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Abstract

This essay examines how literature and popular music documented and shaped
Britain’s transformation from military empite to cultural soft power in the post-
World War II era. Through analysis of three pivotal cultural moments—Sam
Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners (1956), the Beatles’ Revolver (1966) and Sgt.
Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (1967), and Zadie Smith’s White Teeth (2000)—
the study traces Britain’s evolution from imperial certainty through
postcolonial anxiety to multicultural complexity. Selvon’s novel exposes the
gap between Britain’s self-image as a tolerant Commonwealth and the lived
reality of Caribbean immigrants facing what Moses calls “the old English
diplomacy” of polite exclusion. The Beatles’ revolutionary albums capture a
nation learning to project global influence through cultural innovation rather
than military force, transforming imperial imagery into psychedelic spectacle.
Smith’s millennial novel presents the multicultural Britain that emerged from
these transformations while diagnosing tensions that would culminate in
Brexit. Together, these works reveal how artistic production actively
patticipated in constructing new narratives of British identity, using linguistic
innovation and formal experimentation to challenge imperial hierarchies. The
analysis demonstrates that Britain’s transformation temains unfinished, with
imperial structures persisting beneath multicultural celebrations, revealing
fundamental contradictions about belonging, identity, and national mythology
that continue to shape contemporary Britain.

Keywords: The Lonely Londoners, The Beatles, White Teeth, British Empire, Post-
Imperial Britain, Postcolonial Literatnure

Introduction: A Cultural Archive of Imperial Decline

The dissolution of the British Empire in the decades following World War II represents
one of the most significant geopolitical transformations of the twentieth century. Yet this
metamorphosis was not merely political or economic—it was fundamentally cultural,
reshaping the very essence of British identity. As the Union Jack was lowered across former
colonies and protectorates, Britain faced an existential question: what role could a small
island nation play in a world it no longer dominated militarily or economically? The answer
would emerge not from Westminster or Whitehall, but from the creative output of writers
and musicians who documented, challenged, and ultimately reimagined what it meant to
be British in a post-imperial age.

! Harvard University Extension Studies ALM Candidate, History, M.A. Escola Superior de Propaganda e
Marketing, Rio de Janeiro, R], Brazil & M.A. Instituto Brasileiro de Mercado de Capitais, Rio de Janeiro, R],
Brazil, mac5552@g.harvard.edu, ORCID-ID: 0009-0002-1026-4504.

How to cite this article: Caetano, M. (2025). “These Fragments I Have Shored”: Literature, Pop Music, and the Ruins of Empire in
Post-War Britain. In: Journal of Interdisciplinary Cultural Studies 2:2, 401_414.

Submitted: 20.05.2025

Accepted: 17.01.2025 This article © 2025

by Maurer Press is licensed
under CC BY-NC 4.0


https://almamaterjics.com/
http://maurer.press/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

Literature, Pop Music, and the Ruins of Empire in Post-War Britain

Three cultural moments capture this transformation with particular clarity and power. Sam
Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners (1956) gave voice to the Caribbean immigrants who began
arriving in the “mother country” just as its imperial authority was crumbling. A decade
later, the Beatles’ revolutionary albums Revolver (1966) and Sgz. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club
Band (1967) demonstrated how Britain could project global influence through cultural
innovation rather than military might. At the millennium’s turn, Zadie Smith’s White Teeth
(2000) presented a multicultural Britain that had emerged from these transformations while
diagnosing the tensions that would eventually lead to Brexit. Together, these works reveal
how literature and popular music became the primary vehicles through which Britain
negotiated its post-imperial identity, documenting not just what changed but how it felt to
live through that change.

Part I: “Colour, is you that causing all this”: Race, Immigration and the Elusive
Ideal of Tolerance in Sam Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners

Every nation, even to conceive of itself as such, must find its own place within what has
conventionally been called the concert of civilizations. Some more peripheral nations—
and I believe I can include my homeland, Brazil, in this category—often invest in
constructing a national image grounded in more mundane aspects: creativity, the ability to
do more with less, or culturally distinctive traits such as music or even a particular sport.
In contrast, the great powers—those that see themselves as undisputed global leaders—
tend to feel a natural calling to present themselves as bastions of higher ideals. The greater
a nation’s self-perception as a superpower, the stronger its perceived need to aspire to
lofty, almost unattainable values. Just as the United States—despite its undeniable
historical sins regarding race—has consistently positioned itself as a guardian of the highest
standards of democracy, Britain, particularly after the loss of its imperial status, made
significant efforts to project a new image to the world: that of a Commonwealth open to
all, governed by principles of humanism, inclusion, and color-blindness. Unfortunately, the
test of time and reality has shown that this ideal of tolerance, however noble, remains
elusive.

In The Lonely Londoners, Sam Selvon sets out not only to depict the lives of Caribbean
immigrants in postwar Britain but also to expose the gap between Britain’s self-image as a
tolerant, inclusive society and the lived realities of those who were supposedly welcomed
by it. The novel, in many ways, dismantles the myth of British color-blindness by showing,
in vivid, everyday detail, how racial exclusion and social marginalization operate beneath
the surface of gentleness and liberalism. Selvon’s narrative is not simply about what
happens to his characters—it is about how their experiences are told. His unique use of
language, blending Caribbean Creole with English in both narration and dialogue, serves
as a manifesto: it challenges literary conventions, affirms the narrative authority of
marginalized voices, and refuses to adopt the linguistic norms of the society that excludes
them. In doing so, Selvon not only gives his boys a voice, but also a soul—a soul that
exposes, through form as much as content, just how elusive Britain’s ideal of tolerance
truly was.

In a key passage of the novel, Galahad asks Moses for advice on how to navigate life in
London as a newcomer. Moses warns him that, unlike in America where racism is explicit,
in Britain prejudice hides behind politeness and, sometimes, cold indifference:

‘All right mister London,” Galahad says, ‘you been here for a long time, what you would advise
me as a newcomer to do?’
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‘I would advise you to hustle a passage back home to Trinidad today,” Moses say, ‘but I know
you would never want to do that. So what I will tell you is this: take it easy. It had a time when
I was first here, and when it only had a few West Indians in London, and things used to go
good enough. These days, spades all over the place, and every shipload is big news, and the
English people don’t like the boys come to England to wotk and live’
‘Why is that?” Galahad ask.

Well, as far as I could figure, they frighten that we get job in front of them, though that does
never happen. The other thing is that they just don’t like black people, and don’t ask me why,
because that is a question that bigger brains than mine trying to find out from way back.’

Things as bad over here as in America?’ Galahad ask.

“That is a point the boys always debating,” Moses say. ‘Some say yes, and some say no. The
thing is, in America they don’t like you, and they tell you so straight, so that you know how
you stand. Over here is the old English diplomacy: “thank you sit,” and “how do you do”” and
that sort of thing. In America you see a sign telling you to keep off, but over here you don’t
see any, but when you go in the hotel or the restaurant they will politely tell you to haul--or
else give you the cold treatment.” (Selvon 20-21).

The dialogue flows with the streetwise cadence of spoken word, imbuing Moses’s
observations with immediacy, warmth, and a certain cynicism. For him, the act of
observation is an act of survival. Through this stylized yet intimate exchange, Selvon
exposes the contradictions of British society: a nation that proclaims tolerance while
subtly—and often silently—enforcing exclusion. Moses’s reflections are particularly
powerful because they contrast British racism not with an ideal, but with American
bluntness. This duality—politeness masking prejudice—exposes the fugitive aspiration of
tolerance at the heart of British postwar identity.

The power of Selvon’s prose lies not just in what it says, but in how it says it. His linguistic
choices are anything but casual. As Mervyn Morris notes, Selvon’s narrative “mimics the
music and movement of calypso, embedding emotion and resistance in the very texture of
the prose” (Mortis 74). In Moses’s lines, the rhythms of observation are inseparable from
the rhythms of exclusion: he watches through a pane of language as well as of space. If
West Indian immigration is reshaping the racial structure of British society, why not
contaminate its narrative language as well?

Selvon’s prose and the way his characters speak stand in stark contrast to the restrained
and self-deceiving world of Mr. Stevens, the main character and narrator of Kazuo
Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day. As the butler of a once-grand English estate, Stevens
embodies a class and cultural ethos that prizes dignity, emotional suppression, and an
almost blind loyalty to an order in decline. When he recalls a conversation with Lord
Darlington, who flirted with fascist ideologies (including an episode of discrimination
against Jews), Stevens cannot bring himself to admit any moral failing: “It is, perhaps, a
sign of the times that one is expected to keep up with the latest developments in world
affairs” (Ishiguro 99). His cultivated blindness and preference for euphemism mirror the
very “English diplomacy” Moses critiques—an attitude that sweeps racial and class
injustices under the rug, hiding them behind a screen of politeness and tradition.

The contrast between these two works—written by authors with significant immigrant
backgrounds, though in very different styles and published more than thirty years apart—
is even more striking because both are set around the same moment: 1950, the year of the
Suez Crisis, which for many marked the beginning of the end of the British Empire.
Together, they offer vivid portraits of a nation in transition: Ishiguro’s gray, hierarchical,
and monolithic England slowly giving way to the colorful, chaotic, and multiracial Britain
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of Selvon’s novel. The twilight of the British Empire had come—but just ahead lay the
outbreak of the British Invasion.

Later comes what is perhaps the most poignant passage in Selvon’s novel, in which the
character Sir Galahad stares at his own skin and begins to speak to it, as if it were a separate
being. In this moment of raw introspection, Galahad gives voice to the psychological toll
of racial exclusion:

Though it used to have times when he lay down there on the bed in the basement room in
the Water, and all the experiences like that come to him, and he say ‘Lord, what it is we
people do in this world that we have to suffer so? What it is we want that the white people
and them find it so hard to give? A little work, a little food, a little place to sleep. We not
asking for the sun, or the moon. We only want to get by, we don’t even want to get on.” And
Galahad would take his hand from under the blanket, as he lay there studying how the night
before he was in the lavatory and two white fellars come in and say how these black bastards
have the lavatory dirty, and they didn’t know that he was there, and when he come out they
say hello mate have a cigarette. And Galahad watch the colour of his hand, and talk to it,
saying, ‘Colour, is you that causing all this, you know. Why the hell you can’t be blue, or red
or green, if you can’t be white? You know is you that cause a lot of misery in the world. Is
not me, you know, is you! I ain’t do anything to infuriate the people and them, is you! Look
at you, you so black and innocent, and this time so you causing misery all over the world!’
(Selvon 76)

This aching monologue captures the emotional core of Selvon’s novel—a text that uses its
rhetorical form to expose the harshness of racism in postwar Britain. The Lonely Londoners
is not just a kind of documentary, in prose, of immigrant experiences; it is a work written
in a rhythm, grammar, and tone that demand recognition. Through its language—and,
more specifically, through the language of the voice it gives its characters—Selvon
dramatizes how immigration reshapes the fading empire in general and the metropolis
more specifically, and how myths of national tolerance often conceal structural exclusion.

Sir Galahad, once hopeful and proud upon arriving in the so-called mother country,
gradually comes to see how his skin color—his “Colour”—has marked him as a target. His
outburst in the cited passage exposes his painful realization of this condition. By
anthropomorphizing his skin, Galahad externalizes the racism he cannot otherwise make
sense of. Like his famous namesake from the Arthurian cycle, he searches for a Grail that
seems unattainable—in his case, the utopia of social color-blindness. His rhetorical
structure, built on repetition and direct second-person address, is incantatory: “is you... is
you... is you.” It captures both the internalization of racism and subtly mocks its absurd
logic. Why can’t the skin be blue? Why must the world invest so much meaning in a
biological fact? Selvon offers no solution—only the raw articulation of the problem.

In any case, Selvon’s depiction of race and exclusion cannot be fully understood without
being set against the mystique of British anti-racism. As Kennetta Hammond Perry argues,
“Britain’s dominant self-conception as a nation that eschews racial antagonism has
functioned to mask and deny the everyday operations of racism” (Perry 540). In The Lonely
Londoners, this self-conception is repeatedly undermined. White Londoners rarely act with
overt hostility; instead, they offer distance and polite indifference—the cold treatment, as
the tests call it. One might be allowed into the country, but not into a neighbot’s living
room. In this way, Selvon dramatizes what it means to be tolerated but never welcomed,
visible but never truly seen.

And yet, for all its sorrow, The Lonely Londoners is not a novel of despair—it is a novel of
presence. It insists that these men existed, that they laughed, drank, danced, worked, loved,
and even booed the God Save the Queen. Their stories make clear not only that they were
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there and deserved to be seen, but also—and above all—that they had come to stay.
Because the fact is, Britain would never be the same after the Windrush docked.

Part II: “Four Thousand Holes in Blackburn, Lancashire”: The Beatles from the
Twilight of the British Empire to the Outset of the British Invasion

If Selvon’s novel captured the arrival of empire’s subjects in the metropolis and their
struggle for belonging in the 1950s, the following decade would witness Britain’s discovery
of a new form of cultural power. The same working-class energy that Selvon documented
in the immigrant communities of London would find a different expression in the port
city of Liverpool, where four young men were about to transform not just British culture
but global consciousness. The Beatles emerged from a Britain that was learning to
reimagine itself not through military might but through the irresistible force of popular
culture. Their revolutionary albums of the mid-1960s would articulate the anxieties and
possibilities of a nation in transition, creating a soundtrack for Britain’s transformation
from imperial power to cultural innovator.

When the Beatles released Revolverin 1966 and Sgz. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band in 1967,
they were not merely reshaping the history of pop music—they were also capturing the
zeitgeist of the United Kingdom in the final stages of a profound national transition. These
two albums encapsulated, both directly and metaphorically, the latent themes of imperial
decline, generational rupture, and cultural redefinition more vividly than perhaps any other
works of their time. As Britain definitively stepped away from its role as a global empire
and sought a new identity as a soft power—exporting culture, fashion, lifestyle, and, most
strikingly, music—the Beatles became the perfect chroniclers of that transformation. In
this context, four key songs—"Taxman,” “Eleanor Rigby,” “She’s Leaving Home,” and
“A Day in the Life”—may be read as particularly powerful representations of a nation that
was, at times painfully, at times joyfully or ironically, reinventing itself. Through lyrics and
compositions such as these, the Beatles emerged not only as icons of the Swinging Sixties
and leading figures of the British Invasion, but as central participants in Britain’s
renegotiation of its place in the world.

The Beatles had already signaled an impressive artistic maturity with the album Rubber Sou!
in 1965, but it was with Revolver in 1966 that the band’s awareness of their cultural
significance became unmistakably clear. Though Revolver may not yet constitute a fully
conceptual and unified project like Sgz. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band the following year,
its musical and artistic ambition is undeniable—far surpassing anything else being done in
popular music at the time. Not surprisingly, many critics still regard it as the Beatles’ most
musically accomplished album. What is most significant is that they chose this rupture at
the group’s peak as pop icons and symbols of their nation. So emblematic did they become
of modern Britain that even James Bond—himself a cinematic symbol of “an age-old
patriarchal order” in Britain (Berberich 20)—mentions the Beatles in the 1964 film
Goldfinger.

It fell to the youngest Beatle, George Harrison, to open Revo/ver—and he didn’t hold back.
“Taxman,” a sharp and sarcastic track that initially sounds like a love song but is actually a
protest against Britain’s high taxes, marked a turning point in the band’s connection to
their national identity. Written at the height of Beatlemania, the song reflects growing
frustration with a postwar system that no longer seemed to make sense. Harrison’s lyrics—
”Let me tell you how it will be / Thete’s one for you, nineteen for me”’—come with a
heavy dose of irony, and his follow-up line—"If you take a walk, I'll tax your feet”’—makes
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it clear how fed up people were with a bloated, outdated state that demanded more than it
gave. The music matches the mood: driven by a sharp, punchy guitar riff and a distorted
solo by Paul McCartney, the track feels tense and agitated. It’s one of the first times the
Beatles sound openly critical of Britain’s direction. The spirit of the 1960s, then, wasn’t
random—it grew out of a deep sense that the old order was falling apart. And in that sense,
“Taxman” is a political awakening—a song that captures exactly what many people were
starting to feel.

With “Eleanor Rigby,” the Beatles elevate pop to a new literary level, blending chamber
music with stark social commentary. The use of a double string quartet, arranged by
George Martin, was entirely unexpected in the context of 1960s pop. The lyrics are vivid,
almost cinematic: “Eleanor Rigby / Picks up the rice in the church where a wedding has
been / Lives in a dream.” The refrain—"All the lonely people / Wherte do they all come
from?”—moves us not only through the melancholy of the characters it describes, but also
through a kind of longing for what Britain once was. It speaks to a generation—and in
many ways to a country—that was quietly vanishing before our eyes. Eleanor Rigby and
Father McKenzie are ghosts of a fading empire. McCartney and the other Beatles, coming
from a city with strong Catholic and Irish roots, could relate to these figures, but they also
knew they were no longer of that world. Perhaps that’s why the striking absence of their
own instruments and harmonies in the song suggests a kind of withdrawal or distance.
Martin—this paternal, almost Victorian figure—takes charge of the arrangement,
reinforcing the generational tension at play. It’s the sound of a Britain stripped of its former
glory, marked by fragmented traditions and a diminished sense of identity. As Susan
Kingsley Kent observes, “the 1960s marked the beginning of the breakdown in what had
appeared to most Britons to be a postwar consensus about the appropriate nature of
government and society” (Kent 335). Thus, Eleanor Rigby is not just about private grief;
it can also be interpreted as a farewell song for the British sense of national pride and unity.

By adopting the persona of a fictional band on Sgz. Pepper, the Beatles placed themselves in
a unique position to comment on the identity of post-imperial Britain—including their
own public image. Wearing colorful military costumes adorned with emblems and medals
from no real regiment, they playfully subverted traditional symbols of power. The iconic
album cover—a tour-de-force collage of cultural and political figures from across the
globe—can be read as an attempt to reduce empire to image, and history to pastiche.
Marcus Collins notes that “The Beatles brought pop music from the margins of cultural
discourse to its centre.... Yet their background, youth, education, commerciality, popular
audience and stylistic promiscuity challenged critics to rethink the very definition of art
and its function in society” (Collins 402). From that moment on, the group had become
cultural ambassadors of a different order, projecting an image of Britain that was hip,
irreverent, and constantly evolving. That is why one possible interpretation of the album
cover is that it stages a funeral for the “old” Beatles, represented by their wax figures from
Madame Tussauds. Though younger in appearance, these older versions of the band seem
paradoxically more conservative—more restrained, more imperial—than the flamboyant
fictional selves now commanding the show.

Sat. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band brings a series of songs that would become timeless
classics, inaugurating the era of psychedelic rock, but one composition—with a more old-
school atmosphere, something Paul McCartney never stopped appreciating—may serve as
one of the most complete metaphors for the rupture between old and new Britain. It’s
“She’s Leaving Home,” a song that explores this break from a more intimate angle—the
family unit. The image of a gitl “clutching her handkerchief” as she slips out of her parents’
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home is echoed poignantly by the lyrics: “She breaks down and cries to her husband,
‘Daddy, our baby’s gone.”” Her silent insurgence against domestic ties reflects the broader
societal move from duty and deference to individual freedom and self-expression. As in
Eleanor Rigby, McCartney could relate to the old character’s sentiment—the weeping harp
and melancholy strings are there for it—but he knows that his place is with the young lady
going off on an adventure. In the context of a post-imperial society, the song becomes
emblematic of a youth culture departing from imperial nostalgia and embracing a future
defined by choice, mobility, and disobedience.

If “She’s Leaving Home” represents the decision to change, “A Day in the Life” throws
us into the experience of living in that change. This closing track of Sgz. Pepper—for many,
the Beatles’ greatest composition and the last true Lennon—McCartney collaboration—is a
fragmented reflection on life, death, numbness, and the quiet unfolding of events.
Lennon’s verses—" read the news today, oh boy / About a lucky man who made the
grade”—are a collage of headlines and existential questions, while McCartney’s upbeat
bridge—""Woke up, got out of bed / Dragged a comb across my head”—evokes the
banality of routine. The contrast between “The English Army had just won the war” and
the reference to “Four thousand holes in Blackburn, Lancashire” is emblematic of a
country learning to live with the ordinary unraveling of its former grandeur. The orchestral
crescendos sound like a civilization imploding, and the final piano chord, sustained for
over forty seconds, suggests a sense of unnerving irresolution, something that could also
be said of the decade itself. As Ian MacDonald observes, the Beatles were not simply
musicians but cultural disruptors: “The Beatles’ way of doing things changed the way
things were done and, in so doing, changed the way we expect things to be done. That the
future is partly a consequence of the existence of The Beatles is a measure of their
importance” (MacDonald, xi).

In the second half of the 1960s, Britain found itself riddled with holes. Some were
remnants of the past—created by Luftwaffe bombings during the Second World War—
still visible in certain places as somber reminders for future generations. Others were yet
to come, carved by the bombs of The Troubles, which would erupt just one year after the
release of Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. There were also more ordinary holes: those
born of economic crisis and the crumbling of the welfare state, such as the infamous four
thousand holes in Blackburn, Lancashire, that captured Lennon’s imagination. And then
there were figurative holes—wounds left in the hearts of those who felt that something
essential was slipping away. Still, it is tempting to imagine that through these many holes,
the luminous music of the Beatles emerged, filling the air with color and melody in a nation
ready, once again, to assert itself—this time not through force, but through the irresistible
power of sound.

Part II1: “A True British National Dish”: Zadie Smith’s White Teeth and the Spicing
Up of the English Novel

The cultural revolution that the Beatles helped orchestrate in the 1960s would have
profound and lasting effects on British society. The seeds of change they documented—
the breakdown of traditional hierarchies, the embrace of cultural hybridity, the
transformation from imperial power to cultural influence—would continue to evolve over
the subsequent decades. By the turn of the millennium, the multicultural Britain that had
begun with the Windrush generation and been soundtracked by the British Invasion had
become a complex, contested reality. It was at this moment that Zadie Smith, herself a
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product of this transformed Britain, would offer a panoramic vision of what the nation
ad become—and what tensions still lay beneath its multicultural surface.
had b d what t till lay beneath it Iticultural surf:

“Be universal, sing your village,” said Tolstoy—or so the quote goes. In White Teeth (2000),
Zadie Smith does exactly that, but with a distinctly multicultural British twist. Born and
raised in London, Smith does not sing one village, but many villages contained within one
sprawling global city. Her debut novel reimagines the English novel as a hybrid form,
where comic polyphony replaces melancholic introspection, and the British Empire’s
ghosts crash into the vibrant chaos of modern life. Just as Robin Cook, in his famous 2001
speech, proclaimed chicken tikka masala the emblem of a transformed national identity—
”a true British national dish,” born from adaptation and cultural cross-pollination—Smith
constructs a literary equivalent: a novel that is layered, spiced, and unmistakably plural.
This essay examines how, through the unlikely friendship of Archie Jones and Samad
Igbal—one embodying the fading imperial Britain, the other its multicultural future—
Smith traces the transformation of British identity from military empire to cultural soft
power across the latter half of the twentieth century. Their relationship, forged in the
claustrophobic confines of a WWII tank and sustained through decades of social upheaval,
becomes Smith’s lens for examining how post-imperial Britain found new meaning
through its former colonial subjects.

White Teeth immediately establishes the stakes of Britain’s post-imperial condition. Archie
Jones, middle-aged and defeated, sits in his car filled with exhaust fumes on New Year’s
Day 1975, attempting suicide after the collapse of his marriage to Ophelia, an Italian
woman who had dominated their relationship entirely. This scene of attempted self-
annihilation reads as more than personal crisis—it is Smith’s diagnosis of post-imperial
British malaise. The empire that once ruled the waves now cannot even rule its own
households, as Archie’s emasculation by continental Ophelia suggests. That his savior is
Mo Hussein-Ishmael, a halal butcher, establishes the novel’s central irony: the very people
once colonized will become the salvation of their former colonizers. His later rescue by
Clara Bowden, daughter of Jamaican Windrush immigrants, signals Smith’s vision of
multicultural renewal. Through Clara, Archie discovers what post-imperial Britain might
become: not a faded power mourning lost glory, but a nation renewed through cultural
mixing.

But to fully grasp the country’s transformation, we must begin with one of the novel’s
foundational scenes: five men trapped in a British tank in Bulgaria in 1945, the dying days
of Empire’s last great military adventure. This tank—containing the English Archie, the
Bengali Muslim Samad, Roy Mackintosh, Will Johnson, and the radio operator Thomas
Dickinson-Smith—functions as Smith’s brilliant microcosm of imperial Britain itself.
Confined in this metal coffin, boundaries of race and class that structured imperial society
begin to dissolve under pressure. It is here that Archie and Samad’s friendship forms, what
Smith calls “the kind of friendship an Englishman makes on holiday, that he can make
only on holiday. A friendship that crosses class and color, a friendship that takes as its basis
physical proximity and survives because the Englishman assumes the physical proximity
will not continue.” (Smith 82). The tank episode crystallizes the central dynamic between
them. It was Archie, ever the Englishman, who suggested they surrender. It was Samad,
ever the soldier, who refused. This reversal—the colonized subject more committed to
imperial military glory than the colonizer—establishes a pattern that will persist throughout
their relationship. When they finally escape and must decide the fate of the Nazi doctor
they’ve captured, it is Samad who demands heroic action while Archie fumbles with his
coin, preferring chance to choice—a perfect metaphor for Britain’s post-war drift.
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The novel’s leap to 1970s London reveals how this wartime dynamic has evolved. Britain,
having lost its empire, struggles to redefine itself while Commonwealth immigration
transforms its cities. As Smith declares: “This has been the century of strangers, brown,
yellow and white. This has been the century of the great immigrant experiment” (Smith
271). This experiment plays out in the streets of North London, where Archie and Samad
continue their unlikely friendship. Archie, now working at MorganHero folding paper—a
delicious metaphor for imperial decline, from ruling continents to folding sheets—
represents white Britain’s bewilderment at its diminished status. As Susan Kingsley Kent
observes about this period, the loss of empire produced a crisis of English manhood that
coincided with profound social upheaval, as the feminist movement sought to “create
entirely different roles, expectations, identities and material realities for women than those
currently operative” (Kent 342). This dual crisis—imperial and gendered—is embodied
perfectly in Archie’s passive drift through life, his inability to assert himself either at home
or in the wider world marking the collapse of traditional British masculine authority.

Samad’s experience offers a darker counterpoint to Archie’s unconscious adaptation. His
affair with Poppy Burt-Jones, the music teacher who represents quintessential Englishness,
reveals the psychological violence of assimilation. The affair fills him with self-loathing: to
Samad, tradition was culture, and culture led to roots, and these were good, these were
untainted principles. Yet he cannot resist betraying them, knowing that “His God was not
in the business of giving people breaks” (Smith 117). This internal conflict—being
simultaneously too English and never English enough—mirrors what Hanif Kureishi
explored in The Buddha of Suburbia, where the protagonist confronts his own divided
identity: “But I did feel, looking at these strange creatures now—the Indians—that in some
way these were my people, and that I’d spent my life denying or avoiding that fact. I felt
ashamed and incomplete at the same time, as if half of me were missing, and as if I'd been
colluding with my enemies, those whites who wanted Indians to be like them” (Kureishi
212). Both Samad and Kureishi’s protagonist articulate the impossible position of the
postcolonial immigrant’s dilemma.

This dilemma illuminates the broader dynamics of postcolonial power. Where empire once
exercised control through military force, post-imperial Britain seduces through cultural
soft power—pop music, sexual liberation, fashion, and increasingly, food. Cook’s chicken
tikka masala speech, delivered a year after the novel’s publication, would celebrate this
culinary hybridity as “a perfect illustration of the way Britain absorbs and adapts external
influences” (Cook 2001), yet Smith’s novel had already exposed the gap between
celebrating fusion food and accepting cultural fusion in human terms. Elizabeth Buettner’s
research reveals how this selective embrace operates: “Once marginalized within British
culture, curry became a primary vehicle for denying, masking, and articulating racism,
demonstrating the mutually constitutive nature of intolerance and multicultural
celebration” (Buettner 901). The British will happily consume curry but resist the curry-
makers as neighbors—a contradiction Smith exposes throughout the novel.

Within this context, O’Connell’s pub, where Archie and Samad conduct their decades-long
dialogue about identity and belonging, functions as another crucial metaphor. This Irish
establishment—itself a space marked by colonial history—becomes neutral ground where
the two men maintain their friendship despite growing cultural tensions. Their
conversations unfold against what Kennetta Hammond Perry identifies as the mystique of
British anti-racism: “a concept used to describe the collective myths engendered
historically that have over time sustained and reinforced anti-racist perceptions of British
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liberalism, tolerance and ostensive benevolence toward racialized colonial subjects”
(Hammond Perry 4).

The relationship between Archie and Samad also develops through their children. The
generational divide between fathers and children maps the transition from empire to
multiculturalism. Samad’s desperate attempt to preserve one son from corruption by
sending Magid to Bangladesh backfires spectacularly—the boy returns more anglicized
than ever. Meanwhile, Millat, kept in London, joins KEVIN (Keepers of the Eternal and
Victorious Islamic Nation), a fundamentalist group whose acronym reveals Smith’s satirical
intent. As Stuart Hall argues, “Cultural identity... is a matter of ‘becoming’ as well of
‘being’. It belongs to the future as well as to the past” (Hall 394). Both sons embody this
impossibility—Magid through hyper-assimilation, Millat through reactive fundamentalism.
Smith writes: “Because this is the other thing about immigrants (‘fugees, émigrés, travelers):
they cannot escape their history any more than you yourself can lose your shadow” (Smith

385).

Smith’s inclusion of the Chalfen family adds another dimension to her post-imperial
analysis. Marcus and Joyce, liberal intellectuals who believe good intentions can overcome
historical wounds, embody what Rushdie called “the disease of optimism” (Rushdie 410).
Joyce’s gardening metaphors reveal unconscious imperialism—she sees the Igbal boys as
exotic plants to cultivate according to English methods. Smith’s free indirect discourse
slips between consciousnesses without warning, creating a narrative texture that mirrors
multicultural experience. A single paragraph might shift from Archie’s muddled
perspective to Samad’s anxious interiority to ironic commentary. This technique
culminates at the FutureMouse unveiling, where Marcus’s genetically engineered mouse,
its future predetermined, becomes Smith’s ultimate metaphor for the fantasy of control
underlying both imperial and multicultural ideologies. The erupting chaos reveals the
impossibility of managing cultural difference through scientific rationalism. Yet Smith
refuses tragic resolution: Archie survives, saved by his war medal—empire’s legacy literally
protecting him.

The novel’s polyphonic form challenges the tradition of the English novel. Where
Victorian novels like Dickens’s Bleak House used multiple plots to create a panoramic view
of society from a specific moral perspective, Smith’s narrative refuses such unity. Her
technique recalls Eliot’s The Waste Land—"These fragments I have shored against my
ruins” (Eliot 19)—but where Eliot’s fragments express modernist despair at cultural
collapse, Smith’s express postcolonial vitality. Her prose style—exuberant, digressive,
simultaneously comic and profound—creates what might be called a linguistic
multiculturalism, or maybe a literary chicken tikka masala. Characters speak in overlapping
vernaculars: Samad’s baroque English inflected with Bengali rhythms, Clara’s Jamaican
patois breaking through her attempts at “proper” speech, the Chalfen children’s academic
jargon, Millat’s street slang mixed with Hollywood gangster vernacular. This is not the
unified narrative voice of Victorian realism but something much closer to modern and
globalized Britain. Her metaphors, too, perform cultural work. The novel’s central
metaphor of teeth—white teeth, brown teeth, crooked teeth, false teeth—functions on
multiple levels: as markers of class and health, as symbols of consumption and desire, as
reminders of the body’s stubborn materiality in the face of ideological abstractions. Smith’s
genius lies in making these metaphors work both locally, in specific scenes, and globally,
as organizing principles for the novel’s meditation on identity.

Smith’s achievement becomes clearer when contrasted with her contemporaries. While
Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day presents imperial decline through the repressed
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consciousness of a single butler—"I can’t even say I made my own mistakes. Really—one
has to ask oneself—what dignity is there in that?” (Ishiguro 243)—Smith explodes this
narrow focus into a cacophony of voices. While Barnes’s Flaubert’s Parrot offers ironic
literary games about the impossibility of knowing the past, Smith insists on history’s urgent
presence in daily life. Her novel refuses both Ishiguro’s melancholy and Barnes’s
detachment, embracing instead the raw anxieties of displacement: “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” (Smith 272). The contrast with Salman Rushdie proves equally
illuminating. Where Rushdie employs polyphony as a magical realist device to transcend
reality, Smith uses multiple voices to reveal that concrete reality itself—the corner shop,
the school gate, the curry house—contains all the magic and hallucination that imagination
could conjure.

The novel’s treatment of post-war British transformation through Archie and Samad’s
relationship reveals how personal intimacies become the ground on which historical
changes play out. Their friendship, born in imperial warfare but sustained through post-
imperial confusion, embodies both the possibilities and limitations of multicultural Britain.
The novel suggests that Britain’s evolution from military empire to cultural soft power
remains neither smooth nor complete. Old imperial reflexes persist—in Joyce Chalfen’s
benevolent racism, in bureaucratic systems that still define belonging, in the expectation
that immigrants will gratefully abandon their cultures for British “civilization.”

Reading White Teeth in the wake of Brexit, one cannot help but question whether Smith’s
ultimately hopeful vision of multicultural Britain was perhaps too optimistic, even as she
presciently diagnosed the tensions that would eventually tear the nation apart. While the
novel’s comic resolution suggests faith in hybridity’s triumph, it may underestimate the
durability of the very nostalgic delusions it exposes. The novel anticipates what Robert
Saunders identifies as two key functions of empire in Brexit ideology: “First, it established
a continuity between past and present that was uninterrupted by the loss of Britain’s
colonies... Second... it cast the empire as an expression of British power, rather than its
source” (Saunders 21). Smith’s characters embody these delusions—from Samad’s fantasy
of pure cultural transmission to the Chalfens’ belief in British superiority as natural rather
than historically constructed. The novel shows how the myth of inherent British greatness,
divorced from the material realities of empire, creates cognitive dissonance that can only
be resolved through scapegoating the very immigrants who represent empire’s living
legacy. Archie’s coin-flipping passivity, Samad’s impossible nostalgia, the Chalfens’ liberal
condescension—all prefigure the contradictions that would explode in 2016 when Britain
voted to reclaim an imperial sovereignty it had never truly lost because it had never truly
existed in the imagined form.

The novel ends with Irie pregnant, the father either Magid or Millat, this child representing
Britain’s multicultural future: neither purely one thing nor another, but something entirely
new. The polyphony of characters coexisting in the chaotic metropolis may have
descended into cacophony, yet we finish reading with the sense that, despite all obstacles,
British society might still achieve its ambition of becoming a symphony.

In White Teeth, Zadie Smith masterfully captures a chorus of voices drawn from diverse
backgrounds, accents, beliefs, and aspirations. Her brilliance as a writer lies not only in her
ability to render this collective with nuance and vitality, but above all in her profound
recognition that no word is more beautiful than the very act of having a voice.
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Conclusion: The Unfinished Symphony

The trajectory from Sam Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners through the Beatles’ revolutionary
albums to Zadie Smith’s White Teeth reveals both the achievements and limitations of
Britain’s transformation from military empire to cultural soft power. These works
document genuine changes—the emergence of multicultural urban spaces, the
democratization of culture, the creation of new hybrid identities—while revealing how
imperial structures and mentalities persist in transformed guises.

What emerges from reading these works together is a sense of transformation as an
unfinished and perhaps unfinishable process. Each generation must renegotiate the terms
of belonging, must find new ways to articulate identity, must struggle with inheritances
they didn’t choose but can’t escape. The very concept of “British culture” remains
contested terrain, constantly being redefined through struggle and creativity.

The arts—literature and music particularly—emerge from this analysis not as mere
reflections of social change but as active participants in creating new possibilities for
identity and belonging. Selvon’s linguistic innovations made space for subsequent writers
to challenge the hierarchies of British literature. The Beatles’ global success demonstrated
that British culture could reinvent itself for a post-imperial age. Smith’s hybrid aesthetic
suggested ways of being British that didn’t require choosing between multiple identities.

Yet these artistic achievements couldn’t resolve the fundamental contradictions of post-
imperial society. The celebration of multicultural art coexisted with persistent racial
exclusion. The global success of British popular culture couldn’t compensate for economic
decline and social fragmentation. The proclamation of chicken tikka masala as a national
dish couldn’t mask the deeper anxieties about national identity that would eventually
explode in Brexit.

The image that haunts all three works is that of holes—the gaps in Galahad’s
understanding of why his skin color matters, the four thousand holes in Blackburn,
Lancashire, the cavity at the center of Archie Jones’s existence that he tries to fill with
exhaust fumes. These holes represent loss—of empire, of certainty, of stable identity. But
they also represent possibility—spaces through which new forms of culture, identity, and
belonging might emerge.

As Britain continues to struggle with its post-imperial identity in the wake of Brexit and
renewed debates about immigration, these works remain urgently relevant. They remind
us that the transformation from empire to soft power was never simply about exchanging
military force for cultural influence. It was about fundamental questions of identity,
belonging, and justice that remain unresolved. The lonely Londoners are still lonely, though
their loneliness takes new forms. The day in the life continues to fragment and bewilder.
The white teeth still bite, even as they smile.

In tracing this arc from Selvon’s arrival narratives through the Beatles’ psychedelic
transformations to Smith’s millennial complexities, we see not a simple progression but a
deepening engagement with what it means to live in and through historical change. These
artists teach us that transformation is not a problem to be solved but a condition to be
lived, not a destination to be reached but a journey to be continued. Their works stand as
testaments to the power of art to capture not just the facts of historical change but its
human meaning—the fear and hope, loss and discovery, alienation and connection that
mark any genuine transformation.
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The British Empire may have ended, but the reverberations of its collapse continue to
shape contemporary reality. The soft power that replaced military force has proven both
powerful and fragile, capable of conquering hearts and minds but unable to resolve
fundamental contradictions. The multicultural society that emerged from imperial collapse
contains remarkable creative potential alongside persistent structural inequalities. These
three cultural moments—Selvon’s groundbreaking novel, the Beatles’ revolutionary
albums, and Smith’s millennial synthesis—capture this complexity in all its richness and
contradiction, offering not answers but better questions about what Britain was, what it
has become, and what it might yet be.
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