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Tarkastelen téssd pro gradu -tutkielmassa kansallisidentiteetin, Kkulttuuri-identiteetin ja
englantilaisuuden rakentumista kirjailija Zadie Smithin esikoisromaanissa White Teeth (2000,
suom. Valkoiset hampaat). Teoksen kantavana ajatuksena voidaan katsoa olevan kasitys siita,
ettd traditionaaliset ymmarrykset kulttuurista, 'rodusta’ ja kansallisuudesta ovat muuttumassa
hybridisaation seurauksena. Tama patee myds englantilaisuuteen huolimatta siitd, ettd sen
merkityksid ovat rajoittaneet muun muassa imperialismin historia sek& ké&sitykset
englantilaisesta “itsestd” ja vieraasta “toisesta”.

Tutkimukseni  painottaa  hybridisyyden  merkitystd kaikilla eldman  osa-alueilla.
Hybridisyydelld viittaan eréénlaiseen kulttuurilliseen valitilaan, joka on seurausta erilaisista
transnationaalisista kohtaamisista. Kasitteen tdrkeys piilee sen potentiaalissa tuottaa uusia
kulttuurillisia merkityksid liittyen muun muassa identitettiin ja kansallisuuteen. T&man
periaatteen mukaisesti myo6s englantilaisuus osoittautuu White Teethissa muuttuvaksi,
kulttuurillisessa valitilassa olevaksi ilmidksi. Englanti ndyttaytyy siis teoksessa kuviteltuna
yhteisond, jota maarittaa erilaisuus ja hybridisyys kansallisen yhtendisyyden sijaan.

Tutkielmani kytkeytyy kulttuurintutkimuksen ja postkoloniaalisen teorian kenttdan. Tyon
teoriaosuudessa kéyn lapi kansakunnan, hybridisyyden ja englantilaisuuden késitteitd ndiden
teoreettisten suuntausten nakokulmasta ja kaytan hyvakseni erityisesti Stuart Hallin, Homi K.
Bhabhan ja Paul Gilroyn ajatuksia. Etenkin Bhabhan teoria kansakunnan kaksoisroolista seka
nationalistisen pedagogiikan historiallisena objektina ettd subjektina on tutkielmassani tarkea.
Bhabha kéyttdd termid “DissemiNation” kuvaamaan titd kaksoiskirjoitusta, jonka avulla
kansa lopulta omana subjektinaan kykenee tuottamaan uusia kansallisia ja kulttuurillisia
merkityksid nykyhetkessd. Tamén wvuoksi nationalistisissa representaatioissa on aina
potentiaali muutokseen.

Paikannan Zadie Smithin postkoloniaalisen kirjallisuuden kenttd&n. Voidaan sanoa, ettd
maahanmuuttajataustaiset englantilaiset kirjailijat osallistuvat teksteillddn edelld mainittujen
kulttuurillisten merkitysten uudelleen kirjoittamiseen ja samalla tuottavat uusia kasityksia
englantilaisuudesta. Lasken tydssani Smithin yhdeksi néisté kirjailijoista.

Asiasanat: Smith, Zadie, hybridisyys, kansallisidentiteetti, kulttuuri-identiteetti,
englantilaisuus, postkolonialismi
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1. Introduction

During the latter half of the twentieth century, the population of Britain went through a
significant transformation because of the rising number of immigrants. Migration from the
former British Empire and other parts of the world diversified the ethnic make-up of the
nation that had previously been for the most part white (Weedon 2004, 27). This era of
postcolonial migration started the formation of cultural diversity that made the notion of fixed
national identities seem problematic (Head 2002, 119). Because of this series of changes in
Britain, new multicultural representations were required.

As the question of cultural identity and national redefinition became increasingly relevant,
the novel became a productive medium for examining these emerging social issues. As Head
suggests, “[t]he novel has proved to be a fruitful site for investigating the hybridized cultural
forms that might be produced in an evolving [...] multicultural Britain.” (2002, 156)
Therefore, it is not surprising that within the tradition of British literature there has been a
considerable rise in the number of fiction written by authors with immigrant backgrounds —
this development has resulted in new definitions of the British writer. As a matter of fact,
several notable novels published in the recent decades have focused on issues of culture,
nationality, globalization and ethnicity (Bentley 2005, 1).

According to Bentley, as cultural theory started to focus on the question of identity in the
1990s, the novel became one of the sites where identity politics was negotiated (ibid. 8).
Some identity positions were examined in literature more often than others: the politics of
identity was in particular affected by the politics of difference (ibid. 9). Also during this
decade, the importance of postcolonial theory increased, which in turn provided new ways to
negotiate and interpret Britain's colonial history in relation to its contemporary multicultural

and 'racial’ make-up (ibid.). This lead to an interest in Black British writing as a particular



literary identity (ibid.). The instillation of this new literary category that consisted of people
whose backgrounds differed from ’traditional” white English authors can be seen as one of the
most notable characteristics of British writing during the 1990s (ibid.).

Literary depictions of the postcolonial immigrant experience in Britain initially began in
the 1950s with authors such as Sam Selvon and V.S. Naipaul. In particular, Selvon's novel The
Lonely Londoners (1956) skillfully portrayed the feelings of alienation and disillusionment
upon arrival to a supposedly hospitable mother country that in reality did not welcome its new
citizens with such openness (Head 2002, 165). After the first generation of postcolonial
fiction, there was a gradual shift towards writing that discussed the second-generation
immigrant experience in the country. In other words, it portrayed the descendants of first-
generation immigrants who had been born into the country. Authors such as Caryl Phillips,
Hanif Kureishi and Bernardine Evaristo can be seen as a part of this literary generation. Not
surprisingly, the occurring themes and attitudes in these works of fiction changed: the feelings
of displacement were often taken over by narratives of negotiating and asserting the
immigrant’s role in British history and the critique of the still stagnant nature of national
identities and Englishness (Head 2002, 170-171).

The London-born author Zadie Smith (born in 1975) can be located within this continuum
of postcolonial writing. Smith, who has an English father and a Jamaican mother, belongs to
the tradition of Black British writing that discusses cultural diversity and wishes to enlarge
perceptions of Englishness. To date, Smith's bibliography consists of three novels, namely
White Teeth (2000), The Autograph Man (2002) and On Beauty (2005), a collection of essays
called Changing My Mind: Occasional Essays (2009) and several other essays and short
stories that have appeared on various publications. Considering the fact that White Teeth was
Smith’s first novel, it garnered a remarkable amount of attention and was both a commercial

and a critical success. Based on these positive responses, | believe that it is safe to argue that



White Teeth responded to a certain zeitgeist in British society of the new millennium — this
can be seen as one of the main reasons why Smith is such a relevant figure in contemporary
British literature and why her works are worth studying. While obviously a work of fiction,
White Teeth is heavily grounded in actual events in English history, and the manner in which
the novel draws material from the history of immigration and colonialism makes it a vivid
social novel.

Smith has been compared to authors such as Hanif Kureishi and Salman Rushdie, both of
whom have explored questions of ‘race' and cultural hybridity in their works. In addition,
Smith's works can be likened to the writing of other Black British female authors such as
Monica Ali and Andrea Levy, whose respective novels Brick Lane (2003) and Small Island
(2004) discuss the issue of cultural diversity in Britain. In addition, it is possible to see
Smith's works as 'State of the Nation' novels, as it is customary for these pieces of fiction to
address social questions and political changes that take place withing the nation, in this case
England. Other authors that can be counted among this ‘literary movement' are, for example,
Kazuo Ishiguro, Julian Barnes with his novel England, England (1998) and E.M. Forster,
whose influence on Smith is evident in the multiple allusions she makes to his writing in her
novels.

The aim of this thesis is to examine Smith’s debut White Teeth and look at the manner in
which it constructs cultural hybridity, national identities and Englishness. | intend to argue
that the novel is based around the idea that traditional understandings of culture, 'race' and
nationality are changing in the face of hybridization. This even applies to the meaning of
Englishness, despite its strict ideological definitions and the somewhat stubborn refusal to

change with the times. Indeed, | will look at White Teeth as a representation® of late 20"

1 The term representation will be used in this thesis in the constructionist meaning defined by Stuart Hall.
According to Hall, representation involves “the use of language, of signs and images which stand for or
represent things.” (1997b, 15) In other words, it is “the production of meaning through language.” (ibid. 28)
Things do not have meaning in themselves: rather, “we construct meaning, using representational systems —



century English cultural diversity and hybridity, depicting a nation in the process of
“DissemiNation”, to use Homi K. Bhabha's terminology, where stagnant understandings of
culture and nationality are becoming trite.

The plot of White Teeth circles around three London-based families with different cultural
backgrounds, and it discusses the often troublesome but always interesting consequences that
take place when these different cultures — English, Jamaican and Bengali — collide and merge
with each other. The Jones family consists of the white Englishman Archie, his Jamaican wife
Clara and their daughter Irie, while Samad and Alsana Igbal are first-generation immigrants
from Bangladesh, who have twin-sons Magid and Millat born in England. The Chalfens, on
the other hand, are a white, intellectual middle-class family, who seemingly appear as the
epitome of Englishness. However, in the course of the novel it becomes known that the
family's roots originate, in fact, from Poland — even this family is revealed to have an
immigrant background. The storylines in White Teeth are largely kept together by the
friendship between Archie and Samad, who get to know each other while serving in the same
battalion in the Second World War. Using the aforementioned characters and their long family
sagas, Smith weaves a complex network of relationships and histories spanning from the
Indian Mutiny of 1857 to London of the 1990s.

The title of this thesis, Englishness Revisited: The Construction of Hybrid National
Identities in Zadie Smith’s White Teeth, refers to the fact that Englishness is by no means a
new concept of study — rather, it has been explored to a large degree. Yet, |1 would like to

claim that authors such as Smith are able to bring a fresh voice to discussions regarding

concepts and signs.” (ibid. 25, original emphasis) This can be seen as an explanation for the fact that black
and other minority cultures in Britain have historically been regarded as inferior to the white mainstream
culture: certain “regimes of representation [are] adopted and ‘normalized’ by institutions such as the media”,
and these stereotyped discourses subsequently come to represent the black experience (Procter 2004, 125—
126). However, it is important to note that since no objects have final meanings in themselves, the discourses
that are 'normalized’ also entail the possibility of change; as Hall says, “meaning can never be finally fixed.”
(19974, 270, original emphasis) In addition, Procter points out that the understanding of what representation
entails has shifted over the years in regard to fiction: its relation to the outside world was at one point viewed
as “mimetic”, that is, something that reflects reality (2006, 103). However, this has changed instead “to a
recognition that representation plays a formative, constitutive role.” (ibid.)



Englishness and national identification, and as a result these concepts are somehow made
anew and remain fruitful sources of study. Also, Smith’s works have certainly been mentioned
in several articles discussing contemporary British literature and cultural hybridization — in
fact, she has become a token example of sorts in these types of explorations. However, she is
not necessarily always discussed in depth but rather in passing, so | believe that there is still
plenty for me to deliberate. It should also be noted that one Pro Gradu thesis published in the
University of Tampere has been written that discusses Smith, that is, “English Born and Bred,
Almost”: Rewriting Ethnicity, Nationhood and Cultural Identity in Hanif Kureishi’s Buddha
of Suburbia and Zadie Smith’s White Teeth (2002) by Marika Sykko. However, this thesis
differs from mine, as it concentrates on both Kureishi and Smith, adeptly comparing them,
while my attention is solely on Smith. In addition, my main focus is to negotiate the concept
of hybridity which is not explored in Sykko’s work.

Finally, before moving on to explore the theoretical background behind this thesis, it might
be interesting to note that all of Smith's works are a good example of what Head refers to as
“post-nationalism”, that is, a position “built on reappraised symbols and traditions that
implicitly acknowledges the mongrelized nature of most British identities.” (2002, 118)
Indeed, all of Smith's novels in their distinct ways discuss the hybridization of culture, 'race’
and nationality. However, as mentioned, my focus will be on White Teeth where hybridization
is certainly depicted as the rule rather than the exception, but this development is not yet
something that is willingly accepted by all. The characters in the novel are getting there,
though — the future may, in fact, be dominated by the acceptance and preference for the logic

of hybridity.



2. Theoretical Framework: (Re)defining National Belonging

The theoretical framework of this study consists of two areas, namely cultural studies and
postcolonial theory. It can be said that the question of identity is among the most debated
topics in both of these theoretical approaches — it also plays a notable role in this thesis.
According to the acclaimed cultural theorist Stuart Hall, until recent times it was customary to
examine identity as stable and unchanging (1996a, 339). It has often been understood as
something that stays the same regardless of the changes that take place around us — according
to this logic, identity provides a safety net in a world that continues to change (ibid.).
However, more recent theories about identity have turned towards the notion of the
fragmented and de-centered subject (ibid. 340-341)% These theories accept, as Hall argues,
that

identities are never unified and, in late modern times, increasingly fragmented and

fractured; never singular but multiply constructed across different, often intersecting

and antagonistic, discourses, practices and positions. They are subject to a radical

historicization, and are constantly in the process of change and transformation.

(1996b, 4)
The interplay between these contrasting ideas concerning identity informs the manner in
which I will be discussing cultural and national identity in this thesis.

In the following subsections, I will be introducing concepts and terminology that I will use
in my analysis of White Teeth. Firstly, in section 2.1., | will explore the formulation of
national identity and the nation and discuss how these concepts are constructed in nationalist
discourses as naturally occurring and as being based on similarity rather than difference,
although in reality a nation's imagined unity can never fully be realized. Secondly, in section

2.2., I will examine hybridity, a concept that further deconstructs the ideal of distinctly

separate cultures and nationalities. Thirdly and finally, in section 2.3., I shall move on to

2 There are obviously several theories regarding identity, which are too complex to explore further here. The
issue is discussed in greater detail, for instance, in Hall's article “Ethnicity: Identity and Difference” (1996)
and in the collection of articles edited by him and Paul du Gay called Questions of Cultural Identity (1996).



discuss the aforementioned issues in the context of Englishness. | should note here that
several studies have been made about the formulation of English national identity, but for the
purpose of this thesis, it is not necessary to map out its entire history. Instead, | will be
focusing on the construction of Englishness in relation to difference and 'otherness', in
addition to the way in which it has been informed by immigration and Britain's (post)colonial

configurations.

2.1. The Birth of National Identities

The term cultural identity refers to the parts of our identities that trace from belonging to
particular ethnic, 'racial’, linguistic and religious groups, in addition to national cultures (Hall
1992, 274). Similarly to the aforementioned debates concerning identity, there are at least two
distinct ways to regard cultural identity. According to Hall, cultural identity can be looked at
in terms of 'oneness’; in other words, it then reflects ”the common historical experiences and
shared cultural codes which provide us, as 'one people', with stable, unchanging and
continuous frames of reference and meaning” (1990, 223). However, the second position
examines cultural identity in rather different terms. As Hall notes, it is important to pay notice
to the differences within groups in addition to the similarities:
We cannot speak for very long, with any exactness, about 'one experience, one
identity', without acknowledging its other side — the ruptures and discontinuities [...].
Cultural identity, in this second sense, is a matter of '‘becoming’ as well as of 'being'. It
belongs to the future as much as to the past. It is not something which already exists,
transcending place, time, history and culture. Cultural identities come from
somewhere, have histories. But, like everything which is historical, they undergo
constant transformation. Far from being eternally fixed in some essentialised past,
they are subject to the continuous 'play’ of history, culture and power. (ibid. 225)

While more recent theories on cultural identity seem to have adopted the latter stance, that is,

cultural identity as a non-static historical and cultural process, it can be argued that national



identities in particular have often been regarded as something essential and unchanging.

The concept of national identity plays a crucial part in the formation of cultural identity. In
fact, the national culture into which one is born is one of the primary sources of one's cultural
identity (Hall 1992, 291). People often define and describe themselves based on their
nationality: they refer to themselves, for instance, as English, Welsh or Jamaican (ibid.). In
Anthony D. Smith's opinion,

[o]f all the collective identities in which human beings share today, national identity is
perhaps the most fundamental and inclusive. Not only has nationalism, the ideological
movement, penetrated every corner of the globe; the world is divided, first and
foremost, into 'nation-states' — states claiming to be nations — and national identity
everywhere underpins the recurrent drive for popular sovereignty and democracy, as
well as the exclusive tyranny that it sometimes breeds. Other types of collective
identity — class, gender, race, religion — may overlap or combine with national identity
but they rarely succeed in undermining its hold, though they may influence its
direction. (1991, 143, original emphasis)
Before | move on to discuss the formation of national identities any further, it might be
beneficial to offer a definition of the term nation, especially since it is a term to which | will
often refer in this thesis. A nation, according to Anthony D. Smith, “is a named community of
history and culture, possessing a unified territory, economy, mass education system and
common legal rights.” (1996, 107) The nation stands for “bonds of solidarity among members
of communities united by shared memories, myths and traditions that may or may not find
expression in states of their own but are entirely different from the purely legal and
bureaucratic ties of the state.” (A. D. Smith 1991, 15)

However, rather than looking at a nation as a political organization, the ideas presented in
this thesis are built around the concept of a nation as an abstraction or a construct. For
instance, John McLeod points out that nations are not natural phenomena, despite the fact that
they have been constructed to appear as such (2000, 68). In fact, nations can be likened to

buildings in the sense that they too are designed by people and built on specific foundations —

and more importantly, both buildings and nations can quite easily rise and fall (ibid.). In other



words, nations must be seen as “fabrications” (ibid.) or ideas, in spite of the fact that they
have become the most important expressions of political and social organization in modern
times. While I will not be dealing with this idea as such in my analysis of White Teeth, it is
still an important notion to acknowledge in the context of this thesis. After all, it points to the
fact that a nation is not by any means a natural formulation: it is always an artificial construct
and thus has the potential for change.

The idea of a nation as an imaginary construct stems from the political scientist Benedict
Anderson and his highly influential study Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin
and Spread of Nationalism (originally published in 1983). In this study, Anderson makes the
case that nations are imagined political communities due to the fact that most members of
each nation will never get to know each other, and yet the nation is seen as a profound
comradeship of its members (2006, 6-7). To briefly summarize Anderson's long and complex
argument, this development was made possible by the emergence of print-capitalism and the
subsequent rise of newspapers and novels that were published in the vernacular rather than
script languages such as Latin (ibid. 37—44). The national representations offered by the
media were now accessible to a larger number of people. This in turn resulted in a linguistic
collective that made it easier for people to understand each other and consequently enabled
them to form a sense of an imagined communality (ibid. 44). Despite the criticism® that
Anderson’s theory has received, it is still highly eminent and has influenced many other
theorists in the field.

In a similar vein, Stuart Hall argues that nations are symbolic communities, and national
identity is formed discursively (1992, 292). Correspondingly to the construction of a nation,
national identities are not inherent and naturally occurring. Conversely, they “are formed and

transformed within and in relation to representation.” (ibid., original emphasis) For instance,

3 It has been, for instance, claimed that Anderson overemphasizes the actual unity of the nation and the vigour
of nationalist sentiments and ignores the differences within nations (Barker 2003, 254).
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one only knows the meaning of Englishness as a result of the manner in which it has been
represented as a set of particular meanings related to the English national culture (ibid.). It can
be claimed that a nation produces meaning — that is to say, in addition to its status as a
political entity, it is “a system of cultural representation. People are not only legal citizens of a
nation; they participate in the idea of the nation as represented in its national culture.” (ibid.,
original emphasis)

Robins points out that a nation prefers to look at itself in terms of cohesion and singularity:
it is represented as “a single cultural and political body.” (2001, 486) However, this is an
idealized image of the nation that in reality cannot be lived up to (ibid.). Correspondingly,
Nyman emphasizes the importance of inclusion and exclusion in the formation of national
identities. In Nyman's opinion, the “utopian narrative of alleged community is only possible
because of the emergence of different internal Others whose unwanted presence is toned
down by writing them off as external perils to an imagined nation.” (2000, 193)

Another notable scholar when it comes to the idea of national belonging is Homi K.
Bhabha. He argues in the introduction to the collection Nation and Narration (1990) that a
nation is, in fact, “[a]n idea whose cultural compulsion lies in the impossible unity of the
nation as a symbolic force.” (1990, 1) He adds that in the so-called “foundational fictions” of
a nation, the discourse of nationality is unable to give its object definite meanings — instead,
“the origins of national traditions turn out to be as much acts of affiliation and establishment
as they are moments of disavowal, displacement, exclusion, and cultural contestation.” (ibid.
5) In Nyman's understanding of Bhabha, this means that “the narratives of nation show a
nation seeking unity but always lacking” (2005, 33). This then leads to Hall's ideas regarding
the narrative of a nation.

Hall argues that the discourse of the nation is told in some very specific ways, which then

leads to the formation of national identity (1992, 293). Perhaps most importantly, national
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identities are constructed by “the narrative of the nation”, as it is recounted in, for instance,
national histories, media, literature and popular culture (ibid., original emphasis). As Hall
notes, these narratives
provide a set of stories, images, landscapes, scenarios, historical events, national
symbols and rituals which stand for, or represent, the shared experiences, sorrows, and
triumphs and disasters which give meaning to the nation. As members of such an
‘imagined community’, we see ourselves in our mind’s eye sharing in this narrative. It
lends significance and importance to our humdrum existence, connecting our everyday
lives with a national destiny that preexisted us and will outlive us. (ibid., original
emphasis)
Hall also emphasizes the importance of shared “origins, continuity, tradition and
timelessness”, as national identities are often portrayed as innate and primordial (ibid. 294,
original emphasis). This notion implies that while the times may change, there is something
fundamental about one’s national identity which makes it so that it does not fluctuate despite
the alterations in history (ibid.). In other words, the sentiment of national belonging is
considered to already be there when one is born and to remain fixed and stagnant throughout
one’s existence. | will argue later on that this is the manner in which the character of Samad
Igbal tries to see the nature of national identities in White Teeth. Moreover, Hall notes that
national identities are often built on the notion of “a pure, original people or ‘folk’.” (ibid.
295, original emphasis)

These narratives of national culture have a crucial role to play, as they participate in the
process of building imagined and symbolic communities through the act of representation
(Nyman 2005, 32). In addition, McLeod points out that the narratives of national history make
only one particular version of history worth studying, despite the fact that there obviously are
alternative versions to this specific discourse (2000, 70). This issue will become visible in the
context of White Teeth, for instance, in the depictions of the Second World War and the Indian

Mutiny.

In his highly influential study The Location of Culture (1994), Bhabha discusses the
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concept he refers to as “DissemiNation”. Using this term, Bhabha attempts to show that,
despite the national narratives whose purpose is to implant a sense of uniformity into a nation
and its people, these discourses will never be truly successful, since nationalist representations
are in reality fragile and ambiguous. According to Bhabha, “DissemiNation” is a type of “a
double narrative movement” in which the people of a nation emerge in two distinct ways,
namely “the pedagogical” and “the performative” (1994, 208—209). On one hand, the people
are “the historical ‘objects’ of a nationalist pedagogy” (ibid. 208). In McLeod's words, “they
are the body which nationalism constructs and upon which it acts.” (2000, 118) Therefore, the
pedagogical discourse of nationalism can be seen to resemble Hall’s ideas about the narrative
of a nation. As McLeod puts it, the pedagogical emphasizes a specific point of origin for the
people of a nation and maintains a sense of unbroken history (ibid.). It also builds an idea of
national coherence and unity (ibid. 119).

On the other hand, Bhabha notes that nationalist representations are simultaneously
performative. This means that the people of a nation “are also the ‘subjects’ of a process of
signification that must erase any prior or originary presence of the nation-people to
demonstrate the prodigious, living principles of the people as contemporaneity” (1994, 208).
That is to say, the performative discourse is something that is lived and repeated in everyday
lives. In McLeod’s interpretation, this means that the nation’s people actively participates in
the reproduction of national signs and discourses (2000, 118). It therefore follows that
national representations can never truly be fixed into a particular format: conversely, they are
continuously shaped and reshaped in everyday practices. As Bhabha writes,

[i]n the production of the nation as narration there is a split between the continuist,
accumulative temporality of the pedagogical, and the repetitious, recursive strategy of
the performative. It is through this process of splitting that the conceptual ambivalence
of modern society becomes the site of writing the nation. (1994, 209, original
emphasis)

Thus, national narratives are formed in the interaction between the pedagogical and the
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performative, and due to the performative aspect of this duality, the ideal of a people as a true
nationalist object cannot be actualized. The interplay between these two concepts is highly
evident when one examines White Teeth, as it will become evident in the following sections.

As McLeod argues, it is in the performative discourse of the nation where the possibility of
change lies: it enables the citizens who are located in the margins of a nation, for instance
migrants, women and people of a ‘different’ ethnicity, to interfere in the signifying process
and denounce the representations that the dominant nationalist discourses wish to standardize
(2000, 119). Migrant communities insert themselves in the nationalist narrative and
consequently take part in its constant rearticulation (Scott 2008, 209). At least a part of this
rewriting can come to pass with the help of narrative fiction (ibid.) with authors such as Zadie
Smith, Hanif Kureishi and Monica Ali.

As already mentioned, a nation cannot be viewed simply as an essential, homogenous unit
that is in opposition to other nations. Rather, “[w]e are confronted with the nation split within
itself, articulating the heterogeneity of its population.” (Bhabha 1994, 212) 1 would like to
claim that this is one of the most important points Smith tries to make with White Teeth. It is
only through this manner of looking at national narratives that it becomes possible to
transform the previously stagnant ideas of nationality and culture into a more diverse direction
towards, in the words of Stuart Hall, ‘becoming’ rather than ‘being’. This then leads to the

notion of hybridity, which I will be discussing next.

2.2. Hybridity: Deconstructing National Unity

Despite the narratives of national unity that were discussed in the previous section, modern

nations are in reality defined by cultural diversity. As Hall points out, each modern nation is a

cultural hybrid (1992, 297). This development of cultural intermixing has intensified due to,
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for instance, mass population movement and settlement in the aftermath of colonialism,
electronic communication networks and the process of globalization (Barker 2003, 255). As
Hall puts it, globalization entails the notion of moving away from enclosed national
boundaries and thus results in new cultural connections in different temporal and spatial
combinations (1992, 299). However, culturally homogenous societies are not a new
phenomenon. In fact, for centuries, migration and mass movement have been the rule rather
than the exception: people have moved for many reasons, such as ecological, economical and
political causes, colonization, labour, war and natural disasters (Hall 2000, 212). However,
since the Second World War, the question of multiculturalism has become highly prominent,
and it has taken a central role in political debates after the dismantling of old European
imperial systems brought new attention to it (ibid.).

It can be claimed that even though the term multiculturalism is universally used, its
meaning has never truly been stabilized. In Hall's opinion, it is helpful to make a distinction
between the meanings of multicultural and multiculturalism (ibid. 209). Multicultural is used
adjectivally here, referring to “the social characteristics and problems of governance posed by
any society in which different cultural communities live together and attempt to build a
common life while retaining something of their 'original' identity.” (ibid.) Multiculturalism, on
the other hand, is a substantive which refers to “the strategies and policies adopted to govern
or manage the problems of diversity and multiplicity which multi-cultural societies throw up.”
(ibid.) The problem with multiculturalism is that the '-ism' tends to reduce it to a single
ideological and political doctrine, despite the fact that it does not describe one political
strategy or a state of affairs that has already been achieved (ibid. 210). In fact, the term
“describes a variety of political strategies and processes which are everywhere incomplete.”
(ibid.) In other words, multiculturalism is a widely contested term in cultural theory. In

addition to these definitional problems associated with the term, it can be said that since
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cultural diversity is an undeniable part of all societies, it has become increasingly difficult to
draw a line between the distinct cultures that the meaning of the term seems to imply. Rather,
| would like to argue that it is actually more beneficial to talk about the hybridization of
cultures, an idea which is at the heart of the works of Zadie Smith. Indeed, hybridity is
perhaps the most important concept in this thesis, so | will now move on to explore its
meanings and definitions at length.

The term hybridity has recently acquired a notable status in both common-sense and
academic conversations, and it has become a key concept in both cultural studies and
postcolonial theory (Coombes & Brah 2000, 1). Hybridity has been deployed to refer to a
myriad of things that in some way result from cultural exchange and mixing: for example,
new formations of identity, language, music and even technological innovation (Kalra, Kaur
& Hutnyk 2005, 70-71). It references “the creation of new transcultural rather than
multicultural [...] forms” (Wisker 2006, 189). In general, hybridity can be used to describe
“new mixes of linguistic, cultural, political and racial beliefs and forms.” (ibid. 190)
According to Coombes and Brah, the genealogy of the term originates from natural sciences,
in particular botany and zoology (2000, 3). In this context, it denoted “the outcome of a cross
between two separate species of plant or animal.” (ibid.) In a similar fashion, Wisker notes
that the term was used to refer to “the cross-breeding of two species by grafting or cross-
pollination to form a third, "hybrid’ species.” (2006, 189)

As the study of the natural world developed further in the eighteenth century, the meaning
of hybridity was expanded to include people (Coombes & Brah 2000, 3). It was then invoked
as an attribute related to 'racial impurity' as a result of colonial contact (Wisker 2006, 190). As
Papastergiadis puts it, the history of the term is very much defined by the discourse of
scientific racism in the nineteenth century, and “it served primarily as a metaphor for the

negative consequences of racial encounters.” (2000, 169) The on-going debates surrounding
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'the origins of mankind' had notably been concerned with the notion of 'racial' purity, and
hybridity served as a threat to these ideals of social order (ibid. 172). In fact, it can be stated
that “[t]he presence of the hybrid was the persistent thorn in the side of the white ideologies of
domination and purity”, since the existence of an identity that is not strictly this or that
threatened the understanding of identities as stable and fixed (ibid.). Even though times have
changed, the idea of hybridization can still conjure up some concerns in nationalist debates, as
it challenges or even threatens the notions of the national and the 'homeland’ (Kalra et al.
2005, 87).

Some critics have claimed that hybridity is a term that should be used carefully due to its
problematic past. However, Papastergiadis questions this idea, maintaining that it is possible
to transform a previously negative term into a positive one. He ponders, if we should “use
only words with a pure and inoffensive history, or should we challenge essentialist models of
identity by taking on, and then subverting, their own vocabulary” (2000, 169). I would argue
that in the genealogy of hybridity the latter development has taken place. In addition to the
questions concerned with its difficult past, the concept of hybridity has been criticized for
implying that it is a result of a meeting of completely disparate cultural areas when in reality it
1s necessary to remember that “hybridization is the mixing of that which is already a hybrid.”
(Barker 2003, 258)

Nonetheless, keeping in mind the criticisms above, hybridity has been established as a
highly productive and helpful term in the depiction of contemporary cultural conditions.
Papastergiadis is able to put into words the reason why it is such a useful term when he aptly
points out that

[t]he positive feature of hybridity is that it invariably acknowledges that identity is
constructed through a negotiation of difference, and that the presence of fissures, gaps
and contradictions is not necessarily a sign of failure. In its most radical form, the
concept also stresses that identity is not the combination, accumulation, fusion or

synthesis of various components, but an energy field of different voices. Hybridity is
not confined to a cataloguing of difference. Its 'unity' is not found in the sum of its
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parts [...]. Hybridity is both the assemblage that occurs whenever two or more
elements meet, and initiation of a process of change. (2000, 170)

In fact, | would argue that the term has made it possible to detect and discuss the development
of new cultural forms that are not sufficiently described by the term multicultural. Hall states
that hybridity can actually be seen as “a powerful creative source”, as it creates fresh cultural
forms that are more suitable for current times than the stagnant national configurations of the
past (1992, 310-311). The term can also be applied to what Bhabha called the performative
understanding of nationality, since hybridity encompasses the idea of nationality and culture
as performative — that is, something which is lived and transformed in quotidian lives.

McLeod points out that hybridity has proved to be a very important concept for people
with diasporic backgrounds (2000, 219). Diaspora can be seen “as a dispersed network of
ethnically and culturally related peoples.” (Barker 2003, 255) It is characterized by a strong
sense of communality and collectivity, and it entails “living in one country but looking across
time and space to another.” (McLeod 2000, 207) According to Gilroy, it is “an outer-national
term which contributes to the analysis of intercultural and transcultural processes and forms.”
(2001, 123) Gilroy also states that diaspora offers a refreshing alternative to categorization
based on ‘'race’, nation and culture, as it “problematizes the cultural and historical mechanics
of belonging.” (ibid.)

It is important to note that diaspora and migration are not synonymous. For instance, a
person born to immigrant parents in Britain may automatically receive a British passport, but
he/she will still be influenced by the immigrant history of his/her parents (McLeod 2000,
207). Also, according to Brah, diasporic identifications are not only experienced by migrants
and their descendants, but the diaspora space is inhabited “equally by those who are
constructed and represented as indigenous.” (1996, 181) She adds that the idea of diaspora
“places the discourse of 'home' and 'dispersion' in creative tension, inscribing a homing desire

while simultaneously critiquing discourses of fixed origins.” (ibid. 192-193, original
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emphasis) In other words, the discourses of diaspora and hybridity make it easier to regard
identities as something that emerge from various sources: they are a “way of thinking beyond
exclusionary, fixed, binary notions of identity based on ideas of rootedness and cultural, racial
and national purity.” (McLeod 2000, 219)

Bhabha is another scholar who is often cited in discussions regarding hybridity. He sees
hybridity as a type of a “Third Space”, as quoted here in an interview conducted by Jonathan
Rutherford:

But for me the importance of hybridity is not to be able to trace two original moments
from which the third emerges, rather hybridity to me is the ‘third space’ which enables
other positions to emerge. This third space displaces the histories that constitute it, and

sets up new structures of authority, new political initiatives, which are inadequately
understood through received wisdom. (Rutherford 1990, 211)

For Bhabha, then, hybridity is a position that is inherently unessential. It is a site of cultural
production that ensures “that the meaning and symbols of culture have no primordial unity or
fixity; that even the same signs can be appropriated, translated, rehistoricized and read anew.”

(Bhabha 1994, 55)
Bhabha also points out that

we should remember that it is the ‘inter’ — the cutting edge of translation and
negotiation, the inbetween space — that carries the burden of the meaning of culture. It
makes it possible to begin envisaging national, anti-nationalist histories of the
‘people’. And by exploring this Third Space, we may elude the politics of polarity and
emerge as the others of ourselves. (ibid. 56, original emphasis)

That is to say, hybridity is an in-between space where new meanings are negotiated into
culture and the potential for new ideas regarding identity, nationality and cultural value
emerges (ibid. 2). In addition, this in-between space offers a possibility of change in the
hierarchy of cultural meanings, since “[t]his interstitial passage between fixed identifications
opens up the possibility of a cultural hybridity that entertains difference without an assumed
or imposed hierarchy” (ibid. 5). As noted in the previous section, Bhabha sees each nation as

being in the process of “DissemiNation.” Cultural meanings and identities can never be seen
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as unified or fixed, but rather they are the result of cultural negotiation that takes place in the

Third Space.

Paul Gilroy, on the other hand, takes the idea of the blurring of cultural, national and ethnic
boundaries that hybridity entails even further in his study Against Race: Imagining the
Political Culture beyond the Color Line (2001). In this work, he argues the case for what he
calls “planetary humanism”. According to Gilroy, the discourse of 'race” still dominates the
current understanding of the world, and the aim of his study is to put into words “[t]he
political will to liberate humankind from race-thinking” (2001, 12). In Gilroy's opinion, there
has been a recent development towards “the crisis of raciology”, which in turn provides an
opportunity to move away from the boundaries of 'race’ and ethnicity and towards planetary
humanism (ibid. 14-15). Gilroy notes that the motion towards planetary humanism entails the
need to address and dismantle “camp mentalities” that are based on national, 'racial' and
ethnic difference (ibid. 82-83). He believes that these national and ethnic camps, in fact, halt
cultural development, as they rely on the repetition of the past rather than the constant
rearticulation of culture (ibid. 84).

In spite of the fact that Gilroy's theory is somewhat open to criticism®, the concept of
planetary humanism is worth mentioning alongside discussions of hybridity. After all, they
seem to have a lot in common, most importantly the aim to move away from strict categories
of 'race’ and nationality, both of which are at odds with the make-up of contemporary

societies. The logic of planetary humanism can easily be applied to illuminate White Teeth.

4 In his works, Gilroy uses the word 'race' as a political category and recognizes the fact that 'racial' differences
between individuals are not based on an objective, biological foundation (1987, 38; 1996, 353). Conversely,
'race' is a social and a political construct which requires constant ideological work to maintain the forms of
'racialization' that are evident in societies (Gilroy 1987, 38). Hall agrees with these sentiments when he notes
that while the genetic level of 'race' has not been established, different 'races' can be read in notable visual
signifiers such as skin-colour (2000, 222). Similarly, I will be using the term ‘race' in this thesis with the
acknowledgment that it is a constructed political category rather than a biological one.

5 It could be said that Gilroy's arguments have a highly utopian character, something which he is even willing
to admit himself (2001, 7). For instance, it seems unlikely that thinking based on encamped national cultures
and 'race' could be completely eradicated in the manner Gilroy hopes, despite the undeniable rise in hybrid
identifications. Also, Gilroy seems to regard his plea for planetary humanism as a political project, even
though he does not offer any concrete solutions.
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After all, Gilroy and Smith similarly envision worlds in which strict manners of
differentiation become outmoded, and as Head aptly notes, they share a search for the
“transcendence of the category 'race” and liberation from thinking based on strict, encamped
national cultures (2002, 187). It should be added that this new form of humanism is only
made possible by the postcolonial immigrant experience (ibid.). As | have now discussed the
formation of national identities and the hybrid configurations that challenge the notions of
pure nationalities or cultures, it is time to move on to discuss these issues in relation to a

specific context, namely England.

2.3. The Formation of Englishness in Culturally Diverse and Postcolonial Spaces

As Nyman points out, the construction of Englishness is a complicated matter on many levels,
one of them being the difficult relationship between the terms Englishness and Britishness
(2000, 26-27). Kumar argues that the slippage between these two terms is a notable
characteristic in the construction of Englishness: while the English sometimes use
Englishness and Britishness interchangeably, the non-English members of Britain are not
likely to make this mistake (2001, 41). This is because they are often too aware of “the lordly
English habit of subsuming British under English”, which acts as a constant marker of the
hegemony England has over the British Isles (ibid.). Indeed, it can be noted that England
often comes to represent entire Britain; it can act as a synecdoche of the British Isles.

In Kumar's view, it is not that the English are unaware of the other inhabitants in the
United Kingdom; they know very well that the British Isles consists of Wales, Scotland and
Northern Ireland, in addition to England (ibid.). Despite this, the general rule in the
construction of Englishness is the tendency “to see all the major events and achievements of

national life as English. Other ethnic groups are brought on in minor or supporting roles.”
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(ibid. 41-42) Hall, on the other hand, suggests that there have always been various ways of
“being British”, although the hegemony of Englishness has attempted to mask the cultural and
material differences between the different parts of the United Kingdom (2000, 229). As
Morley and Robins point out, the key issue here is about cultural power — that is, “who has
command over the cultural, educational, and political resources that will determine how the
meaning of these terms is to be understood.” (2001, 6)

In this thesis, I will be focusing on the meaning of Englishness due to reasoning that
resembles Nyman's in his study Under English Eyes: Constructions of Europe in Early
Twentieth-Century British Fiction (2000). Nyman suggests that the use of the term
Englishness is beneficial for his work because “it is able to explore the dominant form of
national identity constructed around institutions defined as English in discourses constructing
the nation as an imagined community.” (2000, 27) Also, while the connotations of
Englishness often marginalize other inhabitants of the United Kingdom, Britishness is also a
problematic term. After all, it assumes a shared identity for different nationalities, such as the
Irish, Welsh, Scottish and English. In addition to these arguments, it could be noted that I am
working with the traditional, ideological meanings that Englishness connotes. Also, White
Teeth takes place in London, which means that the object of my analysis is contained within
the geographical space of England. Therefore, | have chosen to use the word Englishness in
this thesis.

According to Nyman, Englishness has gained a variety of meanings in different times in
history, but he names the period of 1880-1920 as the most crucial in the development of
English national identity (2000, 27). Various historians and sociologists have argued that
during this time the character of modern Englishness was defined (ibid.). This was a result of
several different occurrences, such as economic crises, urban degeneration, racism and

imperialism, in addition to other political and cultural changes (ibid. 27-28). The
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development of formal education lead to the inclusion of English studies and History in the
curricula of schools and universities, which in turn shaped the way in which Englishness and
English history were regarded (ibid. 29-30). Also, during this era, the importance of English
literature became heightened: it came “to function as the backbone of the nation and [became]
a superior subject that promotes both moral development and reproduces imaginings of
nationhood.” (ibid. 30) Literature started to promote idealized images of England as rural and
pastoral as opposed to urban spaces that were thought to degenerate these traditionally
English concepts (ibid.). Nyman adds that in addition to the ideal of England populated by an
English 'race’, the narrative of Englishness was formed around another notable imagining,
namely that of England as the leader of the empire (ibid. 33).

Several critics have argued that the English national identity has been affected by the
history of the British Empire, and English culture can therefore be seen as a product of its
imperial pursuits (e.g. Gikandi 1996, C. Hall 2001, Nyman 2005). After all, imperialism
provided the English with encounters with cultural ‘others’, against which, as mentioned
earlier, national identities are formed. Also, the stories about the 'great British Empire' created
nearly mythical narratives of a strong imperial nation. As a matter of fact, colonialism played
a major role even in the parts of Britain that were not imperial in a conventional sense,
meaning cities that did not, for instance, depend on raw materials from the colonies or slavery
(C. Hall 2001, 29). Still, newspapers regularly reported on the happenings in the empire,
making strict divisions between the colonizers and the colonized (ibid. 28 & 30). Using
Birmingham as an example of a city that was not conventionally imperial, Catherine Hall
argues that “Birmingham newspaper readers could enter the imagined community of nation
and empire as well as that of the town as they read their morning papers, both local and
national, read of strange doings elsewhere, and reflected on their different and not so different

daily lives.” (ibid. 31)
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In addition, novels about the empire were written, which, as argued by Edward Said in his
classic study Culture and Imperialism (1993), played a major part in forming and reinforcing
imperial attitudes. As Said suggests, “imperialism and the novel fortified each other to such a
degree that it is impossible [...] to read one without in some way dealing with the other.”
(1993, 84) All in all, Kumar adds that it is necessary “to see English national identity as a kind
of residue; the response to and the result of England's engagement with its imperial venture,
and of its perception of its mission in the world.” (2001, 44) Catherine Hall, on the other
hand, emphasizes that imperial identities with their far-reaching histories are not easy to
dismantle, but instead “[t]hey live on in reworked forms in the postcolonial moment.” (2001,
39) This idea is highly evident in White Teeth, as several characters in the novel still feel the
cultural legacy of colonialism in their lives. Indeed, the novel tries to give voice to these new,
hybrid English subjects who still experience the aftermath of history in their lives.

Hall points out that Britishness® has historically been seen as an “empty signifier, the
norm, against which 'difference' (ethnicity) is measured.” (2000, 221) In other words, it has
not been seen as an ethnicity, while its 'others’ have always been 'racialized’. However, Hall
adds that in a sense the meaning of Britishness has always been ‘'racialized’ — after all, it has
always connoted whiteness’ (ibid. 222). It follows that correspondingly to the formation of
national identities in general, the identity of Englishness is based on the notions of national
and 'racial' ‘others'. This can be said to include, for instance, other European nationalities and
immigrants to Britain. As Hall claims, the “continuous intercourse with 'difference', which

was at the heart of colonization, has framed the 'other' as a constitutive element of British

6 Hall uses the term Britishness here, as he is talking about the entire British Isles. However, | would argue that
his choice of words seems to be informed by the notion that the differences within Britain and Britishness
have been historically masked by the hegemony of England, making Britishness and Englishness nearly
synonymous in the context of his article.

7 This notion resembles Richard Dyer's ideas that 'race' is only applied to those who are not white, while
whiteness has been awarded the privilege to function as the “human norm” (1997, 1). Similarly, Brah points
out that while both black and white people experience their class, gender and sexuality through the prism of

'race', “[r]acialisation of white subjectivity is often not manifestly apparent to white groups because 'white' is
a signifier dominance” (1996, 105).
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identity.” (2000, 218)

Similarly, Nyman suggests, the narratives of Englishness are constructed with the
dichotomy of the self and 'other’ where the national 'other' comes to stand for “everything that
Englishness is not.” (2005, 57) In these narratives, the 'other' is silenced and excluded, and
“[i]t exists merely as a signifier of cultural difference that cannot be accommodated in the
national community.” (ibid. 51) It is also worth noting Antony Easthope’s belief that the
construction of English national identity is constituted by the discourse of empiricism (1999,
61). Easthope claims that English national identity finds its meanings in certain binary
oppositions, such as right/wrong, Protestant/Catholic, English/French and home/foreign (ibid.
89-90). In Nyman’s interpretation of Easthope, this empiricist discourse means that
Englishness “posits itself as a form of rationalism through a set of great oppositions and
attaches this notion to “us” rather than “them.”” (2005, 43)

According to Hall, the British national narrative assumes that its culture was unified before
post-war migration from the Caribbean and Asia, but the heterogeneity of Britishness has
always been exaggerated (2000, 217). In reality, there has been a black presence in the United
Kingdom since the sixteenth century and an Asian one since the eighteenth (ibid. 218). In
spite of this, the arrival of the SS Empire Windrush in 1948 has been seen as the symbol for
the beginning of Black Britain (Hesse 2000, 98). Because of its perceived role as an originary
moment in British multiculturalism, it has also come to symbolize, “in the nationalist fears of
the white racist imagination, a strange coloured trickle of immigration that became a Black
flood of undesirability into British cities.” (ibid., original emphasis) This then leads to the
historically complicated relationship between blackness and Englishness, which I will be
discussing next.

Paul Gilroy's influential book There Ain't No Black in the Union Jack® (1987), as its title

8 Gilroy interestingly refers to the British flag, the Union Jack, in his book's title. Pines points out that the title
comments on the fact that it is somewhat problematic to couple Black Britishness with the Union Jack — after
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would suggest, explores the manner in which blackness has in the course of history been seen
as incompatible with Englishness. Gilroy argues that black people® have been regarded in
English history as either a problem and a source of crime or as victims (1987, 11). The
various cultural practices brought on by the new settlers were seen as a threat to the
traditionally English way of life, and the subsequent “process of national decline [was]
presented as coinciding with the dilution of once homogeneous and continuous national stock
by alien strains.” (ibid. 46) Gilroy also suggests, similarly to Stuart Hall's ideas which were
mentioned earlier, that
[n]ationalism and racism become so closely identified that to speak of the nation is to
speak automatically in racially exclusive terms. Blackness and Englishness are
constructed incompatible, mutually exclusive identities. To speak of the British or
English people is to speak of the white people. (1996, 357, original emphasis)
Indeed, it can be said that the politics of ‘race' in Britain has been distinguished by the
interconnected notions of national belonging and homogeneity that make the line between
nation and 'race’ blurry (Gilroy 1987, 45).

The complicated relationship between blackness and Englishness can be clearly seen in the
racist discourses of British political history. Indeed, in the 1950s the discourse of 'race' and
racism intensified as a result of the new immigrant presence, which was evident, for instance,
in the views of the Conservative Party Member of Parliament Enoch Powell (Nyman 2005,
51). The crisis in the traditional English social order due to the influx of immigrants, which

made blackness “a real presence and cultural threat to the pastoral image of England”, was

all, the flag is strongly associated with the political far Right (2001, 58). In addition, national flags can be
seen as manifestations of a nation's invented tradition (McLeod 2000, 70), which in turn is an important
concept in the formation of a homogeneous, in this case white, national community. This certainly makes the
association of Black Britishness with the Union Jack even more complex.

9 Gilroy talks about the relationship between Englishness and blackness in his book, but his arguments can still
be applied to those individuals who do not necessarily fit in black/white dichotomy of 'races' — for instance,
the Asian Igbal family in White Teeth. Indeed, Modood points out that many Asians do not see themselves as
black (2001, 68-69). Moreover, those Asians who think of themselves as black often do not associate their
blackness with skin-colour — rather, they see it as a result of their stigmatization in ‘racial’ politics (ibid. 69).
In other words, they feel that they were 'racialized' by others as black, which can be seen as 'political
blackness' (ibid. 68—69).
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notably manifest in the politics of Powell (Gikandi 1996, 70). Gikandi adds that Powell's
politics aspired to rewrite the black subject as the largest threat against English nationality
without connecting this presence to England's past an imperial nation (ibid. 71). For Powell,
Britain was superior to its ‘others’; after all, he saw it as space of “tradition and national
excellence” that should be protected from 'others' whose cultural and religious values are at
odds with ‘true’ Englishness (Nyman 2000, 2). In addition, as Gilroy points out, Powell drew a
line between the merely formal membership to the nation based on its laws and “the more
substantive membership which derives from the historic ties of language, custom and 'race'.”
(1987, 46)

Powell's politics were similar to those of Margaret Thatcher, the former Prime Minister of
Britain and the leader of the Conservative Party. The theme of anti-immigration and the fear
of ‘alien cultures’ are evident in Thatcher's pre-election speech, in which she vowed to put an
end to immigration and protect the 'English way of life' (Brah 1996, 37). Thatcher's speech
was conducted as a means of receiving votes, since as a result of the Immigration Act of 1971,
primary immigration had at that point nearly stopped (ibid.). It can be seen as a good example
of the focus on 'race' in British political life that speeches such as this one end up being
powerful assets in the process of gathering votes (ibid.) With such a political history, it is not
difficult to see the complications that rise in the construction of Black Britishness.

It can therefore be said that in the contemporary, multicultural era, there has arisen “a need
to revise the once exclusive notion of Englishness into a more inclusive direction.” (Nyman
2005, 47) The supposition of “the British race and nation as embodiment of the national
character” has been questioned, and new identity formations have emerged, demonstrated, for
example, by hyphenated, hybrid identities such as British Asian and Black British that
challenge the traditional notions of ethnicity (ibid.). For instance, Modood mentions that in

Britain, a new Asian identity based on “a hybridic Asianness” has formed, and according to a
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study conducted regarding the matter, the emergence of these multiple, hyphenated identities
was not necessarily seen as problematic by the respondents (2001, 68 & 74). Furthermore,
Pines points out that, despite the complicated relationship the two terms have, there indeed is
a national and cultural identity that can be called Black Britishness or even Black
Englishness'® — in fact, “this identity is coterminous with a reinvented idea of England which
has been struggling to (re)define its own sense of national identity” in an increasingly
globalized society (2001, 65).

As mentioned earlier, the imagined uniformity of a nation has never been a reality. As
Robins argues, “[t]he imagined unity of the [English] nation has always struggled to cope
with actual diversity and difference.” (2001, 486) Therefore, he suggests a move of focus
towards an urban frame from a national one, namely, to the framework of London, as the city
can be seen as the center for the global manifestations that are changing established models of
cultural coherence into more hybrid directions (ibid. 486-487). Similarly, McLeod points out
that London as the nation’s capital serves an interesting dual function (2004, 18). As it holds
the national headquarters of several important British state institutions and agencies, London
can be seen as “a synecdoche for the nation” (ibid.). However, at the same time, it is an urban
location that has welcomed most of Britain's immigrants, making it the heart of the
multicultural nation that incubates new cultural forms (ibid.). It can indeed be argued that
cities in their multifariousness seem to be more welcome to new influences and have a
different capacity for change: while the nation is defined by “stability and continuity, the city

offers important possibilities for cultural unsettling and transformation.” (Robins 2001, 491)

10 However, | would like to note that although one can nowadays come across the terms Black British and
British Asian quite often, the notions of Black Englishness and English Asianness are perhaps not as
common. In my opinion, this is most likely due to the meanings associated with the traditional, ideological
Englishness that were discussed earlier. Also, McLeod claims that the term Britishness is in general more
open to multicultural rearticulations due to the fact that Britain consists of several nations (2004, 17).
Englishness, then, is term that is more likely to remain unchanged — this can be said “to protect the sanctity of
Englishness from unwelcome interference.” (ibid.)
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In addition, London can present new models of belonging that are more easily accessible.
After all, as recognized by Robins, one can belong to the city in a very different way than to a
nation — for example, one can quite quickly become a Londoner and just as easily cease being
one (2001, 491). Similarly, Byrne detects an association with London in her study of
Englishness and notes that the identification with the city had the benefit of being available to
everyone living there, and the constructions of it “involved imagination of openness,
cosmopolitanism, and vibrancy”, which provided an appealing alternative to the
understanding of Englishness as stagnant, traditional and xenophobic (2007, 152). In similar
fashion, Hall points out that in addition to particularistic forms of identity and belonging,
there has always been the possibility for more universalistic identifications — for instance,
humanity rather than Englishness (1992, 304). This can be seen to resemble Gilroy's ideas
about planetary humanism, which I discussed earlier. After all, it is a form of identification
that is based on shared human status rather than encamped national cultures.

To summarize, Robins suggests an interesting way to regard the English nation — namely,
to see it “through the prism of London” (2001, 493). In other words, the stagnant notions of
English nationality defined by whiteness and middle-classness, in addition to rural and
pastoral spaces need to be made more flexible and accepting of difference, cultural diversity
and hybridity. Nyman argues that while the 'other’ may still be excluded from the official
narrative of Englishness, the 'other' in question is now pressing to redefine such ideas about
nationality (2005, 60). This new way of looking at England can be seen, for example, in
narrative fiction. Nyman adds that in these works of fiction, one can see “representations of
new identities [...] created in narratives of new Englishmen born and bred” (ibid.). This
development is clearly evident in the works of Zadie Smith, whose novel White Teeth | shall

move on to discuss next.
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3. “What’s Past Is Prologue”: History, Roots and Identity in White Teeth

As Salman Rushdie suggests, “[o]ur identity is at once plural and partial. Sometimes we feel
that we straddle two cultures; at other times, that we fall between two stools.” (1991, 15) The
accuracy of this statement can be seen in White Teeth. Cultural and national identities appear
in the novel as primary sources of identification for the characters, and they inform the
manner in which the characters regard the world — this accords with the aforementioned ideas
presented by Anthony D. Smith and Stuart Hall.

However, one should begin the analysis of White Teeth by mapping out the importance of
the past and history in the lives of the characters, as these concepts are undeniably bound with
the conception of their present identities. | would also like to note that the importance of
history is demonstrated by its significance in configurations of belonging: as mentioned
earlier, nations are at least partially constructed by way of shared histories. As Childs notes,
the emphasis on history is, in fact, a common trend in contemporary British writing: a great
deal of it is concerned with the country's past, in particular its imperial past and postcolonial
present (2005, 21). This is another statement that can be applied to White Teeth, and | will
therefore discuss the notions of past and (postcolonial) history in section 3.1.

Yet, the past does not necessarily dictate the direction of the present and the future in the
novel: while the past influences the present identities of the characters, it does not mean that
situations and identities are bound to remain the same. As it becomes apparent in section 3.2.,
cultural and national identities are a matter of '‘becoming’ rather than 'being'. In addition, 1 will
explore the troubles that ensue from hybrid, in-between cultural positions, as they are at the
center of White Teeth: the characters that do not fit in the traditional discourse of Englishness
are in one way or another haunted by the will to belong to a national or a cultural community,

which is complicated by their diasporic in-between positions.
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3.1. The Inescapability of History

History plays a crucial role in White Teeth, as past events continuously haunt the present in
the novel. As Childs points out, it becomes clear that in the novel “history is as inescapable as
the here and now.” (2005, 211) The emphasis placed on history can immediately be seen in
the novel's epigraph, which is the quote “What’s past is prologue” from William
Shakespeare’s The Tempest (1610-11). According to The Oxford English Dictionary Online,
the term prologue refers to either “the preface or introduction to a text”, a speech that forms
the introduction to a play, or it can simply be an introductory or a preliminary act. A prologue

sets the scene and introduces the givens to an upcoming play.

The line is originally stated in The Tempest by the character Antonio: “Whereof what s past
is prologue; what to come, / In yours and my discharge.” (T Il. i. 248-249, my emphasis)
While this quote is often taken to simply mean that the events of the past lead up to the
present and have an effect on it, it is important to note that the entire meaning of the line
becomes evident only by examining the whole phrase. The future is “in yours and mine
discharge” — that is to say, the past has provided the background for this moment, but the
direction of the future is still in one's own hands. Therefore, the first claim White Teeth makes
is that the past sets the scene for the present, but its function is also to make way for the
events that have yet to happen. In other words, the past does not necessarily dictate the

direction of the future.

According to Jonathan Sell, the meaning of the line in relation to White Teeth establishes a

separation from (postcolonial) history. In fact, Sell argues that

the effect of this quotation is [...] to indicate the novel’s rupture with what might be
considered conventional postcolonial hang-ups. Announcing a break with the past, [the
epigraph] heralds a fresh concern for a present disembarrassed of all complexes about
historically determined origins and identities. (2006, 29)
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This interpretation seems too straightforward, however, as in the course of the novel it
becomes clear that past incidents and the histories of colonialism and ‘racial’ thinking, among
other things, still act as disruptive forces in the lives of the characters. This certainly suggests
the contrary to Sell’s claim that the past has already lost its painful weight. Similarly, his
argument that “the past is rendered as background” in the novel and has dropped its “crushing
weight so manifest in postcolonial fiction” (ibid.) does not seem entirely accurate. Rather,
since the past is still constantly felt in the present, the epigraph could be read as a hopeful
comment pointing to the future. This is an interpretation that accords with the rather positive
and forward-looking ending of the novel that insinuates the emergence of less problematic

hybrid identities — I will return to this argument in section 4.3.

At the beginning of each chapter, two separate dates are mentioned which, as argued by
Childs, are a way of “working with the links between past and present.” (2005, 211) The two
dates that are placed together point to a past and a present time that are somehow connected to
each other and have had a notable part in shaping a particular character's life. Nevertheless, as
Procter claims, the advance of history towards celebratory cultural diversity is frequently
questioned in the course of the novel: for instance, two prominent historical moments, the fall

of the Berlin Wall and the Rushdie affair, are contrasted with each other (2006, 114).

Both these events took place in 1989 but obviously had very different cultural
implications. The demolition of the Berlin Wall is an occasion that symbolizes new border
crossings and can thus be seen as a marker of barriers coming down between the East and the
West. The controversy surrounding Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses (1988), on the other
hand, is associated with quite opposite connotations. The protest in Bradford, during which a
copy of the book was burned, started a series of debates regarding the novel that resulted in
multiple 'racial’ and cultural disputes. It can be said that these events around the novel came to

underline some still seemingly fundamental differences between the East and the West
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(Procter 206, 101). The Rushdie affair had significant social and political ramifications to the
extent that “the flaming cover of The Satanic Verses became an iconic image of the late
1980s” — it also became an important intertext in novels such as White Teeth and Hanif

Kureishi’s The Black Album (1995) (ibid.).

Teeth are a recurring theme in White Teeth, as the novel’s title would suggest. They can be
seen as a symbol of history: for example, when Smith wants to delve into a character's past, it
is referred to in the novel as “a root canal” of the character in question. In addition, teeth are
extremely durable, since they preserve far longer than the physical lives of their owners.
Therefore, teeth can represent roots and longevity, in addition to historical, cultural and
national legacies. For instance, when the young Clara Bowden loses her front teeth in a biking
accident, she at the same instant loses her religious faith and decides to leave the church of
Jehovah's Witnesses. This also leads to her falling out with her mother. The loss of Clara's
teeth therefore corresponds with her losing touch with her religion and family roots in
Jamaica. The span of time during which she is missing her front teeth marks a stage of
wandering and rootlessness in her life. However, she decides to replace her teeth after she
meets and marries Archie Jones, a quintessential white working-class Englishman. This
begins the stage in Clara's life characterized by her “false teeth”, as she tries to forsake her
Jamaican roots and become a part of the English nation herself — that is, she attempts to

replace the cultural legacy of her past with a new one.

Furthermore, teeth are mentioned when Indira Gandhi's assassination®* is discussed in the
novel. This is an event after which chaos ensues in India: a large number of Sikhs are killed,
and there are “teeth, teeth everywhere, scattered throughout the land, mingling with the dust.”

(WT 201) When human teeth, which as previously mentioned are highly lasting and durable,

11 Indira Gandhi, who was the Prime Minister of the Republic of India, was killed in 1984 by her two Sikh
bodyguards, and numerous acts of retaliation and anti-Sikh violence took place in India in the days following
her assassination.
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lie on the ground surrounded by dust, they in a way become a permanent part of the landscape
— they become a part of history. Additionally, this section in the novel demonstrates how teeth
are also depicted as a marker of humanity, which draws comparison to Gilroy's idea of
planetary humanism that is based on similarity instead of difference: teeth are always white
regardless of one's 'race’ or culture and thus have the potential to represent the antithesis of
difference. When teeth are scattered across the ground, it marks an occasion of people not
remembering their shared human status. Also, | would like to suggest that this imagery of
dispersed teeth is used to make it apparent that the consequences of these events in India are

going to be felt for a long time, and they are going to be carved in history.

According to Head, in White Teeth “the effects of colonial and twentieth-century history
are consistently felt in the struggle for identity in a particular present.” (2003, 116) Indeed, the
events in White Teeth take place within the framework of postcolonialism, which, as the term
would suggest, refers to the cultural legacy of imperialism and its markers that can still in
some ways be seen in contemporary societies. In McLeod’s opinion, the term postcolonialism
acknowledges “both historical continuity and change”, meaning that it recognizes that certain
modes of representation related to colonialism are still with us in current times, but it is also
aware of the necessity, possibility and reality of change (2000, 33, original emphasis).
Gikandi, on the other hand, uses the prefix post in this context not as a marker of “transcended
political states” but as a reminder of the fact that the culture of colonialism no longer holds
the same power it did before decolonization (1996, 14). Salman Rushdie agrees with these
sentiments when he writes in his essay “The New Empire within Britain” (originally
published in 1982):

Four hundred years of conquest and looting, four centuries of being told that you are
superior to the Fuzzy-Wuzzies and the wogs, leave their stain. This stain has
seeped into every part of the culture, the language and daily life; and nothing much

has been done to wash it out. (1991, 130)

This context is crucial when one studies White Teeth.
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The influence of postcolonialism is particularly evident when one looks at the character of
Samad Igbal and his continuous need to create alternative versions of mainstream English
history. Samad is obsessed with his great-grandfather Mangal Pande,** whose actions
allegedly resulted in the Indian Mutiny of 1857. The Mutiny is a key event in British imperial
history in general: it led to the change from the informal empire controlled by the East India
Company to direct British rule of India in the form of the Raj (Erll 2006, 164). As Nicora
points out, many novels have been written that discuss the Mutiny, and these literary
representations often “connoted this historic episode as an icon of “British character” that fed

92999

and reinforced the stereotyped, ideological notion of “Englishness™ and thus played a notable
part in justifications of colonial expansion and imperialism in general (2007, 356). Indeed, as
argued by Hall, the narrative of the nation and national identities are constructed with sets of
stories and landscapes such as this one. These types of narratives then produce representations
that give meaning to the whole concept of the nation as a unified community — this is what
makes them so important. The Indian Mutiny, I would claim, can be counted among the
pedagogical discourse of English nationalism: it is an important event in English history and
thus takes part in the construction of the ideological understanding of English national
character.

The Mutiny can be seen as the most notable instance of “post-colonial memory” in the
novel (Erll 2006, 177). It is constantly on Samad’s mind, and he recounts Pande’s story
repeatedly to anyone who is willing to listen and remains certain that Pande was a true hero,
despite the fact that English historians tend to hold a different view on the matter. Therefore,

Samad’s manner of looking at Pande’s story can be seen as a counter-narrative to the

established version of history. The general consensus among (English) scholars is that Pande

12 Smith has incorporated an actual historical figure in the novel, as Mangal Pande (or Pandey) was, in fact, a
sepoy in the English East India Company. His act of rebellion and subsequent punishment are said to have
been the starting point for the Indian Rebellion of 1857, although it is worth noting that the Uprising was for
the most part brought on by various social, political and religious tensions (e.g. C. Anderson 2007) that are
far too intricate to be discussed further here.
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was “a drunken fool” who was “half drunk with bhang, and wholly drunk with religious
fanaticism.” (WT 254) Also, Pande is thoroughly viewed as a failure in his very act of mutiny:
firstly, he tries to shoot at his lieutenant but misses. Secondly, as he realizes that he has
engaged in a battle that cannot be won, he “[points] his enormous gun at his own head and
dramatically [pulls] the trigger” (WT 255, my emphasis). In spite of the size of his weapon
and dramatic demeanour, he still manages to miss his own head and is tried and executed as a
traitor.

As a matter of fact, Pande’s only claim to fame acknowledged by scholars is “his
etymological gift to the English language by way of the word ‘Pandy’” (WT 251), denoting a
mutineer, a traitor or a coward. Samad does not accept this interpretation, however. He feels
that his relation to Pande is the only valuable thing he has and the one thing that sets him
apart in a country where he is seen as a nobody:

When a man has nothing but his blood to commend him, each drop of it matters,
matters terribly [...]. But like a Chinese whisper, Fitchett’s intoxicated, incompetent
Pande had passed down a line of subsequent historians, the truth mutating, bending,
receding as the whisper continued. It didn’t matter that bhang, a hemp drink taken in
small doses for medicinal purposes, was extremely unlikely to cause intoxication of
this kind or that Pande, a strict Hindu, was extremely unlikely to drink it. [...] The
story still clung, like a gigantic misquote, to the Igbal reputation, as solid and
seemingly irremovable as the misconception that Hamlet ever said he knew Yorick
‘well’. (WT 255-256)
A connection to a remarkable historical figure would give Samad something positive to build
his identity on. As Nicora says, Samad “wants to include the Mutiny in the grand récit of his
original national identity, just as the English had done for themselves in the past.” (2007, 367,
original emphasis) Furthermore, Samad seems to think that as long as his ancestors are
viewed ‘““as savage, uncivilized natives rather than Indian citizens fighting an independence
war”, he will feel like a second-class citizen of England who is unable to assert his role in the

country (ibid.).

Samad is aware that if he wants anybody to know his great-grandfather's story, he has no
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choice but to keep telling it. As Samad notes to his family, nobody would know about Pande if
it were not for him:
The question is: are the pretty men with the big white teeth willing to play you, et
cetera. Gandhi had Mr Kingsley — bully for him — but who will do Pande, eh? Pande’s
not pretty enough, is he? Too Indian-looking, big nose, big eyebrows. That’s why I am

always having to tell you ingrates a thing or two about Mangal Pande. Bottom line: if |
don’t, nobody will. (WT 226)

In this particular excerpt, Samad compares Pande to Gandhi, a historical and a political figure
who is widely accepted as a national hero in the Indian independence movement. Samad
seems to imply here that Gandhi's acclaim and acceptance among mainstream history is at
least partially helped by the fact that he had a respected Anglo-Indian actor to portray him in a
successful English film whereas Pande is simply too much of an ‘Indian’ to fit the bill
properly.

In fact, the entire portrayal of the Indian Mutiny in White Teeth can be seen as a criticism
towards an exclusive mode of memorialization that glorifies certain historical and national
myths and thus results in strict cultural camps. As Erll says, “[s]Juch nationalist and highly
exclusive memory is no longer — White Teeth seems to suggest — beneficial in today's
multicultural societies.” (2006, 178) Indeed, I believe it is safe to argue that in a culturally
diverse nation like England, the glorification of pedagogical discourses of nationalism and
imperialism are bound to exclude a large number of legal citizens. It can also be noted that the
very choice of words regarding the event favours one position over the other: it is evident that
the choice to refer to it as the Mutiny in the novel, as opposed to the Indian or Sepoy
Rebellion, is a conscious decision to draw attention to the English side of things — much to
Samad’s dismay. The term rebellion, on the other hand, calls attention to the Indian point of
view.

Samad is infuriated that the statue of Henry Havelock, the man who executed Pande,
stands at Trafalgar Square, while his great-grandfather’s story is ignored. To Samad, this acts

as a constant reminder of not only the disregard towards Pande but also of the English
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colonial policies and the power relations they encompass. Samad sees Havelock’s statue as a
token of specific cultural borders and as a defining marker between the East and the West, of
us and them. The statue acts as another symbol of mainstream English history, one that
defines it as an imperialist nation and one that Samad cannot identify with. This can be seen
as a means of constructing Samad as an ‘other’ to English history — after all, national
identities are often formed by the way of difference and exclusion. Through this discussion of
Havelock’s statue that stands in a very public place in London, Smith manages “to challenge
the official rhetoric and to call into question the ways in which national and personal tragedies
are described and remembered.” (Dyer 2004, 94)

In addition to this, Samad experiences his exclusion from the symbolic community of
Englishness in his everyday work life. He even feels that his work as a waiter in his cousin’s
restaurant carries certain colonial undertones. This can be seen especially in the following
paragraph where he obviously relates himself and his work of serving Asian food to an
English clientele to the role of a colonial subject serving the English:

It is a long walk to table twelve. [...] It is a long walk if you are to negotiate the jungle;
attending to the endless needs and needless ends, the desires, the demands of the pink
faces that strike Samad now as pith-helmet-wearing gentlemen, feet up on the table

with guns across their laps; as tea-slurping ladies on verandas cooling themselves
under the breeze of the brown boys who beat the ostrich feathers [...] (WT 206)

Similar implications can be seen in Samad’s relationship with his sons’ teacher, Poppy Burt-
Jones. Samad and Poppy have an affair, and when Samad discusses the matter with his cousin
Shiva, he simply notes to Samad that dating an Englishwoman will never work as there is
*[t]Joo much bloody™ history” between them (WT 146). Samad eventually comes to the same
realization when Poppy and her sister come to eat at the restaurant after he has broken off the

affair. Since it was Samad who ended the relationship, it becomes evident that this is Poppy’s

13 The word bloody can be read as having a clever double meaning here. Firstly, in spoken British English
bloody is sometimes used, according to the Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary of Current English, as a
swear word emphasizing an angry statement or a comment. However, its second and more common meaning,
an adjective pertaining to blood and bleeding, obviously applies as well when discussing the often violent
(and bloody) history of colonialism.
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way of restoring the traditional colonialist roles of power when she and her sister make their
orders: “Two Lamb Dawn Sock and rice, with chips, please, waiter.” (WT 208, original
emphasis)

Eventually, Samad is informed by his nephew Rajnu that there is, in fact, one Indian
scholar by the name of A.S. Misra who shares with him the unpopular view about Pande. The
two are able to locate the last surviving copy of Misra’s book in the Cambridge university
library. As Samad picks up the book that his nephew secretly considers to be “an inferior,
insignificant, forgotten piece of scholarship” (WT 258) he is delighted to feel it covered in
dust. To him, this does not imply that Misra's work has been forgotten and widely ignored.
Conversely, the layer of dust “denotes something incredibly precious, something rarely
touched” (WT 258) — it denotes history with which Samad can identify. Samad only has to
look at the words printed on paper to be reduced to tears. It can be said that looking at a pro-
Pande book makes Samad’s own beliefs seem more concrete: he is exhilarated to find
someone who shares similar views, regardless of the fact that Misra is only one person. This
is in accord with the idea that one of the most important aspects of national history is that it
can be shared with somebody. Although in this case, Samad shares his version of history with
only one person rather than a large collective.

Samad finds a small but visible way to act against established constructions of English
history when he creates a memorial of his own by requesting the only remaining picture of
Pande to be hung on the wall of his favourite pub O’Connell’s. According to Dyer, this can be
seen as a way of resisting traditional historiography and memorialization (2004, 93). Also, it
is another way for Samad to challenge the pedagogical discourse of English nationalism by
performing his alternative version of it. It becomes clear, however, that mainstream history
can be hard to challenge: Pande’s picture is placed on the wall by the pub’s owner Abdul-

Mickey unwillingly only after a long debate. After all, according to Abdul-Mickey, as Pande
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was not a particularly handsome man, the picture of him is unappealing to the extent that it
“puts people off their food.” (WT 247) This particular statement can be seen as a humouristic
comment regarding the English obsession with history: alternative constructions can seem
foreign to the extent that they appear off-putting.

It is also worth noting that Samad’s role in another essential event in the pedagogical
narrative of English history, namely the Second World War, is undermined by J.P. Hamilton,
an elderly man to whom Samad's sons Magid and Millat bring groceries because of their
school's charity project. Even though the twins insist that their father has taken part in the war,
Mr. Hamilton refuses to believe that a Bengali man has had a role in the British warfare,
maintaining that “[tJhere were certainly no wogs™** (WT 172) in the war. This can be seen an
instance of English one-sided national memory; it acts as a marker of the English habit of
seeing its national achievements as thoroughly English, leaving out the significance or
influence of other 'racial’ or cultural groups.

However, Samad is indeed a war veteran, even though during the war he often wonders
why he “wished to defend a country that wasn’t his and revenge the killing of men who would
not have acknowledged him in a civilian street.” (WT 95) It is during one of their missions
there that he first shares the history of Pande with his new friend Archie Jones, who then
remarks that it must be a wonderful thing to be related to such a figure: “To have a bit of
history in your blood like that. Motivates you, I’d imagine. I’'m a Jones, you see. ‘Slike a
“Smith™*°. We’re nobody... My father used to say: “We’re the chaff, boy, we’re the chaft.””
(WT 99) Even though in the course of the novel it becomes clear that Archie is skeptical of

Samad’s accounts and does not fully believe that Pande was a hero worth taking any notice of,

14 According to the Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary of Current English, wog is a derogatory term
referring to people who do not have white skin.

15 This extract marks another instance of Smith's sense of humour: she uses her own rather common surname to
make a point about Archie's status as an uninteresting, average Englishman — his status as 'a Jones'. What
obviously makes this clever is Smith's own Jamaican-English ethnicity that is at odds with the notion of a
Smith naturally being person with a simple ‘monocultural’ background.
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he still seems to envy his friend's family saga and the fact that Samad can trace his familial
and cultural heritage to a particular point in history. Archie, on the other hand, is an English
everyman whose family history is characterized by no momentous occurrences worth
debating over. Similarly, Archie is in awe of his future wife Clara Bowden when they first
meet because she “was from somewhere. She had roots.” (WT 27, original emphasis) Even if
White Teeth portrays roots and history as complicated issues that continue to cause trouble for
the characters with immigrant backgrounds, here it seems to also suggest that Archie's identity
as a prototypical Englishman is something that has begun to feel somewhat outdated and even
trite in the culturally diverse England of contemporary times. A case in point would be the fact
that Archie is in general depicted as an extremely uninteresting and out-of-date person — I will
return to this argument in section 4.2.

This depiction of Archie appears especially interesting in the light of a study by Bridget
Byrne, who investigates the construction of Englishness with the help of qualitative
interviews in her article “Crisis of Identity? Britishness, Englishness and Whiteness” (2007).
Byrne notes that many of the respondents in this study felt that the meaning of Englishness is
actually empty or even lacking in culture as opposed to other cultures in Britain (2007, 152—
153). As suggested above, this idea certainly applies to Archie. Additionally, according to
Byrne, this perceived emptiness of Englishness as a signifier was often felt as a negative
thing: for instance, there was the idea that Englishness might be disappearing because it
refuses to change as other cultures do (ibid. 155). In some cases, the English national identity
was seen as a wholly negative thing that is to be avoided because of its exclusiveness and
unappealing imperial past (ibid.). While Archie is not a character whose keenness of insight
extends to delicate matters such as imperialism and racism, it still appears that national
identity is not a thoroughly uncomplicated matter for him, either. After all, he seems to

associate the notions of roots and history with Clara and Samad whereas he does not correlate
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the notion of cultural heritage to his own English nationality, despite the fact that English
history is supposedly full of great national narratives that its citizens should be proud of.

Even though the younger characters do not dwell on past incidents in the same manner as
their parents do and are more willing to focus on the present instead of the past, it can still be
said that ridding oneself of history and roots seems to be an impossible task even for them.
This can be seen, for instance, when Magid and Millat Igbal are rejoined after Magid returns
to England from his stay in Bangladesh. Despite their long separation and the fact that their
reunion takes place in a university classroom, a space especially chosen for its ‘neutrality’,
they manage to “cover the room with history — past, present and future history” (WT 464).
Again, it is implied that getting rid of the past is increasingly difficult for people with
immigrant backgrounds. After all, as Dyer accurately points out, second-generation
immigrants are still designated with the term immigrant, despite the fact that they have been
born in the country which they inhabit (2004, 98).

For example, Millat experiences the past through their father's shortcomings and his
obsession with Pande:

[...] all he got was Samad. A faulty, broken, stupid, one-handed waiter of a man who
had spent eighteen years in a strange land and made no more mark than this. [...]
That’s why Pande hung from a tree while Havelock the executioner sat on a chaise
longue in Delhi. Pande was no one and Havelock was someone. [...] Don't you see,

Abba? whispered Millat. Thats it. That's the long, long history of us and them. (WT
506, original emphasis)

Millat sees a continuum between Pande and Samad, as Pande’s role in history is undermined,
while Samad is not able to make any visible mark for himself in England despite his
university education in Delhi and his long stay in the country. Millat resigns himself to the
idea that Pande and Samad are both nobodies and as a result to the traditional constructions of
(English) colonial and national history and their consequences.

Archie and Clara’s daughter Irie Jones, who struggles with her Jamaican-English ethnicity,

also seems to be gravely aware of the inescapability of history. This can be seen when she
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compares the Igbals and the Joneses to other families, particularly ones without immigrant
backgrounds:
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 places. 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. [...] I will put twenty quid down now that Samad is the only
person in here who knows the inside bloody leg measurement of his great-grandfather.

And you know why they don’t know? Because it doesnt fucking matter. As far as
they’re concerned, it’s the past. (WT 514-515, original emphasis)

As mentioned previously, immigrants may have a difficult time ridding themselves of the past
because they are constantly reminded of it in the form of memorialization that glorifies
national myths they cannot identify with — a case in point would be the aforementioned statue
of Henry Havelock. However, as Irie implies above, using Samad's obsession with Pande as
an example, the immigrant might often be just as unwilling to let go of history — this is

perhaps due to fears related to losing one’s past completely due to assimilation.

Irie, on the other hand, does not want to mull over her cultural roots due to the
complications they bring. Nonetheless, she is aware of the influence of history in shaping her
present. As a result of wanting a break of some kind from her past, Irie strikes a friendship
with the white Chalfen family, whose family ideology, referred to by them as ‘Chalfenism’, is
scientifically orientated and therefore focuses on the present and the future rather than the
past. This emphasis placed on the future is something Irie can identify with, as she looks
forward to a time “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.” (WT

527)

Irie’s grandmother Hortense Bowden, a daughter of a Jamaican woman and a colonialist
Englishman, is located in a crossway between the past and future. On one hand, Hortense
seems to think that history is something that is better left behind: “De past is done wid.

Nobody learn nuttin' from it.” (WT 410) She is also a devout Jehovah’s Witness, and as a
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consequence her outlook on life focuses on the future instead of the past: she looks forward to
the judgment day when only the true believers will be saved, and “rivers of blood™® [of non-
believers] [...] overflow the gutters in the high street” (WT 32). On the other hand, regardless
of how future-oriented Hortense’s mindset appears to be, she is still very much in touch with
her past: she chooses to stay with the Witness church because that is “where [her] roots are.”
(WT 409) It also becomes evident that the beginning of Hortense's life is mirrored by the
manner in which she hopes it will end: she was born in Jamaica during the Kingston
Earthquake of 1907, an event of nearly apocalyptic magnitude, and the focal point of her
future lies in her anticipation of the judgment day. In other words, she looks forward to
another apocalypse. Again, as the narrator of the novel suggests, this type of a situation seems
to be a constant among immigrants; that is, “they cannot escape their history any more than

you yourself can lose your shadow.” (WT 466)

In the final chapter of the novel, Archie is the one who has to experience the return of his
past when most of the characters gather together on the New Year's Eve of 1992 to witness the
reveal of Marcus Chalfen's scientific experiment, the “FutureMouse©”!’. Archie and Samad's
friendship is largely based on their shared memories of the war, the most important one being
Archie's alleged killing of 'Dr. Sick', a French scientist who has taken part in the Nazi
eugenics project. After capturing the Doctor, Samad demands that they kill him, since the men
have yet to take part in any direct action — as Samad puts it, they still “need blood on [their]
hands” (WT 118). He may not be able to identify with England's past but seems to think that
after taking concrete action of this kind — after getting some blood on his hands — he might in

some way be able to identify with its future by instilling himself within the pedagogical

16 This is an allusion to the rhetoric of Enoch Powell, who became somewhat infamous with his “Rivers of
Blood” speech in 1968 concerning his views on the British immigration legislation. I would like to argue that
here the novel makes a connection between the outlooks of Jehova’s Witnesses and Powell. Indeed, both
make a strict division between us and them: the Witness church distinguishes the ‘true’ believers from the
‘false’ ones, while Powell’s rhetoric is based on a strict contrast between the English and the ‘others’.

17 As the FutureMouse®© serves a crucial function in the novel and consequently requires plenty of analysis, |
have chosen not to explore it further in this particular section. | will continue with the topic in section 4.3.
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narrative of the nation. After all, killing a war criminal might give him a concise role in the

history of post-war Britain and place him in some way to the narrative of Englishness.

Also, 1 would claim that blood is an important metaphor in this context due to its
connections to the idea of biology: pedagogical national narratives are based around alleged
blood-ties that a nation’s citizens share. This idea is alluded to in another instance, too.
Shortly after arriving in England and beginning work at the restaurant, Samad cuts his thumb
and is sent home to nurse the bleeding wound. Instead of going straight home, he sits down on
a bench on Trafalgar Square, a key place whose significance | previously discussed. Then he
writes his name with blood on the bench: “Slowly, with the dribbling blood, he wrote IQBAL
from one chair leg to the next. Then, in an attempt to make it more permanent, he had gone
over it again with a pen knife, scratching it into the stone.” (WT 505) This can be read as a
desperate attempt by Samad to write himself a position of some kind into the narrative of
Englishness — he begins the process with his blood, signifying historical and genetic ties, and

continues to scratch his name into stone, that is, a substance that is immensely durable.

However, Archie, who is not willing to carry the burden of taking anybody’s life, lies to
Samad about killing the Doctor. The truth comes out nearly forty years later in the
FutureMouse© expedition when the men spot Dr. Sick among the other scientists at the event.
After the events of the evening unfold, it becomes clear that the return of past histories here
also marks the beginning of a promising future that White Teeth seems to anticipate — I will
return to this argument later on. It becomes evident that while the past is unavoidable and is
bound to have an effect on the future, it still does not thoroughly dictate its direction. Rather,
as the next section shows, the past plays a major part in the identities of the characters, but

they are still bound to shift and change — they are a matter of 'becoming’ rather than 'being'.
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3.2. Identity Formation in Diasporic and In-Between Positions

It can be argued that Samad has fashioned his cultural identity through his Bengali ethnicity
and Islamic faith. Samad's outlook remains notably diasporic: even after a long stay in
London, he continues to regard Bangladesh as his primary location of home and maintains
that his stay in England was supposed to be temporary. As noted earlier, identities are often
constructed by way of difference, a notion which can definitely be seen in Samad who regards
his cultural identity based on alleged difference from the West. He likes to consider himself a
devout Muslim man who is in touch with his Eastern roots and morals and whose past and
cultural heritage are of extreme importance to him. However, it becomes evident in the novel

that the issue is not quite that simple.

I would like to suggest that Samad is a strong believer in cultural essentialism. When
discussing the notion of cultural difference with Archie, Samad points out that the reason why
he does not eat pork is comparable to the Englishman’s inability to ever satisfy a woman: “It's
in our cultures [...] Maybe deeper. Maybe in our bones.” (WT 96) Samad sees culture as an
innate and unchanging reference of meaning whose strength and durability can even be
compared to bone. To borrow a phrase from Gilroy, Samad clearly holds a ‘camp mentality’
regarding cultures and thus considers it advisable to draw and preserve borders between them.
However, even as a young man, he struggles with his religious faith, one of the most
fundamental aspects of his cultural identity. This can be seen, for instance, in the following
statement that is defined by an almost contradictory interplay of religiousness and secularism:
“Only Allah saves! I am no religious man — | have never possessed the strength — but 1 am not

fool enough to deny the truth [that Allah saves]!” (WT 119, my emphasis)

In addition, Samad acknowledges that his own cultural position is not as straightforward as

he would like it to be; he is aware of his in-between position that emerges while fighting for
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England. This can be seen when he puts into words the worries he has about his future after

the war:

What am | going to do, after this war is over, this war that is already over — what am |
going to do? Go back to Bengal? Or to Delhi? Who would have such an Englishman
there? To England? Who would have such an Indian? (WT 112)

As Samad sees it, fighting for England in the Second World War has now made him too
'English’ to fully become a member of the cultural and national community of his past. At the
same time, he realizes that he will always be too much of an 'Indian' to become a part of the
English nation. It is evident that Samad cannot fathom the possibility of inhabiting both these
competing identity positions. Even though he recognizes that he is now located in-between
the English and Bengali communities, Samad sees the two positions as mutually exclusive.
Therefore, he deems it an undesirable and impossible situation to be caught in the middle of

these identities that are in his mind polar.

After moving to England in 1973 and marrying the much younger Alsana Begum, Samad
is only able to find work at a restaurant, in spite of his education and previously high social
standing. Similarly, Alsana, who comes from a respected Bengali family, takes up work as a
seamstress. This can be read as a comment regarding the position of the immigrant in
England: due to racism that has been structured into society, there are not many decent work
options available even for educated people such as Samad®®. This is one of the several factors
contributing to his feelings of alienation from England. It is therefore not surprising that
Samad continues to regard Bangladesh as his home, as the country gave him a sense of
belonging and self-worth, sentiments which England and the opportunities available for him
there are unable to provide.

Samad desperately tries to preserve the culture of the East, even though he is not immune

18 It could be mentioned that similar issues are discussed in Monica Ali's novel Brick Lane which has often
been compared to the works of Zadie Smith. Brick Lane tells the story of Nazneen, a Bangladeshi immigrant
who moves to London and marries the much older Chanu. Chanu, much like Samad, is described as someone
who is desperate to be seen as an intelligent and educated man, but, despite all his plans, is never quite able to
make a mark for himself in England.
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to Western influence — he seems to think that he and his family have been “corrupted by
England” (WT 144). Samad admits that he now does several things that Islam forbids: “I
swear. | eat bacon. I regularly slap the salami. | drink Guinness. My best friend is a kaffir non-
believer.” (WT 149) It could be argued that Samad is only willing to admit the influence of
what he calls “Western pragmatism” (WT 139) when he is in the process of doing something
that does not accord with his Islamic morals. In these instances, Samad moves between
different identity positions and leans towards an English mentality, repeating two phrases that
he has acquired during his stay in the country, namely “To the pure all things are pure” and
“Can't say fairer than that” (WT 137). Also, even though he dislikes the idea that some of his
habits and values might be considered more English than Bangladeshi, he still longs to be
accepted in the English community.

It is evident that Samad sees his cultural identity as an essential, stagnant object, which can
be seen in his search for "pure’ identifications and cultural coherence. However, it is noticeable
that in reality his identity is a mobile construct that is prone to historical and temporal shifts —
after all, Samad is a product of different cultures and his diasporic position. Even though he
does not want to admit it, Samad's cultural identity is clearly in the process of hybridization.
The case of Samad can be seen as a prime example of the manner in which White Teeth
depicts cultural and national identities: although one would attempt to intensely hold on to a
particular understanding of his/her national or cultural identity, it is still prone to
transformations. It follows that identities should be regarded in terms of '‘becoming' rather
than 'being' — they are always a process. In Bhabha's terms, one can attempt to live their
culture or nationality pedagogically, but this will never be fully successful due to the
performative aspect of nationalism that is undeniably affected by everyday lives and the

consequent rewriting of national ideals.

On the other hand, Alsana Igbal is depicted as a first-generation immigrant who is to some
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extent accepting of cultural change. She is willing to live with her minority position in
England and is not troubled by living in-between the English and Bangladeshi cultures in the
same way her husband is. The couple's differing viewpoints often result in confrontation, and
during one of their many arguments, Samad advises Alsana to act according to the rules of her
‘own culture'. Alsana questions this idea, wondering what at this point counts as 'her culture'.
Looking up the definition of Bengali in the dictionary, she much to her delight notices that
Bengalis descent from Indo-Aryans. She happily exclaims to Samad: “Oi mister! Indo-Aryans
.. it looks like I am Western after all!” (WT 236, original emphasis) In other words, Alsana
does not seem particularly troubled by her in-between position. It should, however, be said
that she is not especially liberal either: she refers to her lesbian niece Neena as ‘“Niece of

Shame” and is sometimes prone to racist ideas towards other minorities.

Nevertheless, Alsana seems to understand the fundamental difference between people in
rather different terms than culture, 'race’ or sexuality. In her opinion, people can be divided in
two camps based on the notions of danger and safety: there are people who do not have to fear
for their lives and the people who “live under the invisible finger of random disaster, of flood
and cyclone, hurricane and mudslide.” (WT 211) That is, Alsana does not see 'race' or culture
as the fundamental discrepancy between people. As mentioned earlier, there has always been
the possibility to define oneself on more universalistic terms than the particularistic notions of
culture and ‘race’ — Alsana can be seen as an example of this by the way she categorizes

people based on danger and safety.

Generational differences between first- and second-generation immigrants are depicted as
a source of conflict in the novel. Even though Samad is unable to live by the strict rules of his
pedagogical understanding of Bengali nationality, he still expects the same ideals from his
sons. Samad wants to live by the rules of ‘tradition’ but is unable to understand that the

situation is different for his sons: English culture is not ‘foreign’ to England-born Magid and
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Millat. In spite of this, Samad is exasperated by the boys' hybrid identities and the general
ability of the second-generation to mix and match different cultural positions. This can be
seen in the following section where Samad talks about Alsana's sisters and their children:
“They won't go to mosque, they don't pray, they speak strangely, they dress strangely, they eat
all kinds of rubbish, they have intercourse with God knows who. No respect for tradition.
People call it assimilation when it is nothing but corruption.” (WT 190) As Head claims,
Magid and Millat are used in the novel “to demonstrate the competing claims operating on the
second-generation migrant” (2003, 112). Indeed, the boys are divided by the need to fit into
the cultural space where they were born and their father's claims of living by the rules of their

family roots.

Eventually Samad decides to send Magid, the twin who in his opinion shows more
intellectual capability, to Bangladesh in order to learn “the old ways” (WT 213), while Millat
stays in England. With this storyline, Smith cleverly creates a scenario where Magid, after
several years spent in the East, returns to England as “the quintessential Anglo-Indian” (Head
2002, 184) and as an atheist and a firm believer in Western science. On the other hand, Millat,
the one who stays in England, joins a group of Islamic fundamentalists'®. According to
Childs, “[t]hrough these unexpected twists in cultural identifications, Magid and Millat's story
parodies traditional attempts [...] at social control, and all their father's endeavours to mould
their lives fail.” (2005, 207-208) The storyline can also be seen as a parody of cultural
determinism and a comment on the general blurring of cultural borders, which in this case is

exemplified by the globalization of Western science and Islam. Additionally, it can be viewed

19 Similar topic is discussed in Hanif Kureishi's short story “My Son the Fanatic” (1994) and in the 1997 film of
the same name directed by Udayan Prasad. The original story by Kureishi tells the tale of a Pakistani man
called Parvez, who moves to London with his son. Parvez is a secular Muslim, who discovers that his son has
been radicalized. This comments on the fact that it is sometimes the younger generation that internalizes
stricter cultural codes than the older one, who in turn might assimilate more easily. Also, turning to
fundamentalism can be seen as a method of distinguishing oneself from a society that is not fully accepting of
difference. As Hall points out, “[t]he reaffirmation of cultural 'roots' and the return to orthodoxy has long
been one of the most powerful sources of counteridentification” in many postcolonial societies (1992, 313).
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as a statement regarding the impossibility of living one's nationality in a strictly pedagogical
manner. After all, as Scott remarks, Samad's intention of dictating the identities of his sons is

bound to fail, as well as “those of any pedagogic discourses of nationhood.” (2008, 210)

Even though Magid and Millat appear to be more at ease with their hybrid positions than
their father, their transcultural identifications are still depicted as a source of trouble for them.
For instance, in the company of his school friends, the young Magid begins to call himself
Mark Smith®, a thoroughly English-sounding name. This suggests that even though England
is Magid's home culture, he understands that he does not truly fit in the mainstream discourse
of Englishness as himself. Rather, Magid feels as if his cultural identity should still be split
into two determinable sectors, namely the English and the Bengali. Thus, it can be said that
his hybrid cultural identity is not necessarily defined by an uncomplicated merging of

cultures. Magid recognizes this and consequently gives a name to his 'English side'".

Similarly, Millat's sentiments seem to reflect his in-between position. He feels that he
cannot identify with a particular location or culture, as the following excerpt demonstrates:
“Millat was neither one thing nor the other, this or that, Muslim or Christian, Englishman or
Bengali; he lived for the in between” (WT 351). He responds to this by looking for a sense of
community elsewhere, aligning himself with questionable groups such as Raggastani and the
fundamentalist group called “the Keepers of the Eternal Victorious Islamic Nation”. This can
be seen as a survival strategy and a counter-reaction to the fear of racism and prejudice that
Millat encounters. As he points out, being a member of Raggastani is beneficial, since “no one

fucked with any of them any more because they looked like trouble.” (WT 232)

Also, the novel uses Millat to discuss The Satanic Verses affair in 1989 when Millat and his

20 This marks another instance of Zadie Smith using her own surname as a satirical tool of marking the
‘everyday Englishman/woman'. Smith's use of satire and comedy are aspects that notably tie her to the
tradition of English literature. After all, these modes can be seen as significant markers of the English literary
tradition, in addition to being at the heart of the very nature of (ideological) Englishness (Easthope 1999,
159-176).
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crew take part in the riots in Bradford. It becomes clear that Millat does not know anything

about the actual issue at hand, and yet he is passionate about joining the demonstrations.

To be more precise, Millat hadn't read [The Satanic Verses]. Millat knew nothing about
the writer, nothing about the book; could not identify the book if it lay in a pile of
other books; [...] But he knew other things. 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 worshiped 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. In short, 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. (WT 233-234)

As this extract shows, Salman Rushdie and the novel behind the riots are not important to
Millat. Rather, he is searching for a way to channel the feelings of inequality, alienation and
racism that he faces in everyday life. As Head points out, Millat has an “internalized
"’knowledge’ of racist in‘[erpella‘[ion”21 (2002, 185). As a result, for Millat, “Rushdie becomes

the convenient scapegoat for the society's systematic cultural insult.” (ibid.)

The paragraph above also shows that Millat understands his position as ‘other’ in English
society and the stereotypes with which he is seen. Millat knows that according to the
discourse of English nationalism, his identity position is fixed into a particular format: he is a
‘foreigner' in relation to Englishness. Here White Teeth seems to suggest that this might have
been the actual reason behind the Rushdie affair. Indeed, Smith seems to make the point that
events such as this one and fundamentalism in general can partially be seen as a result of

cultural and 'racial’ inequality.

21 The term interpellation is most likely used here by Head in the Althusserian manner where it refers to a
particular identity that a subject recognizes in himself/herself. According to this theory, a person becomes an
(ideological) subject “through a process of interpellation whereby discourses appeal to the individual as a
subject.” (Phillips and Jergensen 2002, 15) That is, interpellation “denotes the process through which
language constructs a social position for the individual” (ibid.). In the context of White Teeth, then, this
means that Millat recognizes himself and his enforced identity position in the racist discourses that he
encounters.
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Magid and Millat cannot escape their parents' migrant history that writes the twins off as
foreigners, even though England is their home and birthplace. They are painfully aware of the
fact that even though they may legally be British citizens, they are still constructed as 'others'
in relation to 'true’ English nationality. The pedagogical understanding of English nationality
constructs this as a concept based on whiteness and historical ties — naturally, this is
something that instantly excludes the boys. Indeed, to use an idea from Gilroy, while legal and
‘formal’ membership to the English nation may be available to the boys, they are not allowed
to be a part of Englishness in the 'substantive’ and ‘authentic’ manner that is defined by 'race’

and historical ties. After all, as Gilroy suggests,

black settlers and their British-born children are denied authentic national membership
on the basis of their 'race’ and, at the same time, prevented from aligning themselves
within the 'British race' on the grounds that their national allegiance inevitably lies
elsewhere. This racist logic has pinpointed obstacles to genuine belonging in the
culture and identity of the alien interlopers. (1987, 46)

This then relates to the problematic nature of multiculturalism which Salman Rushdie

criticizes as being merely tokenist. As Rushdie notes,

[i]n our schools, [multiculturalism] means little more than teaching the kids of few
bongo rhythms, how to tie a sari and so forth. In the police training programme, it
means telling cadets that black people are so ‘culturally different' that they can't help
making trouble. Multiculturalism is the latest token gesture towards Britain's blacks,
and it ought to be exposed, like 'integration' and ‘'racial harmony’, for the sham it is.
(1991, 137)
In other words, even though multiculturalism is a key idea that might often be repeated and
even celebrated, it is quite easily reduced to a mere catchphrase that conceals a system of
racism and inequality.
Even though hybridity is inherently unessential and critical of fixed origins, the manner in
which Magid and Millat are seen by English society still forces them in a particular position
and does not allow the boys to define themselves. | would even claim that the twins are

therefore not given a chance to truly appreciate their hybrid identities as a positive and a

productive site. The manner in which Smith treats the situation of Magid and Millat can be
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said to resemble Hanif Kureishi's novel The Buddha of Suburbia (1990). The book's
protagonist, the London-born Karim, is located in-between English and Indian cultures — he
identifies with English culture but, due to his skin-colour, he is seen by others as an Indian.

Thus, he is both a cultural insider and outsider in England®.

The young Clara Bowden comes to England from Jamaica in 1972 with her mother
Hortense. Clara’s father Darcus has moved to London fourteen years earlier with the apparent
intention of making a new life and earning enough money to have his family move there as
well. However, after his arrival, Darcus contracts “a mysterious illness” that cannot be
diagnosed by any doctor — it is a sickness that causes him to suffer from extreme laziness and
love of “the dole, the armchair and British television.” (WT 31) This obviously is a satirical
comment on the stereotypical views with which immigrants have on occasion been seen: they
have been thought to merely exploit the social welfare system of their new country with no
intention of doing any actual work.

Darcus' arrival in London in the novel is to be understood within the framework of the
actual influx of immigration from the Caribbean in the 1950s. The background behind this
development was the British Nationality Act of 1948 that gave citizens of the British Empire
right to enter Britain, as they were deemed subjects of the British crown (Head 2002, 163).
This included people from the West Indies who came to England in search of better
socioeconomic conditions. The legislation was significantly changed and restricted on several
occasions later on, and this had an effect on the understanding of the nature of Englishness
and nationality (ibid. 164). The continuously changing legal-political response to immigrants,

according to Head, “has colluded with public misperceptions of nationality, and has helped to

22 Kureishi's novel begins with words that instantly make Karim's hybrid position clear: “My name is Karim
Amir, and | am an Englishman born and bred, almost. I am often considered to be a funny kind of
Englishman, a new breed as it were, having emerged from two old histories. But | don't care — Englishman |
am (though not proud of it), from the South London suburbs and going somewhere.” (BS 3) According to
Cuder-Dominguez, Kureishi uses the character of Karim to set “up a number of binary oppositions and
unresolved contradictions between first and second generations, metropolis and colony, white and non-
white.” (2004, 175)
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foster a denial of postcolonial obligations and a rejection of the postcolonial heritage.” (ibid.)
One novel that quite adeptly discusses this matter is Small Island by Andrea Levy, an author
that is seen as one of Smith's peers. Levy's novel explores the conditions into which the
Windrush generation arrived in England, after having great expectations about entering the
'‘Mother Country' but finding the reality of their situation distinctly lacking.

Clara immediately feels like an outsider in London, a feeling which is made even stronger
by her belonging to the church of Jehovah’s Witnesses. She is therefore constructed as an
‘other’ on various grounds at her school whose student body is for the most part white,
English and Catholic?® — that is, she is an ‘other’ by way of ‘race’, nationality and religion.
Clara’s solution to her multicultural stance is to change herself in order to become less of an
outsider and more ‘English’. She leaves the church of Jehovah’s Witnesses, which as noted
earlier, begins the stage of rootlessness in her life. Clara is unsure about her complicated
position in-between the Jamaican and English cultures, and she responds to this by marrying
the Englishman Archie shortly after meeting him, despite the fact that she does not actually
love him.

In addition, Clara takes Archie’s name, changing her Jamaican surname to Jones. That is to
say, she replaces one of the cultural markers of her Jamaican past by taking on a traditionally
English name. She also begins to adjust her manner of speaking towards an English
pronunciation. Therefore, Clara’s solution to her in-between position is adapting to her new
host culture and trying to become ‘English’ herself. However, her manner of speaking still on
occasion betrays her Jamaican accent — it is noted that she drops “into the vernacular when
she [is] excited or pleased about something.” (WT 66) Her use of language is therefore hybrid,
similarly to her cultural position.

Clara’s daughter Irie is similarly troubled by her hybrid Jamaican-English heritage; she

23 It is interesting to note that Clara’s school is Catholic, and I would claim that it serves as another marker of
hybridity in the novel. After all, Catholicism is not a part of ‘true’ Englishness — rather, the Anglican Church
of England is.
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struggles with the fact that she is located in-between two cultures and ‘races’. However, in
terms of ‘race’, it can be said that Irie identifies as black. This is perhaps due to the fact that
she is defined as black by other people: after all, there has been a historical tendency to posit
everyone who is not completely white as black. As Song states, people of so-called ‘mixed
race’ often feel that they have to choose a side in relation to their ‘racial’ background since
discourses around ‘race’ are often based on duality and exclusion (2003, 63—64). That is, they
are not given a chance to be both black and white; rather, they are seen as either black or

white (ibid. 64).

Indeed, similarly to Magid and Millat, Irie is not necessarily given the chance to define her
own cultural, national and ‘racial’ affiliations but is rather defined by others. All of these
characters are seen as non-English: this can be seen to emphasize the historical fact that the
ideology of Englishness is based on ideas of imperialism and the greatness of English people
as opposed to their 'others'. Nevertheless, the character of Irie can be seen to symbolize the
emerging idea of a new, different England: she is born in 1975, which in the novel is depicted
“as a post-colonial year zero for Britain, when the apocalyptic pronouncements of neither the
fictional Jehovah’s Witness Hortense Bowden nor the real-life anti-immigrationist Enoch
Powell are coming true, but a new London is in the process of being born.” (Childs 2005,
202) It must, however, be noted that Irie has an extremely complex relationship with

Englishness, and she equals her role in England to a “stranger in a stranger land” (WT 266).

Irie is finally able to find a sense of belonging when she is introduced to the idea of
Jamaica, and she starts to consider her Jamaican heritage further. In fact, she begins to look at
Jamaica as a ‘homeland’ of sorts. The most notable thing in Irie’s relationship with the place
is that she is mostly concerned with Jamaica as an idea rather than a physical location — this
demonstrates that her stance is notably diasporic. Indeed, this is in accord with the notion that

one does not need to be a first-generation immigrant to hold diasporic identifications. Rather,
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they can apply to both those whose families have immigrant histories and those who are

simply constructed as ‘others’. Both these ideas of course apply to Irie.

As a result, Irie feels the need to belong somewhere, since she knows that the ideological

notion of Englishness cannot truly accommodate her:

It just seemed tiring and unnecessary all of a sudden, that struggle to force something
out of this recalcitrant English soil. Why bother when there was now this other place?
(For Jamaica appeared to Irie as if it were newly made. Like Columbus itself, just by
discovering it she had brought it into existence.) This well-wooded and watered place.
Where things sprang from the soil riotously and without supervision [...]. No fictions,
no myths, no lies, no tangled webs — this is how Irie imagined her homeland. Because
homeland is one of the magical fantasy words like unicorn and soul and infinity that
have now passed into the language. (WT 402, original emphasis)

In this paragraph, Irie’s hybrid position between England and Jamaica is highly evident. After
all, the section describes Irie’s diasporic longing for a ‘homeland’ in Jamaica, a former colony
of Britain, while using imagery of Columbus and the New World — that is, colonial images. |
would suggest that the point of this is to bring to mind Irie’s dual role as both English and
Jamaican. In other words, her manner of thinking is touched by colonial allusions whose
purpose is to remind the reader about Irie’s Englishness, and yet she does not fully fit in the
discourse of Englishness and chooses to look at Jamaica as diasporic “homeland’. It can thus
be said that, similarly to the other characters in the novel, Irie’s hybrid position is depicted as
somewhat problematic. It is touched by ideas that are almost antagonistic and contradictory,
and consequently it cannot be seen a completely productive space to inhabit — this is an

unfortunate result of racism and inequality.

It is therefore not surprising that Irie desperately wants to change herself and her
appearance, wishing her appearance would resemble an “English rose” rather than “Jamaican
hourglass heavy” (WT 266-267). Irie’s complex relationship with Englishness can be
exemplified by the events that occur befittingly in an English class. The class discusses
Shakespeare’s “Sonnet 1277, and Irie is asked to offer some thoughts on the sonnet that

begins with the lines: “In the old age black was not counted fair, / Or if it were, it bore not
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beauty’s name” (1-2). Irie asks the teacher whether it is possible that the woman who the
speaker in the sonnet is addressing is black. She is quickly shut down, however, when the
teacher notes that the scenario that she is suggesting is highly unlikely unless the woman in
question was a slave. This conversation upsets Irie, for “[s]he had thought, just then, that she
had seen something like a reflection, but it was receding” (WT 272). The significance of this
exchange, |1 would claim, lies in the fact that Shakespeare is seen as the epitome of English
literature, literature being an important factor in the project of nation-building. This in turn
reminds Irie of the longevity of the discourses and practices that exclude her from the
narrative of Englishness. Indeed, for Irie, this again emphasizes the idea that blackness and

Englishness have been written as mutually exclusive.

It should be pointed out that even though the characters discussed in this section all seem
to find themselves unable to fit in the symbolic community of Englishness, some of them are,
however, provided with at least one model of belonging: namely, that of the city. White Teeth
depicts London in a rather culturally vibrant and lively fashion. As Dyer says, the depiction of
the city “is made concrete by actual names of boroughs, streets, and monuments, and it is
populated by characters from all over the former British empire.” (2004, 83) Even though the
city bears markers of the history of imperialism, such as the aforementioned statue of Henry
Havelock, it becomes evident that the children, having been born there, know the city and
how to navigate it. They feel as if they can belong there, especially since areas such as

Willesden hold remarkably large immigrant communities.

For instance, Millat learns to use to the city and its parts to his advantage. He even
commands certain areas of London to the extent that his popularity is compared in the novel

to the Beatles:

Ringo Starr once said of the Beatles that they were never bigger than they were in
Liverpool, late 1962. They just got more countries. And that's how it was for Millat.
He was so big in Cricklewood, in Willesden, in West Hampstead, the summer of 1990,
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that nothing he did later in his life could top it. From his first Raggastani crowd, he
had expanded and developed tribes throughout the school, throughout North London.
(WT 269)

In addition, when Millat is asked by Joyce Chalfen about where he is from “originally”, he
merely notes that he is from “Whitechapel [...] Via the Royal London hospital and the 207
bus.” (WT 319) Although Millat is obviously joking, his answer still shows some truth — after
all, the city offers him a model of belonging that England in its entirety or the idea of

Bangladesh cannot provide.

Sam Selvon's Lonely Londoners could be mentioned as an example of an earlier work of
literature that discusses the immigrant's role in London. Unlike Smith's, Selvon's characters
who inhabit the post-Second World War London do not feel as if they belong to the city nor
the nation — therefore, it is safe to say that something has changed since then. The protagonist
Moses, who moves to London with the Windrush generation, sees the city as a solitary space,
as suggested in the novel's title, that divides “up in little worlds, and you stay in the world you
belong to and you don't know anything about what happening in the other ones except what
you read in the papers.” (LL 74) Kureishi's London in The Buddha of Suburbia, on the other
hand, can be said to resemble Smith's. As Ball argues, “Kureishi's London is a cosmopolitan
space not fully attached to or detached from either British nation-space or transnational world-
space. It hovers interstitially between the two.” (2004, 227) In a similar fashion, Smith's
London bears markers of its imperialist national history, and yet it can to some extent provide

a hybrid space of belonging.

As noted earlier, the English nation might benefit from looking at it through the prism of
London, as the city can be seen as more accepting of cultural diversity and hybridization. As
suggested by Ball, in Smith's vision, London's future is still open and not limited by its past

imperial history. Rather, its

future cannot be extrapolated or divined from its past because it is not a controlled
experiment; it can always be transformed in unexpected ways by unforeseen choices,



59

combinations, random happenings, or accidents. [...] As cities have always done,
London uproots people and brings them and their worlds together to encounter each
other, create new entanglements on top of old ones, and produce new mixtures and
identities. Always emergent and transformative, the metropolis can never be a neutral,
final space. (Ball 2004, 243)

Indeed, the city is painted as remarkably hybrid in White Teeth, and the same goes for its
inhabitants. While this section mostly dealt with the difficulties that can be caused by in-
between positions and hybridization, the next section takes the issue in a more positive

direction and towards a possible acceptance of the logic of hybridity.
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4. “More English than the English”: Hybrid Configurations in White Teeth

The concept of hybridity was already discussed in the previous section, but this section
explores the topic further and investigates at length the theme of hybridity that can be detected
in Smith's debut. The importance of hybridity is that it holds the potential for change: it can
challenge the hierarchy of cultures and ‘races’ due to its ability to renegotiate cultural
meanings. In the context of White Teeth, then, it has become clear that the issue is not yet
without its complications — as | suggested in the previous section, in-between positions
notably complicate the lives of the characters, and hybridity, for them, is not yet the fully

productive Third Space that it could be.

Nevertheless, Smith seems to imply that these meanings can and should be changed. In
fact, due to the performative aspect of national discourses, they are in the process of being
changed. Indeed, the novel makes a case against nationalism and suggests that in reality every
person and every culture is a hybrid in one way or another — even though the issue might not
yet appear as such. As Rushdie ably argues, using the Indian culture as an example but

making a point that is applicable to any culture,

[o]ne of the most absurd aspects of this quest for national authenticity is that [...] it is
completely fallacious to suppose that there is such a thing as a pure, unalloyed
tradition from which to draw. The only people who seriously believe this are religious
extremists. The rest of us understand that the very essence of Indian culture is that we
possess a mixed tradition, a mélange of elements as disparate as ancient Mughal and
contemporary Coca-Cola American. To say nothing of Muslim, Buddhist, Jain,
Christian, Jewish, British, French, Portuguese, Marxist, Maoist, Trotskyist,
Vietnamese, capitalist, and of course Hindu elements. (1991, 67, original emphasis)

Indeed, it is safe to argue that no tradition is pure or original, and it is more apt to talk about

the hybridization of all things.

It can be said that the theme of hybridity, in fact, connects Smith to the works of Rushdie.

As Rushdie himself points out, his controversial piece The Satanic Verses is a celebration of
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hybridity, impurity, intermingling, the transformation that comes of new and
unexpected combinations of human beings, cultures, ideas, politics, movies, songs. It
rejoices in mongrelization and fears the absolutism of the Pure. Mélange, hotchpotch,
a bit of this and a bit of that is how newness enters the world. (ibid. 394, original
emphasis)

This description fits White Teeth perfectly, as well. Making a reference to Bhabha's idea of the
Third Space, Moore-Gilbert notes that Smith tackles the issue of cultural hybridity in a
manner similar to Rushdie — that is, in both these authors' works, hybridity becomes “a
desirable dialectical process in which different traditions, cultures and identities merge to

create a new, superior, unified third term.” (2005, 108, my emphasis)

Firstly, in section 4.1., | intend to discuss the theme of purity that | see as an extensive
metaphor in the novel. This issue is historically linked to notions of 'race' and culture, and
White Teeth cleverly makes use of this fact. Secondly, in section 4.2., I will move on to
explore Englishness and its connections to hybridity. The novel harbours strong anti-
nationalist sentiments, which can be seen in the manner in which the notion of pure
Englishness is questioned. Thirdly, the final subsection discusses the notion of science and the

vision White Teeth anticipates for the future — that is, the emerging logic of hybridity.

4.1. Hybridity and the Search for Purity

The search for purity haunts several characters in White Teeth. What makes this theme
especially noteworthy, |1 would suggest, is its association with the fears of miscegenation that
dominated the discourse of scientific racism in the nineteenth century. After all, hybridization
served as a threat to the ideals of purity and white hegemony. Purity is also an important idea
in the way nationality has been historically understood: the national space has been seen as a
territory dominated by a pure, original folk where the very existence of an ‘other’ is viewed as

a threat. Since Smith attempts to move away from such understandings, purity becomes an
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important concept in the novel. Indeed, even though hybridity can to a large extent be seen as
the serving principle of social order in the world of White Teeth, the ideal of purity is still in
the minds of many characters. It becomes clear, however, that purity in any shape or form is
more or less impossible to achieve. As Childs points out, “no one is pure in the novel:

ethically or ethnically.” (2005, 209)

The issue of ‘racial’ purity is referenced in the novel on many accounts. When Archie and
Clara get married, people from his office are somewhat shocked. This can be seen as a marker
of the fear of miscegenation and ‘racial’ impurity. According to Archie’s colleague Maureen,
Archie is a perfectly nice man, but there was “this strange way he had about him, always
talking to Pakistanis and Caribbeans like he didn’t even notice and now he’d gone and
married one and hadn’t even thought it worth mentioning what colour she was until the office

dinner when she turned up black as anything” (WT 69).

Indeed, Archie and Clara’s marriage in 1975 is somewhat unusual according to
institutionalized social standards of England at the time. As Song argues, mixed marriages
have historically been regarded as one of the biggest threats to ‘racial’ and ethnic groups —
after all, intermarriage can be seen to threaten their purity (2003, 46). Archie and Clara’s
union, then, can be seen as a threat to the notion of (white) Englishness and its continuity,
especially as their daughter will inhabit a ‘biracial’ identity position. As Song points out,
“[t]he existence of multiracial people requires a profound rethinking not only of existing
racial categories and their legitimacy, but also of the everyday belief that there are such things

as “pure” and distinct races.” (ibid. 61)

In addition to Maureen, Archie’s boss Mr. Hero is not comfortable with the pairing, and he
suggests that perhaps Archie should not bring Clara along to any more workplace gatherings.
He insists that this is not his idea as such, but rather the wives of the male employees feel

threatened since Clara is “a real beauty” (WT 72). This can be read as a comment regarding
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the manner in which black women have sometimes been seen — they have been regarded as
exotic, seductive and overtly sensual. Similarly, Poppy Burt-Jones is initially attracted to
Samad because she considers him exotic and thinks that Eastern culture is “really exciting”
(WT 133, original emphasis). At the same time, she holds several stereotypical assumptions:
for instance, she is surprised that Magid and Millat are loud and lively rather than quiet and
subdued. Also, Joyce Chalfen, who like Poppy is a white Englishwoman, is fascinated by
Millat in a manner that hides in the guise of maternal nurture but in reality harbours a strong
sense of sexual attraction. As Cuder-Dominguez suggests, characters such as these have
“fallen prey to orientalist® ideas that lead them to see non-Caucasian characters through the

veil of the exotic.” (2004, 186)

Nevertheless, Mr. Hero emphasizes the fact that he is not “a racialist” and would rather
“spit on that Enoch Powell” (WT 72). This marks another allusion among many to Powell: in
my view, these mentions of the man act as signifiers of the anti-nationalist sentiments that are
at the heart of White Teeth. As previously mentioned, Powell was known for his ideals of
national purity. Additionally, Alsana’s notably belittling and indifferent view of Powell is
worth mentioning in this context — she refers to him as “that madman E-knock
someoneoranother” (WT 62) and considers his ideas as “[r]ivers of blood silly-billy
nonsense.” (WT 62-63) This satirical comment regarding Powell takes part in the criticism of

national purity and shows preference for cultural vibrancy and hybridity.

Hortense can be mentioned as another character that is suspicious of the notion of ‘racial’

impurity. As a matter of fact, Clara’s marriage is the cause of her completely falling out with

24 This of course is a reference to Edward Said's influential study Orientalism (originally published in 1978).
According to Said, Orientalism is the manner in which Europe (or the West) has historically regarded the
East (1987, 1). It is the place of Europe's oldest colonies and one of the most notable images it had of the
‘other’ (ibid.). Therefore, the Orient has helped to shape the idea Europe has of itself: after all, the Orient has
served as a mirror image of Europe, that is, appearing as everything Europe is not (ibid. 1-2). This
relationship is naturally constructed as hierarchical (ibid. 5-7). Also, Said suggests that one of the views in
which the Orient has been seen is the notion of the exotic: it was regarded as “a place of romance, exotic
beings [...] [and] remarkable experiences.” (ibid. 1)
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her mother. Hortense is horrified that Clara would consider marrying outside her own ‘race’.

As she argues to Irie,

[b]lack and white never come to no good. De Lord Jesus never meant us to mix it up.
Dat’s why he made a hol” heap a fuss about de children of men building de tower of
Babel. ‘Im want everybody to keep tings separate. [...] When you mix it up, nuttin’
good can come. It wasn’t intended. Except you, [...] You’re about de only good ting to
come out of dat... (WT 384-385, original emphasis)

It becomes clear that Hortense is mostly opposed to the principle of ‘racial’ purity rather than
the actual practice of ‘interracial’ marriages. After all, as the extract above shows, she
considers Irie to be the only good thing that has come out of the marriage. Hortense loves her
granddaughter despite the fact that she is the product of a ‘mixed’ marriage of which she

strongly disapproves.

Hortense’s disapproval of Clara and Archie can be seen as highly hypocritical and
contradictory, as she herself is a child of a Jamaican woman and a colonialist Englishman —
she is of ‘mixed race’ herself. As it is noted by the narrator, “Hortense hadn’t put all that effort
into marrying black, into dragging her genes back from the brink, just so her daughter could
bring yet more high-coloured children into the world.” (WT 327) In Moss' view, the stories of
Hortense's parents, Ambrosia Bowden and Captain Charlie Durham, and Archie and Clara are
juxtaposed in the novel to make a point about a historical shift in the nature of hybridity: they
can seen to depict “the shift from a forced hybridity in Jamaica to a chosen hybridity in

England.” (2003, 13)

In a similar fashion, Alsana seems suspicious of her son Millat dating girls who are white.
Indeed, Alsana’s depiction in the novel is filled with contradictions. As mentioned earlier, she
seems quite accepting of cultural change and does not worry about assimilation in the same
manner her husband does. Yet, she is initially doubtful about the marriage between Archie and
Clara due to their differing ‘races’. In fact, she seems horrified that they will end up having

children who are “half blacky-white” (WT 61). It is the thought of her grandchildren being
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half-white, though, that scares her the most.

However, as the following excerpt shows, the reasons behind Alsana’s fears are perhaps

more complex than the mere notion of ‘racial” impurity:

But it makes an immigrant laugh to hear the fears of the nationalist, scared of
infection, penetration, miscegenation, when this is small fry, peanuts, compared to
what the immigrant fears — dissolution, disappearance. Even the unflappable Alsana
Igbal would regularly wake up in a puddle of her own sweat after a night visited by
visions of Millat (genetically BB; where B stands for Bengali-ness) marrying someone
called Sarah (aa where ‘a’ stands for Aryan), resulting in a child called Michael (Ba),
who in turn marries somebody called Lucy (aa), leaving Alsana with a legacy of
unrecognizable great-grandchildren (Aaaaaaa!), their Bengali-ness thoroughly diluted,
genotype hidden by phenotype. It is both the most irrational and natural feeling in the
world. (WT 327, original emphasis)

Alsana’s fears of miscegenation appear to be linked to the notion of losing one’s past. While
her feelings are certainly fueled by suspicion over ‘mixed race’ unions and children, the
paragraph above demonstrates that part of this is due to the fact that she does not want to
completely let go of her ‘racial’ and national roots: she feels that her “Bengali-ness” is a
notable part of her identity, and she is not willing to see it completely forgotten in her family’s
future and taken over by Englishness. Nonetheless, it can be said that the case of Alsana
serves as another example of the search for purity in the novel.

One of the most notable examples of the search for purity can be seen in Millat’s affiliation
with the fundamentalist group KEVIN — they realize that they have “an acronym problem.”?
(WT 295) Fundamentalism is by definition a belief in pure and fundamental doctrine that is to
be followed in a strict manner; it is supposed to be an absolute and essential form of religious

and political ideology. In Hall’s understanding, fundamentalism is the ultimate form in the

search for ‘tradition’, that is, pure and coherent cultural identifications (1992, 311). However,

25 It can be pointed out that Smith's take on fundamentalism is deeply satirical as exemplified by the acronym
KEVIN. This succeeds in making the deeply worrisome concept of fundamentalism humorous and
consequently less menacing. This brings to mind similar treatment of the issue in the recent Christopher
Morris film Four Lions (2010). The film in question tells the story of five radicalized British Muslims, who
in reality have no clue about what they are truly doing while planning their 'holy war', except that they are
doing it for Allah. The characters in the film are depicted as extremely inept and unaware of the
contradictions that define the reality of their pursuits. Smith's treatment of Millat and KEVIN is similar.
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Millat’s association with KEVIN is filled with contradictions and proves a point about purity
being intangible and impossible to achieve. As Head suggests, this type of incoherence can be
seen in most militant youth groups in Britain, for they “thrive partly on account of the very

cultural values they seek to exterminate.” (2002, 184)

According to KEVIN’s doctrine, one should live in an ascetic manner, that is, “cut down
on the booze, the spliff, the women” and “purge oneself of the taint of the West.” (WT 444)
The latter principle is particularly at odds with the manner in which Millat has fashioned his
identity. He is obsessed with gangster films and Hollywood cinema, which can be seen as the

embodiments of Western popular culture:

Now, he knew, he knew that if you wanted an example of the moribund, decadent,
degenerate, over-sexed, violent state of Western capitalist culture and the logical
endpoint of its obsession with personal freedoms, [...] you couldn’t do much better
than Hollywood cinema. And he knew (how many times had he been through it with
Hifan?) that the ‘gangster’ movie, the Mafia genre, was the worst example of that. And
yet ... it was the hardest thing to let go. He would give up every spliff he’d ever
smoked and every woman he’d ever fucked to retrieve the films his mother had
burnt®®, or even the few he had purchased more recently which Hifan had confiscated.
[...] It was his most shameful secret that whenever he opened a door [...] the opening
of GoodFellas®’ ran through his head and he found this sentence rolling around in
what he presumed was his subconscious:

As far back as | can remember, | always wanted to be a gangster.

[...] And when he found himself doing it, he tried desperately not to, he tried to fix it,
but Millat’s mind was a mess and more often than not he’d end up pushing upon the
door, head back, shoulders forward, Liotta style, thinking:

As far back as | can remember, | always wanted to be a Muslim.
(WT 445-446, original emphasis)
As the extract above shows, Millat is aware that his love of gangster films is at odds with his

26 This is a reference to events that take place after Alsana finds out about Millat taking part in The Satanic
Verses demonstration in Bradford. Seeing his son featured in a news segment discussing the event, Alsana
responds by burning Millat’s secular possessions including CDs, films and posters. According to her,
“[e]ither everything is sacred or nothing is.” (WT 237) This is another example of Alsana’s liberal views on
certain matters: she seems to understand the point that Rushdie is making about the tension between
secularism and religion and is annoyed by the fact that Millat and her husband seem to disagree.

27 GoodFellas (1990) is an Oscar winning film by Martin Scorsese starring Ray Liotta. The film depicts the
Mafia scene in Brooklyn, New York, beginning in the 1950s. Liotta’s character is a young Irish-American
man who idolizes the Italian-American gangsters of the neighbourhood and decides to leave school to
become one of them, despite the warnings from his father. Similarly, Millat joins KEVIN in order to feel as if
he is a part of something larger than himself, even though he is warned by various people on many accounts.
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affiliation with KEVIN — still, he is unable to let it go. It can be safely argued that Millat’s
interest in films such as this only reinforces the fact that he is very much a Westerner. His
attempt to return to his ‘pure and original roots’ is deemed an impossible task due to the fact
that his roots actually lie in London. Therefore, Millat feels marginalized by Englishness and
cannot fully become a member of the English nation, and yet he cannot fully become a

Bengali either.

Additionally, even though Millat claims to be able to live by the rules of sobriety and
celibacy, it becomes evident that is not fully accurate either. Although he stops seeing his
multiple girlfriends, he still continues to have sex with one of them, insisting that it does not
count as long as only she touches him. Also, he still “smoked the odd fag and put away a
Guinness on occasion (cant say fairer than that)” (WT 444, my emphasis). The previous
sentence is made humorous by the inclusion of one of Samad’s favourite sayings — that is,
‘can’t say fairer than that’, meaning that one has made a reasonable deal regarding something,
and the consequences should therefore be accepted. One of the reasons Millat joins KEVIN is
to separate himself from the ideals of his father, but the results are quite opposite, since he in a
way only becomes more like Samad by beginning to make deals and compromises with Allah.
Also, the Bangladesh-born Samad is the closest Millat actually is to his legacy in the East.
Yet, Millat joins an Islamist group in order to differentiate himself from his father, in a sense

taking himself further away from his heritage rather than moving closer to it.

As these examples have shown, Millat’s belief system is a combination of contradictory
ideas that have merged together — in other words, his form of fundamentalism is in no way
ideologically pure but very much a hybrid. This, Smith seems to suggest, is the rule rather
than the exception with similar groups. In addition, this depiction of Millat once again proves
a point about the mobile nature of identity: after all, Millat tries to fix his identity into a

particular mold, but his attempts fail. His cultural identifications remain hybrid, despite the
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fact that he attempts to enact a pure form of Islamic fundamentalism.

Fundamentalism is discussed in White Teeth in other instances, as well: it can be seen in
the novel’s depictions of science, animal activism and Jehova’s Witnesses. I would suggest
that Smith is at pains to separate the term fundamentalism from fundamental: in fact, at the
beginning of one of the chapters, dictionary definitions of both words are offered. The term
fundamental is described as something that goes “to the root of the matter” and is “primary,
original; from which others are derived.” (WT 413) In the context of White Teeth, then,
fundamentals refer to one’s roots and legacy. Fundamentalism, on the other hand, is described

as a “strict maintenance of traditional orthodox religious beliefs or doctrines” (WT 413).

It is interesting to note that certain characters in the novel attempt to forsake their
fundamentals with the help of fundamentalism. For instance, Millat joins KEVIN due to
racism, cultural confusion and the will to separate himself from the beliefs of his father.
Magid similarly leaves behind the Muslim culture of his father and turns to a determined
belief in the logic of science and atheism, becoming Marcus’ pupil. The eldest Chalfen son
Joshua, on the other hand, becomes a member of the animal activist group FATE because he
wants to distinguish himself from his family. FATE’s very mission is to fight against people
such as Joshua’s father. As a matter of fact, the group takes it upon itself to liberate the
FutureMouse©, the project that is Marcus’ pride and joy. Joshua’s interest in FATE is also
fueled by the fact that he is sexually attracted to its founding member. In other words, Joshua
is not driven by the simple wish to protect the welfare of animals, despite the fact that this is
the most ‘fundamental’ aspect in the group’s ideology. This serves as another case where

(ideological) purity appears elusive.

The novel treats Marcus Chalfen and Hortense Bowden somewhat differently. In their
cases, the belief systems in question may be to some extent pure, but the uncompromising

points of view of these characters notably limit their lives. The search for purity is therefore
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not deemed a positive thing in these cases, either. Marcus’ relentless belief in the logic of
science and generic engineering appears as a form of fundamentalism to the extent that he
considers himself superior to those who do not agree with him. For example, meeting a young
woman reading one of his works, Marcus inquires whether she is enjoying the book. When
the woman expresses her views on the possible moral and ethical dilemmas related to genetic
engineering, Marcus is completely unable to grasp her opinion and admit that her ideas might
have at least an element of truth to them. Therefore, in Marcus' view, in addition to
intelligent, logical-thinking people like himself, the world holds “a great ocean of idiots,
conspiracists, religious lunatics, presumptuous novelists, animal-rights activists, students of
politics, and all the other breeds of fundamentalists” (WT 418) who cannot understand the
greatness of his work. It does not occur to him that his line of work and thinking can be

counted as a form of fundamentalism, as well.

Hortense Bowden’s faith in the church of Jehova’s Witnesses appears to be pure and
without any ulterior motives. Also, her form of fundamentalism is a part of her fundamentals,
as she has been a part of the church her entire life. Nonetheless, similarly to Marcus, White
Teeth makes the case that Hortense’s strict, purity-searching doctrine limits her life to a great
extent: she is not talking with her daughter and was out of touch with her granddaughter for a
long period of time. All in all, I would like to claim that the depiction of fundamentalism is a
crucial part in the extended theme of purity that is apparent in the novel. Although the
examples mentioned do not all reference culture, ‘race’ and nationality directly, I would argue
that they still manage to make a point about these issues: the quest for absolute purity should
be an impossible and undesirable process in any context, no less in national and ‘racial’

configurations.

It can therefore be noted that White Teeth is keen to emphasize the hybridization of all

things. As Moss points out in her article “The Politics of Everyday Hybridity” (2003), Smith
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“paints hybridity as an eclectic mixture of race, language, and culture — a kind of a melting
pot of postcolonial ideas.” (2003, 12) Moss uses the term “everyday hybridity” to describe the
manner in which hybridity is depicted in the novel. She says that hybridity is not depicted by

Smith as

an exception to a concept of identity based on some kind of unity, or even unity in
diversity. Instead, the myth of ‘an' English national, or even post-national, identity has
been replaced by an acceptance, or at least acknowledgment, of a multiplicity of
identities. Cultural and racial hybridities are becoming increasingly ordinary. The
significance of this ordinariness lies in the pivotal notion of a tolerance or acceptance
of diversity in opposition to the potential fear or prejudice that comes out of a desire
for purity. (ibid.)

However, one notable aspect seems to be missing from Moss’ analysis — that is, the
acknowledgment of the fact that the case of hybridity is still not without its complexities. The
logic of hybridity may still be difficult to acknowledge on national, cultural and ‘racial’ levels,
even though it already dominates aspects of everyday life that people do not question — I will

discuss this issue next.

One notable example of hybridity as an everyday practice that goes unquestioned can be
seen in the use of language. For instance, the language that Millat and his friends in
Raggastani use is a hybrid mix of various cultural elements; it is “a strange mix of Jamaican
patois, Bengali, Gujarati and English.” (WT 231) This kind of usage can easily be contrasted
with the language used by Archie. Indeed, Archie’s manner of speaking is filled with
amusingly archaic phrases such as “I should cocoa!” (WT 120), a line that originates from
Cockney rhyming scheme and is often ironically used with the meaning of “I should say so!”
This, in my opinion, acts as proof of the idea that hybridity is a thing of the future, since even

linguistically it is something novel and youthful.

In addition, the theme of (everyday) hybridity can be detected in the description of
O'Connell's Pool House, a pub that Archie and Samad frequent. It is a perfect example of a

place defined by uncomplicated and undisputed everyday living, as the men visit it more or
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less daily in order to simply talk and relax. Instead of actually being Irish or a pool house,
O'Connell’s is a multifarious cultural mix. The pub's walls are decorated with George Stubbs'
racehorse paintings and “the framed fragments of some foreign, Eastern script” (WT 183). In
addition, there is “an Irish flag and a map of the Arab Emirates knotted together” (WT 183).
Indeed, the decoration of the establishment does not separate or hide its multiple cultural
associations: instead, it ties together cultural elements from England, the Middle East and
Ireland, hybridizing them. Additionally, the pub is owned by a man named Abdul-Mickey, a
second-generation immigrant who speaks with an English working-class accent and whose
very name combines Arabic and English elements. As Dyer claims, O'Connell's emerges
“organically from the many contradictory histories and personalities that have created it.”
(2004, 96)

| would argue that the pub serves as an example of a place where the logic of hybridity can
roam without anyone questioning or even noticing it. Indeed, no one pays any attention to the
place’s hybrid elements, as they are a part its very structure. O'Connell's can also be viewed a
mini-community of sorts where membership must be earned — much like a nation. As it is
noted by the narrator, earning a position within the place “takes years of devoted fucking
around, time-wasting, laying-about, shooting the breeze, watching paint dry” (WT 183). That
is, even though membership might not take any difficult effort, it is restrictive in the sense that
it is not allowed to just anybody. Indeed, O'Connell's is depicted as a hybrid, alternative
community where all of its members are equal — or at least the men are until the pub finally
opens its doors to women at dawn of the new millennium. It is also an alternative
establishment for history. After all, this is where Archie and Samad can discuss the war
without complaints from their families and the only place that agrees to hang Pande’s picture.
This is a place where configurations of history, culture and nationality can be performed in

everyday acts rather than lived strictly and pedagogically, despite the fact that Samad, Archie
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and other frequent visitors of the pub are not depicted as the most forward-thinking and liberal
of characters.

In a nutshell, then, the novel makes a case against purity and is concerned with the
hybridization of all cultures, institutions and other everyday issues — that is, hybridity is not
depicted only as a feature of individuals. As Upstone ably points out, this type of hybridity
that is explored in the novel, similarly to how it is depicted in Monica Ali's Brick Lane, is

“less about being “in-between” cultures and more about the fact that culture is now, in
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essence, “in-between”.” (2007, 336) This becomes clear when one examines one of the key
paragraphs that more or less summarizes the point about culture and hybridity that the novel
tries to make, emphasizing the quotidian aspect of hybridity. In Moss’ view, in this section,
even “[t]he everyday act of playing in a playground reflects the everydayness of the racial and

cultural hybridity signalled in the children's names” (2003, 14):

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). 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 more
English than the Indian, no one more Indian than the English. (WT 326-327, my
emphasis)

The final words in the paragraph above mark an easy transition to the topic of hybrid

Englishness in the novel.



73

4.2. Hybrid Englishness

To continue with the theme of purity, it is worth noting that the idea of pure Englishness is

questioned in White Teeth. As Bentley argues, the novel

offers a competing version of contemporary Englishness, one that emphasizes and
addresses the multicultural make-up of late-twentieth/early twenty-first century
England, and in turn is keen, on one level, to challenge concerns that Englishness and
multiculturalism are mutually antagonistic concepts. [...] This is registered most
clearly in the three main families in the text: [...] white English, Asian, Caribbean and
Jewish. Smith is also keen to regard these not as combinations of discrete ethnicities
but as an indication that the old categories of race are an inaccurate way of describing
the ethnic diversity of contemporary England [...] (2007, 495-496)

Furthermore, 1 would like to argue that White Teeth ridicules the uncompromising notion of an
English nationality based on ‘race’, in addition to exclusive myths, traditions and historical
narratives that are bound to marginalize a large number of the nation's legal citizens. Indeed,
as it became clear in section 3.2., the will to belong to the English national community haunts
several characters in the novel. In this section, however, it will become evident that the very

notion of ‘true’ Englishness might actually be a myth.

The closest any character in White Teeth gets to the ideological notion of Englishness are
the Chalfens: they are a white, middle-class family who are academically and empiristically
orientated. As noted by Easthope, the tradition of empiricism plays an important part in the
narrative of Englishness (1999, 61). Irie admires the Chalfens greatly because they appear to
her as the embodiments of Englishness, that is, the ideal that she herself has never been able
to reach. It is noted that Irie wanted to “merge with them. She wanted their Englishness.” (WT
328, original emphasis) Irie's admiration of the family is also connected to their middle-class

status, as the following excerpt demonstrates:

She'd never been so close to this strange and beautiful thing, the middle class, and
experienced the kind of embarrassment that is actually intrigue, fascination. It was
both strange and wondrous. She felt like the prude who walks through a nudist beach,
examining the sand. She felt like Columbus meeting the exposed arawaks, not
knowing where to look. (WT 321, original emphasis)
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Irie is a part of a working-class family herself, and middle-classness and 'true' Englishness are
intrinsically bound together in her mind. Even though her father is a white Englishman, Irie is
aware of the fact that Archie is still constructed as an ‘other’ to the notion of ideological

Englishness on one account — that is, class status.

However, as the Chalfens are properly introduced, the novel’s preference for difference
and hybridity becomes evident once again. All the members of the family are practically
carbon copies of each other and do not have any friends outside the family. This

unsurprisingly results in monotony and boredom:

The century was drawing to a close and the Chalfens were bored. Like clones of each
other, their dinner table was an exercise in mirrored perfection. Chalfenism and all its
principles reflecting itself infinitely, bouncing from Oscar to Joyce, Joyce to Joshua,
Joshua to Marcus, Marcus to Benjamin, Benjamin to Jack ad nauseam across the meat
and veg. (WT 314-315)

In this section, Smith draws attention to the end of the century that is approaching. In my
view, this is motivated by the fact that the novel wants to connect the emerging logic of
hybridity with the progression of the times: that is, the notions of culture, ‘race’ and
Englishness are changing, but the Chalfens are not keeping up. Naturally, this is depicted as
an endless source of boredom and frustration within the family and thus links to the idea
presented earlier regarding the perceived emptiness of Englishness due to the inability to

change its meanings.

To fight the monotony, the Chalfens are excited to spend time with Irie, Magid and Millat.
It can be said that the children “incarnate titillating forms of cultural, racial, and class
difference that inject spice into their otherwise predictable lives.” (Dawson 2007, 166)
Nonetheless, in spite of the fact that the Chalfen family is depicted as notably similar and like-
minded, their united front covers up certain internal differences. In fact, as noted earlier,
Joshua joins the animal activist group that is described as “the hardcore end of Greenpeace”

(WT 403). Joining a group such as this is obviously at odds with the logic of ‘Chalfenism’,
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and it thus provides Joshua with a sense of difference and excitement.

The Chalfens are not the only example in the novel of the uninteresting outcomes that
traditional notions of Englishness and nationality might have. As a matter of fact, similar
things can be said about Archie: he is the archetype of a traditional working-class Englishman
but is depicted as an extremely unremarkable and unexciting person. Archie is bland and
afraid to express opinions to the extent that he cannot make a decision without tossing a coin
first. Moreover, he is a former Olympic level track cyclist, and his boring consistency is
underlined by the fact that his lap time never declines or improves: conversely, he gets the
exactly same result every single time. As the narrator notes, “[t]hat kind of inability to
improve is really very rare.” (WT 15) Here, | would argue, White Teeth suggests that this type

of inability to improve or change might also be an unfortunate part of Englishness.

Also, Archie’s failure to understand larger societal issues around him is deemed a
remarkable thing. He is not a racist; he is married to a Jamaican woman and his best friend is
a Bengali man. This does not mean that he is liberal or open-minded, either: rather, he is just
completely oblivious to such matters. For instance, when Clara hears that she is pregnant, she
is told by the doctor that the baby's features cannot be determined before it is born. Therefore,
it is even possible that the baby could have blue eyes. After she shares this tidbit with Archie,
he repeats it to anyone who listens. This does not mean that he would prefer their child to
have his own Caucasian features. Rather, he is just amazed by the possibility of “any piece of
him slugging it out in the gene pool with a piece of Clara and winning.” (WT 67, original
emphasis) Archie is oblivious to the extent that he does not realize how this statement might

sound to those who are listening.

Another instance where the novel ridicules the uptight, unchanging idea of Englishness can
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be found in the depiction of Thomas Dickinson-Smith?, the captain of Archie and Samad’s

battalion in the war. He is described in the following manner:

Dickinson-Smith was no soldier. And certainly no commander, though commanding
was in his genes. Against his will he had been dragged out of his father’s college,
shaken free of his father’s gown, and made to Fight A War, as his father had. And his
father before him, and his father before him, ad infinitum. [...] Killed by the Hun, the
Wogs, the Chinks, the Kaffirs, the Frogs, the Scots, the Spics, the Zulus, the Indians
(South, East and Red), and accidentally mistaken for a darting okapi by a Swede on a
big-game hunt in Nairobi, traditionally the Dickinson-Smiths were insatiable in their
desire to see Dickinson-Smith blood spilled on foreign soil. (WT 89-90)

This section demonstrates Dickinson-Smith’s upper class status and his family’s connections
to the legacy of colonialism. Indeed, the colonial pursuits of the Dickinson-Smiths are heavily
satirized here: they want to conquer other lands and peoples to the extent that these pursuits
often turn into self-destruction. However, Thomas’ attempts to follow in his family’s
footprints fail: when his battalion is attacked, he is not killed by enemy bullets. Instead, he
becomes frightened and ends up taking his own life before anyone else might have the
chance. As a result, he becomes “[t]he only Dickinson-Smith to die by English hands.” (WT

92)

Furthermore, Captain Charlie Durham, another example of upper-class Englishness, is not
saved from mockery. In colonial Jamaica, Durham impregnates Ambrosia Bowden who is
serving as his maid. This can be seen as a comment regarding the frequency of such events in
the time of colonization. Additionally, Durham wants to educate Ambrosia. As Alsana later
notes, “[t]he English are the only people [...] who want to teach you and steal from you at the
same time.” (WT 356) When Joyce interrogates Clara on the roots of Irie’s intellect, Clara
falters and feels the need to chalk her and Irie’s wits up to their English heritage — after all,
Englishness has historically defined itself through the notions of rationalism and cool

intellect, positing its ‘others’ as the opposite of this. Clara, despite the fact that she is

28 This is the third instance in the novel where Smith uses her own common surname as a marker of ‘traditional’
Englishness.
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Jamaican, feels the need to reinforce this idea when she is talking to an Englishwoman. Later
on, however, she is embarrassed by the compulsion to emphasize this part of her legacy rather
than the practical, everyday intelligence of her matrilinear heritage. Indeed, Clara is actually
certain that, despite their lack of formal education, all the Jamaican women in her family have
been smarter than Captain Durham. As the Bowdens used to say, Durham was not smart at all:

he was a “no-good djam fool bwoy.” (WT 355)

It can, nonetheless, be argued that Archie is saved from the type of ridicule that Smith
reserves for the upper-class Englishmen in the novel, even though he may not be depicted in
the most flattering of manners. Indeed, | would like to claim that White Teeth is on the side of
the working class, and the most biting satire is thus saved for the upper classes and the
middle-class Chalfen family. In general, it can be pointed out that White Teeth “highlights the
plight of characters either at war with or in search of an Englishness that remains an elusive,
disembodied ideal, while those who are untroubled by their English heritage can hardly be

described as role models.” (Cuder-Dominguez 2004, 186)

However, it finally becomes evident that the Chalfens are not in reality the embodiments of
Englishness. The irony behind Irie’s admiration of the family becomes clear when it is
revealed that the Chalfens, in fact, have immigrant backgrounds themselves: they are “third
generation, by way of Germany and Poland, née Chalfenovsky” (WT 328). Marcus Chalfen,
then, is actually a part of the Jewish diaspora, and his roots lie in Poland. The case of the
Chalfens is meant to demonstrate that even the most seemingly English might not in reality be
‘fully” English — this kind of a thing, Smith seems to imply, is actually quite recurrent in ideals
of nationalism. The depiction of the Chalfen family therefore points to the conclusion that
“the notion of biological ‘purity’ is destructive” or simply historically inaccurate (Head 2003,
114). In the end, the case of the Chalfens points to the ubiquity of hybridity. The fact that they

have the potential to appear as embodiments of Englishness is obviously linked to ‘race’.
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Since the family is white, it does not occur to Irie or anyone else that they may be something
other than English — this once again draws attention to the association of Englishness and
whiteness. As whiteness has in the course of history been seen as the human norm rather than
a ‘race’, it can be difficult to view it as a marker of hybridity. This, White Teeth seems to

suggest, is a notion that needs to be changed.

Additionally, the emerging theme of hybridity that is linked to the Chalfen family
continues in the description of Joyce’s writing. She is a horticulturalist and a writer, having
authored a book entitled The New Flower Power. The themes of hybridity and cross-

pollination can be seen in the following passage from her book:

Where once gardeners swore by the reliability of the self-pollinating plant in which
pollen is transferred from the stamen to the stigma of the same flower (autogamy),
now we are more adventurous, positively singing the praises of cross-pollination [...]
The fact is, cross-pollination produces more varied offspring that are better able to
cope with a changed environment. It is said cross-pollinating plants also tend to
produce more and better-quality seeds. If my one-year-old son is anything to go by (a
cross-pollination between a lapsed-Catholic horticulturalist feminist, and an
intellectual Jew!), then I can certainly vouch for the truth of this. (WT 309-310)

With the depiction of Joyce’s career, Smith makes a reference to the fact that the concept of
hybridity has its origins in horticulture. In addition, according to Dawson, Joyce's excitable
interest in difference, culminating in her fierce obsession with Millat, is also used to make a
point against “modish talk racial mixing” which is underlined by her usage of horticultural
language (2007, 166-167). While the Chalfen family may not be fully English themselves,
Joyce still regards hybridity as something exotic and exciting, not recognizing its potential to

be a natural part of everyday lives.

Nonetheless, the impossible search for ‘true’ Englishness is still present in the novel. It is
interesting to note that ideas regarding the nature of Englishness and nationality are presented
by several characters in very differing statements. According to Abdul-Mickey, “[w]e're all
English now” (WT 192). Conversely, Alsana points out that one can “go back and back and

back and it’s still easier to find the correct Hoover bag than to find one pure person, one pure
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faith, on the globe. Do you think anybody is English? Really English? It’s a fairy-tale!” (WT
236) Samad, on the other hand, describes Magid, his son who tries to become as English as
possible, using the phrase “[m]ore English than the English.” (WT 406) Irie uses the exact

same expression when she considers the Chalfens.

When one examines the statements above, it becomes clear that they question the idea of
Englishness as an essential, fixed object. Rather, assertions such as these take part in
(re)shaping the understanding of nationality, and they interpret the meanings of Englishness
performatively rather than pedagogically. It can be claimed that these contrasting ideas are
used in the novel to make a point about Englishness and nationality in general: as | have
pointed out on several occasions, there are no such things as pure nationalities, ‘races’ or
cultures. I would even argue that the ideas presented here by Alsana, Abdul-Mickey, Samad
and Irie appear as antagonistic as the very notion of a nation as a singular unit defined by

likeness.

In addition, this idea accords with Bridget Byrne's previously mentioned study regarding
current meanings of Englishness. One notable feature in Byrne's interviews was the inability
to point out the exact meanings of Englishness due to the gap between the pedagogical and
the performative (2007, 154). In other words, the definition of Englishness was seen as
difficult to grasp, since it acquires such different meanings in the traditional, nationalist
discourses and in the “demands of living nation-ness in everyday life” (ibid.). In the
interviews, it was possible to see a rejection of pedagogical notions of nationality and a move
towards more flexible identifications, which in turn “enabled difference to be embraced as a
positive and integral part of collective identity, rather than as a threat.” (ibid. 155) This study,
then, implies that the English national identity might not, in reality, be as stagnant as it
appears. However, it should be noted that Byrne’s research points to the fact that this still

seems to be a minority position (ibid.).
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To summarize this section, everyone is in reality a hybrid both culturally and biologically,
and even the nature of nationality and Englishness have become hybridized to the extent that
the old, ideological meanings they contain have become undeniably trite. It follows that
England is a nation in a process of “DissemiNation”, to borrow Bhabha’s terminology, and the
meanings of nationality can no longer be fixed into a specific format. Next, | will move on to
discuss the future of hybridity and its connections to science, and it will become clear that, in
Smith’s vision, the acceptance of the logic of hybridity is bound to emerge sooner rather than

later.

4.3. Engineering the Future, Eliminating the Random

Head notes that technology and science have become topics of interest among many British
authors, in spite of the fact that these issues can be notoriously difficult to write about due to
the rapid development of technology (2002, 233-234). Head mentions novels such as Crash
(1973) by J.G. Ballard and lan McEwan's Child in Time (1987) as examples of English fiction
in which these themes are navigated (ibid. 234-235). While Smith's novel is by no means a
novel about science per se, it comments on the issue of genetic engineering and interestingly
links it to the topic of hybridity. Indeed, because of the long history of scientific racism, the
connection between science and ‘race’ is quite easy to see. Head suggests that the element of
distrust has remained dominant in discussions about science in modern British novels:
“science, to the novelist, more often supplies the material for a cautionary tale.” (ibid. 235)
This can be seen in White Teeth, as well: while Smith may not be heartily opposed to the idea
of genetic engineering, | would argue that the manner in which the issue is explored in the

novel implies that she at least acknowledges the possible dilemmas that it may entail.
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Science is visible in the novel in the depiction of a genetically engineered mouse called the
FutureMouse®©, an experiment formulated by Marcus Chalfen with the hopes of developing
cancer research. The mouse's lifespan has been pre-programmed to last exactly seven years,
and it is supposed to spend these years at display within the confines of its glass cage.
According to Marcus Chalfen's press release, this will give viewers the chance “to witness for
themselves a technology that might yet slow the progress of disease, control the process of
ageing and eliminate genetic defect.” (WT 433) As a result, the mouse “holds out the
tantalizing promise of a new phase in human history where we are not victims of the random

but instead directors and arbitrators of our own fate.” (WT 433)

Before moving on to discuss the FutureMouse®© any further, it might be helpful to briefly
explore its real-life counterpart. According to Head, since White Teeth is critical of genetic
engineering, Smith's view is in contrast with that of Donna Haraway (2002, 236). As a matter
of fact, Smith's FutureMouse®© is based on the actual OncoMouse™ that is described by Head
as “an engineered type of laboratory animal bred for research, with a cancer-inducing bit of
DNA.” (ibid.) While Haraway is aware of the moral and ethical dilemmas, she is, nonetheless,
fascinated by the transgressive potential of creatures such as the OncoMouse™. (ibid.) This is
because she feels that their very existence “dramatizes the kind of 'border-crossing' that

'pollutes lineages': for a transgenic organism, of course, [...] is 'the lineage of nature itself’

(ibid.).

Therefore, Haraway suggests that the OncoMouse™ project can challenge racist thinking,
since the critique of biotechnology is in her view concerned with a notion of natural purity,
resembling ideas of white hegemony (ibid.). While the FutureMouse®© is similarly used in
White Teeth to question purity and ‘'racial' camp mentalities, Haraway and Smith's points of
view notably differ. After all, as Head points out, the manner in which the FutureMouse®© is

discussed demonstrates that it is possible to envision a future defined not by purity but by
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cultural diversity and hybridity, even if the author in question were opposed to technoscience
(ibid.). Indeed, Smith offers an alternative route to such a future — I will move on to discuss

this next.

The elusiveness of purity in White Teeth becomes even more apparent when the novel
contrasts the notion of hybridity with the FutureMouse®©. The length of the mouse's life and
its entire genetic coding are a work of specific planning, and it therefore represents control,
purity and regulation. This is the exact opposite of what the novel wants to say about the
future and the process of hybridization, which are best described by accident and cultural
mixing. All in all, modern science in the novel appears to be the antithesis of hybridity. It is
highly defined by logic and programming — in other words, everything that hybridity is not.
While explaining the significance of the mouse, Marcus notes that when “[y]ou eliminate the
random, you rule the world” (WT 341). Indeed, elimination of the random is the exact

opposite of hybridity which thrives on accident.

I would also like to argue that genetic engineering is to some extent compared in the novel
to the Nazi eugenics project, which obviously is the ultimate example of scientific racism. At
the end of the novel, it is revealed that Marcus Chalfen is mentored by none other than Marc
Perret, also known as ‘Dr. Sick’, the scientist that Archie and Samad meet in the war. Marcus’
part in the project thus instantly becomes questionable on account of his background — after
all, his Polish roots are at odds with him working with a Nazi-sympathizer. Perret being
involved in both the FutureMouse© experiment and the Nazi eugenics project points to the
fact that these issues are at least in some way connected. Smith is too intelligent an author to
directly compare Nazi eugenics to genetic engineering, but she is pointing out that both
projects have similar aims: that is, the elimination of that which is random, accidental and

hybrid.

Dawson argues that the novel's setting and plot that go as far as the Second World War
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allow it “to examine the history of eugenics, focusing on the moment that seemingly
discredited the movement for good: the Holocaust.” (2007, 154) She adds that by tracing the
span of the novel forward by fifty years manages to underline the idea of biological
determinism that in the course of history has dominated the imagination of the general public
(ibid.). Also, it is possible to connect eugenics to imperialism, another phenomenon that
notably figures in White Teeth. As Dawson points out, “[t]he prominence of eugenic thought
before the Second World War was intimately related to the imperial ambitions of the European

nations in which raciological science was conducted.” (ibid. 156)

Overall, the characters in the novel are either troubled or hopeful about the notions of
chance and accident. Samad, who constantly struggles with the need to live up to the
‘tradition’, despairs about the possibility of a world being ruled by randomness and chance:
he feels that if one’s birthplace and subsequent tradition are truly accidents, the very notion of
belonging becomes obsolete. Irie, on the other hand, sees the liberating potential of this idea
that completely questions fixed origins. Indeed, Irie’s point of view is dominated by a
preference for accident and chance: troubled by her roots, she notes that “the land of accidents

sounded like paradise to her. Sounded like freedom.” (WT 408, original emphasis)

Conversely, Magid turns to an opposite direction in order to make sense of his identity and
past. He begins to work for Marcus and has an unadulterated admiration for his work, which

can be seen in the following section:

One mouse only. No battle down the birth canal, no first and second, no saved and
unsaved. No pot-lock. No random factors. No you have your father’s snout and your
mothers love of cheese. No mysteries lying in wait. [...] No question of a journey, no
question of greener grass, for wherever this mouse went, its life would be precisely the
same. It would not travel through time (and Time’s a bitch, Magid knew that much
now. Time is the bitch), because its future was equal to its present which was equal to
its past. [...] Just certainty in its purest form. And what more, thought Magid [...]
what more is God than that? (WT 489-490, original emphasis)

Magid’s past and his in-between position explain his interest in the FutureMouse©: he feels

the need for certainty at least on one level of his life, regardless of the fact that certainty in
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any shape or form might be impossible to achieve.

The notion of a future less concerned with strict cultural categorization is demonstrated by
the fact that the novel ends with the FutureMouse®©, the symbol of purity and regulation,
escaping from its cage. In my opinion, this can be seen as a means of giving way to accidents
and diversity. As mentioned previously, the novel ends when all of the main characters gather
together to celebrate New Year's Eve in an expedition dedicated to the revelation of the
FutureMouse®©. The scene's importance is underlined by the facts that it is the very last one in
the novel and that everyone is now at the same place — both the ones who look forward to the
future and the cultural mongelization that it might bring and those who would be quite eager
to return to the ‘good old days' when the idea of strict cultural borders would have appeared

more pronounced.

As the mouse gets away from its captors, Archie follows its progress, thinking to himself:
“Go on my son!” (WT 542, original emphasis) These, in fact, are the very last words in the
novel. In my view, it is obvious that this final moment emphasizes the undertone of optimism
pointed towards the new millennium. Even though the FutureMouse®©'s lifespan has already
been decided and coded into its genetic structure, there is still hope. The mouse is able to
escape its past, regardless of the fact that all odds are against it — the past does not fully
dictate the direction of its future. There is still a chance even for the FutureMouse© to map
out its own life, despite the fact that its future on paper seems quite bleak. This is a metaphor
for what the novel wishes to say about culture and hybridization in general. Irie constantly
worries about her multicultural background, and she is the most notable example in the novel
of the fear of not being able to escape one's cultural or genetic fate. The FutureMouse©'s
escape points to the opposite of this outlook. Indeed, the future might not be predetermined at
all. Conversely, it might very well be enriched by randomness and chance — one simply has to

wait and see. The FutureMouse®© implies that, in Smith's vision, hybridity should and will win
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I would like to point out here that Smith seems aware of the almost utopian tone her novel
is taking at this point”®, and she takes the overtly optimistic tone of the final pages down a peg
with the following section that comments on the future that the characters in the novel have
ahead of them: “But surely to tell these tall tales and others like them would be to speed the
myth, the wicked lie, that the past is always tense and the future, perfect. [...] it's not like that.
It's never been like that.” (WT 541, my emphasis) These words reflect back on the
inescapability of the past and suggest that it would be a simplification to assume that the past
is always bad and the future will without a doubt be good. After all, the future is only made

possible by the prologue of the past, so they are bound to be linked.

One event that demonstrates this idea is Archie saving Dr. Perret again in the final
showdown that takes place in the FutureMouse© exhibition where Millat decides to shoot the
Doctor. Deciding to spare Perret’s life for the first time in the 1945, Archie ends up taking a
bullet. Incidents tend to repeat themselves, so when Archie saves Perret for the second time,
he is again shot. In addition to serving as a metaphor for the links between the past, the
present and the future, this incident can be seen, according to Head, as “a gesture towards a
belief in a common humanity.” (2002, 186) After all, Archie saves for the second time a man
who can by no means be seen as good. This gesture can also be seen to insinuate the
possibility of the logic of planetary humanism — something, as Gilroy suggests, might be able
to overcome the boundaries of 'race’, nationality and thinking based on ‘cultural camps'. |
would even argue that the very title of the novel points to similar conclusions. As noted in
section 3.1., teeth can be seen as markers of shared human status, and thus the significance of

common humanity and planetary humanism is heavily emphasized even in the novel's title.

29 Interestingly, Smith’s vision of the future here notably resembles Gilroy’s idea of planetary humanism — a
theory that has also been criticized for being somewhat utopian. This makes the connection between White
Teeth and planetary humanism even more apparent.



86

Finally, Irie’s child serves as another remarkable symbol of the emerging logic of
hybridity. The baby is fathered either by Magid or Millat, but the father's identity will never
be known because the boys are identical twins. Eventually, she is raised by Irie and Joshua
Chalfen. The baby therefore acts as a link and a connecting piece between all the families in
the novel, combining English, Caribbean, Jewish and Bangladeshi heritage and crossbreeding
them in a way that these differing elements cannot be separated. The baby brings together an
intricate network of traditions and histories, symbolically connecting the Joneses, Igbals and
Chalfens. In addition, in Childs' view, Irie's baby marks an allusion to E.M. Forster: similarly
to Helen Schlegel's baby in Howards End (1910), Irie's baby is symbol of a positive, forward-
looking future (2005, 214). Even though this allusion as a literary reference looks backwards
— Howards End was written nearly a century prior to White Teeth — its implications in White

Teeth are clearly forward-looking.

While Irie still agonizes over her in-between position and feelings of homelessness, her
daughter’s multiple cultural, 'racial' and national affiliations might be able to transcend the
notion of the in-between and thus demonstrate the positive, productive potential of hybridity. |
would thus like to claim that the ending of White Teeth, with both its depictions of the
FutureMouse®© and lIrie's daughter, hints towards a positive future. While the future is yet to
be determined, at least the families in White Teeth have now come together to combine
various traditions and histories and to challenge the stagnant understandings of Englishness

and national and cultural identities.
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5. Conclusion

In this Pro Gradu thesis, | have investigated the manner in which national and cultural
identities, Englishness in particular, are formed in Zadie Smith’s White Teeth, and it has
become clear that the novel challenges traditional configurations of culture. Rather, White
Teeth makes a compelling case for hybridity on both individual and societal levels.
Englishness appears to be hybrid, transforming phenomenon, despite its long historical
associations with English national narratives that attempt to restrict its meanings into a
particular format. As suggested by theorists such as Stuart Hall and Anthony D. Smith, it is
important to note that national identifications are still very important: they are among the
most important characteristics by which people define themselves. It is crucial to notice,
though, that cultural and national identities are more adequately described by ‘becoming’
rather than 'being’. They should be regarded as flexible objects that do not contain any final
meanings in themselves.

This idea is highly evident in White Teeth: for instance, the case of Samad Igbal
demonstrates the importance of culture and nationality in the process of identity formation.
However, it becomes clear that even Samad’s identity cannot be solely defined by his
Bengaliness. Rather, he has blended many English elements into his cultural and national
identity. Meanwhile, Samad's counterpart in the novel, the character of Archie Jones, is
depicted as an archetype of a working-class Englishman who unsurprisingly does not struggle
with his national affiliations as his best friend Samad and his Jamaican wife Clara Jones do.
Nevertheless, this position is not deemed desirable either, since Archie is a notably
uninteresting character and represents in the novel the outmoded nature of Englishness which
refuses to change with the times. Similar arguments can be made about the middle-class

Chalfens who exemplify ideological Englishness, until it is revealed that they, in fact, have
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immigrant roots, as well. Therefore, even the most seemingly English might not in reality be
fully English.

The characters whose cultural affiliations are best defined by in-between positions are seen
to struggle — this is particularly exemplified by Irie Jones, Magid Igbal and Millat Igbal. The
novel implies, however, that positions such as these are not inevitable. Instead, if more people
came to acknowledge the process of hybridization and the fact that no culture is pure but a
hybrid, the logic of hybridity could come to be seen to a larger extent as a commonplace
feature of everyday social order. 1 would argue that this statement not only applies to the
universe of White Teeth but to actual societies everywhere.

The English nation, then, emerges in the novel as an (imagined) community that is better
understood by difference rather than unity. When one regards the definition of Englishness
based on history alone, it is bound to leave out several members. After all, characters such as
Irie, Magid and Millat obviously are English — what else would they be? Nevertheless, there
are several reasons why the ideological meaning of Englishness has been seen to be at odds
with the nation’s migrant inhabitants. These include the legacy of colonialism, the equation of
Englishness with whiteness and the dichotomy of the English self and the foreign ‘other’
where this ‘other’ serves as a threat to the ideals of national purity. However, the unity of
Englishness has always been an imaginary construct and will continue to be that way in the
rapidly globalizing world. Englishness, Smith seems to imply, should be regarded as a culture
that is in-between, rather than attaching the notion of the in-between merely to the nation’s
‘foreign’ inhabitants — this is a logic that should be applied to any culture.

Homi K. Bhabha uses the term “DissemiNation” in his book The Location of Culture
(1994) to demonstrate that, despite the fact that national narratives attempt to implant a sense
of uniformity into a nation and its people, these nationalist representations will never be truly

successful. Indeed, even though the pedagogical discourse might only acknowledge a part of a
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nation's legal citizens, the performative discourse is (re)formed in everyday interactions,
shaping the meanings of nationality and culture into new, surprising directions and
accommodating those who do not necessarily fit in the pedagogical view of nationalism. This
context is crucial when one investigates White Teeth. It is only through the performative
manner of looking at cultural and national narratives that it becomes possible to change these
old, limited ideas into a more diverse and inclusive direction. Additionally, 1 would like to
argue that the very idea of nations as natural phenomena only strengthens the exclusivity of
their membership. Indeed, if one regards the nation as an essential unit defined by clear-cut
historical and biological ties, its membership is bound to be restricted. However, if one is
willing to acknowledge the idea of a nation as an abstraction and a system of cultural
representation, it could be easier to include the people who previously have been excluded.
That is, if something is viewed as a representation, there is always a potential for
rearticulation and change.

Still, the past appears to be somewhat inescapable in White Teeth, which can be seen as a
comment relating to the weight of English history discussed above. After all, the history of
English colonialism and nationalism is impossible to escape. It became clear that many
characters in the novel find themselves unable to escape their past and heritage, which in turn
limits their ability to fully become a member of the English nation. However, while English
history cannot go away, the obsession with it can and should be left behind. Hybridity serves
as a solution of kinds to this dilemma: although it cannot erase the prior existence of English
nationalism, it offers a positive model for the future that is accepting of newness and cultural
mixing.

The genealogy of hybridity as a term traces white ideologies of ‘racial’ dominance, and it
has thus been suggested that the word should be used carefully. However, as White Teeth

indicates, it has gained a variety of positive, progressive meanings that might be able to
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transcend its complicated history, at least to some extent. When the FutureMouse®© escapes its
genetic fate and its past at the end of the novel, the creature also takes with it the old
meanings related to hybridity, giving way to accident and chance and promising a possibility
of a hybridity that is no longer a source of continuous troubles. However, Smith is also keen
to show that this is no simple task, and certain things need to be done before the logic of
hybridity can take over. As the narrator in White Teeth notes, there is a “sheer quantity of shit
that must be wiped off the slate if we are to start again as new. Race. Land. Ownership. Faith.
Theft. Blood. And more blood.” (WT 457, original emphasis)

As the themes of hybridity, nationality and Englishness also figure in Smith’s latter works,
namely The Autograph Man and On Beauty, it might be interesting to briefly compare them to
White Teeth. This would also be an interesting topic for further study of Smith. The most
evident difference between White Teeth and these other novels seems to be manner in which
the association between hybridity and Englishness is depicted. This relationship is still a
source of troubles for the characters in White Teeth, while one can detect a move towards less
complicated hybrid identities in the later novels where hybridized identities are portrayed to a
greater extent as a mundane part of quotidian lives. As a matter of fact, Smith's works can be
seen as a continuum towards the formation of less problematic hybrid identities. | would like
to argue that her later novels exemplify Laura Moss’ idea of “everyday hybridity” even more
accurately than White Teeth, as the concept extends in these works to the level of the

individual without any notable difficulties.

In Smith’s sophomore novel The Autograph Man, trouble-inducing in-between positions
are not all that evident. For instance, the protagonist in the book is called Alex-Li Tandem,
and he is Jewish-Chinese and English. It appears that even his name is designed to point to the
fact that these varying elements can exist in a person without huge identity crises; they can

exist 'in tandem'. The difference of White Teeth, then, from its follow-up is quite simple: in
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The Autograph Man, hybrid identity formation is not defined by endless problems and
questionings. Smith's third novel similarly focuses on the notion of thoroughly new
Englishness in its depiction of the ‘multiracial’, English-American Belsey family. In fact, On
Beauty can be seen as an updated version of Forster's prestigious novel Howards End. The
manner in which Forster's novel is used as an intertext becomes instantly clear in the
beginning of On Beauty, and the similarities between these novels are abundant.*® Even
though the authors stem from different times and literary traditions, it is quite easy to compare
Smith to Forster: Howards End is a study of Englishness in the beginning of the 20" century,
and Forster considers the way its meanings are bound to change due to social changes of the
time, such as imperialism and class struggle, and ponders into which direction the nation is

going. Smith’s works, one could argue, provide one kind of an answer to this question.

Smith’s debut can be seen as an excellent example of postcolonial British literature whose
aim is to portray new hybrid English identities and make the connotations of Englishness
more accepting of difference and change. As noted, this has been a common feature in British
literature of recent decades. Indeed, White Teeth skillfully depicts a move from complicated,
liminal spaces into a context of belonging. To finally conclude, it can be noted that British
authors with immigrant backgrounds participate with their writing in the (re)construction of

national definitions — Zadie Smith is certainly one of these writers.

30 Both Howards End and On Beauty are constructed on the notion of two very different families with different
backgrounds and viewpoints coming together. Also, both novels have a character passing on an important
item to someone from the other family; Ruth Wilcox leaves their house to Margaret Schlegel, while Carlene
Kipps gives Kiki Belsey a valuable painting. Also, the house in Forster’s novel is called Howards End, while
the main character's first name in On Beauty is Howard. Also, Smith makes use of very specific sections in
Howards End, rewriting them to suit her literary intentions.
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