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Abstract. This paper examines how Zadie Smith shows London as a mix of 

cultures in her major works, especially White Teeth (2000) and NW (2012). Using 

postcolonial and spatial theory, particularly Homi K. Bhabha's ideas on hybridity 

and Henri Lefebvre's and Edward Soja's thoughts on space, the study looks at how 

the city acts as both a real and symbolic space for cultural negotiation, identity 

conflict, and socio-political tension. Smith’s London is a place where class, race, 

migration, and memory come together, creating a lively but fragmented urban 

experience. Instead of depicting the city as a joyful multicultural melting pot, Smith 

highlights the contradictions, alienation, and social gaps that exist within it. 

Characters like Samad Iqbal, Irie Jones, Natalie Blake, and Leah Hanwell show 

London as a liminal space, allowing for change while also creating instability. 

Ultimately, the paper claims that Smith’s portrayal of London reflects the 

psychological and structural challenges of modern urban life in a globalized, 

postcolonial Britain.  

 

Introduction. London has long been seen as a cultural crossroads, a city 

shaped by its colonial history, migration, class struggles, and ethnic diversity. In 

Zadie Smith’s fiction, London serves not just as a backdrop but as a character on its 

own, complex and contradictory. It is deeply connected to the identities of its 

residents. Her portrayal of urban multiculturalism challenges simple stories of 

harmony or celebration. Instead, she presents London as a mixed space, where 

different cultures meet, creating tension, change, and fragmentation. This paper 

examines how Zadie Smith depicts London as a mixed urban space in her novels, 

especially White Teeth (2000) and NW (2012). Using postcolonial theory, 
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particularly Homi Bhabha’s idea of hybridity and Edward Soja’s thoughts on space, 

it looks at how the city influences the lives, relationships, and identities of its people. 

Through the blending of social spaces, cultural encounters, and changes from one 

generation to the next, Smith’s London becomes a place where identity is both lived 

and challenged. The city is not a neutral or passive setting; it acts as a strong force 

that reflects and shapes the mixed experiences of postcolonial individuals. 

In White Teeth, London serves as the backdrop for histories of empire, 

migration, and resistance. The novel features characters from various 

backgrounds—Bangladeshi, Jamaican, English—whose lives intersect in the 

multicultural neighborhoods of North-West London. However, this diversity does 

not ensure mutual understanding or integration. Instead, the city becomes a place of 

cultural conflict, where inherited traditions clash with modern British life.  

Characters like Samad Iqbal and Archie Jones, both World War II veterans, represent 

older generations striving to uphold their cultural identities in a city that has changed 

drastically since they first arrived. Samad’s worries about moral decline, secularism, 

and Western influence show his anxiety about losing his culture. His choice to send 

his son Magid “back home” to Bangladesh reflects his belief that London corrupts 

tradition. Ironically, Magid ends up becoming more Westernized than his brother 

Millat, who stays in London and later becomes radicalized on the city's outskirts. 

Here, Smith critiques the idea of cultural purity and the myth of returning home, 

stressing that London’s mix of cultures is permanent and all-encompassing. For Irie 

Jones, the city feels just as isolating. As a mixed-race young woman, she feels caught 

between the cultural definitions that London imposes and undermines. Her journey 

through schools, neighborhoods, and social circles reveals that even in a diverse city, 

racial and cultural labels endure. The city's physical and symbolic spaces reflect 

Irie’s internal struggles.   

In NW, Zadie Smith revisits North-West London, focusing on the everyday 

lives of people who grew up in the same housing estate. This novel shifts from ethnic 

diversity to class differences, examining how closeness in urban space does not lead 

to social unity. The book’s structure—fragmented, nonlinear, and intertextual—
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mirrors the fractured nature of its setting.  The characters of Natalie (formerly 

Keisha) and Leah highlight the mismatch between shared geography and divergent 

life experiences. Both are women of color who grew up in the same working-class 

neighborhood. However, their paths in London differ due to education, ambition, 

and economic opportunity. Natalie’s rise into the professional middle class does not 

free her from the psychological weight of her background. In fact, her new lifestyle 

creates greater isolation. Her home in a gentrified area, her marriage to a wealthy 

man, and her social status all contribute to her feeling disconnected. She lives in 

London, but not in the same London she once knew.  Leah, on the other hand, 

remains physically situated in her neighborhood but feels emotionally lost. Her 

refusal to pursue upward mobility marks a quiet revolt, but also an acceptance of the 

limitations set by her surroundings. The streets, buses, cafes, and housing estates in 

NW are not neutral markers—they carry deep racial, gender, and class meanings. 

Smith’s portrayal of urban space aligns with Henri Lefebvre’s idea that space is 

shaped by social factors. In her London, architecture, infrastructure, and geography 

reflect and reinforce the inequalities that influence people’s lives.  

London in Smith’s novels is neither a perfect integration nor a complete 

segregation. It is a liminal space, which Homi Bhabha describes as the “third space.” 

Here, meaning is always negotiated, and identity is continuously changing. This in-

betweenness is geographic and symbolic. Characters live in a cultural limbo. They 

navigate inherited traditions, contemporary values, local belonging, and global 

awareness.  

In both White Teeth and NW, Smith highlights how the city’s rhythms, 

including its transport systems, crowded streets, multicultural schools, and corner 

shops, create both burdens and opportunities. For some characters, the hybrid city 

provides escape and a chance to reinvent themselves. For others, it represents 

stagnation and suffocation. In The Embassy of Cambodia, a short story set in a 

suburban London area, even the smallest divisions, like a swimming pool or the wall 

of an embassy, carry meaning. They suggest the quiet violence of exclusion and 

privilege within the city. This detailed portrayal questions popular views of 
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multiculturalism that celebrate surface-level diversity while ignoring deeper 

inequalities. Smith uses London’s hybrid nature to reveal that structural barriers still 

exist even in culturally mixed areas. Her characters do not resolve their cultural 

contradictions by fitting into a single British identity. Instead, they reflect the city’s 

own contradictions: layered, restless, and unfinished. This restless hybridity 

becomes visible in how characters experience time and space. In NW, Natalie’s late-

night walks through the city—her need to leave her domestic space and re-enter the 

terrain of her youth—highlight the psychological dislocation experienced within 

urban space. The city is not simply where she lives; it is where her multiple, 

conflicting identities collide. Her ambivalence toward her success, marriage, and 

past friendships is mirrored by the city’s divisions: affluent zones lie adjacent to 

neglected estates, creating a geography of inequality that is both physical and 

symbolic. Similarly, in White Teeth, the Chalfens’ suburban home and the working-

class neighborhoods of Willesden reveal the racial and cultural coding of urban 

space. Smith suggests that one’s movement through London is rarely neutral—it is 

loaded with social meaning, privilege, and invisibility. 

Moreover, the hybridity of the urban space is not only reflected in character 

experiences but also in the structure and language of Smith’s writing. Her narrative 

style often mirrors the polyphonic, multilingual reality of London. She integrates 

different dialects, slang, and formal registers, shifting between perspectives to reflect 

the multiplicity of voices and worldviews that coexist within the city. This stylistic 

hybridity reinforces the thematic hybridity, suggesting that London, as a literary and 

physical landscape, cannot be represented through a singular lens. 

The liminality of Smith’s London also gestures toward global urban futures. 

The city becomes a microcosm for broader questions about identity in the twenty-

first century: how does one belong in a place that is constantly changing? What does 

it mean to be rooted in a city where no culture is dominant, but none is fully equal 

either? Smith’s answer is not straightforward. Her fiction resists resolution, favoring 

ambiguity and contradiction. In doing so, she captures the emotional truth of hybrid 

urban life—where the self is in constant dialogue with the city, shaped by it and 
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shaping it in return. 

Ultimately, the hybrid city in Smith’s work is a space of negotiation—

between history and present, center and margin, native and migrant. It is in this 

negotiation that new identities are forged, though not without cost. The London of 

White Teeth, NW, and The Embassy of Cambodia is not merely a backdrop for 

multicultural stories, but a living, contested space where the struggles of postcolonial 

Britain are enacted daily. Through her layered depiction of this urban hybridity, 

Smith provides not only a literary map of London but a sociocultural one—a 

reflection of its chaos, beauty, and painful contradictions. 

Conclusion. Zadie Smith’s London is not a melting pot but a layered 

mosaic—a city where cultures rub against each other without necessarily blending. 

Through her detailed portrayal of North-West London, Smith reveals how urban 

multiculturalism is lived: through tension, adaptation, negotiation, and loss. London, 

in her fiction, is a hybrid space that both enables and complicates the formation of 

identity. By grounding her characters in specific neighborhoods, and allowing their 

physical movements through the city to reflect their psychological states, Smith 

gives urban space an emotional and political dimension. Her London is dynamic but 

unequal, vibrant but fractured. The hybridity of the city is not inherently redemptive; 

it requires constant negotiation and offers no final answers. Yet, in this very 

uncertainty lies the authenticity of Smith’s vision—a London where identities are 

multiple, changeable, and deeply entangled with the streets they walk. 
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