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ABSTRACT: 

This master thesis discusses the concepts of multiculturalism in Britain in the novel 

White Teeth by Zadie Smith. The theoretical part provides a theoretical background of 

British multiculturalism. Firstly, the colonial period is presented with the particular focus 

on the British Empire and the colonies of India and Jamaica. Secondly, the postcolonial 

period after the dissolution of the British Empire is analysed with the focus on the 

migration to the UK and the theoretical foundations of the postcolonial literature. 

Thirdly, the concept of multiculturalism in Britain is looked into, discussing the changes 

in society, construction of British identity and its negotiation. The practical part analyses 

the presented notions on the novel. Firstly, multicultural London as presented in the 

novel is described. Secondly, the development of multiculturalism is traced in the novel. 

Thirdly, multicultural identity of its characters is discussed. 
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ABSTRAKT: 

Předložená diplomová práce pojednává o fenoménu multikulturalismu v Británii na 

příkladu románu Bílé zuby od Zadie Smith. Teoretická část práce poskytuje teoretické 

zázemí britského multikulturalismu od koloniální éry (s důrazem na Britské impérium a 

jeho indickou a jamajskou kolonii), až po postkoloniální éru po rozpadu Impéria (po 

stránce migrace do UK a teoretického východiska postkoloniální literatury), vrcholící 

současnou situací multikulturní Británie a s tím souvisejícími změnami ve společnosti, 

národní identitou a její přeměnou. Praktická část analyzuje zmíněnou problematiku 

v románu. Analýza zahrnuje multikulturní Londýn, vývoj britského multikulturalismu a 

multikulturní identitu. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 

 

This thesis discusses multiculturalism in Zadie Smith’s White Teeth. The author 

emerged on the literary scene in her early twenties, being still a Cambridge 

undergraduate and having signed an exclusive contract with Penguin based on her first 

chapters of the book, and, thus, caused a commotion full of expectations. She 

managed to live up to the expectations and her debut became a sensation. White 

Teeth has become a bestseller since its publication in the year 2000, has been read by 

millions of readers all over the world, praised by literary critics and earned prestigious 

literary prizes including the Whitbread First Novel Award, the Guardian First Book 

Award and the James Tait Black Memorial Prize for Fiction. Her first novel is not only 

witty, well-written and an immensely good read, but it also is a surprisingly elaborate 

study of multiculturalism in Britain. The aim of this thesis is to analyse the concepts of 

multiculturalism in White Teeth. 

The theoretical part provides a theoretical background of British 

multiculturalism. Firstly, the colonial period is presented with the particular focus on the 

British Empire and the colonies of India and Jamaica. Secondly, the postcolonial period 

after the dissolution of the British Empire is analysed with the focus on the migration to 

the UK and the theoretical foundations of the postcolonial literature. Thirdly, the 

concept of multiculturalism in Britain is looked into, discussing the changes in society, 

construction of British identity and its negotiation. 

The practical part analyses the presented notions on the novel. Firstly, 

multicultural London as presented in the novel is described. Secondly, the development 

of multiculturalism is traced in the novel. Thirdly, multicultural identity of its characters 

is discussed. 

Having a migrant background myself, I find the novel a uniquely authentic and 

genuine portrayal of the life of migrants. Smith has managed to capture the everyday 

reality of migrant identities with their inner struggles with an insight of someone, who 

knows and has lived through it. At the same time, she sounds neither pathetic nor 

moralising and deals with the topic with an effortless ease, sharp wit and a brilliant 

sense of humour. Despite the fact that the novel is set mainly in London, one can relate 

to the original story and complex characters anywhere in the world. 
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II. THEORETICAL PART 
 

 

2.1 Colonial Period 

 

In order to discuss multiculturalism, it is necessary to trace its roots in history. In this 

chapter, the history of the British Empire is discussed with the particular focus on India 

(or Bangladesh, respectively) and Jamaica, since they are closely linked to Zadie 

Smith’s novel. 

 

 

2.1.1 British Empire - A Brief Overview 

 

The roots of multiculturalism in Britain reach far back in history to the British Empire. 

According to James Alcock from Commonwealth Nations Research Society, there have 

been three empires, “the first in France, lost by 1558; the second in North America, 

which became the United States of America after 1776; and the third was global, which 

became the modern Commonwealth of Nations after 1949. Each one being larger than 

the one before” (Alcock). This paper focuses on the global empire. 

The beginning of the empire can be marked in 1497 by John Cabot claiming 

Newfoundland. The British Empire was the largest in history. At its peak it was 

populated by nearly 500 million people (roughly a quarter of the world’s population) and 

covered almost 14.3 million square miles (17.4 million including Antarctic claims), 

almost a third of the world's total land area. It was called “The Empire under Palm and 

Pine” and “the empire on which the sun never sets”, since it possessed territories on 

every continent and every time zone (Alcock). 

Not only was the British Empire vast, but it was also a leading superpower in 

economy and warfare. British technology, commerce, language, and government 

spread around the globe. The British Empire made contributions to the world, such as 

“the technology, philosophy, literature, medicine, investment, institutions, and plain 

advancements of mankind”, which “have left a profound legacy” (Alcock). The 

dissolution of the British Empire started after the Second World War with its colonies 

gaining independence. 
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2.1.2 India 

 

India is a country with a rich and long history reaching far beyond the British rule. 

Unlike the other countries, where the British arrived in, it boasted sophisticated culture, 

language and works of art. Moreover, it was a country where the British had to ask for 

permission to do business there. Having arrived in India in the early 1600s, the British 

East India Company struggled and nearly begged “for the right to trade and do 

business” (McNamara). Despite several failed attempts to open trade with a powerful 

Indian ruler, the British finally succeeded and established their business in India 

(McNamara). 

In the 1600s, the Mogul Empire in India was at its peak. One of the most 

powerful Mogul emperors, Shah Jahan, succeeded in expanding the empire and 

accumulating gigantic treasure. In addition, he established Islam as the official religion. 

He also built Taj Mahal as a tomb for his deceased wife. The Mogul rulers enjoyed and 

treasured arts, painting, literature and architecture (McNamara). However, in the 

1700s, the Mogul empire was collapsing and other states inherited their territories. 

Britain and other European powers competed for alliances with new rulers. The East 

Indian Company created its own army in India, consisting of British as well as Indian 

soldiers, called sepoys. Owing to it, the British “gained military victories from the 1740s 

onward” and established dominance with the Battle of Plassey in 1757 (McNamara). 

The hold of the East Indian Company was further strengthened; it built a court system, 

started creating an “Anglo-Indian” society and adapting English customs to Indian 

climate (McNamara). 

The 1800s was the time of “the Raj”, which was the term describing the British 

rule in India. It was derived from Sanskrit word raja, which means king. During this 

time, English language adapted words as pyjama, khaki etc. British merchants made 

huge profits in India, and even the British at home were enchanted by the exotic land 

depicted in books (McNamara). The Indians, on the other hand, were heavily taxed, 

impoverished and starving. They were also “barred from high office in their own land” 

(Szczepanski). 

The turning point of events, known as the Indian Rebellion, Indian Mutiny or 

Sepoy Mutiny, happened in 1857. The sepoys, or Indian troops, rebelled “against their 

British commanders” because of the rumour, that the “newly issued rifle cartridges 

were greased with pig and cow fat” (McNamara). The former animal being unclean to 

Muslims and the latter sacred to Hindus, it meant “an abomination to both major Indian 

religions” (Szczepanski). This was not the only reason, since there had been “tension 

and mistrust growing in Indian society generally” in reaction to westernizing of India 
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(Kitchen 30). The revolt started on 10 May 1857, when sepoys “rose up against the 

British in Meerut” and “then massacred all the British they could find in Delhi” 

(McNamara). It was a massive revolt, with uprisings throughout British India. “It was 

estimated that less than 8,000 of nearly 140,000 sepoys remained loyal to the British” 

(McNamara). The revolt went on for a year and its brutal and bloody conflicts filled the 

newspapers and magazines in Britain (McNamara). The sepoys surrendered on 20 

June 1958 (Szczepanski). The city of Delhi was destroyed and many surrendered 

rebels were executed by the British (McNamara). 

In consequence of the Indian Mutiny, the East Indian Company was dissolved 

and India went under the rule of the British crown embodied by the office of Viceroy 

(McNamara). Moreover, the Mughal Dynasty, which had ruled India for 300 years, was 

abolished. “The Emperor, Bahadur Shah, was convicted of sedition and exiled to 

Burma” (Szczepanski). The British instituted reforms including tolerance of religion and 

“recruitment of Indians into the civil service” (McNamara). All the changes were to 

prevent further rebellions, but the military in India was also strengthened (McNamara). 

The British Raj controlled about 2/3 of India, and the rest was under the rule of local 

princes. Nevertheless, “Britain exerted a lot of pressure on these princes, effectively 

controlling all of India” (Szczepanski). In 1876, Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli 

declared Queen Victoria Empress of India (Kitchen 43). 

The British started practicing “divide and rule” policy, including “pitting Hindu 

and Muslim Indians against one another” (Szczepanski) in an attempt to prevent further 

revolts. In this time, the tea, cotton, coal and iron trade flourished. In addition, India’s 

infrastructure as railroads and telegraph lines improved. British administration, 

bureaucracy and education system were efficient (Butler). However, despite all of these 

developments, the Indians were dissatisfied. Tired of being second class citizens in 

their own country, they strove for independence (Butler). In 1885, the Indian National 

Congress was founded and led the independence movement. Parallel to it, the 

somewhat separate Muslim independence movement formed, because they “feared 

being a minority in a Hindu-dominated state” and “wanted a separate independent 

Muslim state in the northwest” (Butler). 

During the First World War, India was heavily war taxed and Indians forced to 

conscript to military service. On 13 April 1919 unarmed Indian nationalists gathered in 

Amritsar to protest and were massacred by the British troops (History). At least 379 

people were killed, the unofficial record estimated “1 500 men, women and children” 

from 5 000 protestors (Szczepanski). This incident “stirred nationalist feelings across 

India” (History). The revolution was beyond stopping. 
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In 1920 Mohandas Gandhi, educated in law at the Middle Temple in London 

(Robson 324), emerged as the leader and “the voice of the Indian National Congress” 

(Butler). Gandhi’s campaign was based on non-violent disobedience, i.e. “Indians 

refused to co-operate with the British authorities” (Robson 324). The British avoided 

violent reactions from fear of bad publicity and “had to give in to Gandhi time after time” 

(History). 

At the end of the Second World War the independence of India was promised. 

Unfortunately, the question whether there would be “one large Hindu-dominated state” 

or “a separate Muslim state in the North” arose and led to clashes between Hindus and 

Muslims (History). Thousands of people were killed in riots during the migration of 

millions of Hindus and Muslims to live “within the borders of India and Pakistan 

respectively” (Robson 327). India suffered the biggest loss in 1948 with Gandhi’s 

assassination by a fanatic (Robson 327). Finally, in 1947 independent India and 

Pakistan came to existence. The province Bengal was partitioned into East and West 

Bengal. Consequently, East Bengal was renamed East Pakistan in 1955, and in 1971 it 

became Bangladesh. 

 

 

2.1.3 Jamaica 

 

The early history of Jamaica is not much documented. The first inhabitants were the 

Arawaks, who named the island Xaymaca. (Jamaica, thus, was a term created by its 

mispronunciation.) They were “agriculturists, who made good-quality textiles and 

pottery” (Nations Online). 

Christopher Columbus first set his foot on Jamaican soil on 14 May 1494 during 

his second American voyage of exploration. He gave the island a new name, Santiago 

(Saint-James), but the new name never adopted (Nations Online). The arrival of the 

Spanish meant a disaster for the indigenous people, who were either “sent to Spain as 

slaves” or “used as slaves on site”. In addition, many were killed by the invaders. By 

the year 1665, the Arawaks were extinct (Nations Online). 

The British claimed Jamaica from the Spanish in 1665. Plantations for sugar, 

coffee and tobacco were established. Jamaica became one of the most important 

colonies of the British Empire during the 17th and 18th century. With the claim of West 

African territory, Triangular Trade was established. It was a route of goods and 

workforce between West Africa, West Indies and Britain, also called the Middle 

Passage. Therefore, people from Africa were imported to West Indies to work as slaves 
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on the plantations, products as sugar, coffee and tobacco were then shipped to Britain, 

where it was further refined (e.g. sugar) or sold on the market (Alcock). 

Although the British economy flourished, the slaves were dying of overworking 

and malnutrition. Moreover, a great many of enslaved Africans died on the transport. 

“From 1700 to 1807, an estimated 18 million Africans were transported with up to 3 

million dying during the journey” (Itzcaribbean). 

The ruthless exploitation of the slaves by the “plantocracy”, small groups of 

white planters, finished by the end of the 18th century. Since the sugar profits declined 

rapidly, slave trade was prohibited and later slavery was abolished altogether (by 

Abolition Act of 1833). As a compensation for the planters’ loss of slaves, the 

government established a system of apprenticeship, through which “slavery actually 

continued for some years” (Kitchen 33). Apprenticeship was abandoned in 1838 and 

new workers were needed. The shortage of workforce resolved in importing labourers 

from China and India (Kitchen 33). Although slavery was abolished and the life of black 

people improved, they were still treated as inferior to the whites (Urbánková 3). 

In 1866 Jamaica became a crown colony and was to be “governed entirely by 

the British Crown in the future”. On 5 August 1962 Jamaica reached independence 

(Discover Jamaica). 
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2.2 Postcolonial Period 

 

After the fall of the British Empire, a new chapter in British history was starting to form. 

The following section discusses this period from two points of view; the former from the 

historical and political and the latter from the literary perspective. 

 

 

2.2.1 Migration to the UK 

 

After the Second World War a great many people migrated to the UK. The United 

Kingdom was devastated after the war and there was a workforce shortage. According 

to Peprník, it was especially the unskilled labour where workers were needed the most. 

The beginning of the immigration to the UK can be marked in 1948, when the 

Empire Windrush docked at Tilbury (BBC). The ship carried about five hundred people 

from the Caribbean such as Jamaicans, Trinidadians and other (Peprník). According to 

Phillips, the West Indians did not intend to stay in the UK forever; they simply came to 

the UK to seek work. Layton-Henry claims that the Second World War played a major 

role in the post-war migration. The colonies aided Britain in huge numbers, e.g. India 

contributed with 2 million soldiers, who served in Europe and North Africa (Layton-

Henry). Layton-Henry also suggests that spending time abroad influenced the men by 

broadening their horizons and instigated the idea to stay and work abroad. This was 

also aided by the fact that when serving Britain, they were favourably looked upon and 

treated as allies by the British public. This was in a sharp contrast with the 

discrimination the Black people had to face during their settlement in First World War 

(Layton-Henry). 

After the Second World War, these people were to be expatriated, but some 

preferred to stay. One fifth of homecoming West Indians faced unemployment at their 

return and, consequently, returned to Britain “in empty troopships on their return 

voyages” (Layton-Henry). Moreover, the situation in Jamaica was prone to migration. 

The sugar island was negatively affected by free trade in the 19th century. It had to 

compete with other sugar producers such as Cuba and Brazil and lost its privileged 

position on the British market. The economy declined but the population to nourish 

remained the same. Jamaican government pressed Britain to relieve the situation on 

the island. The Second World War made the Jamaicans aware of many job 

opportunities in the UK and many stayed to work there (Layton-Henry). The Empire 

Windrush, then, symbolically started the wave of immigration to the UK. 
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For Britain, it was an expedient business. It was felt that the whole British 

Empire contributed to the war efforts, so no restrictions were put on any groups 

(Layton-Henry). Moreover, as Urbánková argues, the workers coming from the colonies 

were technically still part of British Empire. There were no restrictions of immigration, 

the people held British passports and knew English language. In addition, most of the 

Afro-Caribbeans were converted Protestants, so religious tolerance was to be 

expected. However, the reality was not so ideal. The immigrants had to face 

discrimination and problems finding jobs and accommodation (Layton-Henry). The first 

Afro-Caribbean immigrants worked in transport, hospitals and rebuilding of 

infrastructure. Nevertheless, higher-paid jobs in mining or textile industry were denied 

to them, because these jobs were unionised. The West Indians then occupied jobs as 

hairdressers, bus drivers or nurses (Urbánková). 

Migration from the Indian sub-continent quickly followed. Like the West Indians, 

they were seamen and servicemen. The Indians, especially the ones from Punjab, had 

a history of migration already. In the 19th century they had settled throughout the 

Empire. Furthermore, what also encouraged their migration was the Second World 

War, “violent and disruptive partition of India at independence” and the construction of 

the Mangla Dam in 1960s. These all factors contributed to the uprooting of “hundreds 

of thousands of Punjabis” and their migration (Layton-Henry). 

The immigrants worked manually and took lower-paid jobs. Unlike the British, 

they did not mind long working hours, low pay and shift work (Layton-Henry). They 

sometimes came at the invitation of government agencies (Oakland 55), but most of 

them were not recruited directly and simply tried their luck (Layton-Henry). As Oakland 

describes, the West Indians worked mostly in public transport, catering, the Health 

Service and manual trades in larger cities like London or Birmingham. Indians and 

Pakistanis, who arrived later, settled in Leeds, Bradford and Leicester working in textile 

and iron industries (Oakland 55). 

The immigrants from the New Commonwealth arrived in Britain in times of large 

emigration waves of Britons, thus forming a desperately needed replacement 

workforce. Unlike other West European countries profiting from recruiting people from 

Southern Europe, North Africa and Turkey to fuel their industries and economies, 

Britain’s gains merely compensated for the emigration rate. Moreover, whereas the 

continental countries were aware of the importance of immigrants to their economies, 

the British were more concerned with the issues of racial prejudice and discrimination 

the immigrants had to face, difficulties of finding accommodation caused by post-war 

housing shortage and the danger of ghettos, where the black immigrants might be 

forced to. Furthermore, they understood that the New Commonwealth immigrants were 
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British subjects and had to be treated differently from the European volunteer workers 

or guest-workers coming to other European countries, who theoretically could be 

treated as “dispensable industrial reserve army” (Layton-Henry). In addition, the 

question of settlement arose. Despite the fact that many migrants, especially Asians, 

came to make money that would allow them to return to their homeland and lead a 

successful life afterwards, many might wish to settle. A high proportion of women in 

West Indian immigrants also suggested a high probability of settlement (Layton-Henry). 

British government was searching for the response to the colonial migration 

since the 1950s. It acted hesitantly and ambiguously and rarely helped the immigrants 

to settle, integrate or be accepted. Migration was only tolerated and was discouraged 

from by the politicians. In 1947, the inter-departmental working party was set up and 

expressed the concern that the migrants had formed an “inassimilable minority”, and, 

thus, controls were needed. Moreover, the British economy was growing ever so slowly 

in the 1950s and 1960s as compared to the Western Europe. In addition, Britain was 

losing its imperial status and felt declining as a world power. In this light, immigration 

was looked upon rather negatively. This manifested itself in political campaigns for 

control, racial discrimination and outbursts of violence from time to time (e.g. Notting 

Hill and Nottingham riots in 1958). Little did government do to promote, support and aid 

the migration and lessen the public anxiety (Layton-Henry). On the contrary, rules and 

regulations were introduced. From 1962, Britain followed a “two-strand policy” on 

immigration. Firstly, it was the Immigration Acts and secondly, the Race Relation Acts. 

The former was to regulate the incoming number of immigrants, the latter to protect the 

rights of immigrants already settled in the UK (Oakland 55, italics added). The changes 

introduced were such as decrease of immigration (only the dependants of immigrants 

already settled could arrive) or stratification of British citizenship (British Citizenship, 

British Dependent Territories Citizenship and British Overseas Citizenship) (Peprník 

144). On the other hand, it attempted to eliminate discrimination and promote the 

equality of opportunity for migrants (Oakland 56). 

 

 

2.2.2 Postcolonial Literature – Theoretical Foundat ions 

 

When discussing the British Empire, one does not only take into consideration the 

historical and political circumstances, but also the social and cultural impact the Empire 

had on its colonies. Education was, on the one hand, a noble attempt to cultivate and 

enlighten the people, the “white man’s burden”, but, on the other hand, it also served 

as a tool for controlling them. It was presumed that educated people would recognize 
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the good intentions of the British and cooperate with the system. Consequently, the 

colonised people had to learn English and had to acquaint themselves with the English 

traditions, culture and literature. The latter caused many troubles, when, for instance, 

the Caribbean people had to study about concepts nonexistent in their geographical 

area such as snow or daffodils. Elsewhere, Indian people too much affected by the 

British were called “pukka white-men”. 

After the British Empire collapsed, the process of decolonisation took place. As 

McLeod explains, colonisation established certain modes of thinking in the indigenous 

people. Consequently, two orders of colonisation can be recognized, the first being the 

actual governing of the people, while the second is colonising their minds. Colonisation 

in the latter sense is, according to McLeod, persuasion of indigenous people “to 

internalise its logic and speak its language” (McLeod 20) and, thus, influencing the 

“ways they perceive and represent the world” (McLeod 21). Therefore, the colonial 

discourse internalised the feeling of inferiority in indigenous people. Moreover, it 

established a particular value system and world-view shared by “both colonising and 

colonised people” and thus justifying colonisation as such (McLeod 21). 

Poststructuralist theories of Jacques Derrida (“white mythology”) and Michel 

Foucault (power operating through discourse) helped in reshaping the world view. The 

breakthrough work, though, was done by the Palestinian critic Edward Said. In 1978, 

his work Orientalism was published, in which he demonstrated that Europe’s 

construction of the Orient is the paradigm of all colonial and imperial discourses. He 

examined how the Western imperial powers used their knowledge about their colonies 

to justify their subjugation. As a result, they created a “degenerate image of the Orient 

for those in the West, or Occident” (McLeod 24) and with the Orient being perceived as 

inferior, justifying colonisation on moral terms as “way of spreading the benefits of 

Western civilisation and saving native peoples from their own perceived barbarism” 

(McLeod 24). The Indian-born British writer Salman Rushdie pointed out with his 

famous line “English is the bastard child of the Empire” that the language, like so much 

else in the colonies, has to be decolonised as well. Other influential postcolonial 

thinkers emerged in the 1980s, namely Homi K. Bhabha and Gayatri Chakravorty 

Spivak, who, with Edward Said, became the leading voices in the field. 

As far as the development of postcolonial literatures is concerned, it seems to 

“correspond to the stages both of national or regional consciousness and of the project 

of asserting difference from the imperial centre” (Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 4). In 

Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin’s opinion, the first period is marked by the literate elite who 

identifies with the colonizing power and representatives of imperial power, such as 

settlers, travellers, sightseers, Anglo-Indian and West African administrators and 
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soldiers. This literature cannot be taken as a basis for the indigenous culture nor can it 

be integrated within it, since it is created within the imperial discourse. The second 

period literature is produced “under imperial license” by “‘natives’ or ‘outcasts’”, for 

instance by Indian upper class educated by the British or missionaries in Africa. Just by 

writing their literature in the imperial language they confirm that they have entered “a 

specific and privileged class endowed with the language, education, and leisure 

necessary to produce such works” (Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 5). Despite the fact that 

this literature may contain detailed descriptions of landscape, customs and language 

and that it was produced in the target country, it still is under supervision of the imperial 

power and, thus, cannot fully explore its anti-imperial potential. Literature produced 

during the imperial times was licensed and permitted by the ruling power and, 

therefore, cannot express itself independently (Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 6). 

Modern postcolonial literatures, then, deal with and challenge various topics 

and concepts. Firstly, the concept of hegemony is tackled. As the title of Ashcroft, 

Griffiths and Tiffin’s work suggests, “the empire writes back” to its centre. The 

marginalised and overlooked countries produce such quality works that they shed their 

subordinate position and enter the English literary canon. Secondly, the issue of 

language is addressed. Language worked as a feature of oppression, through which 

the world was seen, expressed and shaped. With the rejection of power, language had 

to lose its dominant position too. Contrary to the previous belief that there is only one 

English and all other forms and variations are impurities, different englishes all over the 

world, from Jamaica to New Zealand, are now considered varieties (Ashcroft, Griffiths 

and Tiffin 6-8). In accordance with Rushdie’s wish to decolonise the language, new 

englishes are created and refashioned through various strategies, e.g. inserting 

untranslatable words, replacing English syntax by structures derived from other 

languages (indigenous languages and vernacular tongues), and subverting standard 

English to create its creolized versions. Only through the gap between the standard 

English and new englishes, new identities can be created and old values rejected. 

As for the new topics, the motifs of identity, place and displacement are 

prevalent. The roots of the post-colonial crisis of identity lie in its postcolonial past. One 

the one hand, it may be caused by dislocation for reasons such as migration, 

enslavement, transportation or even voluntary migration. On the other hand, it may lie 

in the cultural denigration, when the indigenous personality and culture were oppressed 

by the dominant imperial culture. Despite the historical and cultural differences of the 

former colonies, the issues concerning identity and authenticity are a shared common 

feature of their literatures (Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 9). 



- 17 - 

2.3 Multiculturalism in Britain 

 

This chapter discusses the concept of multiculturalism in Britain. Firstly, an introduction 

of the topic is provided. Secondly, the social changes in contemporary Britain are 

presented. Thirdly, the British identity is discussed in terms of its construction and its 

negotiation by contemporary society. 

 

 

2.3.1 The English Cup of Tea 

 

The English cup of tea is a traditional symbol of Britain. Ironically, the ingredients 

actually come from outside Britain. The tea leaves come from Asia, while the sugar 

from the Caribbean. This might suggest that the hard-earned products of the colonies 

were to be enjoyed by the colonizers back in their homeland. Moreover, tea drinking 

was made a tradition, a world-known custom considered typically British, the essence 

of Englishness. Ironically, the origin of ingredients was never questioned and 

explained. From this point of view, the English tea could be seen as a symbol of 

oppression. On the other hand, it could serve as a metaphor for the modern British 

society. The ingredients come from all over the world: Asian tea leaves, Caribbean 

sugar and English milk, each are of the same importance. They are joined and blended 

in one drink to create the perfectly balanced delicacy. This could be a fitting symbol of 

multicultural Britain. 

 

 

2.3.2 Changes in Society 

 

Multiculturalism in Britain is only a logical development resulting from its imperial past. 

After the British Empire declined after the Second World War, many people came to 

Britain to work, live and settle. These people were all British subjects, in fact, and 

wanted finally to take advantage of that position. Many wanted to see the land they 

were learning about during their school time with their own eyes. It was, after all, their 

mother country. The empire was invading the mother land. 

Britain has changed dramatically throughout the years. These changes have 

been monitored through censuses. As the United Kingdom comprises of England, 

Scotland, Wales and the Northern Ireland, each of the regions conducts its own 

census. The census in England and Wales is administered by the Office for National 
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Statistics (ONS), in Scotland by the General Register Office for Scotland (GROS) and 

in Northern Ireland by the Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA). 

The censuses are conducted every 10 years since 1801 (except in 1941). The most 

recent census was administered on 27 March 2011 (Office for National Statistics). For 

the sake of this thesis, only The 2011 Census for England and Wales is commented 

on, due to the thesis space limitation and its direct connection to Zadie Smith’s novel. 

 

Ethnicity 

One of the features of society changing is its population ethnicity makeup. Gone are 

the days when the United Kingdom was inhabited only by the English, Scottish, Welsh 

and Northern Irish. The 2011 Census of England and Wales confirmed that Britain 

comprised of many ethnicities. The respondents were to, among other questions, 

assign themselves to a particular ethnic group. 

 

As the chart above suggests, the population of England and Wales consists of 86% 

white ethnic group (48.2 million residents), 7.5% Asian/Asian British, 3.4% 

Black/African/Caribbean/Black British, 2.2% mixed/multiple ethnic group and 1% other 

ethnic group (Office for National Statistics). 

Nevertheless, London ethnicity makeup is shocking. The white British form only 

44.9% of the population and, thus, became the capital’s minority for the first time. The 

majority consists of 14.9% other whites, 18.4% Asians, 13.3% Blacks, 1.3% Arabs and 

5% are of mixed race (Gye). 
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Foreign born residents 

The 2011 Census was the first to also query the foreign born residents’ age and year of 

arrival. There are 13% (7.5 million) of foreign born residents in England and Wales in 

2011 (Office for National Statistics). 

Age-wise, 68% of foreign born residents (5.1 million residents) arrived in the UK 

when they were between 15 to 44 years, 27% (2 million) were 14 or younger upon their 

arrival (Office for National Statistics). 

As for the year of arrival, 50% (3.8 million) of foreign born residents arrived in 

the UK between 2001 and 2011. This might be due to the expansion of the European 

Union. Between 1991 and 2001 17% (1.2 million) people arrived (Office for National 

Statistics). 

 

The most frequent countries of origin of foreign residents are India (9%), Poland (8%), 

Pakistan (6%), Ireland (5%), Germany (4%), Bangladesh (3%), Nigeria (3%), South 

Africa (3%), United States (2%) and Jamaica (2%) (Office for National Statistics). 

 

Religion 

With changes in the population makeup, the changes of religious preferences can be 

expected as well. The dominant religion is still Christianity with 59% (33.2 million 

people), but it has suffered a 13 percent decrease since 2001, when it was confessed 

by 72% (37.3 million) inhabitants of England and Wales. No religion is the second most 

usual response with 25% (14.1 million), whereas in 2001 it was only 15%. The third 

most confessed religion is Islam with 5% (2.7 million) believers in comparison to 2001, 
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when it reached 2%. The other religions in England and Wales are Hindu, Sikh, Jewish, 

Buddhist and other (Office for National Statistics). 

 

Language 

The 2011 Census was the first to ask about the household language. 91% (21.3 

million) of households speak English as the main language. In 4% (868 000) 

households, at least one adult speaks English as the main language. In 1% (182 000) 

households, no adults but at least one child speaks English as the main language. The 

remaining 4% (1 million) households have no residents who speak English as the main 

language. However, even those who did not speak English as the main language 

marked their English command as fluent, very good or good (Office for National 

Statistics). 

 

All the above mentioned features of society are only the most prominent ones. With all 

these changes taken into consideration, the British society has changed – and is still 

changing – significantly. Britain will never be the same again. 

 

 

2.3.3 Construction of British Identity 

 

It is not only the indigenous British who inhabit the isles. But who is really British? What 

does it mean to be really British? It may be someone who has always lived in Britain. 

Or, it could be even someone with a foreign heritage but born and bred in Britain. Or 

else, it could be someone who was raised there, or simply lives and identifies 

himself/herself as British. These cases are not included in the traditional definition of 

Britishness. Therefore, British identity needs to be negotiated and formulated afresh. 

Britain has never really been united and uniform to begin with. Its full political 

name is the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. It comprises of 

England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. All these countries have their own 

national (and within them even regional) identities. Each boasts of distinct features that 

make them English, Welsh, Scottish or Northern Irish. It seems impossible to define a 

homogenised national identity that could be called Britishness as it is to find a typical 

English, Welsh, Scottish or Northern Irish person. The situation is made even more 

complicated through migration from Britain’s ex-colonies, the European Union and the 

rest of the world. Each of the immigrants brings with them also their culture, set of 

values and expectations from his/her home country. Not only they influence their social 



- 21 - 

environment, but also, after their settlement and acquiring the citizenship, they take 

part in performing the national identity called Britishness. 

Moreover, Britain itself is nothing natural but invented. In The Cambridge 

Companion to Modern British Culture, John Storey discusses the process of becoming 

British. He claims that the term ‘Britain’ was used by the Greeks and the Romans to 

describe the Celts and the islands they inhabited. Not until the early 18th century did it 

become the name of a nation. Britain was invented in 1707 by the Act of Union merging 

England and Scotland. Ireland was added between 1801 and 1921 and, consequently, 

the name changed to the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (Storey 

12). Linda Colley notes that the unification of the nations was strengthened by Queen 

Victoria’s coming to throne in 1837, followed by the composition of the unofficial British 

national anthem ‘Rule Britannia’ (1740), the official national anthem ‘God Save the 

King/Queen’ (1745) and designing of the Union flag (1801). Nevertheless, she 

identifies the war with France as being the main factor in the formation of British self-

identity, when the British regardless of their place of origin united and confronted the 

enemy as one (qtd. in Storey 12). As Storey concludes, the wars and the building of the 

British Empire helped the British nation to establish the sense of Britishness (Storey 

13). 

National identity is, therefore, nothing inherent or natural. It is, as opposed to 

the common belief, not coherent and fixed. One does not acquire national identity by 

being born in a particular place. Identity is a matter of “who we think we are”, “where 

we think we came from” and also “where we are going”. They are “routes” as well as 

“roots” (Storey 13). The national identity is a nation’s narrative constantly invented and 

reinvented. National figures and institutions create new symbols, ceremonies and 

stories to present the nation to itself and the world in a new and positive fashion 

(Storey 13). 

Nation is being operated through its people identifying themselves with it. It is, 

as Benedict Anderson named it, an “imagined community”. Its members will never 

meet their each and every compatriot but they still have a shared image of their 

communion in their minds. Each nation has a different image of itself. A nation consists 

of horizontal (i.e. national belonging) and vertical relations (e.g. social class, ethnicity, 

gender and generation). The former relations are based on equality, whereas the latter 

on inequality. For the nation to be cohesive, the horizontal relations have to be more 

important than the vertical ones (qtd. in Storey 15). 

Identification and signification create the sense of national belonging. 

Nationality is nothing natural, but, as Storey points out, “one is not born British, one 

becomes British” (Storey 19). National identity is, therefore, displaying of what is inside 
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(i.e. in nature) on the outside (i.e. in culture). Consequently, the subjects are to behave 

in a certain way, i.e. in conformity with the national image, to be recognised as a 

particular national subject. One’s national identity depends on what identity one 

performs and how successfully one is in doing so. There is a wide range of rituals, 

symbols and institutions that should ensure the subject’s sense of national belonging 

both consciously and unconsciously (Storey 20). These national narratives tell stories 

both to the people in Britain and those outside it. Furthermore, they are not the only 

stories told; sometimes there are oppositional narratives about Britain told by different 

nations. National stories of identity are selective, simplified and generalising. One does 

not need to agree with all of them, but they set the common sense and create the 

image of what it means to be British (Storey 21). 

The sense of national belonging does not call for attention only during 

spectacular national events; it is deeply rooted in everyday routines. This discourse is 

performed in everyday life and taken for granted, unless it is challenged, typically when 

Britishness clashes with a different sense of what is natural and obvious. Immigration, 

thus, seems to stir the feelings of nationalism quite a bit (Storey 22-23). 

Britain has always been a hybrid nation consisting of different cultures and 

ethnicities. As opposed to the common belief, it has always been less unified than it is 

imagined. The diversity lays in ethnicity, religion, region, social class, gender and 

generation differences of its inhabitants. Only half of the British population considers 

British identity important part of their own identity nowadays. The changes in society 

are induced by devolution, globalisation, immigration, end of the empire and integration 

with mainland Europe (Storey 23). The notion of Britishness has been challenged and it 

is being reinvented yet again. 

 

 

2.3.4 Negotiating British Identity 

 

As it was discussed in the previous section, there is nothing that could be called the 

one and only fixed and defined Britishness. British identity is an artificial construct of 

national narratives, a collage and a compromise between those of the four nations of 

the United Kingdom as how to present them to their own people and those abroad. 

However, there was a significant influx of immigrants to the United Kingdom after the 

Second World War. Another wave came after the turn of the millennium as more states 

entered the European Union. These people came to the UK to live and settle. Most 

probably, they also acquired British citizenship and became British citizens. 

Consequently, a different population makeup implies a different national identity. 
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Therefore, this section discusses the changes in the sense of Britishness by looking 

closely at the two groups of people who inhabit the British islands. Firstly, the native, 

and secondly, the non-native British are examined. 

 

The native British 

The British suffer from the dual identity; they are British, but also English, Welsh, 

Scottish or Northern Irish at the same time. Although they have no problems with being 

British, they do not like to be classified as English, as the rest of the world sometimes 

wrongly calls Britain ‘England’ and, therefore, assumes that its every inhabitant is 

automatically ‘English’. The three non-English nations, thus, feel somehow oppressed 

by the English. 

The national pride of the Welsh, Scottish and Northern Irish people is 

accentuated even stronger when the history is taken into consideration. The country 

was not united until 1801. At that time there were vast differences between the four 

nations. Whereas the people from England and lowland Scotland were of Germanic 

origin, the people from Wales, Ireland and highland Scotland were of Celtic origin. 

Consequently, the languages they spoke were different. The languages used in the 

Celtic area were Welsh, Gaelic and Scottish Gaelic. Moreover, the nations differed in 

economic, social and legal systems (O’Driscoll 11). It was the English, however, who 

took a dominant position over Britain. 

The traces of the English dominance can be felt until today. Britain uses the 

English political system in all its nations, so it is also with the English language. English 

customs and practice can be felt in many aspects of organisation of everyday life. The 

central bank in Britain is called Bank of England. The presently reigning queen of the 

UK is known as Elizabeth the Second, but there has never been an Elizabeth the First 

in Scotland and Northern Ireland. The commonly used word ‘Anglo’, as in ‘Anglo-

American relations’, originates from the tribes of Angles who settled in England, and is, 

nevertheless, used to describe not only England, but Britain as a whole (O’Driscoll 12). 

The safest term to be used when talking about the United Kingdom of Great 

Britain and Northern Ireland, when one wants to avoid offending any of the four nations 

concerned, is ‘Britain’. The people should be called ‘the British’. However, although the 

differences between the four nations are not so prominent anymore, they still exist and 

carry a significant meaning to their inhabitants. Each of the nations has its own national 

symbols: the flag, plant, colour, patron saint and Saint’s day. The nationalism is most 

strongly felt during important sports events, especially if the concerned teams compete 

against each other. 
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It is difficult (if not even impossible) to find unifying features of the British. There 

are, of course, some national stereotypes about the typical English, Welsh, Scottish 

and Northern Irish people, but whether they are true is questionable. The stereotypical 

English person is calm, reasonable, patient and commonsensical, as opposed to the 

Celts, who are excitable, romantic and impulsive. The English are not very positively 

looked upon by the Celts, as they seem to be arrogant, patronizing, cold and 

considering themselves having all the virtues to them. The English, and sometimes the 

British in general, are considered restrained, reserved, unemotional, private and 

independent individuals, who respect the amateur and the eccentric. The British seem 

to enjoy dry sense of humour, especially understatement, irony, self-deprecation and 

using language in creative and flexible ways. They may also be aggressive, stubborn, 

unwilling to cooperate, but also tolerant, lazy and with a happy-go-lucky attitude to life 

(Oakland 66). Although these are only generalisations and stereotypes, they may have 

a somewhat limited information value and help grasping the people more. 

British identity can be, as James O’Driscoll presents, multilayered and stratified 

into many identities. One has a family identity as well as geographical, class, gender, 

religious, political and social identity (O’Driscoll 46-52). All of these variations make a 

diversified population that calls itself British. 

However, to create a sense of national identity throughout the country, the 

unifying national narratives are used. The Britishness lies in the mix of symbols, rituals 

and stories, these include e.g. “Trooping the Colour, Changing the Guard, the Grand 

National, the FA Cup Final, certain rivers and mountains, particular monuments, the 

Union Jack, the BBC, the Houses of Parliament, fish and chips, the Highland Games, 

the Notting Hill Carnival, the Edinburgh Festival, the Eisteddfod and drinking warm 

beer” (Storey 21). For the stories about Britain it would be e.g. “the home of fair play, 

the stiff upper lip in times of danger, the Battle of Britain, the Blitz, doing the decent 

thing, an island people, the imperial nation, the birthplace of parliamentary democracy 

and constitutional monarchy, the first industrial nation, the cradle of scientific and 

technological innovation, the sporting pioneer (inventing badminton, cricket, football, 

golf, hockey, rugby, snooker and tennis), the birthplace of the English language and 

island of poets and playwrights” (Storey 21). It is unimportant whether these stories are 

true or not, what matters is that they create a sense of belonging for the British and a 

national image for those looking at Britain from outside.  

 

The non-native British 

Whereas the English, Welsh, Scottish and Northern Irish share many similarities, such 

as they look the same and speak the same language, have similar eating habits and 



- 25 - 

believe in the same God, it is not so in the case of a non-native British person, whose 

roots may lie i.e. in the Caribbean, India or Africa. These people who look different on 

the first sight can barely choose which identity they are going to perform. Their ethnic 

identity is being advertised all of the time whether they want it or not (O’Driscoll 45). 

Migration from and to Britain has been going on for centuries and it has always 

been a process of defining and redefining the mutual relationship between the natives 

and the immigrants. Already in 1596 Queen Elizabeth I issued an edict that set 

limitations on the number of black immigrants. Since then, waves of immigration have 

hit the United Kingdom, most prominently after 1945. Britain has tried to regulate the 

immigration by issuing numerous Immigration and Citizenship and Race Relation Acts 

(Smyth 223). Despite the obstacles, the immigrants succeeded in settling in Britain. 

Some have managed to establish their careers or businesses in Britain, such as Indian 

restaurants, Pakistani newsagent or corner shops. They have also influenced British 

culture in areas such as food, clothes, music, religion and philosophy (Smyth 224). 

It would be misleading to believe that there is one homogenous Asian-British 

experience since there are so many differences between them. The Indians and 

Pakistanis, for instance, are enjoying rising prosperity through their hard work. They 

run their own businesses, move in their own homes and become white-collar workers. 

They are very family-oriented and have integrated into British life; they have not 

assimilated though. On the other hand, the Bangladeshi and the Afro-Caribbeans are 

not so successful and work as class-wage earners and live in councils or housing 

association properties. Most Chinese work in catering or run small businesses. The 

Vietnamese have adapted well to British life, are law-abiding and industrious and work 

in catering or clothing industries (Peprník 145). The migrants’ attitudes to education 

also vary greatly. The Chinese value it as the key to the prosperous future and send 

their children to good private schools and even pay weekend revision classes for them. 

The West Indians, though, have the least respect for education and their children, 

therefore, are low achievers at primary schools (Peprník 145). 

Being different – and looking different – has been always problematic. 

Xenophobia and racism have demonstrated themselves on two levels. The older, 

biological racism is linked with violence and aggression. An example of it may be the 

‘Paki-bashing’ sprees in 1960s and 1970s, when extreme right-wing elements even 

formed political organisations to repatriate immigrants. The newer, cultural form of 

racism is more sophisticated. It claims that one should not change his/her lifestyle in 

order to become a ‘real’ British citizen. In the 1990s, Lord Norman Tebbit, a former 

politician, made a controversial claim with his ‘cricket test’. He argued that people who 

still support other teams than the British in cricket, although they have been residing in 
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Britain permanently, have not adapted to the British life sufficiently and, therefore, have 

no right to be called British (Smyth 225). As for racially motivated crime, there are well 

known cases of Damilola Taylor or Stephen Lawrence. In 2001, there was a race 

relation crisis that culminated in riots in several northern cities (Oldham in May, Burnley 

in June and Bradford in July). The clashes between the whites and blacks made Britain 

worry about its multicultural future (Smyth 226). 

 The relationship between the non-native British and Britain is complicated, 

even more with the second generation of immigrants. Whereas the first generation had 

a choice to move to Britain and a clear goal to achieve as to settle, establish itself and 

provide a brighter future for its family, the second generation seems to end up out of 

nowhere in the middle of somewhere. They are raised in the ways of their parents but 

live and are educated in the ways of the dominant culture. Their identity may be 

schizophrenic, especially if the attitudes, beliefs, customs and habits of the two forces 

are in strict opposition. These people may feel constantly backlashed for not 

performing one or the other ethnic identity properly. Cases of cultural denial (one or the 

other) may appear, or, cultural hybridity may be created. This could apply to people 

from mixed cultural backgrounds as well. Nevertheless, the non-white British usually 

take pride in their cultural heritage. Interestingly enough, according to O’Driscoll, this 

pride is increasing as the cultural practices, everyday habits and attitudes gradually 

became less distinctive. It may also be a defensive reaction to racial discrimination 

(O’Driscoll 45, emphasis in original). 

Unfortunately, migrancy being a non-transferable experience and the official 

statistics providing only basic data, there are not many ways to study this area. Luckily, 

literature written by people with migrant experience may serve as a source of 

information closest to the first hand experience, such as Hanif Kureishi, Salman 

Rushdie, Monica Ali, Caryl Phillips, Zadie Smith etc. According to John McLeod, a 

specialist in postcolonial literature, one should use the term ’diaspora identity’ rather 

than ‘migrant identity’, since it covers not only the migrants themselves, but also their 

descendants, who have, in fact, no direct experience with migration. A dominant theme 

in postcolonial literature is home and displacement. The diaspora identity oscillates 

between his/her home and host country, feeling unable to settle or belong, the feeling 

one could compare to being constantly at sea without a safe harbour. The image of 

home is modified by fragmentation, discontinuity and displacement. This feeling is 

shared both between the migrants and their children, even though there are 

generational differences. Consequently, they may feel ‘in-between’ different nations, 

cultures, nowhere at home and rootless. This may be resolved in creating new 

paradigms free of the old notions of identity, home and belonging, the concepts of 
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hybrid identities and new ethnicities. These would free diaspora identities from having 

to choose between the extremes (past versus present, inside versus outside, inclusion 

versus exclusion), because they reach beyond them. In these concepts, these notions 

are not separated nor stand in binary oppositions, but they cross, commingle and 

conflict (McLeod 234-275). Literary works in the postcolonial field not only try to shine a 

light in the phenomenon of multiculturalism, but also provide a useful insight into the life 

and inner turmoil of diaspora identities. 
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III. PRACTICAL PART 
 

 

Zadie Smith’s novel White Teeth portrays British multicultural society of twentieth 

century London. The novel depicts the life of three families with a migrant background 

from three different cultures spanning over three generations: the Joneses (an Anglo-

Jamaican family), the Iqbals (a Bengali family) and the Chalfens (a white Jewish 

family). It challenges the concept of a multicultural society and describes its triumphs 

and shortcomings. 

The author herself has a mixed-race background, her mother being of Jamaican 

and her father of British origin. Smith was born in London in 1975 and has lived there 

ever since. Her first novel, White Teeth, was published in 2000. With her literary talent 

at hand, her migrant experience, however indirect, and her thorough knowledge of the 

topic, her literary debut has become a sensation that has won great literary acclaim 

and has brought her many literary prizes including the 2000 Whitbread First Novel 

Award. 

White Teeth provides a vivid, genuine and insightful picture of modern British 

multicultural society. It manages to portray the development of multiculturalism in 

Britain from the end of the Second World War until the turn of the millennium. The 

novel contains various motifs and themes. This thesis focuses on multicultural London, 

the development of multiculturalism and multicultural identity. 

 

 

 

3.1 Multicultural London 

 

The novel is set in London, the British capital. This may be of no special significance, 

since Smith was born and has lived there all her life. However, using London as a 

setting could have been a deliberate choice, since the novel explores the lives of 

migrant families. Having originated outside Britain, they may have felt the urge to settle 

in the heart of the former British Empire as a kind of a rematch. Smith herself denied 

the latter in one interview, claiming that she did not want to write about multiracial 

London as a theme. Her intention was to approach London and multiracialism was a 

natural part of it. She claimed that writing about London with white people only would 

have been bizarre (PBS). 
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London in White Teeth is the setting for the whole story with occasional 

ventures to Jamaica, India and Eastern Europe. It is the place where the main 

characters live and meet. The lives of the three families: the Joneses, the Iqbals and 

the Chalfens, evolve and get entangled with one another here. According to John 

Clement Ball, White Teeth is one of the few recent black British novels that attempts to 

represent the experiences of more than one generation and place of origin (Ball 236). 

The novel describes the relations of white, brown and black Londoners. Ball identifies 

the concept of ‘involvement’ which means the entanglement of British and non-British 

people caused by the British Empire and which is still being carried on in the 

metropolis. The personal relations in the novel happen on many levels such as 

emotional, sexual, familial, intellectual and friendly going through divisions of race, 

culture and age (Ball 237). 

The entanglement of Archie with his Italian wife and the subsequent dramatic 

divorce brings him to attempting suicide. Luckily, he is spotted gassing himself in his 

car by Mo Hussein-Ishmael, a halal butcher, and saved, even if the butcher did it for his 

own selfish reasons. Archie, feeling as if he was born for the second time, decides to 

lead a new, more exciting life than the previous. He attends the 1975 end of the world 

party and meets Clara, a woman of Jamaican origin. Still dazed and ecstatic he rushes 

into his second marriage. Their only guests at the wedding are Samad and Alsana, a 

Bangladeshi couple resulting from an arranged marriage. Archie met Samad in the 

Second World War when they both served in the same division and have become 

friends ever since. In 1973, Samad came to Britain and their friendship was rekindled 

again. The women do not like each other much at first, but later grow a mutual 

understanding and become friends. Both couples move to Willesden Green, the same 

part of North London, and foster their friendship, which, inevitably, descends to their 

children as well. Through their children they all acquaint the third family, the Joneses. 

These seemingly haphazard and unimportant events result into involvement and 

entanglement of the most diverse people. If there had not been the Second World War, 

Samad and Archie would have never met. If the British Empire never existed, the 

Indians and the British would have never fought in the same unit. If Mo had not seen 

Archie, he would not have saved him and there would be no story to tell. Moreover, 

there would be no Mo, because there would be substantially fewer migrants in Britain in 

the first place. Therefore, London is not only a mere setting of the story, but a space 

resulting from shared history, where all the characters have to co-exist. As Ball notes, it 

is the accumulated mess that was produced by years of mutual romantic, colonial and 

metropolitan involvement (Ball 238). 
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Consequently, London lives and breathes multiculturalism throughout the whole 

novel. London plays a crucial role as a place as such. Archie stops in Cricklewood 

Broadway in order to commit suicide, fortunately for him it is also a location of Hussein-

Ishmael’s celebrated halal butchers. Archie and Clara spend the first three months of 

their relationship in “one stinking room in Cricklewood” (ibid 48) before they get married 

and move to “a newly acquired, heavily mortgaged, two-storey house in Willesden 

Green” (ibid 46). For Samad and Alsana, the North of London presents a safe, better 

place to settle and start a family, even though they “lived four blocks down on the 

wrong side of Willesden High Road” (ibid 55). Just to move there took them “a year of 

mercilessly hard graft to make the momentous move from the wrong side of 

Whitechapel to the wrong side of Willesden” (ibid 55). The couple moved from East 

London, because it was unsuitable for raising children “if one did not wish them to 

come to bodily harm” for its NF gangs, in hope that North London was “more liberal” 

(ibid 59). The changes in the capital can be felt when Alsana strolls the streets passing 

“Mali’s Kebabs, Mr Cheungs, Raj’s, Malkovich Bakeries” (ibid 63, italics in original) to 

meet her niece Neena who works in an old fashioned cobblers named Crazy Shoes. 

Archie cannot find a place to buy cigars to celebrate his yet unborn child, but is able to 

buy “a huge box of Indian sweets” containing “fourteen types of dal” (ibid 67). The city 

reflects the changes in its ethnicity makeup. 

London as a truly multi-ethnical space demonstrates itself when, for instance, 

Archie attends a party to celebrate the presumed end of the world and meets “two 

black guys, a topless Chinese girl, and a white woman wearing a toga […] sitting 

around on wooden chairs, playing rummy” (ibid 21). He himself was married for thirty 

years to Ophelia, an Italian, and his second wife, Clara, is Jamaican. Not even Alsana, 

who does not embrace multiculturalism as much as Archie does, can avoid it since she 

knows “Mr Van, the Chinese chiropodist, Mr Segal, a Jewish carpenter, Rosie, a 

Dominican woman who continuously popped round […] in an attempt to convert her 

into a Seventh-Day Adventist” (ibid 65). 

Various ethnicities living in one place influence each other language-wise, too. 

Samad works in a restaurant while listening to “the appalling pronunciation of the 

British, Spanish, American, French [and] Australian” (ibid 55) when they say “Go Bye 

Ello Sag, please” or order “Chicken Jail Fret See wiv Chips, fanks” (ibid 55). Ironically, 

despite Samad being a migrant, he uses more complex English structures than Archie, 

who occasionally uses cockney as “wotchyagunnadoo” (ibid 107). Cockney is 

represented by Ryan Topps, Clara’s ex-boyfriend, who, in an attempt to sound more 

educated than he actually is, speaks “cockney yet refined, a voice that had had much 

work done upon it – missing key consonants and adding others where they were never 
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meant to be, and all delivered through the nose with only the slightest help from the 

mouth” (ibid 388). Even Archie’s colleagues, who appear to be rather narrow-minded 

and xenophobic, use non-standard forms as “sommink”, “somefin’” (ibid 70) and 

structures strongly suggesting foreign influence as in “just them Pakistani food” (ibid 

68). This shows that the changes in language are unavoidable and are picked up 

unconsciously. Different English varieties are displayed, such as Clara’s Jamaican 

accent “Sno prob-lem. If you wan’ help: jus’ arks farrit” (ibid 53). English gets hybridised 

especially with the younger generation. Magid and Millat implement words from Bengali 

into English such as “amma” to address their mother (ibid 134). Millat’s gang takes 

hybridisation even a level higher as they speak “a strange mix of Jamaican patois, 

Bengali, Gujarati and English” (ibid 231). Nevertheless, the older generation twists the 

language as well, as Alsana exemplifies with her “Mr.Churchill-gee” or when she calls 

Samad “original whitecliffsdover piesnmash jellyeels royalvariety britishbulldog” (ibid 

241). 

The issue of religion is yet another reflection of the society. As there are 

different ethnicities in the population, there is, consequently, no dominant religion. 

Glenard Oak, the school attended by the children of all three families, tries to 

accommodate all its students by celebrating “a great variety of religious and secular 

events: amongst them, Christmas, Ramadan, Chinese New Year, Diwali, Yom Kippur, 

Hanukkah, the birthday of Haile Selassie, and the death of Martin Luther King” (ibid 

129). Clara’s mother, Hortense Bowden, is an avid Jehovah’s Witness. Millat turns to 

Islamic fundamentalism, although the group he joins, KEVIN (as for Keepers of the 

Eternal and Victorious Islamic Nation), has only shaky religious foundations. 

Last but not least, hybrid places are created. Samad waits tables in an Indian 

restaurant run by his cousin, but the place is by no means authentic, since it provides 

“small room, pink tablecloth, loud music, atrocious wallpaper, meals that do not exist in 

India [and] sauce carousel” (ibid 59). The epitome of hybridity is O’Connell’s Pool 

House, Samad and Archie’s favourite meeting place and their second home. The place 

is “neither Irish nor a pool house” (ibid 183), since it is “run by Arabs with no pool 

tables” (ibid 183). The originally disused Irish pool house was bought by people of 

Middle Eastern background and made into a café, but since it is located in area with 

Irish establishments only, its original name is preserved. The decorations of 

O’Connell’s interior varies from “carpeted walls, the reproductions of George Stubbs’s 

racehorse paintings” (ibid 183), framed “fragments of Quran” (ibid 246) to “an Irish flag 

and a map of the Arab Emirates knotted together and hung from wall to wall” (ibid 183). 

Later, the portrait of Mangal Pande, Samad’s great-grandfather, is, on Samad’s 

request, added onto the walls. The hybrid business is frequented by Denzel and 
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Clarence, “two uniquely rude, foul-mouthed octogenarian Jamaicans” (ibid 187), Archie 

and Samad, an Englishman and a Bengali respectively, and other regulars. The 

enterprise is run by Mickey, who serves only “beans, chips and eggs” or “beans, chips, 

eggs and mushrooms” (ibid 183). O’Connell’s is, similarly to London, a hybrid space, 

where all things may seem haphazard and chaotic, but a space full of history and, if 

looked upon with a deeper knowledge and understanding, making a perfect sense. 

O’Connell’s may as well serve as a metaphor for London. It is a hybrid space, 

being located in London, having a non-native British owners and being frequented by 

diverse ethnicities such as Jamaican, Bengali and English. The multicultural setting 

and multi-ethnical customers result from British imperial past. Moreover, the role of 

history is even more emphasised, when only the regular customers are let in. However, 

when a stranger does come in, he/she “will become aware of several pairs of eyes 

upon him, some condescending, some incredulous” (ibid 183), implying that the locals, 

however diverse, are home there and feel protective about it. “The hapless stranger will 

stumble out, warily, backwards, knocking over the life-size cut-out of Viv Richards as 

he goes. The customers will laugh. O’Connell’s is no place for strangers” (ibid 183). 

O’Connell’s and London have learnt to embrace their multiculturalism. They are not 

only hosting it, but are also taking part in its development. 
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3.2 Development of Multiculturalism 

 

White Teeth portrays multiculturalism as a concept developing in time, felt and 

experienced by the characters. Although the main story is set between the years 1974 

and 1999, it also covers trips further back in history. Smith prequels the novel with a 

quote from Shakespearean Tempest, “What’s past is prologue”. History, therefore, is 

twofold. It is, on the one hand, an account of historical events that occurred during the 

existence of the British Empire until the end of the second millennium. On the other 

hand, it is the actions and events that influence the characters and that are crucial in 

forming their present and future. In other words, history provides the characters with 

roots and the past is always reflected in the present. Both concepts can be traced in 

the novel. The story is divided into four major sections named after one character 

complemented with two dates. The first date signals the actual year in which the 

character is located at the particular moment, whereas the second denotes the year 

that influenced the character the most. Since the development in the society will 

inevitably influence its members, the historical development is intertwined with the 

formation of the character’s identity.  

 

 

3.2.1 Archie 1974, 1945 

 

The novel opens with Archie, physically located in the year 1974. Britain in that time 

was putting up with consequences of the Second World War. Archie fought as a 

seventeen year old in the last year of the war, but after it ended, nobody cared and “no 

one wanted to talk about that any more” (White Teeth 14, emphasis in original). Britain 

was trying to forget the terrible experience and was mistreating its ex-soldiers in the 

process. While looking for a job, Archie encounters reactions denigrating his war 

experience, saying they “would require something other than merely having fought in a 

war” (ibid 14), implying his skills were “not relevant, not transferable” (ibid 14, emphasis 

in original). Finally, Archie ends up folding papers in a printing firm. 

The post-war time was also marked by the influx of immigrants, who sought 

work and a better life on the British Isles. Clara and her mother arrive in Britain to join 

her father, who left Jamaica “fourteen years earlier” to “earn enough money to enable 

Clara and Hortense to come over, join him and settle down” (ibid 31). Her father arrived 

in Britain in the 1960s as one of the many immigrants known as the Windrush 

generation dreaming of a better life. However, upon facing the difficulties to find a job 
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and establish himself in British society, he suffers from “the most incredible lethargy” 

(ibid 31) that confines him to an armchair in front of a television. Another wave of 

immigration followed, this time from the Indian subcontinent. Newly-wed Samad and 

Alsana arrive in Britain in 1973 “seeking a new life” (ibid 12). Out of nostalgia and 

because Archie “was the only man Samad knew on this little island” (ibid 12) he seeks 

him out, moves into the same London borough and rekindles their friendship. Life is not 

easy for the Bangladeshi couple either, so despite the fact Samad has been “a student, 

a scientist [and] a soldier” (ibid 58), he waits the tables in his cousin’s pseudo-Indian 

restaurant. Alsana comes from a wealthy family, but in Britain she has to sew “together 

pieces of black plastic for a shop called Domination in Soho” (ibid 55). In addition, 

miserable life conditions are not the only obstacles migrants had to face. The dominant 

and almost all white British society was only unwillingly accepting them. Archie’s boss 

mentions Enoch Powell, a politician openly presenting and instigating strong anti-

immigration opinions, when he tries to persuade Archie not to bring his Jamaican wife 

with him to a company dinner “especially when she’s... you know... [the colleagues] 

don’t know what to make of that at all” (ibid 72, emphasis in original). The changes in 

British society were progressing only slowly. 

The year 1945, the second date in the section title, is, thus, the year that formed 

Britain in the post-war years and Archie as well. Archie represents and reflects British 

society of that time. When Archie first meets Samad, he blatantly stares at the 

Bangladeshi, making him uncomfortable. It was probably the first time when he 

encountered someone of different ethnicity. This mirrors the situation of Britain. India 

greatly aided Britain in the war, but it was the first time that British citizens came to 

actual contact with the Indians. Before that, Britain had only a vague idea of the great 

British Empire and its colonies. Nevertheless, Archie and Samad having to function in 

the same unit, they develop a friendship that crosses their racial and cultural 

differences which mirrors Britain in the years after the war. 

 

 

3.2.2 Samad 1984, 1857 

 

British society in the 1980s was more open and multiracial, as the novel illustrates with 

presenting all the three families already. The Joneses’, Iqbals’ and Chalfens’ offspring 

attend the same school. The school demonstrates its openness and friendliness 

towards cultural diversity through celebrating “a great variety of religious and secular 

events: amongst them, Christmas, Ramadan, Chinese New Year, Diwali, Yom Kippur, 

Hanukkah, the birthday of Haile Selassie, and the death of Martin Luther King” (ibid 
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129). Not only Samad enthusiastically attends “all the weekly school council meetings” 

(ibid 125), he also vigorously asserts his ideas about his children’s education to the 

extent of other parents dreading his every comment. He protests against almost 

anything, for instance, he questions “why the western education system privileges 

activity of the body over activity of the mind and soul” (ibid 127) or wants to abolish the 

Harvest Festival and replace it with one of the Muslim festivals. The headmaster 

responds that “these things are more about community than religion as such“ (ibid 130, 

emphasis in original), which is exactly what he fears. The multicultural society may 

have started to support its minorities, but does it in a mechanical way without a deeper 

understanding of the diverse cultures. The stereotypes still show when other parents 

give Alsana “piteous, saddened smiles they reserved for subjugated Muslim women” 

(ibid 131), although she is everything but that. The shallow knowledge of the other 

cultures is represented through a music teacher’s interest in Samad and his ‘Indian’ 

culture. She finds him exotic and his children surprisingly loud, when Indian children 

are supposedly quiet and subdued. She also wrongly assumes that just because they 

are ‘Indian’ (which is wrong, since they are Bangladeshi), they have to like ‘Indian’ 

music as well, and is proven wrong, since they prefer Bruce Springsteen and Michael 

Jackson. On the one hand, British majority still holds stereotypes and lacks deeper 

knowledge of other cultures, but, on the other hand, the process of assimilation of the 

minorities has already started. Samad knows that the children - and he himself - are 

inevitably assimilating in British culture and dreads that. He drinks alcohol, eats pork 

and feels strong sexual desire. He feels guilty and unclean, fearing he is being 

corrupted by the host country and losing himself in it. That is why he holds so dearly 

onto the memory of his great-grandfather Mangal Pande, a rebel and the instigator of 

the Indian Mutiny in 1857. In his eyes, Pande is the epitome of the pure Indian identity, 

a hero fighting the evil English. 

The 1980s was the time marked by social disruptions. Events such as world oil 

crisis, strikes by British miners or economic crisis occurred (Fernández 147). In White 

Teeth, three such events are mentioned: the hurricane on 15th October 1987, Bradford 

riots as a reaction to Salman Rushie’s publication of Satanic Verses on 14th January 

1989 and the fall of the Berlin Wall on 10th November 1989. To counter these 

disruptions of the traditional order, Margaret Thatcher’s policy was to appeal to 

‘common sense’ and emphasise the idea of belonging and family values (Fernández 

147). For migrants, this inevitably led to having to choose between one’s old and new 

home country and identity. This is reflected at the beginning of this White Teeth’s 

section, which opens with a following quote by Norman Tebbit: "The cricket test - which 

side do they cheer for? ... Are you still looking back to where you came from or where 
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you are?" (White Teeth 123). Samad, representing the first generation migrants, feels 

the responsibility to become the role model for the generation of his children, since 

their mother country is too far away and cannot take this role. He and his generation 

want to integrate into British society, but also live in accordance with the values they 

were brought up with. The struggle leads the migrants into becoming “split people” (ibid 

179). Samad suffers from the feeling of losing his own identity, which in the end drives 

him to the most extreme solution. He sends one of his son twins, Magid, back to 

Bangladesh “to be a real Bengali, a proper Muslim” (ibid 215). 

 

 

3.2.3 Irie 1990, 1907 

 

The section focuses on the second generation migrants’ perspective: Irie, daughter of 

Archie and Clara, Millat and Magid, twin sons of Samad and Alsana, and their 

(un)fitting in and acceptance by the society. Although all three were born in Britain, and 

are, therefore, British born and bred, they still cannot feel they belong. Irie suffers 

because, being fifteen years old, her body is getting bigger and more curvaceous in 

comparison with her female peers. She feels ugly and wrong and blames her 

appearance for not fitting in the society. Millat, on the other hand, is “beauty parodying 

itself” (ibid 269) and, thus, immensely popular among the girls. Nevertheless, he feels 

he belongs everywhere and nowhere at the same time. 

As for the changes in the society, London (still or finally) contains spaces for its 

non-native inhabitants such as P.K.’s Afro Hair: Design and Management, Raakshan 

Dentists or Roshi’s Haircare, where they sell Thai, Pakistani, Chinese and Indian hair. 

The magazines advertise products such as “African Queen Afro Sheen™“ for 

straightening African hair by “Malika, vibrant young star of the smash hit sitcom 

Malika’s Life“ (ibid 276), thus implying there are some British non-white film stars 

already. Homosexuality is not such a taboo anymore, as Neena, Alsana’s niece, and 

her girlfriend Maxine are a living proof of it. Alsana calls Neena “Niece-of-Shame“ and 

Maxine “her nasty friend“ (ibid 283), but is already liberal enough to host them at her 

home. However, the epitome of multiculturality is Glenard Oak Comprehensive, the 

school the children attend. It boasts diverse ethnicities of their students, “black, 

Pakistani, Greek, Irish” (ibid 269), the students being “Babelians of every conceivable 

class and colour speaking in tongues” (ibid 292), in accordance with the “Brent Schools 

Report 1990: 67 different faiths, 123 different languages” (ibid 292). Although the 

school tries to unite the children under one tag Laborare est Orare (i.e. To Labour is to 

Pray), it fails its purpose. 
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[K]ids are like pissing cats or burrowing moles, marking off land within land, each 

section with its own rules, beliefs, laws of engagement. Despite every attempt to 

suppress it, the school contained and sustained patches, hang-outs, disputed 

territories, satellite states, states of emergency, ghettos, enclaves, islands. There 

were no maps, but common sense told you, for example, not to fuck with the 

area between the refuse bins and the craft department. (ibid 290) 
 

If the school represents Britain, then the heterogeneous and individualistic children 

mirror British society, thus suggesting a radical change in the perception of cultural 

diversity. In contrast to the previous decade, when the cultural differences were kept 

down, this implies the development in multicultural society and the growing tendency 

towards pluralism. 

Nevertheless, even some of the above mentioned separate ‘islands’, Irie, Millat 

and Joshua, who are of Jamaican, Bangladeshi and Jewish heritage respectively, are 

brought together upon the incident of being caught smoking marijuana. As a 

punishment, they should undergo a two-month remedial programme at Joshua’s home. 

The Chalfens are considered to be a perfect and stimulating environment for the 

children’s development. The headmaster’s decision is based upon the belief that the 

Chalfens, the epitome of Britishness, would improve the lot of the poor migrants, as he 

expresses himself while thinking aloud: “Bringing children of disadvantaged or minority 

backgrounds into contact with kids who might have something to offer them. And there 

could be an exchange, vice versa” (ibid 308). The alleged British superiority complex 

manifests itself yet again. Paradoxically, the Chalfens (née Chalfenovsky) are not 

English, as everybody believes. The father, an intellectual scientist, is originally a 

Polish Jew and the mother, a horticulturalist, an Irish Catholic. They are the third 

generation immigrants, but seem more English than the English. Ironically, because of 

their thorough assimilation with the British, they do not consider themselves immigrants 

and even show signs of racial discrimination, as when Joyce Chalfen asks where Millat 

is originally from, hence his exotic looks. She also ascribes Irie’s intelligence to her 

white great-grandfather, assuming it cannot come from her non-white ancestors. Joyce 

is also homophobic, as she cannot contain her impertinent questions during the dinner 

with Neena and Maxine, a lesbian couple. She also shows signs of strong identification 

with her colonial antecedents as “she was cut of the same cloth as the frontier ladies 

who [were armed] with only a bible” (ibid 350). Moreover, Oscar, the youngest in the 

family, knows nothing of their immigrant ancestry, as he claims: “I hate brown 

strangers” (ibid 326). Marcus strives for a genetic project as a means of “WORLD 

DOM-IN-A-SHUN” (ibid 341, capitals in original), an ambition of the British that lead to 
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the creation of the British Empire. The Chalfens believe they are English and, thus, 

display English qualities (identified by Oakland), such as “being arrogant, patronizing, 

cold and considering themselves having all the virtues to them” (Oakland 66). 

Irie does not realize that the Chalfens are also immigrants, since she is 

enchanted by their Englishness, feeling as if she was “sneaking into England” (ibid 

328) and “wanted to merge with the Chalfens” (ibid 342). Moreover, Magid, who was 

sent to Bangladesh to become a proper Bengali, turns out more English than the 

English, expressing that “[the Bengali] must be more like the English” (ibid 288), 

making Samad furious. Magid even finds a way to exchange letters with Marcus and 

they both share a mutual understanding. The Joneses and Iqbals are worried about 

their children getting too engulfed by the Chalfens. Alsana accuses them of 

“Englishifying [Millat] completely” and “deliberately leading him away from his culture 

and his family and his religion” (ibid 345). They all calm down a bit after they realize the 

children’s grades have improved as a consequence. Underneath British cultural 

tolerance, nothing seems to have changed much. Deep down, the British still feel 

superior to the migrants and want them assimilated, whereas the non-native British 

want to succeed in life but, at the same time, desperately cling to their own roots. 

Irie feels lost and does not know where she belongs. She feels neither English 

nor Jamaican. Her different appearance prevents her from merging with the crowd and 

even feeling loved, since her crush, Millat, despite himself being Asian, prefers white 

girls. Looking for an alternative, she turns to her grandmother in hopes of exploring her 

Jamaican heritage. Her research leads her to the year 1907. She learns that her great-

grandmother, Ambrosia, was seduced by Captain Charlie Durham, a white 

Englishman, during his stay in Jamaica. She also reads extensively on the topic of 

British colonialism and the revelations about her heritage makes her feel ecstatic. In 

the end, her grandmother offers her to come with her to Jamaica. Irie, representing the 

second generation migrants, feels displaced and not belonging, neither British nor 

Jamaican. She, as well as many of her second migrant peers, carefully balances 

between her parents’ and society’s norms and expectations. Feeling incomplete, Irie 

looks for her roots and tries to figure out her own identity. 

 

 

3.2.4 Magid, Millat and Marcus 1992, 1999 

 

This section is the culmination of the story and, thus, symbolically, also of the concept 

of multiculturalism as such. All the characters are brought together to witness and 

participate in the end of the second millennium. Marcus Chalfen, being a geneticist 
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engineer, develops a project, FutureMouse©. The mouse is genetically modified so as 

to develop different types of cancer at planned intervals during its life. It is planned to 

be displayed to the public from 31 December 1992 to 31 December 1999. The purpose 

of the project is to show that humans are able to “control the process of ageing and 

eliminate genetic defect” (ibid 433), and, thus, entering the new millennium as a “new 

phase in human history where we are not victims of the random but instead directors 

and arbitrators of our own fate” (ibid 433). This implies the future of multiculturalism as 

a matter that could be simply planned or regulated. Symbolically, at the final stage the 

mouse should “lose all its pigmentation and become albino: a white mouse” (ibid 432), 

which is, presumably, a metaphor for an ideal British citizen. 

Of course, this project disturbs and gets involved a great many people. Irie is 

involved, because she helps Marcus with his paperwork and answers his phone to 

save up for her trip to Jamaica. Busy to get on with her own life, she thinks nothing of it: 

“I haven't got time for this. Marcus Chalfen is simply trying to come up with some 

answers to shit like - shit like - cancer. OK?” (ibid 488, emphasis in original). She is 

tired of constantly having to talk through things and solving problems and wants to 

finally pursue her own life and career. 

Magid arrives in Britain to aid Marcus as his closest assistant and 

spokesperson, charmed by playing the God and the certainty the project promises: “No 

other roads, no missed opportunities, no parallel possibilities. No second-guessing, no 

what-ifs, no might-have-beens. Just certainty. Just certainty in its purest form” (ibid 

490). It is the certainty that he lacks in life. He was abducted by his father and sent to 

Bangladesh against his will. Moreover, being a Bengali-British, his identity is always 

questioned. For Magid, the project promises no more people like him, no more doubts 

and uncertainties, no more either-or choices. 

Millat has joined KEVIN (as for Keepers of the Eternal and Victorious Islamic 

Nation), a radical Islamic group, not because he is so religious, but simply because “he 

loved clans (and the outfit and the bow tie), and he loved clans at war” (ibid 442). 

KEVIN is disturbed by the fact that humans want to interfere with Allah, the Creator, 

and decide upon assassinating Marcus. 

Joshua, on the other hand, has joined FATE (as for Fighting Animal Torture and 

Exploitation). The members of FATE are not so much concerned with the scientist, who 

happens to be Joshua’s father, as with the mouse. They plan to rescue and release the 

poor animal. Joshua himself is more occupied by the co-leader of FATE, who sexually 

attracts him, and the fact of opposing his father, whom he finds too cold and scientific. 
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Hortense, Irie’s eighty-five-year-old grandmother and an avid Jehovah’s 

Witness, is shocked by the project and considers Marcus “an enemy of all humanity” 

(ibid 488). She decides to hold a hunger-strike and sabotage the event. 

The remaining members of the Jones, Iqbal and Chalfen family decide also to 

attend the launch of the project on 31 December 1992. All these characters with their 

different opinions and motivations gather on the designated day at the venue, the 

culmination of the whole novel. 
 

The final space. A big room, one of many in the Perret Institute; a room separate 

from the exhibition yet called an Exhibition Room; a corporate place, a clean 

slate; white/chrome/pure/plain (this was the design brief) used for the meetings 

of people who want to meet somewhere neutral at the end of the twentieth 

century; a virtual place where their business (be that rebranding, lingerie or 

rebranding lingerie) can be done in an emptiness, an uncontaminated cavity; the 

logical endpoint of a thousand years of spaces too crowded and bloody. (ibid 

517-518) 
 

The place symbolises the desired neutral space free of history, blood and grief. It is, as 

Kwame Appiah calls it, “a space-clearing gesture [...] concerned with transcending, with 

going beyond, coloniality” (qtd. in Ball 238). It is the opposite of London, which is, 

according to Salman Rushdie, “the last colony of the British Empire” (qtd. in Head 108). 

Moreover, it is “a room/furniture/Britain (that was the brief: a new British room, a space 

for Britain, Britishness, space of Britain, British industrial space cultural space space” 

(White Teeth 518). The venue should provide the place for the performance of a 

historical act: to erase the colonial history, to wipe out the differences between people 

and unite them through new and unifying Britishness. People’s identity, nationality, 

nature and future can be – as symbolised by the mouse – controlled and homogenised, 

new space can be created, new world free of nationalism, racism, religion, where are 

no migrants, and, consequently, no roots, no baggage, no displacement and feelings of 

not belonging. 

The project launch does not succeed though, since all the forces of the universe 

interfere and it results in cursing, shooting, shouting and, most importantly, the escape 

of the mouse. Archie, the story’s unlikely hero, watches it “leap off the end and 

disappear through an air vent” thinking “Go on my son!” (ibid 542). Multiculturalism is a 

widespread modern day phenomenon with no ready-made solution. It cannot be 

projected, controlled or wiped out, it evolves. And although the mouse is genetically 

modified, its nature fumbled with and its fate made unpredictable, it has – as Britain 

has – taken its chance to live and make the best out of it. 
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3.3 Multicultural Identity  

 

The influx of immigrants into Britain after the Second World War gave birth to the 

phenomenon called multiculturalism. Zadie Smith addresses this issue in the following 

quote: 
 

This has been the century of strangers, brown, yellow and white. This has been 

the century of the great immigrant experiment. It is only this late in the day that 

you can walk into a playground and find Isaac Leung by the fish pond, Danny 

Rahman in the football cage, Quang O'Rourke bouncing a basketball, and Irie 

Jones humming a tune. Children with first and last names on a direct collision 

course. Names that secrete within them mass exodus, cramped boats and 

planes, cold arrivals, medical checks. It is only this late in the day, and possibly 

only in Willesden, that you can find best friends Sita and Sharon, constantly 

mistaken for each other because Sita is white (her mother liked the name) and 

Sharon is Pakistani (her mother thought it best - less trouble). (White Teeth 326-

327). 
 

This citation documents well the situation in the twentieth century, when immigrants 

longing for a better life were moving to Britain. Overcoming obstacles such as 

gathering enough money for the trip, leaving the rest of their families behind and 

enduring the difficult journey, they face an ice-cold welcome by their target country. 

Nevertheless, the immigrants manage to settle down, start families and establish 

themselves. However, even though they may have acquired British citizenship, they 

are not entirely British. 
 

[They do not] step into their foreign lands as blank people, free of any kind of 

baggage, happy and willing to leave their difference at the docks and take their 

chances in this new place, merging with the oneness of this 

greenandpleasantlibertarianlandofthefree. (ibid 465) 
 

It is their history and cultural heritage that has made them who they are. Therefore, 

they are afraid to let it go and lose themselves in the process. Moreover, Britain is not a 

“Happy Multicultural Land” (ibid 465), the British do not welcome immigrants with open 

arms. 
 

Yet, despite all the mixing up, despite the fact that we have finally slipped into 

each other's lives with reasonable comfort (like a man returning to his lover's bed 

after a midnight walk), despite all this, it is still hard to admit that there is no one 
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more English than the Indian, no one more Indian than the English. There are 

still young white men who are angry about that; who will roll out at closing time 

into the poorly lit streets with a kitchen knife wrapped in a tight fist. (ibid 327) 
 

The native and the non-native British live side by side in one country. The British are 

well aware of their dark and bloody colonial past and, thus, allow the immigrants from 

their former colonies to settle in Britain as a kind of a payback. Nevertheless, as it is 

somehow inherent in the British nature, they are still reserved and keep their distance. 

A century of living next to each other and sharing the same space inevitably leads to 

mixed marriages and, consequently, children with mixed-race backgrounds. These 

children should build the metaphorical bridge between the natives and the non-natives, 

but, ironically, they seem to separate the nation into two large groups. Whereas the 

British nationalists are “scared of infection, penetration [and] miscegenation” (ibid 327), 

the immigrants’ fears are of “dissolution [and] disappearance” (ibid 327). Therefore, the 

immigrants try their best to integrate into society, but not to lose their cultural identity, 

not to assimilate. In consequence, they juggle two identities, the one of their former 

homeland and the other of the new environment. Despite the differences and 

(mis)understandings between the native and non-native British, they still make up the 

large body of people called the British nation. In addition, in a country with such a large 

proportion of people with foreign heritage and considerable race-mixing going on, it is 

hard to say who is ‘truly’ British or what it means to be British. Therefore, Britishness, 

the national identity, has to be negotiated and formulated afresh. In White Teeth, it is 

the young generation that embodies this quest to formulate their and, simultaneously, 

also the British multicultural identity. 

Magid and Millat, twin sons of Samad and Alsana, are the embodiments of 

diverse approaches to life of second generation migrants. Their parents came to Britain 

in the search of a new, better life. Samad waits tables in a restaurant, a job well bellow 

his intellectual level, and Alsana, who comes from a wealthy Bengali family, sews 

costumes for a domination shop. They worked really hard to be able to move from East 

London to North London to secure a good and safe environment for their children. The 

twins do not have it easy either, since they are, despite being born in Britain, different 

looking and, thus, stereotyped as “bloody Pakis” (ibid 200) or speaking “a Paki 

language” (ibid 231). Their music teacher is surprised at them not being “subdued” as 

Indian children are supposed to be (ibid 134) or liking Bruce Springsteen and Michael 

Jackson rather than something more exotic. Moreover, their parents constantly remind 

them of their heritage, for instance, by giving them traditional names as Magid Mahfooz 

Murshed Mubtasim Iqbal. Nevertheless, not even their parents share the same opinion 
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on bringing up migrant children in a host country. Samad believes that “those boys 

would have a better life back home” (ibid 199) and that “a month back home would sort 

each and every one of them out” (ibid 219), whereas Alsana claims “it will be over [her] 

dead body that [her] family moves back to a place where [their] lives are in danger” 

(ibid 199), referring to Bangladesh, a poor country where floods and cyclones are an 

ever-present danger. Alsana acknowledges that the boys are logically different from 

them, having been born in Britain, but Samad claims: “Don’t speak to me of second 

generation! One generation! Invisible! Eternal!” (ibid 289). Despite growing up in the 

same environment, the twin brothers develop dramatically different attitudes. 

Magid exemplifies the longing for merging with the dominant culture. He is 

remarkably intelligent and, even as a child, always wears a “grey pullover, grey shirt 

and black tie with his shiny black shoes and NHS specs perched upon his nose, like 

dwarf librarian” (ibid 134). His desire to be English demonstrates itself openly when he 

attempts to rename himself on his ninth birthday to Mark Smith unbeknown to his 

parents. He “really wanted to be in some other family” (ibid 151, italics in original). 

Because he is the older and considered more intelligent of the twins, he is abducted 

and sent to Bangladesh by his father, who fears him turning too English and hopes he 

will “learn the old ways” (ibid 213) and become “a real Bengali, a proper Muslim” (ibid 

215). Ironically, even if he grows up in Bangladesh, he becomes more English than 

ever, turning into “a pukka Englishman, white suited, silly wig lawyer” (ibid 407). Upon 

his return to Britain he is a cold intellectual, an impassionate and strictly polite atheist 

who aids Marcus in his pursue of controllability and unification of Britishness 

represented by the project FutureMouse©. His aim, possibly, is to prevent occurrences 

of other people like him, torn between two cultures and forced to choose one of them. 

Magid, therefore, symbolises the tendency of migrants to assimilate fully with the new 

country despite the cost of losing the old identity and pursue the Englishness not unlike 

the Chalfens, who have taken the aim to become more English than the English to an 

extreme and, thus, make quite comic characters. 

Millat, on the other hand, takes it to the other extreme. He is not “academic” 

(ibid 135) and seems to “be little intimidated by Magid in that way” (ibid 135). He loves 

playing computer games, going out with friends, wearing “red-stripe Nike, Osh-Kosh 

Begosh and strange jumpers that had patterns on the inside and the out” (ibid 134) and 

pop and rock music, thereby acquiring a label “a-good-for-nothing” boy by his father 

(ibid 135). He feels he is looked down upon, because he is the younger of the twins. 

Samad having chosen Magid to be sent to Bangladesh makes Millat feel he is never 

going to be good enough, and, thus, not even trying to catch up with his brother. On the 

contrary, Millat decides to deny the culture of his father and becomes “a rudeboy, a 
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badman” (ibid 317) and everything his brother is not. He smokes, drinks, watches porn, 

has sex and many girls swooning over him. 

His actions are not only in defiance of his father, since it is not only him who 

feels and acts this way. He and his crew, Rajik, Ranil, Dipesh and Hifan, have all 

experienced racism or were denied their rights to belong. “But no one fucked with any 

of them any more because they looked like trouble. They looked like trouble in stereo” 

(ibid 232). The hostility of the host country towards the migrants can be counteracted 

by the migrants defying the dominant culture. In this case, the boys form the 

Raggastani, which are people “of Asian origin who speak with a Jamaican/Anglo 

African accent as they have abandoned their own cultural identity and so adopt 

black/African culture as their own“ (Urban Dictionary). They speak “a strange mix of 

Jamaican patois, Bengali, Gujarati and English” (White Teeth 231) and wear clothes 

displaying their philosophy and “everything Nike™“ (ibid 232). Millat’s feeling of being 

ostracized by the society is well documented in the following quote: 
 

He knew that he, Millat, was a Paki no matter where he came from; that he smelt 

of curry; had no sexual identity; took other people's jobs; or had no job and 

bummed off the state; or gave all the jobs to his relatives; that he could be a 

dentist or a shop-owner or a curry-shifter, but not a footballer or a film-maker; 

that he should go back to his own country; or stay here and earn his bloody 

keep; that he worshipped elephants and wore turbans; that no one who looked 

like Millat, or spoke like Millat, or felt like Millat, was ever on the news unless they 

had recently been murdered. (ibid 233-234)  
 

This illustrates the situation of the second generation migrants who still face the 

stereotypes, prejudices and racism of the dominant culture. Although they are British 

born, they still stick out and are denied the rights to, for instance, pursue their career as 

actors or athletes, and, consequently, become full and equal British citizens. Millat not 

only denies the culture of his parents, but also the culture of the host country, feeling 

comfort in neither of them, and turns to his peers and the Raggastani, who he believes 

are a satisfactory source of identification for him. Millat even joins the Bradford riots in 

1989, not because he knew Salman Rushdie or Satanic Verses, but because 
 

he knew he had no face in this country, no voice in the country, until the week 

before last when suddenly people like Millat were on every channel and every 

radio and every newspaper and they were angry, and Millat recognized the 

anger, thought it recognized him, and grabbed it with both hands (ibid 234). 
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Millat may not know what he is fighting for, but can well relate to the feeling of anger 

and despair that culminated in him and people like him throughout the century. He feels 

that this finally might be the time for immigrants to be seen and heard, to voice their 

fears and doubts to the indifferent – or seemingly indifferent – British society. Millat’s 

longing to belong somewhere leads him to joining KEVIN, Islamic fundamentalists. 

Another reason to join such a group is to take vengeance on Britain for all the 

experienced racism. Millat, though, has more reasons. He is a huge fan of hollywood 

films such as Rocky and Goodfellas and has always wanted to be a gangster. 

American culture represented in Hollywood films is, as well as the Raggastani culture, 

an important source of identification for Millat. In addition, although he may not be 

aware of it and would never admit it, he is influenced by his father and the story of 

Mangal Pande. By becoming a KEVIN member, he not only repeats the actions of 

Pande fighting the English, but also, unconsciously, tries to please his father. Millat is 

the opposite of his brother. He decides to foil the project FutureMouse©, symbolising 

the unification of Britishness. He represents the attitude of migrants who do not want to 

be merged with the British and lose their cultural identity and heritage in the process. 

Irie, the daughter of Archie and Clara, grows up in a completely different family 

environment from the twins. Similarly to Zadie Smith, her father is English and her 

mother Jamaican. Unlike the twins, she is not forced to choose between any of the 

cultures, since Archie is tolerant (and somehow even indifferent) and Clara, herself 

being married to a white person, does not feel entitled to preach. Still, she is 

disappointed and sad seeing “Irie’s bedroom shrine of green-eyed Hollywood idols to 

the gaggle of white friends who regularly trooped in and out of her bedroom” (ibid 328). 

Irie does not feel so much different from her peers until she reaches puberty. At the 

age fifteen, she grows bigger and curvaceous, unlike the English slender form. She 

wears “belly-reducing knickers and breast-reducing bra” (ibid 265) to conform to the 

social standard and suppresses her genes and body, which is “genetically designed 

with another country in mind, another climate” (ibid 266). She feels that “there was 

England, a gigantic mirror, and there was Irie, without reflection. A stranger in a 

stranger land.” (ibid 266). Once, she tries to recognize herself in the Dark Lady in 

Shakespearean Sonnet 127, but is disappointed by the teacher: “She's not black in the 

modern sense. There weren't any... well, Afro-Carri-bee-yans in England at that time, 

dear. That's more a modern phenomenon, as I'm sure you know. But this was the 

1600s” (ibid 271-272). 

Irie, visually not fitting in the white British standard, feels “all wrong” (ibid 268), 

“ugly [and] fat [and] with an afro” (ibid 284). She tries to have her hair straightened to 

achieve a more Western look and possibly get the attention of Millat, who is attracted to 
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white girls only. At the hair salon she encounters many black women like her willing to 

pay ridiculously large sums of money for straight hair. Despite enduring the painful 

process of hair straightening, Irie ends up almost bald and, thus, has fake hair 

extensions added. She feels pretty at first and hopes to bewitch Millat by her new look. 

Unfortunately, she does not reach him at home and meets two different reactions. 

Alsana compliments her: “You look like a newsreader. Very Nice” (ibid 283), whereas 

Neena and Maxine, a lesbian couple, disapproves: “The Afro was cool, man. It was 

wicked. It was yours” (ibid 285, italics in original). Realizing she is faking something she 

is not, she ends up “tearing out somebody else’s hair with her bare hands” (ibid 289). 

The second venture into Englishness happens with meeting the Chalfens. She 

is enchanted by the middle class, their intellectualism and good manners. “She just 

wanted to, well, kind of, merge with them. She wanted their Englishness. Their 

Chalfishness” (ibid 328). When meeting them “she was crossing borders, sneaking into 

England” (ibid 328). She does not succeed though, since she realizes she will never be 

on a par with them as Marcus does not find her intelligent enough for medicine, just for 

dentistry. 

Irie’s search for identity and belonging does not end here. Disappointed by the 

Chalfens, she goes home only to realize that her parents have never told her what to 

do, but also they have not told her anything about their family history at all. She has 

never heard the whole story about Clara’s heritage, Archie’s first wife or how her 

parents met. She decides to discover the whole truth about herself and her roots and 

seeks her grandmother. There she learns about the part of her identity she has never 

learnt to embrace: her Jamaican roots. She reads on Jamaican history, English 

colonialism and, finally, finds herself complete. Nevertheless, she envies other people’s 

‘normal’ lives. 
 

What a peaceful existence. What a joy their lives must be. They open a door and 

all they've got behind it is a bathroom or a lounge. Just neutral spaces. And not 

this endless maze of present rooms and past rooms and the things said in them 

years ago and everybody's old historical shit all over the place. They're not 

constantly making the same old mistakes. They're not always hearing the same 

old shit. Really, these people exist. I'm telling you. [...] They don't mind what their 

kids do in life as long as they're reasonably, you know, healthy. Happy. And 

every single fucking day is not this huge battle between who they are and who 

they should be, what they were and what they will be. Go on, ask them. And 

they'll tell you. No mosque. Maybe a little church. Hardly any sin. Plenty of 

forgiveness. No attics. No shit in attics. No skeletons in cupboards. No great-
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grandfathers. [...] And you know why they don't know? Because it doesn't fucking 

matter. As far as they're concerned, it's the past. This is what it's like in other 

families. They're not self-indulgent. They don't run around, relishing, relishing the 

fact that they are utterly dysfunctional. They don't spend their time trying to find 

ways to make their lives more complex. They just get on with it. Lucky bastards. 

Lucky motherfuckers. (ibid 515, emphasis in original) 
 

This quote summarizes perfectly the feelings of the in-between, hybrid, un-belonging 

individuals who are with each foot in a different country, culture and history, feeling 

fragmented, discontinued and displaced, longing for a solid ground or a safe harbour, 

yet rootles. The immigrants with their hopes and fears arrive in the host country with a 

dramatically different history, culture and tradition than their mother country. They have 

to face language barriers, hostile attitudes towards foreigners, racism, stereotypes and 

prejudices. Eventually they settle down, establish themselves and start families, thus 

becoming the first generation migrants. Their children, the second generation migrants, 

should have it easier than the parents. Nevertheless, even though the children have 

never experienced migration first hand, they feel – as the society lets them feel – they 

are different. Moreover, the parents often fear their children would turn too English, 

thus forgetting their original country and culture, leading them to constantly reminding 

the children of their roots and history. Consequently, the children feel lost, are under 

twofold pressure and, ironically, feel that they fail in successfully performing either of 

their identities. As shown on the case of Magid and Millat, they often choose one 

identity to perform. Irie, on the other hand, does not want to embrace one and deny the 

other culture. She strives for a synthesis of both, and feels it is a burden too heavy to 

bear. That is why she dreams of being a person unburdened by roots, history and 

heritage, having parents content only by their children being happy and healthy and, 

thus, gaining freedom. 

The perfect metaphor for multicultural identity and, at the same time, the 

culmination of the character’s search for identity, is Irie’s child. The baby’s father is 

unknown and no DNA test would identify him. It could be Magid with his perfect polite 

Englishness or it could also be Millat with his rebellious Bengali-American 

appropriation. Irie’s daughter definitely is of Jamaican and Bengali blood, and, since 

Irie and Joshua are together in the end, has a white Jewish father and lives with them 

in the neutral space of Jamaica. The baby is “free as Pinocchio, a puppet clipped of 

paternal strings” (ibid 541) and, thus, is the epitome of multicultural identity, a dream 

Irie could not achieve, but tries to make true for her daughter. The baby is a haphazard 

mix of beliefs, ethnicities, languages, cultures, religions, heritages and roots. Nobody 
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will ever tell her what she really is and what she has to do, since it will be the matter of 

her own free choice. Smith speaks through Irie’s character, when she envisions the 

future of multiculturalism as 
 

a time, a time not far from now, when roots won't matter any more because they 

can't because they mustn't because they're too long and they're too tortuous and 

they're just buried too damn deep. She looks forward to it. (ibid 527) 
 

White Teeth does not present solutions for the present or the future. It only provides an 

insight into contemporary British multicultural society and depicts its possible 

development. In this case, a society that multicultural so that everybody consists of 

multiple identities and that does not question who-what-where-why one is. Only time 

will tell if this prediction is right. 
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IV. CONCLUSION 
 

 

White Teeth is a well-thought multilayered novel with the prevalent umbrella theme of 

multiculturalism, covering many sub themes and motifs such as history, identity, the 

past, present and future, migrancy, citizenship, belonging, racism, religion, humanity 

and many more. 

 Multiculturalism is not only an officially existing paper-ink-based phenomenon, 

but a concept lived and experienced by a great many people. In White Teeth, 

multiculturalism is the product and the logical result of the British Empire, emerging 

after the dissolution of the Empire shortly after the Second World War, with its former 

colonies coming to its mother country to live and settle and, thus, de-colonising it and, 

at the same time, themselves by the process. 

Three prevalent concepts of multiculturalism in the novel are analysed. Firstly, 

multicultural London is presented. It was the heart of the Empire and, as Salman 

Rushdie notes, it still is its last colony. The British capital is the place for meeting, 

involving and entangling of the white, brown and black Londoners. It contains many 

various ethnicities, religions and languages, resulting in hybridisation of all of the before 

mentioned. The epitome of hybridity and the metaphor for London is O’Connell’s Pool 

House. Similarly to London, this place is multicultural and multi-ethnical. The interior is 

decorated with items originating from and referring to various parts of the world. The 

place is run by non-native British owners and frequented by diverse customers such as 

the Jamaican, Bengali and English. O’Connell’s manages to bring all these seemingly 

incompatible elements together and make it work. It is, as London is, not only the 

space where multiculturalism takes place, but it also takes part in the process of its 

development. 

Secondly, the development of multiculturalism as presented in the novel is 

looked into. Smith did an extensive and thorough research in the subject of history of 

the British Empire and its subsequent influence on the present. She weaves the facts 

and bits of information into the story so elegantly and eloquently that the reader does 

not even realize he/she is given a substantial lecture on history of British 

multiculturalism spanning from the nineteenth century till the end of the second 

millennium. Smith even managed to present the dystopian idea of the future of 

multiculturalism: unification, controllability and projecting of the British nation, 

symbolised by the project FutureMouse©. She laughs at the idea of wiping out the 
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centuries of history shared between the native and the non-native British and rejects 

this theory. 

Thirdly, multicultural identity is discussed. The main focus of the analysis is put 

on the second generation migrants: Magid, Millat and Irie, since their identity is rooted 

in the culture of their parents and, at the same time, of their new home country. The 

substantial difference between them and the first generation migrants or their peers 

with no immigrant past lies in their being rooted in both cultures at the same time, both 

having the same value and significance for them. Therefore, they have to negotiate 

their identity, and in its successful formulation they also formulate the identity of 

multicultural Britain. Smith presents her idea of an ideal multicultural identity here, 

implying that only time will allow for creating those. A multicultural identity, in her 

opinion, is not someone who chooses one identity only (as exemplified by Magid, who 

looks Bengali, but is English to the core, and Millat, a fundamental Islamist with an 

American fetish) or compromises between his/her multiple identities (such as Irie, who 

balances between her English and Jamaican heritage), because that is impossible and 

prone to fail. The ideal multicultural society lies somewhere in the future, where roots 

are not embraced or suppressed, but where they simply do not matter anymore. It is 

only in this society, where one does not truly know – or does not really care – who one 

is, where one came from and why one is here, that one acquires the freedom to be and 

live. 
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