," and his ambivalence 

about his sons’ upbringing all emerge as symptoms 

of a man ensnared by cultural alienation and racial 

exclusion. Samad is both an individual and an 

emblem of a generation of immigrants who arrived 

with hope but found themselves constrained by a 

system indifferent to their humanity. Racial 

discrimination here is not merely institutional—it 

becomes existential, defining the very contours of 

Samad’s daily life and aspirations. 

Contrasting Samad’s experience is that of 

Archie Jones, his white English friend. Archie is a 

peculiar study in mediocrity: a man neither 

ambitious nor reflective, whose whiteness affords 

him the luxury of passivity. Through Archie, Smith 

demonstrates the insidiousness of white privilege—

not in grand gestures but in subtle forms of ease, 

acceptance, and opportunity that evade his darker-

skinned counterparts. Archie’s friendship with 

Samad offers a site of interethnic solidarity, but 

even this bond is framed within unequal parameters. 

Where Archie can coast through life unnoticed and 

unchallenged, Samad is hypervisible and 

persistently scrutinized. This juxtaposition, 

rendered through comedic tones and deeply tragic 

undertones, reveals the quiet violence of racialized 

social structures that reward whiteness with 

invisibility and subject nonwhites to constant 

judgment. 

The generational dimension of White Teeth 

deepens the novel’s interrogation of racial 

discrimination. Irie Jones, the daughter of a 

Jamaican woman and a white man, represents a new 

kind of British subject: one born of hybridity, 

embodying the future but haunted by the past. Irie’s 

physical appearance—curvaceous, dark-skinned, 

and full-lipped—is a recurring source of anxiety, 

especially when juxtaposed against Eurocentric 

beauty ideals. Her attempts to chemically straighten 

her hair, her discomfort in predominantly white 

spaces, and her longing for validation reveal how 

deeply racism infiltrates the most intimate aspects 

of identity. Irie is not just battling societal prejudice 

but also internalized racism—a condition passed 

down through generations, perpetuated by colonial 

discourses and postcolonial silences. 

Smith does not treat racism as a monolith; 

rather, she reveals its multiple faces: institutional, 

interpersonal, psychological, and systemic. The 

educational system in White Teeth is a key site 

where racial discrimination manifests. Samad’s 

decision to send his son Magid to Bangladesh in a 

desperate attempt to preserve his cultural identity is 

shaped by a lack of trust in British schools to impart 

values beyond assimilation. Meanwhile, Millat, 

who remains in England, is drawn to fundamentalist 

ideologies not out of religious fervor but as a 

response to his marginalization and racial profiling. 

Millat’s path is one forged by rebellion against a 

society that sees him as a threat rather than a citizen. 

In this sense, Smith exposes how racism does not 

just exclude—it radicalizes, shaping the trajectories 

of young people who feel alienated and discarded. 

The Chalfen family serves as a foil to both 

the Iqbals and the Joneses. Middle-class, 

intellectual, and ostensibly liberal, the Chalfens 

embody the contradictions of progressive racism. 

Their embrace of multiculturalism is superficial, 

rooted in a paternalistic desire to mold young brown 

minds into their own image. The Chalfens’ 

“benevolent” interference in Millat and Irie’s lives 

is framed as mentorship, but it is laced with 

condescension and cultural imperialism. Through 

this portrayal, Smith critiques not only overt racism 
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but also the more insidious forms that masquerade 

as enlightenment. The Chalfens' racial bias is 

cloaked in good intentions, but it is no less harmful, 

particularly because it denies its own existence and 

masks domination as guidance. 

Beyond individual characters, White Teeth 

situates racial discrimination within a broader 

historical context. The novel’s frequent references 

to the colonial past—especially the participation of 

colonial subjects in World War II—highlight the 

amnesia of the British state. Samad’s wartime 

experience, which should confer respect and 

recognition, is instead met with dismissal. His 

service is forgotten, his sacrifices erased from 

public memory. This erasure is emblematic of a 

society unwilling to reckon with its imperial past, 

and unwilling to extend gratitude or equality to the 

descendants of empire. Smith’s invocation of 

history is not ornamental; it is polemical. She draws 

a line from colonial subjugation to postcolonial 

marginalization, insisting that the present cannot be 

understood without the past. 

This historical dimension also informs the 

novel’s narrative structure. Smith’s use of non-

linear timelines, multiple perspectives, and 

intersecting storylines mirrors the fragmentation of 

postcolonial identity. The novel resists a singular 

narrative, instead privileging multiplicity and 

contradiction. This formal experimentation is itself 

a commentary on the insufficiency of monolithic 

representations, particularly of people of color. By 

giving voice to characters across generations, 

ethnicities, and belief systems, Smith constructs a 

mosaic of modern Britain that is at once chaotic and 

coherent, fractured and whole. The form becomes a 

metaphor for the very project of multiculturalism—

a project riddled with tension but rich with potential. 

In her depiction of coping mechanisms, 

Smith emphasizes both resilience and resignation. 

Characters adopt diverse strategies to negotiate their 

marginalization. Some, like Magid, pursue 

assimilation with zeal, attempting to transcend their 

racialized status through education and Western 

rationality. Others, like Millat, reject assimilation 

altogether, seeking empowerment through radical 

identity politics. Still others, like Clara and Alsana, 

cling to cultural traditions as anchors in a sea of 

uncertainty. These varied responses underscore the 

complexity of racism’s impact: it does not produce 

uniform victims but a spectrum of subjectivities, 

each shaped by personal history, community, and 

structural forces. 

Crucially, Smith does not offer easy 

resolutions. The novel’s ending is open-ended, 

reflecting the unfinished nature of the struggle 

against racism. There are no triumphant 

transformations or utopian reconciliations. Instead, 

the novel invites readers to sit with discomfort, to 

confront the messiness of identity, and to 

acknowledge the deep-rootedness of racial 

injustice. This refusal to sanitize or simplify is what 

lends White Teeth its enduring power. Smith 

challenges readers to move beyond tolerance 

toward true engagement, beyond diversity as 

aesthetic toward equity as ethos. 

Through White Teeth, Zadie Smith not only 

maps the contours of racial discrimination in Britain 

but also critiques the cultural, historical, and 

political structures that sustain it. Her novel is a site 

of resistance and reflection, a literary space where 

marginalized voices assert their agency and 

complexity. It is a reminder that racism is not an 

aberration but a systemic feature of modernity, one 

that demands vigilant critique and collective action. 

In illuminating the lives of characters so often 

rendered invisible or stereotyped, Smith affirms 

their humanity and insists on their centrality to the 

British narrative. 

The significance of studying racial 

discrimination in White Teeth lies not merely in 

understanding its characters, but in understanding 

ourselves—our complicity, our silences, our 

possibilities for change. As readers, we are called 

not to consume diversity as spectacle but to confront 

it as reality. In doing so, Smith pushes literature 

beyond entertainment into the realm of ethical 

engagement. Her novel is a testament to fiction’s 

ability to bear witness, to provoke empathy, and to 

challenge the very systems that structure our lives. 

By chronicling the lives of Irie, Samad, Millat, and 

others, Smith offers a vision of Britain that is as 

fractured as it is fertile—haunted by its past, but not 

without hope for its future. 

Zadie Smith's debut novel White Teeth 

delves into the intricate dynamics of race, ethnicity, 

and multiculturalism in late 20th-century Britain 

through the intertwined lives of three ethnically 

diverse families. Set against the backdrop of a post-

colonial London, the novel explores how the legacy 

of British imperialism has shaped the identities and 

experiences of immigrants and their descendants 

from nations such as Bangladesh and Jamaica now 

residing in England. At its core, White Teeth 

confronts the pervasive impact of systemic racism, 
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illustrating how it permeates the daily lives and 

aspirations of characters like Samad Iqbal, an 

immigrant struggling with both overt discrimination 

and subtle micro aggressions despite his 

achievements. 

Samad Iqbal, a central figure in White 

Teeth, embodies the struggles of the first-generation 

immigrant experience. His narrative arc unfolds 

against a backdrop of historical injustice and 

cultural displacement, highlighting the barriers 

faced by immigrants striving for acceptance and 

success in a predominantly white society. Samad's 

journey is marked by his internal conflicts over 

identity and belonging, as well as external 

challenges stemming from racial prejudice in 

British institutions and communities. Contrasting 

Samad's experience are the younger generation 

represented by characters like Irie Jones, whose 

mixed heritage reflects a more integrated, 

multicultural identity. However, even Irie and her 

peers are not immune to the complexities of race 

relations in modern Britain. They navigate cultural 

expectations, familial legacies, and societal 

stereotypes that shape their sense of self and their 

interactions with others from diverse backgrounds. 

White Teeth portrays cultural exchange as both a 

source of enrichment and a site of conflict. It depicts 

how cultural diversity can foster understanding and 

solidarity among communities while also exposing 

underlying tensions and prejudices. The novel's 

narrative structure, which weaves together multiple 

perspectives and timelines, underscores the 

complexity of racial dynamics and the ongoing 

quest for racial harmony in a multicultural society.  

White Teeth by Zadie Smith offers a profound 

exploration of racial discrimination and 

multiculturalism in contemporary Britain. Through 

its richly developed characters and intricate 

narrative, the novel challenges simplistic narratives 

of racial harmony and instead presents a nuanced 

portrayal of the enduring challenges faced by 

immigrants and their descendants. Smith's work 

encourages readers to critically examine the 

intersections of race, identity, and societal norms, 

highlighting the importance of empathy, dialogue, 

and collective action in confronting systemic racism 

and fostering a more inclusive society. Ultimately, 

White Teeth stands as a testament to the 

complexities of cultural integration and the ongoing 

quest for social justice in a diverse and evolving 

world. 

 

Review of Literature 

Zadie Smith’s White Teeth has garnered 

significant scholarly attention for its intricate 

portrayal of race, identity, and multiculturalism in 

postcolonial Britain. As a literary work, it resides at 

the intersection of fiction and social critique, 

exploring how systemic racism, historical legacies, 

and individual biases shape the lives of immigrants 

and their descendants. Scholars from multiple 

disciplines—literary studies, postcolonial theory, 

cultural studies, and sociology—have examined 

Smith’s work to elucidate the nuances of racial 

discrimination in a multicultural urban setting. This 

review surveys relevant literature that critically 

engages with the theme of racial discrimination in 

White Teeth, highlighting the key arguments, 

theoretical frameworks, and contributions of 

various researchers. 

A significant body of scholarship situates 

White Teeth within the context of postcolonial 

Britain. Arikan (2013) emphasizes the novel’s 

engagement with British colonial history, arguing 

that the characters’ identities and experiences are 

inseparable from the imperial legacies that continue 

to structure social relations in the post-imperial 

metropolis. Samad Iqbal, in particular, represents 

the unresolved tensions between colonial 

subjugation and national belonging, and his wartime 

experiences are symbolic of the British state’s 

neglect of its colonial soldiers. This historical 

amnesia, as Arikan notes, reflects a broader cultural 

denial of imperial complicity in the racial 

stratification of modern British society. 

Similarly, Mora (2009) contends that White 

Teeth offers a form of "structured trauma" resulting 

from the colonial past. The author suggests that 

Smith’s characters are not merely navigating 

contemporary racism, but are haunted by 

intergenerational trauma rooted in the violent 

encounters between colonizer and colonized. This 

trauma is embedded in the psychological struggles 

of characters like Irie and Millat, whose quests for 

identity are marked by cultural dislocation and 

historical erasure. Mora’s analysis reinforces the 

importance of historicizing racial discrimination 

and recognizing its cumulative, cross-generational 

impact. 

Another vital contribution comes from 

Baglama (2019), who explores how White Teeth 

constructs the postcolonial subject through a 

process of ideological interpellation. Drawing on 

Althusserian theory, Baglama examines how 
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institutions such as schools, the media, and the 

family serve as sites where racialized individuals 

are positioned within dominant ideologies. Magid 

and Millat, though twins, undergo distinct forms of 

interpellation—Magid through secular British 

rationalism, and Millat through Islamic 

fundamentalism. Both, however, are subject to the 

same racializing gaze that limits their freedom and 

reinforces their "otherness." This analysis highlights 

the subtle and often unconscious ways in which 

racism operates in multicultural societies, 

particularly through supposedly neutral institutions. 

Watts (2013) extends this line of inquiry by 

focusing on the politics of language in White Teeth. 

According to Watts, Smith’s representation of 

multicultural dialects and code-switching 

challenges traditional notions of linguistic purity 

and cultural authenticity. The use of Jamaican 

patois, Bengali idioms, and hybrid forms of English 

reflects the characters’ resistance to cultural 

homogenization and their assertion of linguistic 

agency. However, Watts also notes that linguistic 

diversity does not shield characters from racial 

discrimination; instead, it often reinforces their 

marginalization when their speech is ridiculed or 

misunderstood by dominant groups. Language, 

then, becomes both a tool of empowerment and a 

site of struggle. 

From a sociological perspective, Kuçuk 

(2021) explores the paradoxes of multiculturalism 

as depicted in White Teeth. While the novel 

ostensibly celebrates diversity, it also exposes the 

superficiality and contradictions of state-sponsored 

multicultural policies in Britain. Kuçuk argues that 

multiculturalism in the novel is often used as a mask 

to cover deeper structural inequalities. The 

Chalfens, for example, embrace multiculturalism in 

theory but exercise cultural domination in practice, 

as seen in their patronizing attitudes toward Millat 

and Irie. This critique resonates with broader 

debates on the failures of multiculturalism to deliver 

genuine social justice and racial equality. 

Khan (2020) adds a linguistic and 

sociolinguistic lens to the understanding of racial 

discrimination in White Teeth, analyzing how 

characters’ use of language reveals social 

hierarchies and racial positioning. He identifies 

moments where nonwhite characters are silenced or 

misunderstood in predominantly white spaces, 

which contributes to their alienation. Khan also 

emphasizes the performative aspect of identity, 

showing how characters consciously manipulate 

their language and behavior to navigate racialized 

environments. 

In the realm of identity studies, Thasleema 

and Khaan (2022) examine the theme of identity 

crisis in White Teeth, focusing on characters caught 

between multiple cultural affiliations. Their work 

illustrates how racial discrimination exacerbates 

these crises, making it difficult for characters to 

reconcile their heritage with their present 

environment. Irie’s struggle with her physical 

appearance and desire to fit into white beauty 

standards, for example, is symptomatic of 

internalized racism and societal pressure to 

conform. The authors argue that Smith captures the 

psychological toll of racial marginalization, 

especially on young people born into multicultural 

but unequal societies. 

Meeuwisse (2011) and Klis (2015) further 

develop this line of analysis by exploring the idea of 

hybrid identity and the challenges it poses within 

racialized frameworks. These studies highlight the 

tension between belonging and exclusion, 

especially in a context where hybridity is celebrated 

rhetorically but penalized in practice. Characters 

like Irie and Millat embody the contradictions of 

multiculturalism—they are both insiders and 

outsiders, simultaneously visible and invisible. 

These works suggest that racial discrimination in 

White Teeth is not only external but also 

internalized, affecting how characters perceive 

themselves and relate to others. 

Several scholars also explore the narrative 

techniques Smith employs to represent racial 

discrimination. Tancke (2013) discusses the role of 

narrative deception and unreliable narration in 

conveying uncomfortable truths about race and 

identity. She argues that Smith deliberately 

unsettles readers’ expectations to expose the 

complexity of racial dynamics. Similarly, Moss 

(2003) discusses the politics of everyday hybridity 

in the novel, noting how Smith blurs the boundaries 

between fiction and reality to challenge essentialist 

notions of race and culture. 

Objectives  

The study aims to comprehensively analyze 

how Zadie Smith portrays racial discrimination in 

White Teeth through the experiences of characters 

from diverse ethnic backgrounds. It investigates the 

novel's depiction of systemic inequalities, including 

access to opportunities, societal prejudices, and 

structural barriers based on race. It examines 
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individual biases and their impact on interpersonal 

relationships among characters, exploring their 

responses to discrimination and their strategies for 

coping and identity formation amidst cultural 

diversity and clashes. By highlighting themes of 

multiculturalism and assessing the novel's 

contribution to contemporary social dynamics, 

particularly concerning race relations and cultural 

diversity in urban settings, the study seeks to deepen 

understanding of these complex issues as depicted 

by Smith. 

Significance of the study  

The significance of studying racial 

discrimination in Zadie Smith's White Teeth lies in 

its profound exploration of complex societal issues 

within a multicultural context. By examining how 

Smith portrays discrimination through diverse 

characters, the study sheds light on enduring themes 

of identity, prejudice, and cultural clash in 

contemporary urban settings. The analysis not only 

enriches our understanding of race relations and 

systemic inequalities but also prompts critical 

reflections on empathy, social justice, and the 

impacts of historical legacies on present-day 

societal dynamics. Ultimately, studying racial 

discrimination in White Teeth contributes to 

broader discussions on inclusivity, diversity, and 

the complexities of navigating multicultural 

identities in modern society. 

Methodology 

The methodology employed for studying 

racial discrimination in Zadie Smith's White Teeth 

involved a comprehensive analysis of the novel's 

narrative structure, character development, and 

thematic exploration. Close reading and textual 

analysis techniques were utilized to identify 

instances and patterns of racial discrimination 

portrayed through characters and their interactions. 

The study focused on extracting themes related to 

systemic biases, societal prejudices, and the 

intersectionality of race with other social identities. 

Comparative and contextual approaches were also 

used to situate the novel within broader discussions 

on multiculturalism, identity formation, and social 

justice. The methodological framework aimed to 

provide a rigorous examination of how Smith's 

narrative elucidates the complexities of racial 

discrimination in contemporary urban societies. 

 

 

 

RESULT AND DISCUSSION  

Racial Discrimination in White Teeth 

Zadie Smith's novel "White Teeth" 

provides a nuanced exploration of racial 

discrimination and its impacts on characters from 

diverse ethnic backgrounds in multicultural 

London.  The novel centers on the Iqbal, Chalfen, 

and Jones families, each with distinct cultural and 

racial identities. Smith adeptly depicts how 

systemic racism manifests in the lives of her non-

white characters. Samad Iqbal, a Bangladeshi 

immigrant, faces constant micro aggressions and 

struggles to find employment commensurate with 

his education and experience, relegated to working 

as a waiter in a curry house. His treatment by his 

fellow British Army officers during World War II 

and the discrimination he faces in London decades 

later underscore the pervasive nature of racism. 

Similarly, the novel highlights the challenges 

confronted by the Jamaican-British Jones family. 

Clara, Irie's mother, is an immigrant who grapples 

with feelings of displacement and not fully 

belonging in British society. Irie herself, caught 

between her Jamaican and British heritage, 

navigates the complexities of forging a cohesive 

identity in the face of racial prejudice. 

In contrast, the Chalfen family, who are of 

Jewish descent but considered "more English than 

the English," benefit from their perceived whiteness 

and status as established Britons. The stark contrast 

illustrates how race and ethnicity profoundly shape 

one's experiences and opportunities in a society still 

grappling with the legacy of colonialism and 

systemic discrimination. Despite the novel's bleak 

portrayal of the devastating effects of racism, it also 

offers glimmers of hope through the younger 

generation. Characters like Irie, Millat, Magid, and 

Josh forge cross-cultural friendships and 

relationships, suggesting the possibility of a more 

inclusive and harmonious multicultural future. 

Smith's nuanced approach avoids simplistic 

solutions, recognizing that dismantling deeply 

entrenched racial divisions will require sustained 

effort and a willingness to confront the 

uncomfortable truths of Britain's colonial past and 

present. In "White Teeth," Zadie Smith masterfully 

weaves a tapestry of diverse narratives, illuminating 

how race and ethnicity profoundly shape individual 

experiences and collective societal dynamics. Her 

unflinching depiction of racial discrimination serves 

as a powerful commentary on the ongoing 

http://www.tpas.lexarcheus.com/


The Polity and Society 
ISSN: 2584-0770 

Vol. 01, No. 02 (Jul-Dec, 2023) 

www.tpas.lexarcheus.com  

 

17 Mohammad Iqbal Lone 

challenges of building a truly equitable and 

inclusive society. 

Systemic Inequality in the Novel 

In Zadie Smith's novel White Teeth, 

systemic inequalities based on race are vividly 

portrayed through the multifaceted lives of its 

characters, who navigate a complex landscape 

shaped by historical legacies and contemporary 

societal norms. The novel unfolds in post-colonial 

London, where characters from diverse ethnic 

backgrounds, such as Archie Jones, Samad Iqbal, 

and their families, confront various forms of 

systemic discrimination that profoundly impact 

their opportunities, identities, and interactions 

within society. Central to the exploration of 

systemic inequality in White Teeth is the theme of 

access to opportunities. Characters like Archie 

Jones, a white working-class man, and Samad Iqbal, 

a Bengali immigrant, experience contrasting 

trajectories in their pursuit of socioeconomic 

advancement. Archie's life is marked by a sense of 

aimlessness and missed opportunities, reflecting the 

limitations imposed by his socioeconomic status. In 

contrast, Samad, despite his academic qualifications 

and aspirations, faces systemic barriers in his 

professional life, constrained by racial prejudices 

that hinder his career progression and perpetuate 

inequalities. 

The novel also illuminates societal 

prejudices that shape characters' experiences based 

on racial and cultural backgrounds. For instance, 

Clara Bowden, Archie's Jamaican wife, confronts 

stereotypes and micro aggressions that diminish her 

identity and agency, highlighting the pervasive 

nature of racial biases within interpersonal 

interactions. Similarly, characters like Millat Iqbal 

and Magid Iqbal navigate cultural identity crises 

exacerbated by societal perceptions and 

expectations, underscoring the complexities of 

multiculturalism and assimilation in a 

predominantly white society. Structural barriers 

further underscore the systemic inequalities 

depicted in White Teeth. These barriers manifest in 

institutionalized forms of discrimination that limit 

characters' access to education, employment, and 

social mobility. Samad's experiences within the 

British educational system, where his aspirations for 

upward mobility are thwarted by systemic biases 

and academic marginalization, exemplify the 

entrenched nature of structural inequalities based on 

race. The novel critiques the intersecting 

dimensions of race, class, and gender within the 

context of systemic inequality. Characters like 

Alsana Iqbal and Clara Bowden navigate 

intersecting forms of discrimination that compound 

their marginalization, highlighting the intersections 

of identity and oppression within a stratified social 

hierarchy. White Teeth serves as a poignant 

exploration of systemic inequality based on race, 

offering a nuanced portrayal of how historical 

legacies and contemporary societal norms 

perpetuate disparities in access to opportunities, 

perpetuate societal prejudices, and impose 

structural barriers. Through its richly developed 

characters and intricate narrative, Zadie Smith's 

novel challenges readers to confront the 

complexities of systemic inequality and reflect on 

the enduring impact of race on individual lives and 

societal dynamics in multicultural urban 

environments. 

Individual Biases and Relationships 

In Zadie Smith's novel White Teeth, the 

portrayal of individual biases and their impact on 

interpersonal relationships among characters from 

diverse racial and cultural backgrounds provides a 

profound exploration of identity, conflict, and 

empathy within a multicultural society. The novel 

presents a tapestry of characters whose interactions 

are shaped by their personal biases, societal 

conditioning, and cultural perspectives, resulting in 

nuanced dynamics that reflect broader themes of 

racial tension and understanding. Central to the 

examination of individual biases is the character 

development of Archie Jones, Samad Iqbal, and 

their families, whose relationships illustrate the 

complexities of cultural assimilation and identity 

negotiation. Archie, a white British man, and 

Samad, a Bengali immigrant, harbor inherent biases 

influenced by their respective backgrounds and life 

experiences. These biases often manifest subtly in 

their interactions with each other and with 

characters like Clara Bowden, Archie's Jamaican 

wife, whose racial identity challenges societal 

norms and perceptions. 

The novel portrays how individual biases 

impact interpersonal relationships through conflicts, 

misunderstandings, and moments of empathy. For 

instance, Archie's paternalistic attitudes towards 

Clara and her daughters, exacerbated by his limited 

understanding of their cultural heritage, lead to 

tensions within their family dynamics. Similarly, 

Samad's traditional views clash with the aspirations 

of his sons, Magid and Millat, highlighting 

generational and cultural divides exacerbated by 
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individual biases rooted in societal expectations and 

personal histories. White Teeth explores how 

individual biases contribute to the formation of 

social cliques and identity groups within the broader 

community. Characters like Irie Jones and her 

friends navigate peer dynamics influenced by racial 

and cultural biases, shaping their sense of belonging 

and self-perception amidst societal pressures. The 

novel's portrayal of these dynamics underscores the 

complexities of identity formation and the enduring 

impact of personal biases on interpersonal 

relationships and community cohesion. Smith's 

narrative challenges readers to confront their own 

biases and assumptions, urging empathy and 

understanding across cultural divides. Through 

nuanced characterizations and intricate plot 

developments, White Teeth invites readers to reflect 

on the complexities of identity, belonging, and 

societal expectations within a multicultural context. 

Ultimately, the novel's exploration of individual 

biases and interpersonal dynamics contributes to a 

deeper understanding of how perceptions and 

prejudices shape human interactions and societal 

norms in diverse urban environments. 

Coping with Discrimination 

In Zadie Smith's novel White Teeth, 

characters respond to instances of racial 

discrimination with a range of coping strategies, 

resilience, and quests for identity amidst cultural 

clashes, offering a poignant exploration of personal 

agency and cultural adaptation within a diverse 

urban setting. The novel portrays characters from 

various ethnic backgrounds navigating the 

complexities of racial prejudice and societal 

expectations in post-colonial London. One 

prominent response to racial discrimination 

depicted in the novel is resilience. Characters like 

Samad Iqbal and Clara Bowden demonstrate 

resilience in the face of systemic inequalities and 

personal prejudices. Samad, despite facing career 

setbacks and societal marginalization due to his 

Bengali heritage, maintains a steadfast commitment 

to his cultural identity and traditional values, 

striving to preserve his heritage amidst cultural 

assimilation pressures. Clara, on the other hand, 

confronts racial stereotypes and micro aggressions 

with resilience, asserting her identity and 

challenging societal norms that seek to diminish her 

agency. Coping strategies among characters in 

White Teeth vary, reflecting individual approaches 

to navigating racial discrimination. For instance, 

Archie Jones often adopts a passive approach, 

attempting to avoid conflict and navigate cultural 

complexities with pragmatic detachment. In 

contrast, characters like Millat Iqbal and Irie Jones 

respond with activism and self-discovery, seeking 

to assert their identities and challenge systemic 

injustices through personal agency and social 

action. The novel also explores characters' quests 

for identity amidst cultural clashes, highlighting the 

internal conflicts and external pressures that shape 

their sense of self. Characters like Magid Iqbal 

navigate dual identities and conflicting cultural 

expectations, grappling with the complexities of 

assimilation and belonging in a multicultural 

society. Similarly, Irie Jones embarks on a journey 

of self-discovery, reconciling her Jamaican and 

British heritage while navigating societal 

expectations and personal aspirations. Smith's 

exploration of responses and coping strategies in 

White Teeth underscores the resilience and agency 

of characters amidst cultural and racial challenges. 

Through nuanced characterizations and intricate 

plot developments, the novel invites readers to 

reflect on the complexities of identity formation, 

cultural adaptation, and societal resilience in the 

face of discrimination. Ultimately, White Teeth 

offers a compelling portrayal of how individuals 

navigate and respond to racial discrimination, 

highlighting the enduring quest for identity and 

belonging in a diverse urban environment. 

Multiculturalism and Identity 

In Zadie Smith's novel White Teeth, themes 

of multiculturalism and identity formation are 

intricately woven into the narrative, offering a 

profound exploration of cultural diversity and the 

complexities of identity within a vibrant urban 

milieu. Set in post-colonial London, the novel 

portrays a tapestry of characters from diverse ethnic 

backgrounds, including Jamaican, Bengali, and 

British, whose lives intersect and intertwine amidst 

cultural clashes and societal expectations. Central to 

the exploration of multiculturalism in White Teeth 

is the depiction of cultural hybridity and the 

blending of traditions among characters like Irie 

Jones, Samad Iqbal, and Archie Jones. These 

characters navigate the complexities of dual 

identities and conflicting cultural influences, 

reflecting the multicultural fabric of contemporary 

urban society. The novel challenges essentialist 

notions of identity by portraying characters that 

negotiate their cultural heritage while embracing the 

diversity of their surroundings. 

Identity formation emerges as a central 

theme in White Teeth, as characters grapple with 

http://www.tpas.lexarcheus.com/


The Polity and Society 
ISSN: 2584-0770 

Vol. 01, No. 02 (Jul-Dec, 2023) 

www.tpas.lexarcheus.com  

 

19 Mohammad Iqbal Lone 

questions of belonging and self-discovery amidst 

cultural diversity. For instance, Irie Jones embarks 

on a journey to reconcile her Jamaican heritage with 

her British upbringing, navigating societal 

expectations and personal aspirations in her quest 

for self-identity. Similarly, characters like Magid 

and Millat Iqbal navigate the complexities of dual 

citizenship and cultural assimilation, highlighting 

the transformative effects of multicultural 

encounters on individual identities. The novel also 

explores how multiculturalism fosters both unity 

and division within the community, reflecting the 

challenges and opportunities of cultural exchange in 

an urban setting. Characters form alliances and 

friendships across ethnic lines, yet also confront 

prejudices and misunderstandings rooted in cultural 

differences. Smith's narrative emphasizes the 

dynamic nature of multicultural identities, 

portraying characters that evolve and adapt amidst 

the fluidity of cultural boundaries and societal 

norms. Through its nuanced portrayal of 

multiculturalism and identity formation, White 

Teeth invites readers to reflect on the complexities 

of cultural diversity and the evolving nature of 

identity in contemporary urban environments. The 

novel celebrates the richness of cultural exchange 

while challenging stereotypes and fostering 

empathy towards characters navigating the 

intersections of race, ethnicity, and nationality. 

Ultimately, White Teeth underscores the 

transformative power of multicultural encounters in 

shaping individual identities and collective 

narratives within a diverse and interconnected 

world. 

Social Dynamics in White Teeth 

Zadie Smith's novel White Teeth makes a 

significant contribution to understanding 

contemporary social dynamics, particularly in its 

exploration of race relations and cultural diversity 

within urban societies. Set in London, the novel 

portrays a diverse cast of characters from Jamaican, 

Bengali, and British backgrounds, whose lives 

intersect amidst a backdrop of cultural clashes, 

societal expectations, and historical legacies. One 

key aspect of the novel's contribution lies in its 

nuanced portrayal of race relations. Smith deftly 

navigates the complexities of racial identity and 

discrimination through characters like Samad Iqbal, 

Archie Jones, and their families. By depicting their 

experiences with systemic inequalities, micro 

aggressions, and cultural assimilation pressures, 

White Teeth sheds light on the enduring impact of 

race on social interactions and individual identities 

in multicultural urban environments. The novel 

challenges readers to confront their own biases and 

assumptions, fostering empathy and understanding 

across cultural divides. White Teeth underscores the 

transformative potential of cultural diversity within 

urban societies. Through characters like Irie Jones 

and the Iqbal twins, the novel explores how 

multicultural encounters shape identity formation 

and community dynamics. Smith's narrative 

emphasizes the fluidity of cultural boundaries and 

the ways in which individuals navigate and 

negotiate their cultural heritage amidst societal 

pressures and personal aspirations. The novel also 

critiques essentialist notions of identity and 

celebrates hybridity and cultural hybridity. By 

portraying characters who defy stereotypes and 

embrace their multifaceted identities, White Teeth 

challenges conventional narratives of race and 

ethnicity, offering a more inclusive and expansive 

understanding of contemporary social dynamics. 

Smith's exploration of family dynamics, 

generational conflicts, and intercultural 

relationships in White Teeth reflects broader 

societal shifts and tensions within urban settings. 

The novel highlights the complexities of 

community cohesion and the challenges of forging 

meaningful connections across cultural and 

generational divides. White Teeth stands as a 

thought-provoking exploration of contemporary 

social dynamics, enriching our understanding of 

race relations, cultural diversity, and identity 

formation within urban societies. Smith's narrative 

mastery and insightful portrayal of characters 

navigating complex social landscapes invite readers 

to critically engage with issues of belonging, 

prejudice, and cultural exchange, ultimately 

contributing to broader discussions on inclusivity, 

empathy, and social justice in a multicultural world. 

Implications of the study  

Studying racial discrimination in Zadie 

Smith's White Teeth yields implications that span 

societal awareness, identity reflection, educational 

insights, policy relevance, literary critique, and 

global dialogue. It enhances understanding of 

nuanced prejudice and inequality, prompting 

empathy and critical reflection on identity 

formation amidst diversity. Findings inform 

educational approaches, advocate for inclusive 

policies, enrich literary scholarship, and foster 

global discussions on systemic biases and social 

justice. Ultimately, the study contributes to broader 

efforts towards equity, cultural understanding, and 
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societal inclusivity in contemporary contexts 

worldwide. 

Final reflections of the study  

1. Smith portrays various forms of racial 

discrimination through characters like Samad 

Iqbal and Archie Jones, illustrating systemic 

biases and societal prejudices. 

2. It explores how discrimination influences 

identity formation among characters from 

diverse ethnic backgrounds, highlighting 

struggles with cultural assimilation and 

heritage. 

3. Characters in the novel employ diverse coping 

strategies in response to discrimination, 

including resilience, cultural adaptation, and 

resistance against stereotypes. 

4. The findings reveal how race intersects with 

other social identities (such as gender and 

class) to shape experiences of discrimination 

and opportunities. 

5. Insights suggest educational strategies for 

promoting empathy and understanding, as well 

as policy recommendations for addressing 

systemic inequalities and fostering inclusive 

environments. 

6. The novel's exploration of discrimination 

provides a lens for critiquing broader cultural 

dynamics and societal norms, enriching 

literary scholarship on race relations and 

multiculturalism. 

7. Findings resonate globally, fostering cross-

cultural dialogue on shared experiences of 

discrimination and the quest for social justice 

in diverse societies. 
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