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In-Class Essay
White Teeth

Think of microcosms:  the part contains the whole.  You could analyze the ocean from one drop of 
water.  For this essay, choose one of the quotes below, and explain what it reveals or represents as a  
“drop” of the novel.  

You will probably want to 

1. identify a theme that the quote exemplifies
2. explain how/why that theme is important to the novel
3. give other examples of that theme in the novel
4. explain the through-line: how do each of your examples connect to #2

If you prefer not to follow the steps above because you have a different idea, feel free.  Just make sure 
that your essay

• has a meaningful thesis
• is logically organized so the reader can follow your thinking
• is soundly based on the text

I recommend working from an outline.  Changing your outline as you write is always fine – way better
than fine: it means you're thinking.  Don't forget to reread your essay several times for cohesion, 
structure, clarity, and syntax.

Quotes to choose from:

1. “… it may be absurd to us that one Iqbal can believe the breadcrumbs laid down by another 
Iqbal, generations before him, have not yet blown away in the breeze.   But it really doesn't matter 
what we believe […] Millat's [belief] is not such odd terrain.  He believes that decisions that are made,
come back.  He believes we live in circles.  His is a simple, neat fatalism.  What goes around comes 
around (419).” 

2. “But like all things, the business has two sides. Clean white teeth are not always wise, now are 
they?  Par exemplum:  when I was in the Congo, the only way I could identify the n[…] was by the 
whiteness of his teeth, if you see what I mean.  Horrid business.  Dark as buggery, it was.  And they 
died because of it, you see.  Poor bastards.  Or rather I survived, to look at it another way, do you see 
(144)?”

3. “Irie switched Joyce off. It was quite therapeutic, switching Joyce off.  This was not entirely 
personal.  It just seemed tiring and unnecessary all of a sudden, that struggle to force something out of 
the recalcitrant English soil.  Why bother when there was now this other place? (For Jamaica appeared
to Irie as if it were newly made.  Like Columbus itself, just by discovering it she had brought it into 
existence.)  This well-wooded and watered place.  Where things sprang from the soil riotously and 
without supervision, and a young white captain could meet a young black girl with no complications, 
both of them fresh and untainted and without past or dictated future – a place where things simply 
were.  No fictions, no myths, no lies, no tangled webs – this is how Irie imagined her homeland. 
Because homeland is one of the magical fantasy words like unicorn and soul and infinity that have 
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now passed into the language.  And the particular magic of homeland, its particular spell over Irie, was
that it sounded like a beginning.  The beginningest of beginnings.  Like the first morning of Eden and 
the day after apocalypse.  A blank page (332).”

3. “ 'Foolishness.  Massive immigration problem to follow,' said Samad to the television, dipping 
a dumpling into some ketchup.  'You just can't let a million people into a rich country.  Recipe for 
disaster (200).' ”

4. “People focused on the mouse in a manner that never failed to surprise him.  They seemed 
unable to think of the animal as a site, a biological site for experimentation into heredity, into disease, 
into mortality (346).”

5. “Too much bloody history (122).”

6. Any quote of your own choosing

This is an in-class assignment, but you may finish it at home.  It's due at 
the beginning of class on Wednesday, December 9.  

Please be sure to double space and staple.

Rubric

Analysis

You have a clear, thoughtful thesis.

Your thesis and analysis are fully developed.

Your analysis is text-based.  It is supported by specific examples and/or quotes.

Composition

Your essay is logically organized.  It is easy to follow your reasoning.

Your language is clear and direct.

You adhere to the conventions of syntax, grammar, punctuation and spelling.


