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Abstract

This research article examines the intersection of race, gender, and class in selected novels of Zadie
Smith and Jesmyn Ward, focusing on how these intertwined identities shape individual and collective
experiences in multicultural and socio-politically complex contexts. Drawing on theories of
intersectionality, Black feminism, and postcolonialism, the study analyses White Teeth and On Beauty
by Zadie Smith alongside Sing, Unburied, Sing by Jesmyn Ward. These texts reveal how marginalized
identities are not experienced in isolation but are deeply interconnected, producing layered forms of

oppression and resistance.

The article argues that Smith and Ward portray characters who navigate hybrid identities within societies
structured by racial hierarchies, economic inequalities, and gendered expectations. In White Teeth,
Smith explores the cultural anxieties and generational conflicts of immigrant communities in Britain,

while On Beauty highlights class divisions and racial tensions within academic and domestic spaces.
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Similarly, Ward’s Sing, Unburied, Sing foregrounds the lived realities of African American

communities in the American South, where systemic racism, poverty, and familial trauma intersect.

Through a comparative analysis, the study demonstrates how both authors challenge dominant narratives
by giving voice to marginalized subjects and exposing the structural forces that shape their lives. The
findings suggest that intersectionality is crucial to understanding the complexity of identity formation in
contemporary literature. Ultimately, this research contributes to ongoing discussions in multicultural and
postcolonial studies by emphasizing the need to read race, gender, and class as mutually constitutive

rather than separate categories.

Keywords: intersectionality, trauma, systemic racism, oppression

Introduction

Modern literature often explores the lasting impact of historical oppression, especially by looking at how
race, trauma, and identity connect. Two authors leading this exploration are Zadie Smith and

Jesmyn Ward, who both write about how history shapes the present. Smith’s famous first novel, White
Teeth (2000), looks at multiculturalism and identity in modern London. On the other hand, Jesmyn
Ward’s award-winning novel, Sing, Unburied, Sing (2017), looks deeply at the American South, showing
how the history of slavery creates trauma that is passed down through families. Together, these two
major novels offer a powerful way to compare how marginalized people figure out who they are in

societies still haunted by violent histories.

In current academic discussions, both authors are highly respected but usually studied separately. Smith
is often discussed in post-colonial studies. Scholars frequently use Homi K. Bhabha’s idea of the "Third
Space" and Stuart Hall’s theories on cultural identity to explain how the characters in White Teeth mix
different cultures to create new identities(2). Ward, however, is mostly studied within African American
literature and trauma studies. Critics look at Sing, Unburied, Sing using Christina Sharpe’s idea of living
"in the wake" of slavery, as well as Kathleen Brogan’s ideas about "cultural hauntings," to show how

Ward uses ghosts and magic to talk about unresolved racial violence.

Previous studies have looked closely at these books on their own. Research on White Teeth usually
focuses on the immigrant experience, the clash between Eastern and Western cultures, and the struggles
of second-generation kids. Research on Sing, Unburied, Sing usually focuses on systemic racism, the
prison system, and how trauma affects Black families. However, there is a major gap in the research:

very few studies compare these two different transatlantic experiences. What is missing is an
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understanding of how the dark histories of British colonialism and American slavery work in similar

ways to cause trauma for mixed-race and Black individuals today.

This study aims to solve this problem by bringing Smith’s and Ward’s stories together (25). The main
objective of this research is to compare how inherited historical trauma disrupts and shapes the racial
identities of the younger generations in both novels. To guide this study, the following research questions
will be asked: First, how do Smith and Ward show the passing down of generational trauma in White
Teeth and Sing, Unburied, Sing? Second, how do the different settings post-colonial Britain versus the
American South change how the main characters deal with their identities? Finally, how do historical

and literal "ghosts" in both books act as symbols of unresolved racial trauma?

The significance of this study is that it connects two separate academic conversations: British
postcolonial fiction and African American trauma fiction. By comparing Smith and Ward, this research
will show how the past actively controls the present across different cultures, helping us better
understand modern identity and how literature can be a tool for healing (24). To do this, the study will
use a dual theoretical framework. It will combine Post-Colonial Theory, specifically looking at mixed
identities and feeling left out, with Trauma Theory, focusing on how memory is passed from parent to
child. The scope of this study will be limited to a close reading of White Teeth and Sing, Unburied, Sing
(24). It will specifically focus on the younger characters, like Irie Jones and Jojo, using their experiences
to show exactly how race, trauma, and the search for identity intersect. Contemporary literature
frequently serves as a vital space for examining the ongoing impacts of historical trauma and systemic
oppression on marginalized communities. Two of the most significant novels in this discourse are Zadie
Smith’s White Teeth (2000) and Jesmyn Ward’s Sing, Unburied, Sing (2017). Though set in vastly
different geographical and cultural landscapes Smith’s novel in multicultural, post-colonial London, and
Ward’s in the haunted, post-Jim Crow American South both authors deeply explore the intersections of
racism, trauma, and identity. This literature review synthesizes critical perspectives on how Smith and
Ward utilize distinct narrative strategies and thematic frameworks to illuminate the complex,
multifaceted experiences of marginalized individuals trying to navigate societies built on historical

inequalities.

Thematic Intersections: Identity and the Structures of Racism

A primary focus of literary scholarship regarding both novels is the construction of identity under the
shadow of structural racism. However, critics note that the authors approach this theme from different
angles, reflecting their specific cultural contexts.
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Post-Colonial Hybridity in White Teeth

Scholars of post-colonial literature frequently analyse White Teeth through the lens of cultural hybridity
and the immigrant experience in Britain. Academic discourse often highlights how Smith uses families
like the Igbal’s and the Joneses to demonstrate the tension between assimilation and cultural
preservation. Racism in White Teeth is often depicted as an insidious, everyday reality that complicates

the identity formation of second-generation immigrants.

Critics argue that Smith rejects the idea of a "pure" cultural identity. Instead, she illustrates how
characters like Millat and Magid Igbal struggle because they are forced to navigate the expectations of
their Bengali heritage alongside the racial prejudices of British society(24). The literature suggests that
Smith’s portrayal of London is one where marginalized community are not just passive victims of
racism; they actively, and sometimes destructively, negotiate their identities through rebellion, religion,

or extreme assimilation.

Systemic Racism and the Captivating State in Sing, Unburied, Sing

In contrast to the urban hybridity of White Teeth, academic analysis of Sing, Unburied, Sing focuses
heavily on systemic racism within the rural American South, specifically emphasizing the captivating
state. Scholars analyse Ward’s work through the framework of African American literary traditions and

critical race theory.

Critics point to the Parchman Farm (the Mississippi State Penitentiary) as a central, looming mechanism
of systemic racism in the novel. Literature on Ward’s work emphasizes how the prison functions as a
modern continuation of slavery. The identity of the young protagonist, Jojo, is profoundly shaped by this
environment. As a mixed-race boy in Mississippi, Jojo’s progression is analysed by scholars as a process
of learning to survive in a society that criminalizes Black bodies. The critical consensus is that Ward
illustrates racism not just as personal prejudice, but as an inescapable institutional force that fractures

families and dictates the boundaries of identity for marginalized people.

The Return of the Repressed in White Teeth

In White Teeth, trauma is frequently analysed as historical and intergenerational. Critics often focus on
the novel's central metaphor of "teeth" specifically root canals to discuss how historical traumas cannot

simply be pulled out and discarded; they must be dealt with at the root.
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Scholarly articles often point out that characters in White Teeth are weighed down by the histories of
their ancestors, from the Indian Mutiny of 1857 to the traumas of World War II. However, critics note
that Smith’s characters often experience trauma as a form of "historical comedy" or absurdity. The
literature suggests that Smith’s marginalized characters attempt to outrun their generational trauma, only
to find that history is cyclical. The trauma in White Teeth is cultural dislocation and the loss of roots,

which creates a deep, psychological displacement for immigrants and their children.

Echoes of Absence: Embodied mourning in Sing un buried sing

Conversely, the critical conversation surrounding Sing, Unburied, Sing relies heavily on trauma theory
and the concept of "hauntology" the idea that the present is haunted by the unresolved violence of the

past. Ward literalizes intergenerational trauma through the presence of ghosts.

Scholars emphasize the characters of Given (Leonie’s murdered brother) and Richie (the ghost of a boy
who died at Parchman) as manifestations of unhealed racial violence. Academic readings of the novel
suggest that trauma in Ward’s universe is visceral, physical, and inescapable. The literature highlights
how trauma is passed down not just through stories, but through the land itself and through the bloodline.
Critics note that Leonie’s drug addiction is a coping mechanism for the trauma of systemic poverty and
racial violence, illustrating how historical wounds create cycles of contemporary suffering in Black

communities.

Narrative Strategies: Form Reflecting Function

A major component of literary criticism regarding these two novels involves analysing how the authors’

narrative choices mirror the fragmented experiences of marginalized communities.

Academic reviews frequently classify White Teeth under the genre of "hysterical realism," a term coined
by critic James Wood to describe novels characterized by a multiplicity of characters, intersecting plots,

and a frenetic narrative pace.

Scholars argue that Smith’s use of an omniscient, deeply ironic, and polyphonic (multi-voiced) narrative
strategy is highly intentional. By jumping back and forth across decades and continents, and by dipping
into the perspectives of various multicultural characters, Smith’s narrative structure mimics the chaotic,
interconnected reality of globalization. Critical discourse asserts that this strategy prevents any single,

dominant (and historically white) narrative from taking over. Instead, the fragmented narrative structure
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beautifully illustrates the chaotic, overlapping identities of marginalized communities in a post-colonial

world.

Magical Realism and Intimate Perspectives

In contrast, Ward’s narrative strategy in Sing, Unburied, Sing is deeply intimate and utilizes elements of
Southern Gothic and magical realism. Literature on Ward’s novel heavily analyses her choice of

alternating, first-person narrators specifically Jojo, Leonie, and the ghost, Richie.

Critics argue that this rotating first-person structure creates a profound sense of psychological
claustrophobia and deep empathy. By allowing a ghost (Richie) to hold narrative authority, scholars note
that Ward gives a voice to those who were silenced by racist violence. The inclusion of magical realism
where animals communicate, the dead walk, and herbalism holds spiritual power is analysed by scholars
as a reclamation of African and Indigenous spiritual traditions. Academic literature suggests that Ward’s
lyrical, mournful prose and her blending of the spiritual and the physical serve to elevate the struggles

of a poor, Black family in Mississippi to the level of an epic tragedy.

The Burden of History on Marginalized Communities

Synthesizing the literature on both novels reveals a shared thematic concern: the inescapable gravity of
history. Scholars agree that both Smith and Ward use their narratives to argue that for marginalized
communities, history is not a static event that occurred in the past; it is-a living, breathing force that

actively shapes the present.

In White Teeth, this takes the form of biological and cultural inheritance. Critics highlight the novel’s
climax, which revolves around a genetically altered mouse, as a commentary on the impossibility of
escaping one's history or engineering a "pure" future free from the past. In Sing, Unburied, Sing, the
burden of history is the literal weight of unacknowledged bodies. The literature emphasizes the novel's
closing image a tree filled with the singing ghosts of victims of racial violence as a powerful statement
that marginalized communities cannot heal their trauma until the dominant society acknowledges the

atrocities of the past.

A review of the academic literature surrounding Zadie Smith’s White Teeth and Jesmyn Ward’s Sing,
Unburied, Sing reveals two profoundly different but equally brilliant approaches to the literature of
marginalization. Scholars recognize Smith for her expansive, satirical, and post-colonial critique of

multicultural assimilation, utilizing polyphony to capture the chaotic reality of modern immigration (4).
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Conversely, critics praise Ward for her intimate, lyrical, and devastating use of magical realism and

rotating perspectives to expose the enduring traumas of systemic racism in the American South.

Together, these novels and the critical discourse surrounding them demonstrate that understanding the
marginalized experience requires an examination of how identity is fractured by systemic racism, how
trauma is inherited across generations, and how unique narrative voices can be used to reclaim erased
histories. Both authors ultimately assert that acknowledging the ghosts of the past whether they are

cultural roots or literal Specters is the only path toward reconciling fractured identities in the present.

Analysis

The exploration of race and identity in both White Teeth and Sing, Unburied, Sing reveals how
individuals construct their sense of self when weighed down by the historical and systemic forces of
their respective environments. While Smith uses the vibrant, post-colonial multiculturalism of London
to dissect the myth of assimilation, Ward utilizes the haunted, Gothic landscape of the American South

to explore the ongoing legacy of the racial caste system.

Race and Identity in White Teeth

Zadie Smith’s White Teeth presents race and identity not as fixed categories, but as messy, constantly
evolving negotiations within the sprawling metropolis of London (25). The novel challenges the utopian
ideal of a melting pot, showing instead how different cultures, histories, and races collide, often with

tragicomic results.

The Burden of Roots and Ancestry: Identity in White Teeth is inextricably linked to the concept of
"roots" a metaphor Smith uses both botanically and dentally (as in the roots of teeth). Samad Igbal is
desperate to anchor his identity and the identity of his sons to his great-grandfather, Mangal Pande, a
mutineer in the 1857 Indian Rebellion. Samad views his racial and cultural identity as something that
must be preserved against the "corrupting" influence of Western secularism. However, his attempts to
enforce this on his son’s backfire, illustrating that identity cannot be rigidly controlled or inherited

without mutation.

Generational Schisms in Identity: The first-generation immigrants (Samad, Alsana) experience race
and identity differently than their second-generation children (Millat, Magid, and Irie). Millat, feeling
alienated by both white British society and traditional Bengali expectations, constructs a hybrid identity.

He adopts African-American hip-hop culture, cinematic mafia tropes, and eventually Islamic
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fundamentalism (KEVIN). His identity is performative a patchwork of rebellious subcultures used as a

shield against a society that marginalizes him.

The Black Female Body and Assimilation: Irie Jones, the mixed-race daughter of a Jamaican woman
and a white British man, embodies the physical and psychological struggle of assimilation. Her struggle
with her unruly hair and Vol body highlights the Eurocentric beauty standards that dominate her world.
When Irie chemically straightens her hair burning her scalp in the process it is a deep manifestation of
the pain of trying to force a non-white identity into a white Mold. Her journey is ultimately one of
attempting to step outside the shadow of her diverse, overbearing heritage to find a blank slate, though

the novel suggests such a slate does not exist.

Race and Identity in Sing, Unburied, Sing

In contrast to the crowded, multicultural collisions of London, Jesmyn Ward’s Sing, Unburied, Sing
isolates its characters in rural Mississippi, where race is an inescapable binary that dictates one's social
standing, safety, and survival. Identity here is forged in the crucible of generational poverty, systemic

racism, and the legacy of the Jim Crow South.

The Biracial Experience in the Deep South: Jojo, the novel’s thirteen-year-old protagonist, is the son
of a Black mother (Leonie) and a white father (Michael). Unlike Irie’s multicultural fluidity in London,
Jojo’s mixed-race identity in Mississippi is a source of acute physical danger and social alienation. His
white grandfather, Big Joseph, violently rejects him because of his Blackness. Jojo’s identity is heavily
shaped by his Black grandfather, Pop, who teaches him what it means to'be a Black man in a world

designed to break him.

Systemic Erasure and the Carceral State: The novel powerfully links modern racial identity to
historical slavery through the institution of Parchman Farm (the Mississippi State Penitentiary). For the
Black men in the novel Pop, Michael (who is white but subsumed into the underclass), and the ghost
Richie Parchman is an initiation and a graveyard. The prison system strips away individual identity,
reducing Black men to labourers and inmates, effectively continuing the work of the plantation. Identity

is thus defined by one’s proximity to, and survival of, the carceral state.

Internalized Racism and Maternal Failure: Leonie’s identity as a Black woman is fractured by grief
and drug addiction. Her relationship with Michael is fraught with power imbalances; she seeks refuge
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in a white man who, despite loving her, cannot protect her from the racial realities of their world, nor
from his own racist family (11). Leonie’s drug use is an attempt to numb the pain of her marginalized
identity and the racialized murder of her brother, Given. Her inability to properly mother Jojo and Kayla
stems from her inability to integrate her own trauma and her fractured sense of self-worth as a Black

woman in the South.

Synthesis: The Impossibility of the Blank Slate

Both novels argue that a "pure" identity is a myth. In White Teeth, the characters desperately search for
a way to define themselves outside of their racial and historical baggage, but Smith shows that everyone
is a mishmash of histories. The ending, featuring a genetically altered mouse, satirizes the very idea of
escaping one's roots. In Sing, Unburied, Sing, identity is bound to the land and its blood-soaked history.
While Smith treats the collision of races with a sense of chaotic, sprawling irony, Ward treats it with
profound, poetic solemnity. Both authors, however, conclude that identity cannot be understood without

confronting the racial histories that preceded the characters.

Trauma and Memory

If race dictates how the characters are seen in these novels, trauma and memory dictate how they feel
and act. Both White Teeth and Sing, Unburied, Sing are deeply concerned with how the past haunts the

present, exploring whether memory is a crucial tool for survival or a paralyzing weight.

Trauma and Memory in White Teeth

In Zadie Smith's universe, history is not a distant, academic subject; it is an active, intrusive, and often
absurd force that dictates the present. The novel posits that trauma is passed down almost genetically,

like a hereditary disease, and the refusal to remember properly leads to cyclical failures.

The Farce of Historical Memory: Smith frequently employs irony to deal with trauma. Samad’s trauma
stems from a deep-seated inferiority complex regarding his great-grandfather, Mangal Pande. Samad’s
desperate need to vindicate Pande’s memory dictates his every action, ruining his relationships with his
family. However, history views Pande not as a hero, but as an accidental, perhaps intoxicated, catalyst

for a failed mutiny. Memory, therefore, is shown to be subjective, malleable, and often self-serving.

The Refusal to Remember: Archie Jones represents the British tendency to avoid the trauma of the past.

A veteran of World War 11, Archie deals with his trauma by leaving his decisions to the flip of a coin. He
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suppresses his history specifically his supposed execution of the Nazi Dr. Sick to maintain a bland,
unexamined life. The novel suggests that this avoidance of memory is a distinctly privileged response,

one that is ultimately shattered when the past literally walks back into his life in the novel's climax.

The Metaphor of the Root Canal: The recurring motif of teeth serves as a brilliant metaphor for trauma.
Teeth have deep roots; when they decay, the rot spreads unseen beneath the surface. To fix them requires
painful extraction or root canals drilling deep into the nerve. Smith uses this to symbolize how historical
trauma (colonialism, war, displacement) rots the foundations of her characters' lives. They can attempt
to gloss over it (like false teeth), but the underlying decay remains until the painful work of excavation

(remembering) is done.

Trauma and Memory in Sing, Unburied, Sing

For Jesmyn Ward, memory and trauma are not abstract concepts or ironic burdens; they are literal,
physical manifestations. Trauma in the American South is unresolved, and because it is unresolved, it

refuses to stay dead.

Ghosts as the Embodiment of Unprocessed Memory: The most striking feature of Ward's novel is the
presence of ghosts Given and Richie. They are the physical incarnations of traumatic memory. Given
represents the sudden, violent trauma of racist violence that the family was forced to suppress (his
murder was passed off as a hunting accident). Richie represents the collective, historical trauma of the
Jim Crow era and the brutal penal labour system. These ghosts are trapped in a state of unrest because
the living have not adequately remembered or achieved justice for their suffering. Memory here demands

an audience; it demands to be sung.

Generational Transmission of Pain: Trauma in Sing is a cyclical inheritance. Pop is traumatized by his
inability to save Richie at Parchman, and this memory hardens him, dictating how he raises Jojo. Leonie
is traumatized by Given’s death, leading to her addiction, which in turn traumatizes Jojo and Kayla. The
memories of the elders are not just stories; they are survival guides. Pop’s stories of Parchman are
essential for Jojo’s survival, illustrating that remembering trauma, while agonizing, is a necessary shield

against a world that continues to be hostile.

The Healing Power of Acknowledgment: Unlike White Teeth, where history is a tangled web that cannot

be cleanly resolved, Sing offers a pathway to spiritual catharsis through the act of remembering. Jojo is
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gifted with the ability to see and communicate with the dead. He acts as a conduit for memory. The
climax of the novel, where the unquiet spirits gather in the trees, shows that healing cannot happen
through forgetting. The trauma must be acknowledged, the stories must be "sung," and the dead must be

witnessed before the living can move forward.

The Weight of the Past

In White Teeth, trauma and memory operate horizontally, spreading outward and tangling everyone in a
chaotic web of historical coincidences and inherited grievances. History is a comedy of errors that
nevertheless leaves deep scars. In Sing, Unburied, Sing, trauma operates vertically, pressing down on
the characters like the oppressive Mississippi heat. Memory is a sacred, heavy duty. While Smith’s
characters often fight against their memories to forge new paths, Ward’s characters must learn to look

directly at their memories and sing them into the light to survive.

The present study set out to explore the intersecting dimensions of race, gender, and class in selected
novels of Zadie Smith and Jesmyn Ward, and the findings reveal a complex, layered representation of
identity that resists singular categorization. Through a comparative analysis of White Teeth, On Beauty,
and Sing, Unburied, Sing, it becomes evident that both authors engage deeply with intersectionality,
albeit within distinct cultural and socio-political contexts. The discussion highlights how these
intersections operate not merely as thematic concerns but as lived realities that shape the experiences,

struggles, and agency of the characters.

One of the central findings of this study is that race functions as a foundational axis of identity in all
three texts, yet it is never presented in isolation. In White Teeth, Smith portrays a multicultural London
where racial identity is fluid, contested, and often entangled with questions of belonging and heritage.
Characters such as Irie Jones struggle with self-perception in a society that privileges whiteness,
revealing the psychological impact of racial marginalization. Similarly, in On Beauty, race is explored
within the academic and intellectual elite, where liberal ideologies often mask underlying racial tensions.
The character of Kiki Belsey, for instance, embodies the intersection of race and gender, as her

experiences as a Black woman are shaped by both societal expectations and personal relationships.

In contrast, Ward’s Sing, Unburied, Sing situates race within the historical and ongoing realities of the
American South, where systemic racism continues to influence the lives of African American
communities. The novel foregrounds the intergenerational trauma caused by racial violence, particularly

through the character of Jojo, who inherits both the memory and the burden of his family's past. Unlike
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Smith’s often satirical tone, Ward adopts a more sombre and haunting narrative style, emphasizing the
persistence of racial injustice and its emotional consequences. This difference in tone underscores the

varying ways in which race is experienced and represented across geographical contexts.

Gender emerges as another critical dimension that intersects with race and class in shaping the
characters’ identities. The study finds that both Smith and Ward foreground the voices and experiences
of women, though their approaches differ. In Smith’s works, female characters often navigate spaces of
cultural hybridity and negotiation. For instance, Irie’s journey in White Teeth reflects a struggle for
selfdefinition in a society that imposes conflicting standards of beauty and identity. Similarly, in On
Beauty, Kiki’s emotional labour and resilience highlight the often-overlooked contributions of women

within both familial and social structures.

Ward, on the other hand, presents female characters whose lives are marked by vulnerability, resilience,
and survival. Leonie, in Sing, Unburied, Sing, embodies the complexities of motherhood, addiction, and
racial identity. Her character challenges conventional notions of femininity and maternal responsibility,
revealing the ways in which systemic oppression can shape personal choices and behaviours. The
presence of strong yet flawed female characters in Ward’s narrative aligns with the principles of Black
feminist thought, which emphasizes the importance of acknowledging the multifaceted experiences of

Black women.

Class, as the third axis of intersectionality, further complicates the characters’ identities and experiences.
In Smith’s novels, class is often depicted through the lens of education, occupation, and social mobility.
On Beauty particularly highlights class disparities within an academic setting, where intellectual capital
often translates into social privilege. The Belsey family’s position within this elite environment contrasts
sharply with the experiences of less privileged characters, illustrating the subtle yet pervasive influence

of class structures.

In White Teeth, class intersects with race and migration, as immigrant families navigate economic
challenges while striving for upward mobility. The novel portrays the aspirations and anxieties of
characters who seek to secure a better future for themselves and their children, often at the cost of cultural
dislocation. Smith’s nuanced portrayal of class reveals its role in shaping not only material conditions

but also cultural identities.

Ward’s depiction of class is starker and more grounded in economic hardship. Sing, Unburied, Sing

presents a world where poverty is inescapable, and opportunities for advancement are severely limited.
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The characters’ struggles with financial instability, addiction, and imprisonment highlight the systemic
nature of class inequality. Ward’s narrative underscores the interconnectedness of race and class,

demonstrating how economic marginalization disproportionately affects Black communities.

The application of intersectionality as a theoretical framework proves essential in understanding these
complex dynamics. The study finds that the overlapping systems of oppression depicted in the novels
cannot be adequately analysed through a single lens. Instead, the characters’ experiences must be
understood as the result of multiple, intersecting factors that shape their identities and opportunities.
Both Smith and Ward illustrate that race, gender, and class are not discrete categories but interdependent

forces that influence one another in profound ways.

A comparative analysis of the two authors reveals both convergences and divergences in their treatment
of intersectionality. Smith’s works are characterized by a more cosmopolitan and often humorous
approach, reflecting the multicultural landscape of contemporary Britain. Her use of satire and irony
allows for a critique of social norms while also highlighting the absurdities of identity politics. In
contrast, Ward’s narratives are deeply rooted in the historical and cultural context of the American South,

employing a lyrical style to convey the weight of trauma and memory.

Despite these differences, both authors share a commitment to representing marginalized voices and
challenging dominant narratives. Their works provide valuable insights into the ways in which
individuals navigate complex social structures, often resisting and redefining the identities imposed upon
them. This shared focus underscores the relevance of intersectionality as a tool for literary analysis, as

it enables a more comprehensive understanding of the characters and their experiences.

Another important aspect highlighted in this study is the role of narrative techniques in conveying
intersectional themes. Smith’s use of multiple perspectives and non-linear storytelling in White Teeth
allows for a diverse representation of voices, reflecting the fragmented nature of identity in a
multicultural society. Similarly, Ward’s incorporation of magical realism in Sing, Unburied, sing
particularly through the presence of ghosts—serves as a powerful metaphor for the persistence of
historical trauma. These narrative strategies enhance the thematic depth of the novels, allowing readers

to engage more fully with the complexities of intersectionality.

The findings of this study also engage with existing scholarship, both supporting and extending previous
analyses. While earlier studies have examined themes of race and identity in the works of Smith and

Ward, this research emphasizes the importance of considering multiple axes of identity simultaneously.
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By focusing on the intersections of race, gender, and class, the study contributes to a more nuanced
understanding of the authors’ works and highlights the limitations of analyses that isolate these

categories.

Furthermore, the study addresses a gap in comparative research on Smith and Ward, bringing together
two authors who, despite their differing contexts, share thematic concerns. This comparative approach
not only enriches the analysis but also demonstrates the broader applicability of intersectionality as a
critical framework. It suggests that the insights gained from these texts can be extended to other literary

works that explore similar themes.

However, the study is not without limitations. The analysis is confined to a select number of texts, which
may not fully represent the breadth of the authors’ oeuvres. Additionally, the focus on specific themes
may overlook other important aspects of the novels, such as language, form, and genre. Future research
could expand the scope of analysis by including additional works or by exploring other theoretical

perspectives.

In terms of implications, the study highlights the continued relevance of literature as a means of
exploring and understanding complex social issues. The works of Smith and Ward serve as powerful
reminders of the ways in which identity is shaped by intersecting forces, and they encourage readers to
engage critically with the world around them. Future research could build on these findings by
examining other authors or by exploring the intersection of additional identity markers, such as sexuality,

religion, or disability.

In conclusion, this discussion underscores the significance of intersectionality in analysing
contemporary literature. The novels of Zadie Smith and Jesmyn Ward provide rich and nuanced
representations of identity, revealing the intricate ways in which race, gender, and class intersect. By
bringing these elements into dialogue, the study not only enhances our understanding of the texts but
also contributes to broader conversations about identity, power, and representation in literature. he
presents study, Intersections of Race, Trauma, and Identity in the Works of Zadie Smith and Jesmyn
Ward, has explored how contemporary literature engages with layered systems of oppression through
nuanced narrative strategies and deeply humanized characters. By examining selected texts of Zadie
Smith and Jesmyn Ward, this research demonstrates that race, trauma, and identity are not isolated
thematic concerns but interconnected experiences that shape individual subjectivity, collective memory,

and social belonging within multicultural and historically unequal societies.
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Both writers situate their narratives within communities marked by displacement, marginalization, and
historical violence. Smith’s fiction, particularly in White Teeth and On Beauty, examines diasporic
identity through multicultural London and transatlantic academic spaces, revealing how race operates
within everyday interactions, generational conflicts, and negotiations of belonging. Her characters
navigate hybrid identities shaped by migration, colonial histories, and cultural assimilation. Rather than
presenting identity as stable or unified, Smith foregrounds fluidity, contradiction, and negotiation,

illustrating the psychological tensions experienced by individuals living between cultures.

In contrast, Ward’s narratives, particularly Sing, Unburied, Sing and Men We Reaped, centre on the
lived realities of African American communities in the American South, where structural racism,
poverty, and generational trauma shape personal identity. Ward’s writing exposes how historical violence
rooted in slavery, segregation, and systemic inequality continues to manifest as emotional,
psychological, and communal trauma. Her characters embody survival within oppressive social
structures, and through them, Ward portrays trauma not merely as individual suffering but as inherited

memory transmitted across generations.

A major finding of this research is that trauma functions as a connective framework linking race and
identity formation in both authors’ works. Smith and Ward depict trauma as emerging from racialized
social systems rather than personal failure. Characters struggle with alienation, fractured family
relationships, and cultural displacement, yet these struggles also become spaces of resistance and
selfdefinition. Trauma, therefore, becomes transformative: it exposes vulnerability while simultaneously

enabling resilience, empathy, and reimagined forms of belonging.

The study further highlights how intersectionality operates as a critical analytical lens. Race intersects
with gender, class, migration, and social power to produce varied experiences of marginalization.

Female characters in both writers” works confront layered expectations related to race and gender,
demonstrating how identity is shaped through overlapping structures of oppression. By foregrounding
intersectional identities, Smith and Ward challenge dominant narratives that attempt to universalize
experience or erase difference. Their texts insist on recognizing multiplicity of voices, histories, and

perspectives.

Another important contribution of this research lies in its examination of narrative form. Smith employs
humour, irony, and polyphonic storytelling to portray multicultural complexity, suggesting that identity
emerges through dialogue and cultural interaction. Ward, by contrast, integrates realism with lyrical and

sometimes spiritual elements, emphasizing memory, grief, and ancestral presence. Despite stylistic
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differences, both writers disrupt conventional literary representations of race by privileging marginalized

voices and emphasizing emotional authenticity.

Moreover, the comparative approach adopted in this study reveals significant transatlantic parallels.

While Smith’s British multicultural context and Ward’s Southern American landscape differ
geographically, both expose the global persistence of racial inequality and social exclusion. Their works
demonstrate that the legacies of colonialism and racism extend beyond national boundaries, shaping
contemporary experiences of identity in interconnected ways. This comparative perspective underscores

the importance of reading contemporary literature through global and intersectional frameworks.

Ultimately, the works of Zadie Smith and Jesmyn Ward affirm literature’s capacity to bear witness to
trauma while imagining possibilities for healing and community. Through storytelling, both authors
reclaim marginalized histories and offer alternative narratives that resist silence and erasure. Identity in
their fiction is neither fixed nor predetermined; it is continuously reconstructed through memory,

resistance, and interpersonal connection.

However, this research argues that the intersections of race, trauma, and identity constitute a central
paradigm in contemporary Anglophone literature. Smith and Ward illuminate how individuals negotiate
belonging within unequal social systems while preserving agency and dignity. Their narratives invite
readers to confront uncomfortable historical realities while fostering empathy across cultural boundaries.
By foregrounding intersectional experiences, these writers expand literary discourse and contribute to
ongoing conversations about justice, representation, and human resilience. Future research may further
explore comparative studies involving other diasporic and African American writers, expanding
understanding of how literature continues to articulate the complexities of identity in an increasingly

globalized world.

Conclusion

This study has examined the intersections of race, trauma, and identity through a comparative analysis
of White Teeth by Zadie Smith and Sing, Unburied, Sing by Jesmyn Ward, demonstrating how
contemporary fiction articulates the complex realities of marginalized communities shaped by historical
and social inequalities. By situating both novels within intersectional and trauma-informed frameworks,
the research reveals that identity formation in these texts emerges from deeply embedded racial histories

and collective memories rather than from isolated personal experiences.
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In White Teeth, Smith portrays multicultural London as a dynamic yet conflicted space where immigrant
families negotiate belonging amid postcolonial realities. The experiences of the Jones, Igbal, and
Chalfen families illustrate how race and migration reshape identity across generations. Characters
grapple with hybridity, cultural inheritance, and the pressures of assimilation, revealing that identity is
continuously negotiated rather than fixed. Smith’s narrative highlights the psychological tensions
experienced by second-generation immigrants who struggle between ancestral traditions and
contemporary Western expectations. Trauma in White Teeth is often subtle yet pervasive, rooted in
colonial histories, war memories, and racial marginalization that continue to influence present identities.
Through humour, irony, and multiple narrative perspectives, Smith exposes how racial difference
operates within everyday social interactions, demonstrating that cultural coexistence does not

necessarily eliminate systemic inequality.

Conversely, Sing, Unburied, Sing presents a more explicit engagement with racial trauma within the
American South. Ward situates her narrative within a landscape shaped by slavery’s legacy, mass
incarceration, and persistent structural racism. The novel foregrounds the lived experiences of African
American families confronting intergenerational suffering, economic hardship, and social exclusion.

Unlike Smith’s urban multicultural environment, Ward’s rural Mississippi setting emphasizes continuity
between past and present violence. The haunting presence of ghosts in the novel symbolizes unresolved
historical trauma, suggesting that racial violence remains embedded in collective consciousness. Identity
in Ward’s work is inseparable from memory, ancestry, and survival, as characters attempt to understand

themselves within histories, they did not directly create yet inevitably inherit.

A significant finding of this comparative study is that both novels conceptualize trauma as a shared
cultural inheritance that shape’s identity formation across generations. In White Teeth, trauma emerges
through displacement, colonial legacy, and the fragmentation of cultural belonging, while in Sing,
Unburied, Sing, trauma manifests through racial violence, familial loss, and systemic oppression.
Despite differing narrative styles and geographic contexts, both authors demonstrate that trauma is not
merely individual but communal, transmitted through family narratives, social structures, and historical
memory. Consequently, identity becomes a process of negotiating inherited pain while seeking agency

and self-definition.

Furthermore, the study underscores the importance of intersectionality in understanding the characters’
experiences. Race intersects with class, migration status, gender expectations, and generational
difference, producing diverse responses to marginalization. Smith’s characters navigate hybrid identities

shaped by globalization and diaspora, whereas Ward’s characters confront entrenched racial hierarchies
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within American society. Yet both novels resist simplistic representations of victimhood. Instead, they
portray resilience through relationships, storytelling, and acts of care that challenge dominant narratives

of racial suffering.

Narrative form also plays a crucial role in communicating these themes. Smith employs a polyphonic
structure that mirrors multicultural complexity, allowing multiple voices to coexist and contest dominant
perspectives. Ward, in contrast, blends realism with spiritual and Gothic elements, using supernatural
motifs to represent historical continuity and emotional truth. These differing narrative strategies
ultimately serve similar purposes: to make visible the psychological and social consequences of

racialized histories and to foreground marginalized voices often excluded from mainstream discourse.

The comparative analysis reveals that although White Teeth and Sing, Unburied, Sing arise from distinct
cultural contexts postcolonial Britain and the contemporary American South they share a profound
commitment to interrogating how race and trauma shape modern identities. Both novels challenge the
notion of identity as stable or singular, instead presenting it as relational, historical, and continually
evolving. By emphasizing interconnected experiences of memory, belonging, and resistance, Smith and

Ward expand literary conversations surrounding race and representation in contemporary fiction.

In conclusion, this study argues that the intersection of race, trauma, and identity constitutes a central
thematic and ethical concern in both novels. White Teeth and Sing, Unburied, Sing demonstrate that
understanding identity requires confronting historical injustice while acknowledging the resilience of
marginalized communities. Through their distinct yet complementary narrative approaches, Smith and
Ward reveal literature’s capacity to illuminate hidden histories, foster empathy, and challenge enduring
systems of inequality. Future scholarship may build upon this comparative framework to further explore
transnational perspectives on racial identity and trauma, thereby deepening critical engagement with

contemporary multicultural and African American literature.

Reference

1) Alexander, Michelle. The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colour-blindness.
The New Press, 2012.

2) Bhabha, Homi K. The Location of Culture. Routledge, 1994.

3) Caruth, Cathy. Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History. Johns Hopkins UP,

1996.
IJCRT2605396 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org d389




www.ijcrt.org © 2026 IJCRT | Volume 14, Issue 5 May 2026 | ISSN: 2320-2882

4)
5)
6)
7)
8)
9)
10)
1)
12)
14)
15)
16)
17)
18)

19)

20)

21)

22)
23)

24)

25)

Fanon, Frantz. Black Skin, White Masks. Translated by Charles Lam Markmann, Grove Press,

1967.

Hall, Stuart. “Cultural Identity and Diaspora.” Identity. Community, Culture, Difference, edited

by Jonathan Rutherford, Lawrence & Wishart, 1990, pp. 222-237.

hooks, bell. Black Looks: Race and Representation. South End Press, 1992.

Smith, Zadie. White Teeth. Hamish Hamilton, 2000.

Ward, Jesmyn. Sing, Unburied, Sing. Scribner, 2017.

Whitehead, Anne. Trauma Fiction. Edinburgh UP, 2004.

Davis, Angela Y. Women, Race & Class. Random House, 1981.

hooks, bell. Ain't I a Woman: Black Women and Feminism. South End Press, 1981.

Hull, Gloria T., Patricia Bell Scott, and Barbara Smith, editors. A/l the Women Are White, All the

Blacks Are Men, But Some of Us Are Brave: Black Women's Studies. Feminist Press, 1982. 13)
Lorde, Audre. Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches. Crossing Press, 1984.

Collins, Patricia Hill. Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of

Empowerment. 2nd ed., Routledge, 2000.

Beauvoir, Simone de. The Second Sex. Translated by Constance Borde and Sheila

MalovanyChevallier, Vintage Books, 2011.

Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. Routledge, 1990.

Friedan, Betty. The Feminine Mystique. W. W. Norton, 1963.

Moi, Toril. Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary Theory. Routledge, 1985.

Mohanty, Chandra Talpade. Feminism Without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, Practicing

Solidarity. Duke University Press, 2003.

Crenshaw, Kimberlé. “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist

Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine.” University of Chicago Legal Forum, vol. 1989, no. 1,

1989, pp. 139-167.

Crenshaw, Kimberlé. “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence

against Women of Color.” Stanford Law Review, vol. 43, no. 6, 1991, pp. 1241-1299.

Collins, Patricia Hill, and Sirma Bilge. Intersectionality. Polity Press, 2016.

McCall, Leslie. “The Complexity of Intersectionality.” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and

Society, vol. 30, no. 3, 2005, pp. 1771-1800.

Yuval-Davis, Nira. “Intersectionality and Feminist Politics.” European Journal of Women's

Studies, vol. 13, no. 3, 2006, pp. 193-209.

Smith, Zadie. White Teeth. Hamish Hamilton, 2000.

IJCRT2605396 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org d390




www.ijcrt.org © 2026 IJCRT | Volume 14, Issue 5 May 2026 | ISSN: 2320-2882

26)  Ward, Jesmyn. Sing, Unburied, Sing. Scribner, 2017.

IJCRT2605396 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org d391




	Abstract
	Introduction
	Thematic Intersections: Identity and the Structures of Racism
	Post-Colonial Hybridity in White Teeth
	Systemic Racism and the Captivating State in Sing, Unburied, Sing
	The Return of the Repressed in White Teeth
	Echoes of Absence: Embodied mourning in Sing un buried sing
	Narrative Strategies: Form Reflecting Function
	Magical Realism and Intimate Perspectives
	The Burden of History on Marginalized Communities
	Analysis
	Race and Identity in White Teeth
	Race and Identity in Sing, Unburied, Sing
	Synthesis: The Impossibility of the Blank Slate
	Trauma and Memory
	Trauma and Memory in White Teeth
	Trauma and Memory in Sing, Unburied, Sing
	The Weight of the Past
	Conclusion

