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5
PAKISTANI INOUTSIDERS AND
THE DYNAMICS OF POST-9 /1 1
DISSOCIATION IN PAKISTANI
ANGLOPHONE FICTION
Claudia Nördinger

Globalised anglophone studies and inoutside perspectives
Since the 1990s, anglophone literature rooted in localities outside Great Britain and the USA
has usually been considered within the framework of postcolonialism. Debates around the
limitations of the postcolonial paradigm are almost as old as the field itself, but postcolonial
theory has undeniably broadened the scope of analysis and inspired valuable scholarship over
the decades. However, as more and more authors and literary texts seek to escape from the
field through the cracks in its historical, cultural, and geographical implications, theories on
transculturality and globalisation have suggested a multinodal approach to anglophone literature from around the globe. Meanwhile, ‘postcolonial studies’ has become well established as an
institutional umbrella term that unites a large variety of scholarship under a recognisable –and
marketable –label. In a field acutely aware of the power of naming and categorising, it seems
only logical that there have been efforts to update and redefine the field, and recent works such
as The Postcolonial World (Singh and Kim 2017) demonstrate the potential of postcolonial studies
as a multidisciplinary and transcultural field.
I have argued in favour of ‘globalised anglophone studies’ elsewhere and tried to show what
an analytic perspective considering the anglophone world as a whole and a cultural continuum
might entail (Perner 2011). Of course, literary analysis should not be arbitrarily contained
within ‘linguistic containers’ either. Many literary texts call for analysis that is prepared to step
across linguistic divides. Like many scholars today, I am more interested in the manoeuvres
of the literary text than in national, cultural, or even transcultural categorisation based on an
author’s heritage. Nevertheless, cultural and national categories remain significant reference
points for literary texts and for the conflicts they represent, especially when those conflicts are
fraught with complicated histories of interaction and domination. I will illustrate this point in
the following as I examine two texts that engage with issues of cultural and religious membership: Mohsin Hamid’s novel The Reluctant Fundamentalist (2007) and Ayad Akhtar’s play
Disgraced (2012). Both texts are part of the cultural continuum that connects Pakistan and the
USA and carry transcultural echoes of the national paradigm.
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In my analysis, I draw on my own conceptualisation of the ‘inoutsider’, an analytical category I have adapted from Obioma Nnaemeka’s article on ‘Feminism, Rebellious Women, and
Cultural Boundaries’. Nnaemeka defines an insider as a person who has a birthright to national
and cultural membership, while an outsider can merely acquire an empirical right of membership. Nnaemeka’s argument targets a specific context, namely, the involvement of Western
scholars in the interpretation of African cultural production. According to Nnaemeka, different
combinations of birthright and empirical right produce ‘different degrees of cognitive right to
unlock cultural productions’ (Nnaemeka 1995: 85; emphasis original). Nnaemeka conceded that
it may be possible for outsiders to become ‘inside outsiders’ –or ‘inoutsiders’ –but emphasises
that this ‘requires a lot of hard work and a high dose of humility’ (1995: 86). Nnaemeka’s essentialist reliance on the notion of ‘birthright’ as the key to cognitive understanding is debatable,
but it fulfils a strategic function: her aim is to avoid African literary and cultural studies being
dominated and ‘colonised’ by Western scholars.
My reformulation of Nnaemeka’s concept subjects it to a significant shift in focus: I have
transferred the ‘inoutsider’ from the sphere of scholarly enquiry to the realm of creative production.The ‘outsiders’ whose work I have examined previously are authors engaging with the USA
from a position outside the US-American mainstream. Stepping beyond questions of authorial
biography, I have considered ‘inoutsiders’ in literary texts and analysed their encounters with
the texts’ fictional and factual US-American locations. In the context of this article, I apply my
concept to Hamid’s and Akhtar’s literary encounters with the USA and with their protagonists’
status of national and cultural membership. It is important to note that in contrast to the African
scholars Nnaemeka had in mind, the USA hardly needs to be protected from the outsiders’
colonising agendas or audacious judgements. US-American inside perspectives are commonly
felt to have become something of a global cultural possession, available and decipherable to
recipients worldwide. People who have never visited the USA feel that they know the country
intimately. US-American settings and scenarios depicted in television shows, in Hollywood
films, and on the news are more familiar to us than parts of our own home countries. In this
respect, authors depicting the USA ‘from the outside’ might all be said to write from inoutsider
perspectives. More importantly, both Hamid’s novel and Akhtar’s play demonstrate how fictional
texts can simulate perspectives that propose alternative ways of thinking about the USA and its
relations with the world, as well as about national and cultural affiliation in general.
I conceptualise the inoutsider as a person who has either acquired access to a sphere that is
not originally his or her own (such as Hamid’s Changez) or, alternatively, feels alienated in an
environment that is his or hers by ‘birthright’ (as in the case of Akhtar’s Amir). In the following,
I will demonstrate how the inoutside perspectives articulated in The Reluctant Fundamentalist
and Disgraced give expression to the precariousness of identity formation in a modern world of
embattled absolutes and shifting boundaries.

The intricacy of Pakistan-US relations
The Reluctant Fundamentalist and Disgraced portray microcosms of a specific point in the relations
between the USA and the world. They focus on events that take place shortly before, and in
the immediate aftermath of, 9/11. Published in 2007 and 2012, respectively, they are products
of a time in which relations between Pakistan and the USA were crucial for both sides, yet
haunted by a complicated history and fraught with the challenges of a precarious present. The
ambivalent nature of the relationship between the two countries may help to explain why identity appears to be a profoundly political matter in The Reluctant Fundamentalist and Disgraced
and why both texts openly address issues that resonate within the theoretical framework of
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postcolonialism. At a time when other ‘postcolonial authors’ may choose to free themselves
from what has been traditionally associated with the label, Hamid and Akhtar tap into discourses
of mimicry, hybridity, domination, and (neo)colonialism.
Before turning to the aforementioned texts, let us briefly consider the cultural and geopolitical backdrop of the conflicts they portray. Long before compulsive tweeting from the White
House became a major force in international relations, the relationship between Pakistan and
the USA was crisis-ridden and difficult. At the surface level, Pakistan has been a strategically
significant ally for the USA for decades. During the Soviet-Afghan War, the CIA channelled
its support for the Afghan mujahideen through Pakistani intelligence forces, turning Pakistan
into the USA’s main partner in this proxy war extension of the Cold War. After 9/11, President
Musharraf entered into an alliance with the USA that made Pakistan one of the front states of
the so-called ‘War on Terror’. This partnership has been very controversial in Pakistan and has
contributed to an atmosphere of discord and instability (Zaidi 2013: 58ff.).The alliance has also
been troubled by divergent objectives and a culture of mutual distrust since the beginning. One
of the many grievances that Pakistanis hold against the USA is the country’s refusal to take its
ally’s side in the conflict with India. Many Pakistanis are also critical of the USA’s strong ties
with Pakistan’s military forces and accuse the USA of undermining the development of a stable
democratic system. Anti-American sentiment has, furthermore, been fuelled by anti-Muslim
rhetoric in US-American right-wing media and politics and by the rise in anti-Muslim sentiment among the US-American population, especially in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks.
Of course, Pakistan has its own tradition of anti-Americanism, and anti-American rhetoric
constitutes a powerful tool in political discourse, even while one continues to work with the
USA behind the scenes.
All of the above is a relevant part of the backdrop of Pakistani writing engaging with the
USA. However, when we look at Pakistani authors writing in English, we have to acknowledge
that their perspective is hardly representative of Pakistani society as a whole. Many of them were
educated in the West, most have lived and worked abroad at some point. This does not necessarily mean that they are less critical of the USA than Pakistanis more permanently settled in
their home country, but it is likely that their perspective is informed by moving in and between
different localities and views of the world.Whether their cosmopolitan outlook is always visible
in their work is, of course, quite a different matter.

From American success story to cultural dissociation
I have chosen to discuss Hamid’s novel The Reluctant Fundamentalist and Akhtar’s play Disgraced
side by side, because the basic setup of the two stories seems to be connected by a startling family
resemblance. In both texts, the protagonist is a young man of Pakistani background who appears
to have ‘made it’ in the USA. Hamid’s Changez is raised in Pakistan and moves to the USA to
study at Princeton. He then goes on to work for a prestigious valuation firm in New York. Like
the play’s author, Akhtar himself, Amir in Disgraced is a second-generation Pakistani-American.
He is a successful corporate lawyer and lives a luxurious life on New York’s Upper East Side.
Changez and Amir are each romantically involved with a white American woman and seem to
be well immersed in their US-American existence. For both of them, 9/11 is a turning point,
the moment when their success story begins to crumble. Even their immediate responses to the
terrorist attacks are strikingly similar. Changez, serving as the novel’s first-person narrator, tells
us that seeing the Twin Towers collapse on TV made him smile: ‘Yes, despicable as it may sound,
my initial reaction was to be remarkably pleased’ (Hamid 2007: 72). In similar fashion, Amir
confesses to having felt pride on the day of the attacks (Akhtar 2012: 39).
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The main difference between Changez’s and Amir’s stories lies in where their estrangement
from their US-American lives takes them. The Reluctant Fundamentalist chronicles a migrant’s
pursuit of the American dream, his hopes and aspirations, and his subsequent disappointment
against the backdrop of the political and social climate brought about by the events of 9/11.The
novel relates a perception of the USA which is dominated by the protagonist’s realisation that,
despite his immersion in a US-American life of privilege and success, he remains a Pakistani at
heart.Thus Hamid persuasively labelled The Reluctant Fundamentalist an ‘emigrant novel’, a ‘story
of leaving America’ (Yaqin 2008: 47). In this respect, Changez’s Scheherazadic account of his
‘rise and fall’ offers a specific take on the inoutsider’s perspective.
Hamid has stated that, after 9/11, it felt like a ‘wall had suddenly come up between
[his] American and Muslim worlds’ (Solomon 2007: n.p.). His protagonist in The Reluctant
Fundamentalist shares this sensation but his response to the attacks shows that this is not
purely a matter of his adoptive country turning on him. Changez’s smile marks him as an
emotional outsider. It is a moment of revelation that, even before the rise of public hostility,
makes clear that our narrator has not acquired an unproblematic sense of belonging in his
US-American surroundings. His disenchantment with the USA, his ‘emotional emigration’
(even before his physical departure), is not only a response to the changing social and political climate. It also constitutes the recognition of an emotional partisanship that had been
hidden beneath Changez’s US-American success story all along. At a time when it holds
obvious relevance to explain ‘the other perspective’, Hamid complicates notions of in-and
outsiderdom.
As Changez comes to realise, he is ‘a man lacking substance’ (Hamid 2007: 125) and therefore easily influenced by his surroundings. His adaptability initially appears to be an advantage,
even a skill, and it helps Changez to prosper in the USA. As a man without a ‘stable core’
(Hamid 2007: 148), he enacts the social scripts and stereotypes that his surroundings offer
him, thus facilitating frictionless and satisfying social interaction. If considered in relation to
Judith Butler’s concept of performative identity construction,1 The Reluctant Fundamentalist
examines the question of what happens if a single event changes the scripts available and leaves
you with no reliable role to enact, if your social existence can suddenly no longer be played
out by the rulebook with which you are familiar. After 9/11, membership is defined by ethnic
background, race, and religion. Whatever positive value flexibility of association may have held
before, new and rigid lines are drawn. Beyond this, Changez’s feelings of guilt demonstrate his
schizophrenic dilemma: used to adapting to the role assigned to him, he suddenly finds himself being typecast as a threatening stranger, a potential terrorist. As he comes to understand
his past role as a US-American janissary soldier, Changez appears to embrace the new script
assigned to him: he assumes the role of a professed –and indeed rather reluctant –‘fundamentalist’, withdrawing from his duties, growing a beard, and finally returning to his home
country in anger.
In reconsidering Hamid’s conception of the ‘emigration novel’, I would like to cite his
remarks on the topic at some length:
I suppose one of the things I was very concerned about in this novel was the immigrant novel about America –usually that’s a story about coming to America, this
magnet that pulls people, often poor, from all over the world to itself. There they
have the American dream or the American nightmare. That is what I understand to
be the typical American immigrant novel. Writing in the twenty-first century I was
conscious of what happens to that dream after America’s relationship to the world has
radically changed. So this novel became an emigrant novel, a story of leaving America,
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which I think is as much the immigrant novel of today as a story of going to the
United States.
(qtd. in Yaqin 2008: 47)
The movement that Hamid describes proceeds outwards from a professed centre, away from the
country that used to be the migrant’s destination. Roots have been established in this country.
A certain insider status has been acquired. Now our protagonist leaves behind his US-American
aspirations and turns his back on the American dream. In such a scheme of national affiliation,
the migrant is an inoutsider on account of having been settled in an US-American existence
which is now consciously and –at least partly –voluntarily left behind.
When Changez returns to Pakistan for a visit, he is troubled that the Americanness of his
own perception causes him to feel ashamed of the shabbiness of his parents’ home. However,
as soon as he becomes accustomed once more to his Pakistani surroundings, this experience
only accelerates his conscious detachment from the US-American insider perspective. He is
painfully aware of the shift in his frame of reference that has led him to regard his home with
condescension (Hamid 2007: 124). Changez’s temporary experience of defamiliarisation in his
childhood home can be read as another instance of inoutsider perception. Darda has argued
that it demonstrates the ‘basic mechanism of critical global fiction’: ‘Once [Changez] sees the
house not as an isolated entity but as conditioned by his family’s history, it becomes more difficult to disdain or ignore it; it becomes intimate and recognizable as a site of precarious life’
(2014: 114f.). Changez does not merely remove himself from the USA in a geographical sense
but, more importantly, aims to reclaim a Pakistani perspective on the world, albeit a perspective
informed by his encounter with other localities.
The small range of social roles available to Changez, both in the USA and back in Pakistan,
suggests that his potential for subversive performative self-stylisation is meagre. In the USA,
Changez’s only choice is between sticking to the role assigned to him and rejecting it, thereby
forfeiting social recognition, his job, and his right to stay in the country. When he returns to
Pakistan, he becomes a university lecturer, teaching his students his ‘ex-janissary’s skills’ (Hamid
2007: 181) and encouraging them to engage in campaigns and demonstrations demanding
greater independence from the USA. As Gunning has pointed out, Changez’s return to Pakistan
is partly a nationalist redress to the global capitalist narratives he now identifies as so
harmful, but the community he finds is not the traditional national body […] but
a coming together of people in reaction to the spread and callousness of American
global power.
(2013: 125)
Nevertheless, as Changez campaigns against US-American foreign policy, his public appearance
continues to resonate within an Americentric frame of reference. He is a self-professed ‘radical’
delivering anti-American soundbites for international television, a mentor for a rising generation of ‘fundamentalists’ and thus, ultimately, has a media image that is used to heighten global
paranoia and deepen the divide between his part of the world and the ‘West’.
While, superficially, Amir’s position in Disgraced appears both less precarious and less politically charged than that of Changez, his path of emotional dissociation is arguably even more
painful. Amir’s US-American self-conception at the beginning of the play is based not merely
on his life, a second-generation migrant’s version of the American dream, but on having cut his
ties with what he considers the shameful Muslim heritage that governed his childhood.To Amir,
it is a matter of intelligence and human progress to dissociate himself from the religion of his
62

63

Downloaded By: 10.3.98.93 At: 14:55 16 Jan 2019; For: 9781315180618, chapter6, 10.4324/9781315180618-6

The dynamics of post-9/11 dissociation

upbringing. However, in the aftermath of 9/11, it becomes clear that ties of religious membership cannot be chosen as freely as Amir would like to pretend. Amir experiences similar instances
of mistrust and discrimination as Changez, but for him there is no home country to return to
and no alternative community to claim membership of. The cultural and religious membership
assigned to him is, tragically, one he has spent his adult life pathologising. The play’s eruptive
climax demonstrates the disorientation and psychological pain caused by Amir’s predicament of
being cast out of one culture while having learnt to hate the other.The man who seemed to have
everything has become a man without a cultural home, with an identity painfully defined only
by negatives.The play makes it patently clear that even for the most privileged second-generation
Pakistani-American, there is no comfortable post-ethnic cosmopolitan space to inhabit, 9/11
having shattered the illusion that such a magical place might be more than a temporary delusion.
Of course, Amir’s US-American identity may have always been more contested than his list
of achievements implies. Everyday racism and his struggle not to be typecast as ‘the Muslim
attorney’ serve as reminders of his inoutsider status. His wife’s religious-themed art continuously
forces Amir to reassert his position between a discarded Muslim past and his all-American success
story. His absolute repudiation of Islam appears to be a defence mechanism and this poses the
question of how he could have married a woman so invested in the tradition of Islamic art.The
portrait that Emily paints of Amir, inspired by Diego Velázquez’s painting of his slave assistant,
Juan de Pareja, symbolises the ambivalent position that Amir occupies within US-American
society and simultaneously appears to mirror his unacknowledged sense of uprootedness.
Interestingly enough, Pakistan is never invoked as a place Amir might turn to. In Disgraced,
the country hardly features as a specific place at all. To Amir, it is merely the physical centre
of a heritage he does not want to be associated with. In a bid to distance himself, he has even
taken an Indian-sounding surname and pretended that his parents are Indian early in his career
(Akhtar 2012: 22). Mirroring Amir’s reluctance to disclose his Pakistani background, the play
does not make mention of it until the moment his family’s origin is unveiled at work. What is
only alluded to through the debates on Islam at the beginning of the play is spelled out after
9/11, when Amir’s US-American identity appears to be rescinded and the labels ‘Muslim’ and
‘Pakistani’ are assigned to him instead.
What Amir suffers from is the loss of a coherent self. His personality, convictions, and views
are suited to a life that has been taken from him and do not match the new role he is cast in. In
contrast to this, coherence between his identity and his cultural background is precisely what
Changez appears to acquire in The Reluctant Fundamentalist. The novel leaves open whether
this coherence culminates in the misguided absolutes of a fundamentalist world view. It is
interesting to note that Changez’s return to his cultural roots and traditional Pakistani values
is mirrored by one of the minor characters in Akhtar’s play. Amir’s nephew, Abe, is Pakistani by
birth, yet his appearance at the beginning of the play is described as ‘as American as American
gets’ (Akhtar 2012: 11). In order to make things easier for himself in the USA he takes on the
name ‘Abe Jensen’, but in contrast to Amir he still feels connected to his religious and cultural roots. Dressing in Western attire and choosing a Western name turns out to be little more
than pragmatic play-acting, an inoutsider’s performance that does not affect the core of Abe’s
identity. The events of 9/11 see him turning back to the culture he was raised in, and like
Changez’s, his story becomes a tale of post-9/11 dissociation from his US-American life. As
he grows increasingly critical of the USA’s position in the world, his assessment is remarkably
similar to that of Changez. Abe’s final conversation with his uncle demonstrates the philosophical gulf that divides them: when Amir maintains that the truth behind the US involvement
in Afghanistan is ‘a little more complicated’ than Abe allows, Abe interrupts him, stating very
simply and decisively: ‘Actually, it’s not, Uncle. Not really’ (Akhtar 2012: 47).
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My comparison of the characters of Changez, Amir, and Abe unveils an opposition between
the processes of post-9/11 dissociation as experienced by the Pakistani migrant characters
Changez and Abe and the second-generation Pakistani-American Amir. Changez’s and Amir’s
lives in the US may be quite similar at the beginning, and all three men encounter the same
attitude of racist distrust in the aftermath of 9/11, but it is Amir, American by birth, who ends
up the most desperate and lost. He can no longer pretend to be simply ‘an American’, and he
cannot take refuge in a Pakistani identity either, so the experience of being uprooted triggers
the play’s violent climax. Of course, the comforting absolutes of Changez’s perspective may
also be less than reliable. As I will show in the remaining pages of this article, both texts employ
strategies of narrative ambivalence to deliver an unsettling portrayal of identity construction in
the world after 9/11.

Narrating and debating culture, identity, and religion
A lot of the scholarly writing that deals with The Reluctant Fundamentalist focuses on the novel’s
first-person narrator and the ambivalence stemming from unreliable narration.This makes sense,
as much of the novel’s effect depends on its unusual narrative situation. Changez’s recounting of
his own story is delivered as a kind of dramatic monologue that implicates the listener –both
a US-American in the novel and, by extension, the reader –but is restricted to Changez’s part
in the conversation. This narrative mode echoes the narrative voice of Jean-Baptiste Clamence
in Albert Camus’ The Fall, an intertextual reference that reinforces any reservations the reader
may have about the reliability of Changez’s narration. Of course, the fact that the narrator is
unreliable does not necessarily imply that all of his statements and assessments are incorrect.
Heidemann has suggested that Hamid’s use of dramatic monologue ‘serves as both a tactical
and an ethical gesture towards a certain contrapuntal imagination in the face of post-9/11
partisanism’ (2013: 158f.). The silencing of the American in the text allows a Pakistani perspective to take centre stage. At the same time, Changez’s description of his response to, for instance,
TV images of the US bombing of Afghanistan may well resonate with readers around the world.
Thus, Changez’s narration works to create fleeting moments of critical alliance, regardless of
what we feel about Changez in the end.
Another textual feature that stands out is the lengthy description of Lahore’s urban geography and Pakistani cultural history that Changez inserts into his narration. Peter Morey has
persuasively argued that these passages do not merely serve the purpose of educating a Western
readership, they also establish Pakistan as a tangible place rather than ‘a strategic problem to
be solved and a threat to [the West’s] regional and international interests’ (2011: 141). While
Hamid’s text clearly foregrounds such narrative manoeuvres, it may seem counterintuitive to
consider the narrative strategies at play in Disgraced. However, a number of scholars have made a
strong case for a narratological approach to dramatic text. As Ansgar Nünning and Roy Sommer
have pointed out, ‘plays do not only represent series of events, they also represent “acts of
narration”, with characters serving as intradiegetic storytellers’ (2008: 337). This is particularly
true for a play like Disgraced, which –in the tradition of Edward Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia
Woolf? –revolves around an emotionally charged dinner conversation. The play never moves
beyond the spatial confines of Amir and Emily’s apartment. Therefore, all the parts of the action
that take place elsewhere need to be delivered by way of intradiegetic narration. This includes,
for instance, the racist incidents experienced by several characters and the narrative act serves to
highlight the subjectivity of perception. However, as is so often the case, the play’s narrativity is
also determined by the things that are left out. The past that haunts the whole play and appears
to metaphorically and literally ‘force the protagonist’s hand’ is crucially left off-stage. Amir’s
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childhood in a migrant Pakistani community is a cipher. The only concrete account we are
given is Amir’s story about his infatuation with a Jewish girl and the way his mother made him
turn on her (Akhtar 2012: 12f.). Amir introduces the story as paradigmatic of his relationship
with Islam and –by extension and more problematically –of the nature of Islam.
In a subversion of dinner-party etiquette, large parts of the play’s conversations are exchanges
on Islam and its cultural politics. However, the play does not merely present opposing views
but unveils many of the opinions expressed as acts of narrating identity.2 At the same time, the
conversational setup characterises the dramatic self-narration as essentially unreliable. In each of
the conversations, potential truths about the self and the world compete with ulterior motives,
social codes, emotional subtexts, personal adversity, vanity, and conversational competitiveness.
Is it even possible to imagine a setup more detrimental to truth-speaking than an emotionally
charged conversation at a dinner party? Isaac, one of the dinner guests, counters Amir’s condemnation of Islam with commonplaces like ‘Islam is rich and universal. Part of a spiritual and artistic heritage we can all draw from’ (Akhtar 2012: 29). On the surface, Isaac appears to represent
the jovial acceptance and liberal-mindedness of left-wing cosmopolitanism.Yet Amir’s responses
to Isaac’s statements demonstrate how personal histories inform one’s view of the world and
that there is no superior standpoint from which to evaluate and speak objectively. In describing
the ideological dynamic underlying Islam, Amir makes a persuasive intellectual argument, but
we may doubt that the conclusions he draws from it are correct. The play deconstructs cosy
left-wing wisdom, but then proceeds to discredit the ostensible truth-speaker.
The sense of uncertainty with which both The Reluctant Fundamentalist and Disgraced leave
us is exemplified by the texts’ endings. Both are intensely uncomfortable and destabilise our
reading while holding up a mirror to the presuppositions and stereotypical notions that we may
have brought to the text. In his lucid remarks on The Reluctant Fundamentalist, Tabish Khair
argues that the novel ‘works by way of revealing the gaps in the supposedly solid terrain of our
beliefs and opinions, the silence in media speech on all sides. Aporia is essential to its purpose’
(2011: 55). While the novel’s ending has often been discussed as a question of ‘either –or’, it
is also possible that Changez and his American listener are innocent (and/or guilty) in equal
measure. The way we engage with the text’s ending is informed by the way we perceive the
world, and if we suspect sinister motives in what may be nothing but a conversation, we may
well be, as Khair suggests, the ‘reluctant fundamentalist’ of the novel’s title (2011: 55).
In similar fashion, Amir hitting his wife Emily at the end of Disgraced complicates our relationship with the play’s cultural subtext. The text does not allow us to write off the incident as
an isolated lapse. Echoing the voice of an omniscient narrator-director, the stage instructions
tell us that Amir hits Emily repeatedly: ‘In rapid succession. Uncontrolled violence as brutal as
it needs to be in order to convey the discharge of a lifetime of discreetly building resentment’
(Akhtar 2012: 45). Neither of the texts offers solid ground. There is no position that is purely
right, no superior way of perceiving a world to withdraw to, and both withhold the presence
of an omniscient narrator who might help us evaluate the protagonists’ struggles. In an article
on American prose writing after 9/11, Richard Gray criticised the way authors had taken to
‘domesticating’ the repercussions of 9/11 in their fictional writing:
‘All life had become public,’ that observation made by a central character in [Don
DeLillo’s novel] Falling Man, is not underwritten by the novel in which it occurs, nor
in any of these novels. On the contrary, all life here is personal; cataclysmic public
events are measured purely and simply in terms of their impact on the emotional
entanglements of their protagonists.
(2009: 134)
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In response to Gray’s poignant criticism of the books in question, I would argue that The
Reluctant Fundamentalist and Disgraced establish connections between the personal, the public,
and the global. To borrow from Morey’s assessment of The Reluctant Fundamentalist, each text
‘represents a sly intervention that destabilizes the dominant categories’ of post-9/11 fiction
by ‘undercutting the impulse to national normalization’ (2011: 136). Their enquiries into the
repercussions of 9/11 also go beyond representing an outsider’s perspective. Even while their
protagonists appear to be typecast as ‘the other side’ in a clash of cultures and religions, both
texts rely on complicated narrative strategies to delineate their protagonists’ inoutsider positions
in the USA, as well as in relation to Pakistan and within the globalised world.
While the terrorist attacks were clearly a shocking and extraordinary event, it may by now
have become clear that for many US-Americans, even in New York City, they were probably
less life-changing than was initially felt. My point is not that 9/11 was an insignificant event
but that much of the debate after the attacks and many of the literary works that followed did
not engage with the locations where the most drastic changes have taken place in the meantime, or with the people most inescapably affected. The repercussions for both global Islam and
countries like Pakistan have certainly been immense, and fictional texts such as Hamid’s and
Akhtar’s help us to understand what this might entail for the life of the individual, even on US-
American soil. Darda has persuasively argued that The Reluctant Fundamentalist ‘casts the United
States and Pakistan in a global network of cultural […] interconnectedness’ (2014: 118). It is
only logical that Changez’s return to Pakistan cannot be a return to his pre-American self. His
‘fundamentalist’ views are informed by his inoutsider perspective on the US, and his narration
ultimately constitutes one side of a conversation with the world at large. For him, as much as
for Amir and the reader, it would be perilous not to understand that, more than ever, the life of
the individual is situated within and determined by complicated networks of interconnected
ideas, agendas, and histories.

Notes
1 For an application of Butler’s theory to the context of national and cultural identity, see my previous
work on the topic (Perner 2011: 56ff.).
2 Akhtar’s ‘Note to Directors’ in Disgraced reconfirms that conversation in the play is not meant to be read
as opinion-based debating. It emphasises that the actors should not resort to ‘playing the “ideas”’ (Akhtar
2012: 6) contained in the play but should focus on the relationships portrayed instead.
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