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      	Born in Brent, London in 1975.
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    Born Sadie Smith to a Jamaican mother and white British father in North-West London in 1975, the writer known internationally as Zadie Smith changed her name at age 14 while she was a student at Hampstead Comprehensive School. She read English at King’s College, Cambridge, and began her life as a professional writer there, publishing her first work in The Mays Anthology, a collection of writing by Oxford and Cambridge students.


    Smith was offered her first publishing contract as a result of her work in The Mays and, in 2000, published her debut novel White Teeth to enthusiastic international acclaim. She has published five novels, as well as collections of essays and short stories, and lives in New York, where she teaches on the faculty of creative writing at New York University.


    She is married to the poet Nick Laird, whom she met while studying for her degree. They have two children.

  


  
    WHITE TEETH


    MULTI-GENERATIONAL NOVEL OF 20TH-CENTURY LONDON


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Smith, Z. (2001) White Teeth. London: Penguin Books.


      	1st edition: 2000


      	Themes: late 20th-century London, postcolonialism, race, ethnicity, faith, family, history, identity.

    


    White Teeth centres around the proximate lives and shared community of two families living in North-West London throughout the second half of the 20th century. Stretching as far back at the Second World War and extending into the novel’s recent past in 1999, Smith’s debut novel tackles questions of ethnic and generational unrest, treating her characters’ various and sometimes contradictory experiences with extraordinary sensitivity, nuance, and levity.


    Celebrated for its distinctive and wonderfully developed narrative voice, as well as for its scope and subject matter, White Teeth won numerous prizes upon its release, including the Guardian First Book Award, the Betty Trask Award, and the 2000 James Tait Black Memorial Prize for fiction.


    In 2002, White Teeth was adapted into a four-part television miniseries directed by Julian Jarrold which aired on Channel 4.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    ARCHIE STARTS THINGS OFF WITH A NEW BEGINNING


    The beginning of White Teeth finds Archie Jones, a recently divorced 47-year-old man in 1975, trying to kill himself through carbon dioxide poisoning outside a butcher’s shop on an early morning in London. Irritated because the car will block deliveries to the shop, the butcher comes out to tell him to go away, thereby saving Archie's life and starting him off on the trajectory from which the rest of the novel begins.


    Archie goes to a party and meets Clara, whom he marries shortly thereafter despite her being of largely Jamaican descent and 28 years his junior. Jumping over to Clara's life before Archie, the narrator explains that Clara had been brought up as a Jehovah's Witness and recounts the story of her one love before Archie: a young man named Ryan Topps who brought Clara out of the church even while her mother brought him into it.


    And so, it is as she is cut adrift from her faith that Clara first meets Archie. After a small legal ceremony, the two move to North London, not far from the only couple that had attended their wedding: Samad, a Bangladeshi man with whom Archie has been best friends since their time in the war, and Alsana, Samad’s wife. Shortly thereafter, Archie and Clara have a child whom Clara names Irie, after a fair bit of agonising over the importance of names. At the same time, Samad and Alsana have twins whom they name Magid and Millat, the former older than the latter by two minutes.


    SAMAD HAS DIFFICULTIES


    Samad’s section of the novel picks up the lives of Archie and Samad’s families in 1984, when the children are eight years old. Overcome by lust for the children’s school music teacher, Samad begins an affair.


    Quickly moving on from his fascination with Miss Poppy Burt-Jones and their affair, however, Samad becomes obsessed with the fate of his sons and with the consequences their upbringing in England, so far away from Samad’s own foundation of faith and culture, is having on them. Samad works behind Alsana’s back to decide on and then quickly implement a plan to send one of the boys to finish his schooling in Samad and Alsana’s former home in the Chittagong Hills. With Archie’s help, he sneaks Magid away in the middle of the night and onto a plane, thereby further disrupting the stability of his already precarious marriage.


    IRIE HAS DOUBTS


    A few years later, in 1990, a teenaged Irie is shown to have a deep crush on Millat, who in turn seems to be intimate with every woman in his life except his valued childhood friend. The two of them, along with a boy named Joshua, are caught smoking on school grounds. Their principal attempts to replace the school’s typical punishment scheme with something more innovative and throws the two second-generation Londoners into the orbit of the Chalfens, Joshua’s middle-class white family. Instead of giving the students detention or extra homework, their principal requires the three to study together at Joshua’s house on a weekly basis.


    At first, Irie and Millat resent this prescribed study time, but they are soon charmed by the Chalfen clan and linger in their orbit long past the period covered by their group-study sentence. Millat works out ways to steal from the family home if he chooses; Irie begins working for Mr Chalfen, first as a part-time assistant and then full time during the summer as he conducts his controversial aging experiments on mice. Both, however, are fundamentally charmed by the Chalfen sense of belonging—the confidence that comes with their whiteness and privilege.


    Thus exposed to a kind of symbolic second set of parental figures—these ones fully ‘Western’ and boastfully confident about their right to hold a comfortable position in the world—both Millat and Irie eventually break symbolically with their real parents: Millat disappears into an extremist Islamic organisation called KEVIN (the “Keepers of the Eternal and Victorious Islamic Nation”) and then goes to live with the Chalfens, and Irie flees to her grandmother’s, where she takes up semi-permanent residence, transiting across London’s boroughs to get to and from school.


    CLASHING BELIEFS BRING DANGER AND RESOLUTION


    The last section of the novel finds people, belief systems, and ideological structures clashing together as Marcus Chalfen’s SuperMouse project comes up against KEVIN (with Millat among them), the Jehovah’s Witnesses clustered around Irie’s grandmother, and Joshua’s newfound allegiance to FATE (“Fighting Animal Torture and Exploitation”) at an exhibition to launch the project to the world on New Year’s Eve 1992. New and old wounds are exposed as Samad discovers Archie never killed a Nazi scientist he was supposed to have killed during the war, and Millat pulls a gun and Archie jumps in front of it to stop him. Archie gets shot in the leg, the case holding the mice breaks, releasing Mr Chalfen’s project into the wilds of the city, and the present of the novel’s narrative dissolves into its consequences: Irie and Joshua fall in love and go with her grandmother to Jamaica; both Magid and Millat serve community service for Millat’s crime, once again falling into the fantastical identity of twins sharing each other’s outward-facing identity; and Archie and Samad finally invite their wives along with them to their favourite pub.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    ARCHIE (ALFRED ARCHIBALD JONES)


    The first character to be introduced in the novel, Archie is a balding middle-aged Londoner, unremarkable in every respect except for his good-natured kindness. Neither brilliant nor always politically correct, Archie seems genuinely able to see past boundaries of race and class and shares neither the defensiveness nor the exaggerated guilty posturing of other white characters like the Chalfens. He is a fiercely loyal friend to Samad and a decent husband and father.


    CLARA IPHEGENIA BOWDEN


    Archie’s second wife, Clara Bowden is a character the narrator describes as being “beautiful in all sense except maybe, by virtue of being black, the classical” (p.23). Raised as a Jehovah’s Witness by Jamaican immigrants, Clara leads a sheltered childhood steeped in the dogma of her mother’s church. She has only one boyfriend before marrying Archie at the age of 19 and is, according to the narrator, “running… away from Ryan Topps” (p.27) as much as towards her future husband at the beginning of their relationship. Her most defining physical characteristic is the “complete lack of teeth” (p.24) at the front of her upper jaw.


    IRIE AMBROSIA JONES


    Archie and Clara’s daughter, Irie is a young woman the narrator describes as “A stranger in a stranger land” (p.266), beautiful but, as the narrator explains, unable to appreciate her own beauty because she sees no model of it in the world around her: “There was England, a gigantic mirror, and there was Irie, without reflection” (ibid.). She goes to work for Mr Chalfen and temporarily breaks away from her parents to go and live with her grandmother, but is also more immune to the Chalfen charms than are Magid and Millat. When she learns how Mr Chalfen underestimates her, her thinking is pragmatic. She remains unfazed.


    SAMAD MIAH IQBAL


    Samad is a first-generation Bangladeshi immigrant to England who served alongside Archie in the Second World War. Throughout the novel, he feels a need to live up to the legacy of a heroic ancestor. Repeatedly described by other characters in the novel as looking like Omar Sharif (Egyptian actor, 1932-2015), he lives a life of disappointment, in which he feels like he could have and should have achieved more. He works as a one-handed waiter, one arm having been rendered useless even before the war, and has a strained relationship with his wife throughout the novel. Midway through the novel, he severs his sons from one another in an effort to protect them from his own disappointed hopes and his fear about life in England.


    ALSANA BEGUM


    Samad’s wife by way of an arranged marriage, Alsana is a woman described as not at all ‘easy’ or retiring. Fiercely protective of her sons, she never forgives her husband for sending Magid away to Bangladesh. Foregoing direct answers in favour of vague aphorisms, she essentially wages a war of communication, walling herself off from her husband’s reality until Magid returns. Angered again, later, when Mrs Chalfen interferes in the lives of both twins, it is Alsana who truly confronts her, accepting Mrs Chalfen into her kitchen and refusing to apologise, explain herself, or even share her pain with the woman who condescends to her.


    MAGID MAHFOOZ MUBSTASIM IQBAL


    Older than his twin by two minutes, Magid is described as an incredibly bright child who refuses the coloured shirts his mother offers him and prefers to dress all in greys. As the twin sent ‘back’ to Bangladesh, Magid grows up away from his parents and becomes exposed to ideas of atheism and altruism which parallel his father’s but also upset Samad because of their lack of Muslim belief. Separated from his twin for much of his youth, Magid is nonetheless tied to Millat by what the narrator acknowledges as a mysterious bond—if one is hurt, the other is hurt; if one is spared an injury, so too is the other. This connection serves to distance the boys rather than unite them, however, as Magid seems aware and resentful of his brother’s differing sense of morality even as he is aware of whether he is in danger or not.


    MILLAT ZULFIKAR IQBAL


    Younger than Magid by two minutes, Millat is a much more troublesome and rebellious child than his brother. Then, as a teenager, he becomes even more so. Cavorting with women much older than himself, trying drugs, and drinking alcohol, Millat breaks fully with his father’s faith in his early youth, only to commit himself entirely to KEVIN a few years later. His commitment to the extremist Islamic group is not sincere, however: as the narrator observes, he imagines himself as more of a gangster than as a man of faith.


    JOYCE CHALFEN


    Joyce Chalfen is the plump, white matriarch of the Chalfen clan. A biologist by trade, Joyce wrote a surprisingly popular book on gardening but tends to prioritise her husband’s career and intellect over her own. A distinctly maternal figure in most contexts, Joyce becomes infatuated with Millat and takes it upon herself to interfere in the Iqbal family on his behalf.


    MARCUS CHALFEN


    Marcus Chalfen is Joyce’s husband and a scientist working on extending the life span of mice. Generally shown to be harmless, Marcus takes liberties talking about both Irie’s body and her mental abilities in a way which does not bother her, but which exposes what his wife calls his genius to be of a very narrow sort. Seemingly unaware of the ideological tensions building around him, Marcus Chalfen becomes the centre of the chaos in the novel’s final section as his experiments impassion the Jehovah’s Witnesses, KEVIN, and FATE.


    JOSHUA CHALFEN


    Joyce and Marcus’ son, Joshua Chalfen feels marginalised within his brilliant family where he is considered not-quite-brilliant-enough. In love with Irie from their earliest acquaintance, he laments her infatuation with Millat and eventually goes away to join FATE.


    POPPY BURT-JONES


    Poppy Burt-Jones is the young, white music teacher at Irie, Magid, and Millat’s school with whom Samad enters into an extramarital affair. Described by the narrator as “effortlessly pretty” (p.132), Poppy is well-meaning but ultimately short-sighted about the realities of Samad’s marriage


    RYAN TOPPS
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