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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT 

Article History The paper provides a comparative analysis of the themes of cultural clashes and 

identity in Zadie Smith's novels White Teeth and On Beauty. Both works explore 

the complexities of navigating multicultural societies and the challenges faced by 

individuals caught between different cultural spheres. The paper examines how 

Smith uses her diverse cast of characters to illustrate the dilemmas of second-

generation immigrants, who must reconcile the expectations of their parent’s 

traditional values with the pressures of assimilating into the mainstream culture. 

It analyzes the ways in which the characters' struggles with identity, belonging, 

and the fear of cultural dissolution are central to the narratives. Through a close 

reading of the novels, the paper highlights Smith's skillful use of satire, humor, 

and hysterical realism to capture the nuances of these cross-cultural conflicts. It 

also considers how the author's own experiences as a person of mixed heritage 

inform her insightful depictions of the immigrant experience in contemporary 

Britain. By drawing parallels and contrasts between White Teeth and On Beauty, 

the paper offers a comprehensive understanding of Zadie Smith's exploration of 

multiculturalism, the complexities of identity, and the universal human need to 

find one's place in an increasingly diverse world. The analysis sheds light on the 

enduring relevance of these themes in the 21st century and Smith's contribution 

to the literary discourse on cultural hybridity. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Cultural clashes are a fundamental aspect of modern society, particularly in multicultural 

environments. Zadie Smith's novels, White Teeth and On Beauty, offer profound insights into 

these conflicts through their exploration of identity, assimilation, and the complexities of cultural 

hybridity. The study examines the themes of cultural clashes in these two novels, comparing and 

contrasting their portrayals to provide a comprehensive understanding of the issues. Cultural 

clashes are a ubiquitous phenomenon in contemporary society, particularly in multicultural 

settings. Zadie Smith's novels, White Teeth and On Beauty, are masterpieces that vividly 

illustrate these conflicts. Set in London, these novels explore the lives of individuals from 

diverse cultural backgrounds, highlighting the challenges they face in navigating their identities 

and integrating into their new environments. The study examines how Smith's works reflect the 

complexities of cultural clashes, focusing on the themes of identity, assimilation, and cultural 

hybridity. By comparing and contrasting these themes across the two novels, the study aims to 

provide a nuanced understanding of the cultural conflicts that shape modern society 

White Teeth (2000) is Smith's debut novel, which centers on the lives of second-

generation immigrants in London. The novel explores the cultural clashes between the first and 

second generations of immigrants, particularly between the Bangladeshi and English cultures. 

The protagonist, Irie, struggles to find her identity, feeling lost between her English and 

Jamaican heritage. The conflict is exemplified in her relationship with her mother, Clara, who is 

determined to maintain her Jamaican culture, while Irie's father, Archie, is more assimilated into 

English culture. The novel highlights the difficulties of maintaining cultural purity in a 

multicultural society, as characters like Samad Miah Iqbal and Hortense Bowden attempt to 

preserve their cultural identities, only to see them transformed by their new environment 

On Beauty (2005) continues Smith's exploration of cultural clashes, this time focusing on 

the lives of the Kipps and Belseys, two families from different cultural backgrounds. The novel 

delves into the complexities of identity and assimilation, particularly through the character of 

Howard Belsey, a professor of art history who is struggling to reconcile his English heritage with 

his love for French culture. His daughter, Jerome, faces similar challenges as she navigates her 

identity as a mixed-race individual. The novel also explores the cultural clashes between the 

Kipps, a traditional English family, and the Belseys, a mixed-race family with a strong African-

American heritage. Smith uses the character of Kiki, a mixed-race woman, to highlight the 

difficulties of maintaining cultural authenticity in a multicultural society. Both White Teeth and 

On Beauty share a common theme of cultural clashes, which is reflected in the struggles of their 

characters to maintain their cultural identities while adapting to their new environments. In 

White Teeth, the cultural clashes are more overt, with characters like Irie and her parents 



 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

© 2023 The Authors, Published by (PHJSSH). This is an Open Access Article under the Creative 

Common Attribution Non-Commercial 4.0 (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)  P a g e  | 59 

Prismatic Horizons  

Journal of Social Science and Humanities 

www.phjssh.lexarcheus.com 
 

Vol.-02, Issue-01 (Jan-Mar, 2024)  

ISSN: 0000-0000 

 

representing different cultural perspectives. In contrast, On Beauty explores more subtle cultural 

clashes, such as Howard's struggle to reconcile his love for French culture with his English 

heritage. Both novels emphasize the difficulties of maintaining cultural purity in a multicultural 

society, where cultural hybridity is the norm. Cultural clashes are a fundamental aspect of 

modern society, particularly in multicultural environments. Zadie Smith's novels, White Teeth 

and On Beauty, offer profound insights into these conflicts through their exploration of identity, 

assimilation, and cultural hybridity. By comparing and contrasting these themes across the two 

novels, the study provides a nuanced understanding of the cultural conflicts that shape modern 

society. Smith's works highlight the complexities of cultural clashes, demonstrating how 

individuals from diverse backgrounds navigate their identities and integrate into their new 

environments. Ultimately, these novels serve as powerful reflections of the cultural diversity and 

hybridity that characterize contemporary society. 

Objectives 

The main objectives of the study are to examine the portrayal of cultural clashes in Zadie 

Smith's novels White Teeth and On Beauty and how they reflect the complexities of navigating 

multicultural societies; to analyze the representation of second-generation immigrants in Smith's 

works, focusing on their struggles to reconcile parental traditional values with the pressures of 

assimilating into mainstream culture; to explore the themes of identity, belonging, and the fear of 

cultural dissolution in the narratives of White Teeth and On Beauty; to investigate the use of 

satire, humor, and hysterical realism in Smith's novels to capture the nuances of cross-cultural 

conflicts; to assess the influence of Zadie Smith's mixed heritage on her depiction of the 

immigrant experience in contemporary Britain; to draw parallels and contrasts between the 

characters and themes in White Teeth and On Beauty to understand Smith's exploration of 

multiculturalism and identity; to evaluate the universal human need to find one's place in an 

increasingly diverse world as portrayed in Smith's works; to discuss the relevance of cultural 

hybridity and its challenges in the 21st century, as highlighted through Smith's novels; and to 

contribute to the literary discourse on cultural hybridity by analyzing Zadie Smith's contributions 

through her novels. 

Methodology 

The methodology for the comparative study of Zadie Smith's novels White Teeth and On 

Beauty involves a thematic analysis approach. This study examines key themes such as cultural 

clashes, identity struggles, and the complexities of multiculturalism portrayed in both works. 

Through close reading and textual analysis, similarities and differences in how these themes are 

developed and portrayed across the novels will be identified. The methodology includes 

exploring character development, narrative techniques such as satire and realism, and the socio-
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cultural contexts that shape the experiences of the characters. The study considers Zadie Smith's 

own background and influences, particularly her mixed heritage, to provide insights into her 

portrayal of cultural hybridity and the immigrant experience in contemporary Britain. 
 

RESULT AND DISCUSSION  

Cultural Clashes in Smith's Novels: White Teeth and On Beauty 

Zadie Smith's novels White Teeth and On Beauty offer profound insights into the 

complexities of navigating multicultural societies through their portrayal of cultural clashes. 

Both novels are set in London, a city known for its diverse cultural landscape, and explore the 

challenges faced by individuals from different cultural backgrounds as they attempt to integrate 

into their new environments. White Teeth (2000) is Smith's debut novel, which centers on the 

lives of second-generation immigrants in London. The novel illustrates the cultural clashes 

between the first and second generations of immigrants, particularly between the Bangladeshi 

and English cultures. The protagonist, Irie Jones, struggles to find her identity, feeling lost 

between her English and Jamaican heritage. The conflict is exemplified in her relationship with 

her mother, Clara, who is determined to maintain her Jamaican culture, while Irie's father, 

Archie, is more assimilated into English culture. The novel highlights the difficulties of 

maintaining cultural purity in a multicultural society, as characters like Samad Miah Iqbal and 

Hortense Bowden attempt to preserve their cultural identities, only to see them transformed by 

their new environment 

On Beauty (2005) continues Smith's exploration of cultural clashes, focusing on the lives 

of the Kipps and Belseys, two families from different cultural backgrounds. The novel delves 

into the complexities of identity and assimilation, particularly through the character of Howard 

Belsey, a professor of art history who is struggling to reconcile his English heritage with his love 

for French culture. His daughter, Jerome, faces similar challenges as she navigates her identity as 

a mixed-race individual. The novel also explores the cultural clashes between the Kipps, a 

traditional English family, and the Belseys, a mixed-race family with a strong African-American 

heritage. Smith uses the character of Kiki, a mixed-race woman, to highlight the difficulties of 

maintaining cultural authenticity in a multicultural society. Both White Teeth and On Beauty 

share a common theme of cultural clashes, which is reflected in the struggles of their characters 

to maintain their cultural identities while adapting to their new environments. In White Teeth, the 

cultural clashes are more overt, with characters like Irie and her parents representing different 

cultural perspectives. In contrast, On Beauty explores more subtle cultural clashes, such as 

Howard's struggle to reconcile his love for French culture with his English heritage. Both novels 
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emphasize the difficulties of maintaining cultural purity in a multicultural society, where cultural 

hybridity is the norm. 

Smith's novels reflect the complexities of navigating multicultural societies by 

highlighting the challenges faced by individuals from diverse cultural backgrounds. White Teeth 

illustrates the cultural clashes between the first and second generations of immigrants, 

demonstrating how the second generation must balance their family's cultural heritage with the 

dominant culture of their new environment. On Beauty explores the cultural clashes within a 

family, showing how mixed-race individuals must navigate multiple cultural identities to find 

their place in society. Both novels underscore the importance of understanding and respecting 

cultural differences, even as they acknowledge the difficulties of maintaining cultural 

authenticity in a multicultural society. Zadie Smith's novels White Teeth and On Beauty provide 

a nuanced understanding of the cultural clashes that shape modern society. By exploring the 

struggles of characters from diverse cultural backgrounds, these novels highlight the 

complexities of navigating multicultural societies. Smith's works demonstrate how cultural 

hybridity is a natural outcome of living in a multicultural environment and that finding a balance 

between cultural identities is a continuous process. Ultimately, these novels serve as powerful 

reflections of the cultural diversity and hybridity that characterize contemporary society. 

Second-Generation Immigrants in Smith's Work 

Zadie Smith's novels White Teeth and On Beauty offer a nuanced portrayal of the 

challenges faced by second-generation immigrants as they navigate the complexities of 

reconciling their parents' traditional values with the pressures of assimilating into mainstream 

British culture. Through her characters, Smith explores the themes of identity, belonging, and the 

fear of cultural dissolution that are central to the experiences of these individuals. 

In White Teeth, Smith introduces readers to the lives of second-generation immigrants, 

such as Irie Jones and her friends, who are struggling to find their place in a society that often 

fails to recognize their dual cultural heritage. Irie, the daughter of a Jamaican mother and an 

English father, embodies the internal conflict that many second-generation immigrants face as 

they attempt to balance their family's cultural traditions with the dominant culture of their new 

environment. The novel highlights the challenges these characters encounter in navigating their 

identities, as they are often caught between the expectations of their parents and the desire to fit 

in with their peers. Smith's portrayal of second-generation immigrants in On Beauty further 

explores the theme of cultural liminality, or the state of being caught between two cultures. The 

character of Jerome Belsey, a mixed-race individual, grapples with the pressure to conform to the 

expectations of his African-American heritage while also seeking acceptance in the 

predominantly white academic circles in which he moves. The novel delves into the fear of 
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cultural dissolution that many second-generation immigrants experience, as they witness the 

gradual erosion of their family's traditions in the face of assimilation. 

Through the narratives of White Teeth and On Beauty, Smith underscores the importance 

of understanding the unique challenges faced by second-generation immigrants. Her characters 

serve as a testament to the resilience and adaptability of these individuals, who must constantly 

negotiate their identities in a society that often fails to recognize their cultural hybridity. By 

exploring the themes of identity, belonging, and cultural dissolution, Smith's novels offer a 

powerful commentary on the complexities of navigating multicultural societies in the 21st 

century. 

Satire, Realism, and Heritage in Smith's Cross-Cultural Conflicts 

Zadie Smith's novels, particularly White Teeth and On Beauty, masterfully employ satire, 

humor, and hysterical realism to capture the nuances of cross-cultural conflicts in contemporary 

Britain. As a writer of mixed heritage, Smith's own experiences as the daughter of a Jamaican 

mother and an English father have profoundly influenced her depiction of the immigrant 

experience 

In White Teeth, Smith's debut novel, she utilizes satire and humor to address the 

complexities of cultural clashes and the challenges faced by second-generation immigrants. The 

novel's characters, such as Irie Jones and her parents, represent the conflicting cultural identities 

and the struggle to reconcile parental traditional values with the pressures of assimilation. 

Smith's use of exaggerated and cartoonish character traits serves to highlight the absurdity of 

certain social and cultural norms, allowing her to tackle sensitive issues with a comedic touch. 

For example, the character of Samad Miah Iqbal, a Bangladeshi immigrant, is portrayed as an 

overly zealous preserver of his cultural heritage, leading to comical situations as he attempts to 

maintain his traditions in the face of a rapidly changing society. Smith's satirical approach not 

only entertains the reader but also provides a critical lens through which to examine the tensions 

between the first and second generations of immigrants. 

In On Beauty, Smith continues to explore the themes of cultural clashes and the 

immigrant experience, but with a more nuanced approach. The novel's use of hysterical realism, 

as described by critic James Wood, allows Smith to delve deeper into the complexities of identity 

and belonging. The characters, such as Howard Belsey and his family, grapple with the 

challenges of navigating multiple cultural identities and the fear of cultural dissolution. Smith's 

employment of hysterical realism, characterized by its elaborate details, narrative acrobatics, and 

a sense of emotional detachment, serves to mirror the fragmented and disorienting nature of the 

immigrant experience. The novel's intricate plot lines and the interweaving of various cultural 
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references create a sense of overwhelming connectedness, reflecting the lived reality of 

individuals caught between different worlds. 

Zadie Smith's own mixed heritage, as the daughter of a Jamaican mother and an English 

father, has undoubtedly shaped her depiction of the immigrant experience in contemporary 

Britain. Her personal understanding of the challenges of navigating dual cultural identities and 

the pressure to assimilate informs the authenticity and depth of her characters' struggles. Smith's 

ability to empathize with the complexities of the immigrant experience allows her to create 

nuanced and multidimensional characters, who are neither wholly assimilated nor entirely 

resistant to change, The nuanced approach challenges the often-simplistic representations of 

immigrant narratives, offering a more realistic and compassionate portrayal of the lived realities 

of individuals navigating the intersections of culture, identity, and belonging. Zadie Smith's 

novels, White Teeth and On Beauty, demonstrate her masterful use of satire, humor, and 

hysterical realism to capture the nuances of cross-cultural conflicts in contemporary Britain. As a 

writer of mixed heritage, Smith's personal experiences have profoundly influenced her depiction 

of the immigrant experience, offering a more authentic and multifaceted representation of the 

challenges faced by individuals navigating the complexities of cultural identity and belonging. 

Through her innovative narrative techniques and her deep understanding of the immigrant 

experience, Smith has established herself as a vital voice in contemporary literature, shedding 

light on the intricate and often overlooked aspects of cultural hybridity in the modern world. 

Parallels and Contrasts in White Teeth and On Beauty 

Zadie Smith's novels White Teeth and On Beauty offer a compelling exploration of 

multiculturalism and identity, drawing parallels and contrasts between the characters and themes 

in both works. While the novels are set in different time periods and locations, they share a 

common thread in their examination of the challenges faced by individuals navigating the 

complexities of cultural identity in a multicultural society. 

Both White Teeth and On Beauty grapple with the theme of cultural clashes, particularly 

in the context of second-generation immigrants. In White Teeth, characters like Irie Jones and 

her friends struggle to reconcile their parents' traditional values with the pressures of assimilating 

into mainstream British culture. Similarly, in On Beauty, Jerome Belsey, a mixed-race 

individual, faces the challenge of balancing his African-American heritage with the expectations 

of the predominantly white academic circles in which he moves. Another parallel theme in both 

novels is the fear of cultural dissolution. Characters in both works, such as Samad Miah Iqbal in 

White Teeth and Howard Belsey in On Beauty, grapple with the gradual erosion of their family's 

traditions in the face of assimilation. The fear is often rooted in the desire to preserve a sense of 

cultural authenticity in a rapidly changing world 
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White Teeth and On Beauty share common themes, Smith employs different narrative 

techniques and approaches in each novel. White Teeth, Smith's debut work, utilizes satire and 

humor to address the complexities of cultural clashes. The novels exaggerated and cartoonish 

character traits serve to highlight the absurdity of certain social and cultural norms, allowing 

Smith to tackle sensitive issues with a comedic touch. In contrast, On Beauty employs a more 

nuanced approach, utilizing hysterical realism to delve deeper into the complexities of identity 

and belonging. The novel's intricate plot lines and the interweaving of various cultural references 

create a sense of overwhelming connectedness, reflecting the fragmented and disorienting nature 

of the immigrant experience. Zadie Smith's own mixed heritage, as the daughter of a Jamaican 

mother and an English father, has undoubtedly shaped her depiction of multiculturalism and 

identity in both White Teeth and On Beauty. Her personal understanding of the challenges of 

navigating dual cultural identities and the pressure to assimilate informs the authenticity and 

depth of her characters' struggles. Smith's ability to empathize with the complexities of the 

immigrant experience allows her to create nuanced and multidimensional characters, which are 

neither wholly assimilated nor entirely resistant to change. The nuanced approach challenges the 

often-simplistic representations of immigrant narratives, offering a more realistic and 

compassionate portrayal of the lived realities of individuals navigating the intersections of 

culture, identity, and belonging. Zadie Smith's novels White Teeth and On Beauty offer a 

compelling exploration of multiculturalism and identity, drawing parallels and contrasts between 

the characters and themes in both works. While the novels share common themes, such as 

cultural clashes and the fear of cultural dissolution, Smith employs different narrative techniques 

and approaches in each work. Ultimately, Smith's own mixed heritage has profoundly influenced 

her depiction of the immigrant experience, offering a more authentic and multifaceted 

representation of the challenges faced by individuals navigating the complexities of cultural 

identity and belonging in a multicultural society. 

Human Need for Belonging in Smith's Works 

Zadie Smith's novels White Teeth" and On Beauty powerfully explore the universal 

human need to find one's place in an increasingly diverse world. Through the struggles of her 

characters, Smith delves into the complexities of navigating dual cultural identities, the pressure 

to assimilate, and the fear of cultural dissolution. Her protagonists, such as Irie Jones, Jerome 

Belsey, and Howard Belsey, grapple with reconciling their family's traditional values with the 

demands of mainstream society, highlighting the challenges faced by second-generation 

immigrants and individuals of mixed heritage. Smith's nuanced approach, which employs satire, 

humor, and hysterical realism, offers a compassionate and multifaceted representation of the 

immigrant experience, reflecting her own mixed heritage and deep understanding of the 
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intersections of culture, identity, and belonging. Ultimately, Smith's works serve as a poignant 

commentary on the universal human desire to find a sense of place and belonging in an ever-

evolving, multicultural landscape. 

Cultural Hybridity and Challenges in Smith's Novels 

Zadie Smith's novels White Teeth and On Beauty provide a nuanced exploration of 

cultural hybridity and the challenges it presents in the 21st century. Smith's works offer valuable 

insights into the complexities of navigating multicultural societies. Cultural hybridity, the 

blending of diverse cultural elements, has become increasingly prevalent in the globalized world 

of the 21st century. As people, ideas, and traditions cross borders more freely, the notion of a 

singular, homogeneous culture has given way to recognition of the inherent diversity within 

societies. Smith's novels reflect the reality, portraying characters that grapple with the realities of 

cultural hybridity. In White Teeth, the second-generation immigrant characters, such as Irie 

Jones, struggle to reconcile their parents' traditional values with the pressures of assimilating into 

mainstream British culture. Similarly, in On Beauty, the mixed-race Belsey family navigates the 

complexities of balancing their African-American heritage with the expectations of the 

predominantly white academic circles in which they move. The challenges of cultural hybridity, 

as depicted in Smith's works, are multifaceted. One key issue is the tension between maintaining 

cultural authenticity and adapting to the dominant culture. Characters like Samad Miah Iqbal in 

White Teeth and Howard Belsey in On Beauty grapple with the fear of cultural dissolution, as 

they witness the gradual erosion of their family's traditions in the face of assimilation. Another 

challenge lies in the negotiation of identity and belonging. The second-generation immigrant 

characters in Smith's novels often feel caught between two worlds, struggling to find a sense of 

place and belonging in a society that may not fully recognize their hybrid cultural identities. The 

internal conflict can lead to feelings of displacement and a search for a stable cultural anchor. 

Zadie Smith's own mixed heritage, as the daughter of a Jamaican mother and an English 

father, has undoubtedly shaped her nuanced approach to depicting cultural hybridity. Her 

personal understanding of the challenges of navigating dual cultural identities informs the 

authenticity and depth of her characters' struggles. Smith's use of satire, humor, and hysterical 

realism in her novels serves to capture the complexities of cultural hybridity in a compelling and 

thought-provoking manner. Her innovative narrative techniques challenge simplistic 

representations of immigrant narratives, offering a more realistic and compassionate portrayal of 

the lived realities of individuals navigating the intersections of culture, identity, and belonging. 

Zadie Smith's novels White Teeth and On Beauty highlight the relevance of cultural hybridity 

and the challenges it presents in the 21st century. Through her characters' experiences, Smith 

explores the tensions between maintaining cultural authenticity and adapting to dominant 
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societal norms, as well as the complexities of identity and belonging in a globalized world. 

Smith's own mixed heritage and her use of innovative narrative techniques contribute to a 

nuanced and empathetic representation of the realities of cultural hybridity, making her works a 

valuable contribution to the understanding of the crucial aspect of contemporary society. 

Zadie Smith's novels White Teeth and On Beauty make significant contributions to the 

literary discourse on cultural hybridity. Through her nuanced portrayal of characters navigating 

the complexities of dual cultural identities, Smith offers profound insights into the challenges 

and nuances of living in a globalized, multicultural world. Her protagonists, such as Irie Jones, 

Jerome Belsey, and Howard Belsey, grapple with reconciling their family's traditional values 

with the pressures of assimilating into dominant societal norms, highlighting the internal 

conflicts and sense of displacement experienced by second-generation immigrants and 

individuals of mixed heritage. Smith's innovative use of narrative techniques, including satire, 

humor, and hysterical realism, further enhances her ability to capture the fragmented and 

disorienting nature of the immigrant experience. Ultimately, Smith's works serve as a powerful 

commentary on the universal human desire to find a sense of belonging and authenticity amidst 

the ever-evolving landscape of cultural hybridity in the 21st century. 
 

CONCLUSION  

Zadie Smith's novel White Teeth analyses the cultural clashes and identity struggles 

experienced by second-generation immigrants in multicultural London. The central conflict 

revolves around the conflicting expectations placed on these individuals: to assimilate into 

British society while preserving their family's cultural heritage. The characters navigate a sense 

of displacement as they straddle two cultural worlds, portrayed vividly through vernacular 

English and accentuation that authentically captures the diversity of their surroundings. Smith's 

narrative highlights the complexities of forming identity amidst shifting historical, geographical, 

cultural, and religious contexts. It emphasizes the importance of approaching other cultures with 

openness and understanding, challenging stereotypes and biases. 

In both White Teeth and On Beauty, Smith's protagonists, such as Irie and Kiki, grapple 

with similar dilemmas of reconciling their dual cultural identities and seeking belonging. These 

novels explore themes of identity, cultural dissolution, and the universal human need to find 

one's place in a diverse society. Smith employs satire, humor, and hysterical realism to 

poignantly depict the nuances of cross-cultural conflicts, drawing from her own mixed heritage 

and insights into the immigrant experience in contemporary Britain. The parallels and contrasts 

between these works underscore Smith's profound exploration of multiculturalism and the 
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challenges of cultural hybridity in the 21st century, making a significant contribution to 

contemporary literary discourse. 
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