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Abstract. This paper analyzes hybridity in Zadie Smith’s prose through theoretical 

approaches from Homi K. Bhabha, Stuart Hall, Paul Gilroy, Edward Said, and Frantz 

Fanon. Smith’s novels—including White Teeth, On Beauty, and NW—and her essays in 

Changing My Mind portray hybridity as a dynamic negotiation shaped by migration, 

diaspora, colonial memory, language, and institutional power. This paper expands on 

earlier analysis by deepening the theoretical framework, increasing textual close readings, 

and further examining how narrative form and linguistic blending serve as expressions of 

cultural complexity. By combining literary analysis with postcolonial theory, this study 

argues that Smith’s exploration of hybridity resists fixed identity categories, instead 

promoting an ethical model of multiplicity suited to contemporary multicultural life. 
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Introduction. Zadie Smith’s body of work offers one of the most sustained literary 

examinations of hybridity in twenty-first century fiction. Her novels and essays engage 

with the pressures and struggles that arise when identities form across cultural boundaries. 

Hybridity in Smith’s work is not a passive blending of cultures but a lived process marked 

by ambivalence, contradiction, and constant movement. Her London upbringing amid 

immigrant communities informs her depiction of multicultural urban life, yet her narratives 

also extend beyond Britain, drawing on transatlantic histories, diasporic identities, and 

global flows of culture. This expanded analysis situates Smith’s representations of 

hybridity within major frameworks of postcolonial theory. By applying Bhabha’s 

interstitial spaces, Hall’s fluid cultural identity, Gilroy’s Black Atlantic routes, Said’s 

critique of Orientalist discourse, and Fanon’s psychological insights into colonized 

identities, the paper offers a richer understanding of how Smith constructs complex hybrid 

subjects. In expanding the earlier sections, this version provides more extensive textual 

evidence, deeper theoretical integration, and broader comparative insights across Smith’s 

novels and essays. 

Theoretical Frameworks: Hybridity and Identity. Homi K. Bhabha’s theory of 

hybridity is central to postcolonial thought. His idea of the “third space” describes hybrid 

identities as emerging in moments of cultural encounter. This space disrupts fixed 

meanings and creates new modes of being. Smith’s characters exist within this third space, 

negotiating between ancestral cultures, global modernity, and the multicultural reality of 
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Britain. Bhabha’s concept of mimicry also applies, as characters adopt the language and 

behavior of dominant groups while subtly challenging them. 

Stuart Hall’s concept of cultural identity as “becoming” rather than “being” deepens 

this analysis. Hall argues that identities are constructed through historical processes, 

diasporic movements, and cultural narratives. Smith’s characters embody this fluidity, 

especially those who must reconcile multiple histories in forming their sense of self. 

Paul Gilroy’s Black Atlantic framework reorients hybridity away from national 

boundaries toward transnational circulation. His argument that Black identity is shaped by 

movement across the Atlantic resonates with Smith’s portrayal of diasporic lives shaped 

by colonial history and cultural exchange. Characters such as Clara Bowden and Irie Jones, 

whose roots span the Caribbean and Britain, reflect Gilroy’s emphasis on cultural routes 

rather than static origins. 

Edward Said’s Orientalism exposes how Western discourse stereotypes and 

infantilizes the “East.” Smith’s immigrant characters often confront such discursive power. 

Samad, for example, struggles against British expectations that reduce him to a cultural 

caricature. Said helps explain why characters internalize or resist dominant narratives that 

shape their social roles. 

Frantz Fanon’s work, particularly on double consciousness and the psychological 

effects of racism, expands the understanding of characters like Irie and Kiki Belsey. Fanon 

argues that the colonized subject internalizes the gaze of the colonizer, resulting in 

fractured identity. Smith’s characters experience similar pressures when navigating 

predominantly white institutions. Together, these theoretical frameworks illuminate the 

depth of hybridity in Smith’s work. 

Hybridity as Lived Identity in Smith’s Characters. Hybridity as lived identity 

shapes every major character in Smith’s fiction. In “White Teeth”, the generational 

tensions between first and second generation immigrants demonstrate the complexities of 

living between cultures. Samad’s insistence on cultural purity reveals his fear that British 

society will erase his Bengali Muslim heritage. Bhabha’s concept of ambivalence is visible 

here, as Samad both rejects and desires assimilation. His identity is shaped by colonial 

history, personal insecurity, and emotional conflicts about modernity. Irie Jones’s hybrid 

identity is formed through bodily, social, and historical pressures. Her frustration with her 

hair symbolizes a deeper discomfort with not fitting neatly into Black or British categories. 

Fanon’s theories on the embodied effects of racialization help explain how Irie internalizes 

societal judgments. Her attempts to discover her family’s past reflect Hall’s idea of identity 

as a narrative practice, constructed through fragments rather than a single root. 

Millat and Magid exemplify two conflicting approaches to hybridity: hyper-visible 

rebellion and hyper-assimilation. Millat’s quick adoption of subcultures, from gangster 

aesthetics to Islamic activism, reflects a search for coherence in a chaotic identity 

landscape. Magid, by contrast, embraces rationalist philosophy and scientific modernity, 
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distancing himself from cultural tradition. Their divergent identities illustrate Hall’s theory 

that culture produces multiple, sometimes contradictory positions. 

In “On Beauty”, the Belseys reveal hybridity’s emotional and ideological dimensions. 

Kiki struggles with body image, belonging, and the pressure to conform to expectations 

about race and femininity. Fanon’s insights reveal how she internalizes the white academic 

world around her. Her marriage to Howard highlights cultural and political hybridity. Their 

children navigate mixed racial identities in a world that demands clear categories. 

“NW” continues this exploration by depicting hybrid identities formed through class 

as well as race. Leah, Natalie, and Felix navigate London’s fractured social spaces, 

revealing how economic inequality intersects with cultural hybridity. Smith suggests that 

hybrid identity is not only cultural but also shaped by geography, mobility, and 

opportunity. 

Narrative Structure as Hybrid Form. Smith’s narrative structures embody 

hybridity by mixing genres, timelines, and perspectives. “White Teeth” spans 150 years 

and multiple continents, combining family saga with historical narrative, satire, and 

political commentary. This narrative hybridity mirrors Gilroy’s Black Atlantic, which 

rejects national borders in favor of transnational flows. The novel’s shifts between colonial 

India, wartime Britain, and contemporary London show how identities form through 

overlapping histories. 

“On Beauty” hybridizes literary tradition itself by reworking Forster’s “Howards 

End”. By adopting and revising this canonical structure, Smith situates her work within, 

yet also against, the English literary tradition. This hybrid narrative engages with questions 

of inheritance, cultural continuity, and revision. 

“NW” pushes structural hybridity further. Its fragmented form, alternating between 

stream-of-consciousness, transcripts, and lists, reflects the fractured identities of its 

characters. The disjointed structure mirrors the chaos of urban life and the multiple, 

competing influences that shape contemporary identity. 

Language and Cultural Exchange. Smith’s linguistic hybridity appears in her 

mixing of dialects, registers, and codes. Characters shift between cultural languages 

depending on context, reflecting Bhabha’s concept of mimicry. Samad’s formal English 

attempts to assert authority, yet it highlights his insecurity. Millat’s slang, filled with 

multicultural references, shows how hybrid youth culture forms new linguistic identities. 

In “On Beauty”, academic jargon clashes with vernacular speech, revealing class and 

cultural divides. The contrast between Howard’s theoretical language and Kiki’s grounded, 

emotional speech reflects deeper tensions about identity and belonging. 

Smith’s narrative voice also blends high literary style with colloquial humor, 

philosophical reflection, and pop culture. This linguistic hybridity challenges rigid 

distinctions between elite and popular discourse. 



SCIENTIFIC REVIEW OF THE PROBLEMS AND PROSPECTS OF MODERN 

SCIENCE AND EDUCATION 

 

(9th international scientific and practical conference) 

 
70 

 

CANADA 

Politics of Belonging: Institutions and Identity. Smith presents hybridity as shaped 

by political structures. In “White Teeth”, British institutions attempt to manage diversity 

while often reinforcing stereotypes. Samad’s fear of cultural erasure within the education 

system reflects Said’s critique of institutional orientalism. His attempt to send Magid to 

Bangladesh reveals his internalization of colonial values even as he resists them. 

In “On Beauty”, academic politics dramatize ideological conflicts surrounding race, 

culture, and representation. Howard and Monty represent competing views of 

multiculturalism and tradition. Gilroy’s critique of rigid ethnic boundaries resonates in 

their debates. Smith suggests that belonging is always contested. Her characters navigate 

systems that expect coherence, even though hybrid identities resist such fixed categories. 

Ethics of Complexity: Smith’s Moral Vision.  Smith’s moral vision emphasizes 

acceptance of complexity. Bhabha argues that hybridity disrupts hierarchical binaries, 

while Hall suggests that identity’s fluidity requires interpretive openness. Smith’s 

characters rarely achieve definitive resolution. Instead, their journeys involve embracing 

ambiguity. 

Fanon’s work reveals the psychological toll of racism, helping explain the emotional 

struggles of characters like Irie and Kiki. Smith acknowledges this pain while also 

celebrating the creative and relational possibilities of hybrid identity. 

Conclusion 

Zadie Smith’s work shows hybridity as an ongoing negotiation across cultural, 

political, linguistic, and emotional dimensions. Her characters inhabit third spaces, her 

narratives merge traditions, and her language blends disparate influences. By integrating 

postcolonial theory, this expanded paper demonstrates how deeply hybridity shapes 

Smith’s storytelling and how her work challenges simplistic notions of identity in 

contemporary society. 
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