
White Teeth: ‘past tense, future perfect’

‘No fictions, no myths, no lies … this is how Irie imagined her homeland … A blank page’  (WT 402)
‘Nothing changes here, things are only retold, remembered’ (WT 244)

1856 Members of the Bengal Native Infantry lose their rights to locally administered justice with the annexation  Oudh. The wife of Captain William Halliday of 56th BNI has the Bible printed in Urdu and distributed among the sepoys, raising suspicions that the British were intent on converting them to Christianity.

1857 March 29: the Barrackpore (now Barrackpur) parade ground, near Calcutta (Kolkata), 29 year-old Mangal Pandey of the 34th BNI, rebelled against his commanders, firing at Lt. Baugh, Pandey hitting his horse. Trying to take his own life by placing his musket to his chest, and pulling the trigger with his toe, he only wounded himself, and was court-martialled on April 6. He was reported variously as being drunk or in a religious frenzy. He was hanged on April 8.

The motivation behind his behaviour was attributed to a new cartridge rumoured to have been greased with animal fat, primarily from pigs ---in fact it was a mixture of beeswax and linseed oil.
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Pandie = a troublemaker, a coward, a lier

History v truth:

‘My dad was in the war. 
He played for England’…

‘I’m afraid you must be mistaken’ (WT p. 172)
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‘The dominant of modernist fiction is epistemological. That is, modernist fiction displays questions which engage questions such as … what is there to be known… The dominant of post-modern fiction is ontological … Which world is this? What is to be done in it? What is a world?’

(Brian McHale Post-modern Fiction (Methuen 1997) pp. 10-11)

Historiographic metafiction is written today in the context of a serious contemporary interrogating of the nature of representation in historiography. […] The process of making stories out of chronicles, of constructing plots out of sequences, is what postmodern fiction underlines. This does not in any way deny the existence of the past real, but it focuses attention on the act of imposing order on that past, of encoding strategies of meaning-making through representation. […] The present and the past, the fictive and the factual: the boundaries may frequently be transgressed in postmodern fiction, but there is never any resolution of the ensuing contradictions. In other words, the boundaries remain, even if they are challenged.’ (Linda Hutcheon, The Politics of Postmodernism, 2nd ed. (London; New York: Routledge, 2002), p. 47, 63, 69)

1899 Joseph Conrad Heart of Darkness:

You could see from afar the white of their eyeballs glistening. They shouted, sang; their bodies streamed with perspiration; they had faces like grotesque masks—these chaps; but they had bone, muscle, a wild vitality, an intense energy of movement, that was as natural and true as the surf along their coast. They wanted no excuse for being there. They were a great comfort to look at. For a time I would feel I belonged still to a world of straightforward facts; but the feeling would not last long. (Chp.1)

Heart of Darkness projects the image of Africa as “the other world,” the antithesis of Europe and therefore of civilization, a place where man’s vaunted intelligence and refinement are finally mocked by triumphant beastiality. (Chinua Achebe “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s ‘Heart of Darkness’” Massachusetts Review. 18. 1977. Rpt. in Heart of Darkness, An Authoritative Text, background and Sources Criticism. 1961. 3rd ed. ed. Robert Kimbrough (London: W. W Norton 1988) pp.251-261) 

‘Clean white teeth are not always wise … when I was in the Congo the only way I could identify the nigger was by the whitenesss of his teeth … see a flash of white and bang … Dark as buggery. Terrible times…’ (WT pp. 171-2)

       1907  The Jamaican earthquake: accident v. design (see the family trees WT p.336ff)


1924 E.M Forster Passage to India
‘The psychology here is different … Read any of the Mutiny records; which rather than the Bhagavad Gita  should be your Bible in this country … They can be charming as boys. But I know them as they really are …’ (Chp 18)

see also Where Angels Fear to Tread (1905) --- quoted WT p. 1; and Howard’s End (1910)

1945  Bristish (?) victory in World War II – NB Archie Jones and Samad Iqbal ‘miss’ the war and 
   ‘fail’ (?) to be heroic 


1947 End of British rule in Indian subcontinent. British Indian Empire partitioned into a secular, 

  independent India and the Muslim state of Pakistan. Violent clashes ensue between the 

  millions of Hindus and Sikhs migrating south to India and Muslim mohajirs relocating to 

  Pakistan in the north; Bengal is split across the border between India and what was East 

  Pakistan (Bangladesh since 1971).
        1948 Docking of Empire Windrush


1956 Pakistan declares itself a republic

1958 Chinua Achebe Things Fall Apart
1972 O’Connell’s Pool House (see Daniel O’Connell Irish C19th radical politician) – ‘the hybrid 
  business’ (WT 246) [NB no pool tables]!:

‘Colonial mimicry is the desire for a reformed, recognizable Other, as a subject of a difference that is almost the same, but not quite. Which is to say, that the discourse of mimicry is constructed around an ambivalence; in order to be effective, mimicry must continually produce its slippage, its excess, its difference. […] Mimicry is thus the sign of a double articulation; a complex strategy of reform, regulation and discipline, which ‘appropriates’ the Other as it visualizes power. Mimicry is also the sign of the inappropriate, however, a difference or recalcitrance which coheres the dominant strategic function of colonial power, intensifies surveillance, and poses an immanent threat to both ‘normalized’ knowledges and disciplinary powers. […] The success of colonial appropriation depends on a proliferation of inappropriate objects that ensure its strategic failure, so that mimicry is at once resemblance and menace.’ (Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London; New York: Routledge, 2004), p. 122-3.)

‘More English than the English’ see: Millat/Magid, the Chalfens et al.

‘[I]t’s still easier to find the right Hoover bag than to find one pure person … Do you think anybody is English? Really English? It’s a fairy talle.’ (WT p. 236)

1975 Birth of Zadie Smith; life says ‘yes’ to Archie Jones; Jehovah’s Witnesses expect end of the world (accident v. design --- teleology as metanarrative)

        1976  Richard Dworkin The Selfish Gene:

‘The argument of this book is that we, like all animals, are machines created by our genes’ (OUP 1976 p. 1)
        1985 Caryl Philips The Final Passage
        1988 The OncoMouse patented --- the gene as metanarrrative

        1989 Fatwā requiring Salman Rushdie's execution following publication of The Stanic Verses 

  (1988)
        1990 Norman Tebbit’s ‘cricket test’: ‘which side do you cheer for … Are you still looking back to 

  where you come from or where you are’ (WT p. 123); establishment of Human Genome 

  Project.
        1991 First census to collect data on ethnic identity: 5.5% of population identified as non-white.

‘He knew that he, Millat, was a Paki no matter where he came from; that he smelt of curry; that he had no sexual identity; took other people’s jobs … that no one who looked like Millat … was ever on the news unless they had been murdered …. (WT 202)

2000 Zadie Smith White Teeth
And the 52 bus goes two ways. From the Wilsden kaleidoscope one can catch it west, like the children

…  to Knightsbridge, and watch the many colours shade off into the bright white lights of town … or you can go east … and watch dread (if you are fearful like Samad, if all you have learnt from the city is to cross the road at the sight of dark-skinned men) as white fades to yellow, fades to brown and then Harlesden Clock comes into view, standing like the Queen Victoria statue in Kingston  -- a tall stone surrounded by black.’ (WT p. 164)
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