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Abstract 

Edward Said’s work, particularly Orientalism (1978), has fallen out of fashion after a number of 

criticisms aimed at its representation of history, its perceived reliance on (and potential 

entrenchment of) stark binaries, and its lack of attention to resistant cultural productions, as well 

as a more general reassessment of the utility and value of postcolonial studies. Yet never has his 

work seemed more urgent or suited to the cultural moment. Political and cultural discourse after 

9/11 spawned a renewal of Orientalist depictions of Muslim societies and, in particular, women. 

This dissertation argues that postcolonial novelists have engaged with these narratives in a 

variety of ways: feeding into established narratives and fears and lending them additional 

credence as “cultural informants”; exploding false binaries and spotlighting the link between 

colonialism and globalization; and complicating the pervasive representation of 9/11 as a 

contained narrative. It finds examples of these approaches in Khaled Hosseini’s A Thousand 

Splendid Suns (2007), Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss (2006), and Kamila Shamsie’s 

Burnt Shadows (2009) and suggests that each novel engages differently with the post-9/11 figure 

of the Muslim Other and/or the language of Orientalism that continues to circulate. This 

dissertation contends that the global, political, and cultural events of the last fifteen years call for 

a regeneration of postcolonial studies and a reinvestment in Said’s work. Orientalism did not end 

with the dissolution of the age of Empire, and it is incumbent upon postcolonial scholars to draw 

attention to and dismantle it in its many contemporary forms. This dissertation aims to 

participate in this undertaking. 
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Introduction 

In November 2015, shortly after the terrorist attacks on Paris, Marco Rubio—then in pursuit of 

the 2016 Republican presidential nomination—released a campaign ad that darkly suggested the 

arrival of an unavoidable clash of civilizations. In the television spot, Rubio warns: “This is a 

civilizational struggle between the values of freedom and liberty, and radical Islamic terror. 

What happened in Paris could happen here. There is no middle ground. These aren’t disgruntled 

or disempowered people. These are radical terrorists who want to kill us, because we let women 

drive, because we let girls go to school. . . . Either they win or we do” (qtd. in Frizell). The ad 

employs a number of rhetorical cues central to public discourse in the West over the last fifteen 

years. It suggests an immediate threat to the domestic homeland, does not distinguish between 

different terrorist groups, uses unequivocal Us versus Them language, makes women’s rights the 

lynchpin on which the conflict turns, and dismisses the notion of “root causes,” a term once used 

by now Canadian Prime Minister (then Liberal Party leader) Justin Trudeau that was roundly 

rejected by then Prime Minister Stephen Harper in the wake of the 2013 Boston bombing 

(MacKinnon). These rhetorical cues, which I explore throughout this dissertation, contribute to 

an environment in which all Muslims are labeled terrorists, feminist concerns are co-opted to 

obtain social license for policies and interventions that may ultimately harm women, and 

nuanced understanding of complex and varied situations is routinely and repeatedly discouraged 

until it becomes tantamount to treason.  

 This is a world in which Edward Said’s Orientalism is writ large. Published in 1978 and 

revisited by Said in 1994 and 2003, the text proposes that “Orientalism is a style of thought 

based upon an ontological and epistemological distinction made between ‘the Orient’ and (most 

of the time) ‘the Occident’” (2). This worldview has, Said suggests, become concretized and 
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naturalized over time, until it has crept into the worlds of politics, art, academia, and public life 

and established itself as legitimate. Its success is its lack of transparency; it does not announce or 

identify itself. Its presence is marked by the erection of a dividing line and an effort to designate 

who belongs on which side and why, based on a slippery set of characteristics. Said writes that 

Orientalism is 

ultimately a political vision of a reality whose structure promote[s] the difference 

between the familiar (Europe, the West, “us”) and the strange (the Orient, the 

East, “them”). This vision in a sense created and then served the two worlds thus 

conceived. The vision and material reality propped each other up, kept each other 

going. A certain freedom of intercourse was always the Westerner’s privilege; 

because his was the stronger culture, he could penetrate, he could wrestle with, he 

could give shape to the great Asiatic mystery, as Disraeli once called it. 

(Orientalism 44) 

Both Orient and Occident are fictions used to organize and view the world, and the West’s 

longstanding economic, political, and military dominance has allowed it primary authorship of 

the Orientalist narrative, which has been subject to resistance and counterargument but 

nevertheless persists, as evidenced by Rubio’s campaign ad and an overwhelming host of other 

examples, many of which I will discuss. 

 In academic circles, Said’s work has fallen out of fashion after a number of criticisms 

aimed at its representation of history, its perceived reliance on (and potential entrenchment of) 

stark binaries, and its lack of attention to resistant cultural productions, as well as a more general 

reassessment of the utility and value of postcolonial studies. Yet never has his work seemed 

more urgent or suited to the cultural moment. Political and cultural discourse after 9/11 spawned 
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a renewal of Orientalist depictions of Muslim societies and, in particular, women. I argue that 

postcolonial novelists have engaged with these narratives in a variety of ways: feeding into 

established narratives and fears and lending them additional credence as “cultural informants”; 

exploding false binaries and spotlighting the link between colonialism and globalization; and 

complicating the pervasive representation of 9/11 as a contained narrative. Examples of these 

approaches can be seen in Khaled Hosseini’s A Thousand Splendid Suns (2007), Kiran Desai’s 

The Inheritance of Loss (2006), and Kamila Shamsie’s Burnt Shadows (2009). Each novel 

engages differently with the post-9/11 figure of the Muslim Other and the language of 

Orientalism that continues to circulate in a largely unchecked way. I contend that the global, 

political, and cultural events of the last fifteen years call for a regeneration of postcolonial 

studies and a reinvestment in Said’s work. 

 

I. Post-9/11 Literature 

Various scholars have tried to apply different analytical rubrics to literature about 9/11: 

Richard Gray’s After the Fall, for example, suggests that post-9/11 novels either “concentrate on 

the faultlines[,] . . . on border situations and thresholds as the sites where identities are performed 

and contested” or “locate crisis in terms of opposition” (65). Novels that imagine the 

transnational, he argues, span a spectrum that is held down by Martin Amis on one end and 

Pankaj Mishra on the other, with Amis succumbing to “total prejudice” and Mishra “dismiss[ing] 

the possibility that Western commentators ha[ve] anything worthwhile to say about events 

outside the West” (Gray 86). In a similar but far more contained examination of post-9/11 

literature, Peter Morey identifies two strains of novels: what he terms “Muslim misery memoirs” 

and works that are concerned with the psychological or traumatic effects that 9/11 had on those 
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directly connected to the attack on the Twin Towers (“Rules”). His follow-up book Framing 

Muslims, co-written with Amina Yaqin, makes only brief mention of Said to acknowledge that 

“Said succinctly captures what we would call the frame governing representations of Muslims 

and the resulting attenuation of real knowledge about what is in fact a heterogeneous set of 

cultural systems” (20-21). Kristiaan Versluys’s Out of the Blue: September 11 and the Novel 

focuses primarily on Morey’s second category, while Ann Keniston and Jeanne Follansbee 

Quinn’s anthology, Literature After 9/11, concentrates chiefly on issues of representation. These 

approaches tend to overlook, dismiss, or diminish the importance of Said’s concept of 

Orientalism as a factor at work in post-9/11 Western literature, popular culture, and popular 

discourse. Morey, for instance, defines “Muslim misery memoirs” as texts that “often . . . 

underscore the injustices of Islamic rule and justify neoconservative interventionism” (“Rules” 

136) and suggests that examples can be found in Azar Nafisi’s Reading Lolita in Tehran, Asne 

Seierstad’s The Bookseller of Kabul, and Hosseini’s The Kite Runner (146). Yet he does not link 

such texts to the Orientalist tropes on which they heavily rely. Such novels mimic Western 

popular and political discourse by using the language of Orientalism as shorthand to 

communicate the stakes of the War on Terror and simplify a complex set of conflicts into a 

narrative that is easy to digest yet does little to further public understanding of the issues.   

Attention to Orientalist discourse is of special importance in that, in the post-9/11 world, 

it has been both rejuvenated and applied with particular vigor to Muslim women. As scholars 

including Leila Ahmed, Evelyn Alsultany, Cynthia Enloe, Krista Hunt, Amira Jarmakani, Mohja 

Kahf, Myra Macdonald, Saba Mahmood, and Robin Lee Riley articulate, Western powers such 

as the Bush and Blair administrations in the United States and United Kingdom, respectively, 

used the image of the veiled, oppressed Muslim woman as a signifier to help justify the October 
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2001 invasion of Afghanistan, or “Operation Enduring Freedom.” Over the course of the ensuing 

fifteen years, the monolithic symbol of the Muslim Woman has developed into a widely 

circulated Janus-like figure: she is at once an object of pity whose liberty is the ultimate goal of 

the War on Terror and an unstable object of fear, the mother of future terrorists hidden under an 

untrustworthy garment. The renewed use of and reliance on Orientalist ideology—a phenomenon 

that Said traces back to Napoleon but which cropped up most recently during the 1970s energy 

crisis, the Iran hostage crisis, and the first Gulf War (1990-91) falsely splits the world in half in a 

way that is then reflected in literature and popular culture.  

Ultra-conservative European political groups, the dog-whistle racism of the Brexit 

campaign, Donald Trump’s 2016 campaign for the American presidency, and even ISIS 

recruitment campaigns rely, in large part, on civilizational discourse, which is propelled by the 

foundational belief that the world is divided into distinct cultural entities that are and forever will 

be at odds with one another. Samuel P. Huntington, author of The Clash of Civilizations and the 

Remaking of the World Order (1996)—a dated work that nevertheless remains a tent pole of 

conservative thought, particularly in the post-9/11 era—maintains that “[w]e know who we are 

only when we know who we are not and often only when we know whom we are against” (21). 

We define ourselves, in other words, solely in opposition to Others. It is a vision of the world 

that situates difference, hierarchy, fear, and violence as fundamental elements of what it means 

to be human.  

In Discontent and its Civilizations: Dispatches from Lahore, New York, and London 

(2015), Mohsin Hamid argues that, over the course of the last fifteen years, wide swathes of the 

globe have experienced “economic turmoil and widening disparities” (7). Rather than address 

these issues via policy—a difficult and unwieldy task—various governments have “told us to 
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forget the sources of our discontent because something more important is at stake: the fate of our 

civilization” (Hamid, Discontent 7). Rhetoric that suggests an existential threat to civilizational 

identity is pervasive and exists in all corners of the globe. Hamid asks: “Yet what are these 

civilizations, these notions of Muslim-ness, Western-ness, European-ness, American-ness, that 

attempt to describe where, and with whom, we belong?” (7). What Huntington defines as innate, 

Hamid terms “illusions: arbitrarily drawn constructs with porous, brittle, and overlapping 

borders” (7). He argues that the concept of “civilizations” simply “allow[s] us to deny our 

common humanity, to allocate power, resources, and rights in ways repugnantly discriminatory” 

(155). To view the world through a civilizational lens is to see only a certain group of people as 

human.  

In his 1994 afterword to Orientalism, Said dismisses Huntington’s thesis as 

“preposterous” (347) and writes that “any attempt to force cultures and peoples into separate and 

distinct breeds or essences exposes not only the misrepresentations and falsifications that ensue, 

but also the way in which understanding is complicit with the power to produce such things as 

the ‘Orient’ or the ‘West’” (347). The civilizational discourse that was given renewed life after 

9/11 has once again cleaved the world into Orient and Occident, two false constructs that paper 

an undemanding narrative over a knotty series of events. Pal Ahluwalia suggests that “[t]he 

response to the 9/11 attacks . . . has far too easily been couched in terms of the ‘clash of 

civilizations.’ . . . As part of the logic of the ‘clash of civilizations’, it has become necessary for 

the West to recreate the figure of the monster and the beast in an attempt to once again establish 

its superiority, to claim the mantle of the civilized, to be the very repository of humanity itself” 

(260). This monstrous figure has been embraced and exploited by US president-elect Donald 
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Trump, who throughout his campaign promised to ban Muslims from entering the US and 

potentially intern those already living in the country.  

 Although Said’s work is applicable to and can help us understand the current polarized 

environment and what he refers to as “the hardening of attitudes” (Orientalism xviii), he largely 

discusses the treatment of the male Muslim figure and Islam as a whole. As noted, in the post-

9/11 era it is often women who are the focus of Orientalist discourse. It is here that postcolonial 

theory can make a meaningful contribution. In this dissertation, I attempt to cross-pollinate 

Said’s work with that of feminist postcolonial theorists such as Ahmed, Hunt and Rygiel, and 

Judith Butler to demonstrate that such readings—of the world and of literature—are not only 

possible but necessary.  

 

II. Whither Postcolonialism? 

After 9/11, academics have asked what postcolonial literature has to offer and whether 

postcolonial theory has a rightful place at the scholarly table. In a rather shrill article in the 

Chronicle of Higher Education, Anovar Majid castigates postcolonial theory’s traditional focus 

on what he sarcastically terms “the triumphant creed of hybridity.” He suggests that the 

discipline has taken too positive a view of movement and cultural mixing, and should instead 

focus on “how globalization aggravates cultural tensions and accelerates social implosions.” He 

suggests that although Salman Rushdie “repeatedly sang the virtues of mongrels” and Said 

“persistently made the case for ‘worldliness,’” both men were unhappy: “[I]f Said, with his 

herculean intellectual abilities, can barely manage his exilic condition, one would have to assume 

that most displaced people simply can’t. It may well be that being securely in place could create 

more good will among cultures.” Ultimately, Majid seems to recommend that postcolonial theory 
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be used as a method of encouraging cultural agoraphobia. Although his critique is somewhat 

hyperbolic, it is representative of the strain of thought that postcolonial theory was a well 

intentioned but ultimately failed project that has passed its best-before date.  

More measured critiques come from critics such as Anna Ball, who weighs the positives 

and negatives of continuing to work under the banner of “postcolonial studies.” Ball suggests 

that there are four pressing limits to postcolonialism’s approach in a post-9/11 world. First, she 

contends that its location in the English department means it has not engaged with traditions of 

colonial critique in places like India and the Middle East (Ball 299). Second, she argues that the 

field has not engaged (enough) with work in or translated from languages like Arabic, Farsi, and 

Urdu (299-300). Third, she recommends that the scope of the discipline’s area of investigation 

needs to be widened in order to avoid a situation in which the West analyzes and the rest of the 

world merely offers material for that analysis. Finally, Ball urges, the field needs to avoid 

identifying with fundamentalism in an effort to reject Orientalism (300). In short, she suggests 

that the field needs to turn outward. She proposes that the discipline adopt Mariam Cooke’s 

concept of “multiple critique,” which is “a fluid discursive strategy that allows for conversations 

with many interlocutors on many different topics. Unlike identity politics that depend on an 

essentialised subject position, multiple critique allows for contradictions that respond to others’ 

silencing moves” (qtd. in Ball 300). This sounds appealing, but it also sounds like something 

postcolonial theory already does. 

Postcolonial theory has an important role to play in interpreting the images and rhetoric 

that have become commonplace in Western discourse. Fearful Western responses to the Syrian 

refugee crisis, for example, on display most prominently in conservative corners of the Internet 

and long comment sections on news sites that mushroom like fungus with every passing day, 
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focus most intensely on the ways in which refugees will be wholly unable to assimilate to 

Western society. Reactions range from those who (unironically) suggest that refugees would be 

better off settling in countries such as Saudi Arabia where they would be culturally comfortable 

to rampant paranoia. The hashtag #TrojanCamel articulates the fear that the refugee crisis is a 

clever trick on the part of ISIS to infiltrate the West with a fleet of young jihadists. Those who 

subscribe to this view question the refugees’ ownership of items such as iPhones and expensive 

jeans as well as the number of healthy young men visible in images of camps. The postcolonial 

scholar can highlight that the expression of this fear is rooted in multiple elements of 

Orientalism: Said notes that “[t]he Arab is shown in newsreels in large numbers; personal 

characteristics and experiences are not provided. Lurking behind these images is the menace of 

jihad, and a fear that Muslims (or Arabs) will take over the world” (Orientalism 287). One of the 

principle dogmas of Orientalism, he observes, is the notion that “the Orient is at bottom 

something to be feared (the Yellow Peril, the Mongol hordes, the brown dominions) or to be 

controlled (by pacification, research and development, outright occupation whenever possible)” 

(301). In other words, it is the postcolonial scholar’s job to situate current discussions in their 

historical and cultural context and to persistently disallow Orientalist narratives to conflate 

refugees and ISIS members or terrorists.  

Given this important task, postcolonialism must avoid collapsing in on itself under the 

weight of its own gaze during this crucial time. Why attempt to create a new sub-discipline now 

(e.g. Post-9/11 Studies) that will need to be established rather than use tools that are available to 

us? As many authors (like Desai) emphasize, the world we live in today is a continuation of the 

old—globalization is colonialism by another name. To cut ties with postcolonial theory is to cut 

ties with the past. “Post-9/11 Studies” suggests that a certain history begins with 9/11, which is 
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untrue and leads to a misunderstanding of the tragedy and what followed (and, indeed, what 

came before). 

 

III. Dissertation Design 

 Chapters One and Two of this dissertation address Said’s work and the representation of 

Muslim women in Western popular culture and discourse, respectively. The first chapter 

explores Said’s theory, as well as criticisms of it, and argues in favor of its renewed relevance in 

a post-9/11 world that makes Orientalist images, particularly those of women, commonplace. 

Because Said does not spend any extended period of time in his writing focusing his magnifying 

glass on women, however, the second chapter is devoted to establishing the link between Saidian 

theory and Western representations of Muslim women. 

 Chapters three through five discuss the ways in which postcolonial novelists have 

grappled with these issues. Regardless of the rubric used to discuss the literature, analyses of 

post-9/11 novels often divide the texts into two sections that are roughly categorized as 

“Western” and “world literature.” Efforts such as Ian McEwan’s Saturday (2005), Don DeLillo’s 

Falling Man (2007), John Updike’s Terrorist (2006), Claire Messud’s The Emperor’s Children 

(2006), Jonathan Safran Foer’s Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (2005), Amy Waldman’s 

The Submission (2011), and Art Spiegelman’s In The Shadow of No Towers (2004) generally fall 

on one side; works such as Hamid’s The Reluctant Fundamentalist (2007), HM Naqvi’s Home 

Boy (2009), Nadeem Aslam’s Maps for Lost Lovers (2004), and Hosseini’s The Kite Runner 

(2003) generally fall on the other. Additional divisions may be added, but the baseline split is 

fairly standard. This dissertation focuses on novels from the latter group: Hosseini’s A Thousand 

Splendid Suns, Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss, and Shamsie’s Burnt Shadows.  
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Chapter Three explores A Thousand Splendid Suns. I argue that the novel attempts to 

erase or elide difference in order to engender empathy between Western and Afghan women and 

that in doing so it reiterates Orientalist narratives. This is an underexplored element of the text, 

which is generally discussed in terms of its popularity, reception, and language use. 

Chapter Four focuses on The Inheritance of Loss, which highlights the division in the 

world that is not indicative of a clash of civilizations but instead is a result of the economic 

disparity that was cultivated by colonialism and continues under the banner of globalization. The 

novel has most often been interpreted as either a postcolonial or cosmopolitan text and deployed 

as a chit in the ongoing debate over postcolonial theory’s continued relevance. Rather than 

engage in this debate, I explore the novel’s rejection of civilizational discourse and its focus on 

marginalization. I also, like Margaret Scanlan and Pankaj Mishra, consider it to be a post-9/11 

novel.  

Chapter Five concentrates on Burnt Shadows, which takes the long view to make an 

argument about history, 9/11, colonialism, postcolonialism, and representation. Like all of 

Shamsie’s novels, Burnt Shadows is understudied. What has been written about it tends to focus 

on its approach to history, narrative, and politics (both domestic and international). My chapter 

contributes to this burgeoning discussion and adds a feminist element. 

I have chosen these novels both for their subject matter and because they are written in 

English by postcolonial authors with ties to the US—authors, in other words, who are interested 

in engaging in and with the post-9/11 discourse circulated by the West over the last fifteen years. 

As discussed, critics make good arguments in favor of postcolonial literature’s need to expand its 

horizons and study works in translation from a wider range of areas around the globe, and 

certainly I agree. In this case, however, I am exploring a very particular conversation. To this 
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end, this project does not concern itself with Islam as a religion or with literature in translation. I 

am interested in the images and language that have circulated and proliferated post-9/11 in a 

Western context, how this discourse functions, how postcolonial authors have engaged with this 

discourse, and how postcolonial scholars can be of use in contesting harmful rhetoric in public 

forums.  

 

IV. Conclusion  

Orientalist discourse is, at its core, a kind of powerful and pervasive storytelling. This 

storytelling has been reinvigorated in the post-9/11 era and its main characters recast as women. 

In some ways, these characters are amplifications of Gayatri Spivak’s Third World Woman, 

“brown women” who require rescue from “brown men” by “white men” (Critique 287). They are 

also the natural extension of a damaging and hegemonic discourse that can be tracked back 

centuries but often is not. 

Yet the use and uncritical circulation of Orientalist discourse has serious real world 

consequences. In a conversation with US media outlet MSNBC on 19 September 2016, White 

House Press Secretary Josh Earnest stated: “When it comes to ISIL (ISIS), we are in a fight—a 

narrative fight with them. A narrative battle” (qtd. in Levitz). Left unchecked, as it has been, 

Orientalist discourse emanating from the West contributes to ISIS recruitment efforts and 

propaganda. It also results in a less humane world in which inhabitants of both the so-called 

Orient and Occident are flattened into one-dimensional caricatures, empathy is discouraged, and 

truly complicated issues of politics, history, and ideology are reduced to questions of Good and 

Evil. This is a world in which Clint Eastwood’s American Sniper (2015)—a film whose appeal 

rests on its textbook deployment of Orientalist tropes—grosses $547 million worldwide and 
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Canadian and American national elections are dominated by debates over immigration, national 

identity, and Otherness. Postcolonial tools should be used to intervene in this conversation. 
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Chapter One: Reading Said in a Post-9/11 World 

I. Introduction 

In his 1996 introduction to Covering Islam: How the Media and the Experts Determine How We 

See the Rest of the World, Edward Said references Bernard Lewis’s “The Roots of Muslim 

Rage,” which ran in The Atlantic in 1990. The magazine’s September cover story was promoted 

with an image of, as Said writes, “a glowering, turbaned, obviously Islamic, head [which] stares 

out at the reader, its pupils showing American flags, its demeanor announcing hate and anger” 

(xxxii) (fig. 1). The article and image Said describes hold an uncanny resemblance to a 

September 2012 issue of Newsweek, which also bore the headline “Muslim Rage” (fig. 2). The 

accompanying article, titled “Muslim Rage and the Last Gasp of Islamic Hate” and penned by 

Ayaan Hirsi Ali, draws a clear distinction between Western democracy and a retrograde, almost 

barbaric, Islamic world. Hirsi Ali, who was born in Somalia to a strict Muslim family and later 

renounced the religion, sees no way forward other than to wait for Muslim and Arab nations to 

ask for American assistance in “liberat[ing] them from the governments they elected” (“Muslim 

Rage”). Hirsi Ali is an inheritor of Lewis’s rhetoric; her essay uses much of the same language. 

She has built a profitable and influential career from her position as a former insider who can 

provide the West with expertise about the Muslim world. Her memoir, Infidel, is oft-cited (and, it 

might be argued, co-opted) by the Western political right for its vocal critique of Islam.1 

Although her personal story is both tragic and compelling, her recent call in Nomad to convert 

Muslims to Christianity is a deeply troubling ideological stance that stokes division, 

misunderstanding, and racial hatred. Lewis’s article demonstrates the establishment of a 

                                                
1 Hirsi Ali’s book and lecture tours across Canada prompt glowing columns from prominent 
members of the conservative punditry such as Mark Steyn and Robert Fulford, who invariably 
laud her for speaking truth to the power of a liberal establishment that trades Western security for 
multiculturalism and political correctness.  
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particular vision of globalization that posits a strict and irrevocable break between (constructed) 

Western and Muslim worlds. Twenty-two years later, Hirsi Ali’s widely read work only bolsters 

that position.  

It is this kind of echo that Said persistently traced and identified as problematic over the 

course of his forty-year career. Author, co-author, and editor of twenty-three texts as well as 

scores of articles, Said contributed enormously to intellectual conversation on a wide range of 

topics: literature, politics, empire, music. His most recognized publication, however, is 

Orientalism, which is credited with spurring the formation of postcolonialism as a discipline as 

well as “inaugurat[ing] a whole tradition of scholarship that challenged orientalist scholarship” 

(Deer, Prakash, and Shohat 8).2 Ali Behdad writes that the text “not only riveted the attention of 

the intellectual establishment on the issue of colonial power by rigorously interrogating the 

ideological underpinnings of familiar scientific and artistic representations of otherness in 

modern European thought, but also played a pivotal role in shifting the focus in literary and 

cultural criticism from textuality to historicity, and from the aesthetic to the political” (709). Said 

defines Orientalism as “a way of coming to terms with the Orient that is based on the Orient’s 

special place in European Western experience. The Orient is not only adjacent to Europe; it is 

also the place of Europe’s greatest and richest and oldest colonies, the source of its civilizations 

and languages, its cultural contestant, and one of its deepest and most recurring images of the 

Other” (Orientalism 1). Although he complicates this definition almost immediately, the basic 

tenets of the concept remain constant throughout his work. In tracing the development of 

                                                
2 Despite this pivotal role, however, Patrick Deer, Gyan Prakash, and Ella Shohat note that “Said 
maintained an ambivalent attitude toward the field’s institutionalization within the U.S. 
academy,” as well as “the novel as a genre and . . . the domestication of critical theory within 
literary studies” (1). Although this project engages with and interrogates Said’s theoretical 
framework, I do not share in this ambivalence.  
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Orientalism over time, Said demonstrates how the emotional, scientific, historical, and textual 

work completed by early Orientalists informs contemporary manifestations of Orientalism.  

Until 1967, Said “really didn’t think about [him]self as anything other than a person 

going about his work” (qtd. in Ali 7). He was a young Comparative Literature professor four 

years into his position at Columbia University in New York City when the Six Day War broke 

out over five thousand miles away; he was “completely shattered. The world as [he] had 

understood it ended in that moment” (qtd. in Ali 7). When asked, during an exchange with Tariq 

Ali for the documentary A Conversation with Edward Said (1994), if “Orientalism grew out of” 

his “new commitment” to being an Arab spokesperson after the war (Ali 9), Said acknowledges:  

I began to read, methodically, what was being written about the Middle East. It 

did not correspond to my experience. By the early seventies I began to realize that 

the distortions were systematic, part of a much larger system of thought that was 

endemic to the West’s whole enterprise of dealing with the Arab world. It 

confirmed my sense that the study of literature was essentially a historical task, 

not just an aesthetic one. I still believe in the role of the aesthetic; but the 

‘kingdom of literature’—‘for its own sake’—is simply wrong. A serious historical 

investigation must begin from the fact that culture is hopelessly involved in 

politics. (Qtd. in Ali 9-10) 

This vigilant attention to the intertwining of culture and politics and the resultant effects on 

representation and narrative animated the rest of his long career. In his introduction to the 

twenty-fifth anniversary edition of Orientalism, written four months before his death, Said makes 

a compelling argument for renewed attention to the contemporary form of Orientalism, or what 

William V. Spanos calls a “regressive late Orientalist perspective” (88):  
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In the United States, the hardening of attitudes, the tightening of the grip of 

demeaning generalization and triumphalist cliché, the dominance of crude power 

allied with simplistic contempt for dissenters and “others” has found a fitting 

correlative in the looting, pillaging, and destruction of Iraq’s libraries and 

museums. What our leaders and their intellectual lackeys seem incapable of 

understanding is that history cannot be swept clean like a blackboard, clean so 

that “we” might inscribe our own future there and impose our own forms of life 

for those lesser people to follow. (Said, Orientalism xviii)  

The effacement of the Other’s cultural history, combined with repetitions of Orientalist fictions 

that circulate as fact, can work to suppress opposition to the dominant narrative, and Said’s 

theory has been instrumental in exposing forces that produce such inequitable narratives. Nadine 

Naber notes that “[n]ew Orientalist discourses have birthed a variety of widely accepted ideas: of 

Arab and Muslim queers oppressed by a homophobic culture and religion; of hyper-oppressed, 

shrouded Arab and Muslim women who need to be saved by American heroes; of a culture of 

Arab Muslim sexual savagery that needs to be disciplined—and in the process, modernized—

through U.S. military violence” (4). There is a continued need to apply a Saidian reading to 

contemporary texts, images, and narratives, while simultaneously critiquing and modifying his 

framework.  

One of the key areas in which Said’s theory can be extended is that of women. As Conor 

McCarthy tracks in his Cambridge Introduction to Edward Said, feminist scholars have attended 

to Said’s work in the years since its publication. Bart Moore-Gilbert, Jane Miller, Sara Mills, and 

Reina Lewis note that Said rarely engages the female subject-position. In particular, Lewis 

argues that both Western and Eastern women’s roles complicate the all-encompassing vision of 
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Orientalism that Said presents. Yet historically, fewer scholars have attended to the particular 

ways in which Orientalism has been and continues to be enacted on women. The Western 

cultural imagination—in the form of literary and film production, investigative and long-form 

journalism, political capital, and theoretical work—has been more preoccupied with images of 

terrorists, oil barons, imams, touts, and mimic men. It is only in recent years that scholars such as 

Naber, Mohja Kahf, Robin Lee Riley, and Evelyn Alsultany have explicitly begun to explore 

Western representations of Muslim women through Said’s framework. This chapter explores 

Said’s work and argues in favour of the renewed relevance of his theory in a post-9/11 world that 

makes Orientalist images, particularly those of women, commonplace.  

 

II. Out of Place 

Said was born in Jerusalem in 1935.3 McCarthy writes that, although Said’s parents were 

Palestinian, “long before Edward was born they were mobile and cosmopolitan, reconstructing 

their own histories. This set the precedent for Edward’s life to be lived in the same manner, and 

indeed this rootlessness becomes a structuring principle for much of Said’s work also” 

(Cambridge 11). His mother, Hilda, was born in Nazareth. Her own father was Palestinian and 

her mother Lebanese; she was educated in Beirut (10). Said’s father’s early life and heritage are 

                                                
3 The circumstances of Said’s childhood and citizenship have long been a point of contention 
amongst his fiercer critics; in 1999, Justus Reid Weiner alleged that “Said had invented a 
mythical childhood in Palestine, yet been a scion of a wealthy Cairo family” (McCarthy, 
Cambridge 2). Although this claim was roundly rejected and systematically rebutted by writers 
such as Christopher Hitchens (“Scurrilous”) and Amos Elon (“Exile’s”), as well as Said’s own 
Out of Place (1999), it gained and maintained enough traction to influence a correction to the 
New York Times’ obituary of Said in 2003. It was repeated relatively recently by Barbara Amiel 
in a March 2014 issuance of her regular Maclean’s column: in discussing “what happens when 
you stand up for Israel,” Amiel draws a comparison between Omar Barghouti, founder of the 
Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions movement, and Said, whom she misleadingly claims 
“managed, for 30 years until the truth was revealed, to con the world into believing he was a 
Palestinian dispossessed by Jews when, in fact, he was living comfortably in Cairo” (13).  
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much blurrier. Wadie Said was born at the tail end of the nineteenth century. His surname was 

originally “Ibrahim,” and he eventually changed his given name to William. As a teenager, 

Wadie went to Liverpool, England, and made the journey to New York City by working “as a 

waiter on a transatlantic liner,” a journey undertaken, according to Said family lore, to avoid 

“being drafted into the Ottoman Turkish army” (10). In the US “he became a salesman and 

eventually went to university. He served with the American Expeditionary Force in France in 

1917, acquired American citizenship, and set up a painting company in Cleveland” (10). He 

returned to Palestine in 1920 as a Protestant and industrious businessperson.   

During Said’s childhood, his family moved between Jerusalem; Cairo, where his father’s 

business was headquartered; and Dhour el-Shweir, a Lebanese hill resort (4). After leaving 

Jerusalem, he first attended Victoria College in Cairo and finished his secondary schooling at 

Mount Hernon in New Hampshire (4). He received a BA from Princeton in 1960, and undertook 

his graduate work at Harvard, where he completed a PhD dissertation on Joseph Conrad in 1964. 

He taught at Columbia University in New York City for almost the entirety of his professional 

life. Said died on 25 September 2003, of complications related to lymphatic leukemia.  

M. A. R. Habib identifies three prongs of Said’s career: “articulat[ing] the cultural 

position and task of the intellectual and literary critic” (744); “examin[ing] the historical 

production and motivations of Western discourses about the Orient in general, and about Islam in 

particular” (745); and “attempt[ing] to bring to light and clarify the Palestinian struggle to regain 

a homeland” (745). It is this last prong that most heavily influences (and, at times, overshadows) 

Said’s legacy. Behdad submits that Said’s work on Palestine was unlike anything else that he 

wrote: the writings were “passionate and biblical in their simplicity” (11). Nevertheless, they 

were not always well received; Behdad posits that “Said pricked” politicians’ “collective 
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conscience and they did not like him for it” (12). While this project focuses mainly on the first 

two prongs of Said’s work, it is virtually impossible to separate them completely.  

 

III. Literature Review  

In his controversial tribute to Said published on Slate immediately following Said’s 

death, Christopher Hitchens wrote that Said, a close friend, “had a slight tendency to self-pity, 

and the same chord was struck even in the best of his literary work, which often expressed a too-

highly developed sense of industry and victimhood. (I am thinking of certain passages in his 

Orientalism and some of the essays in Culture and Imperialism as well)” (“Valediction”). Of this 

statement, Asha Varadharajan cogently asks, “What . . . would be the decorous version of injury 

and victimhood that erstwhile colonizers could stomach with equanimity?” (65). Yet Hitchens’s 

assertion that Said reacted emotionally and leaned too heavily on narratives of persecution has 

haunted his work since almost its earliest inception. The most frequent target of criticism against 

Said is, of course, Orientalism. Stathis Gourgouris suggests that “[t]he tremendous anxiety and 

animosity that Said’s book continues to provoke in certain quarters are certainly due to the 

immanent political stakes of its object of inquiry, despite the fact that most critiques from such 

quarters compulsively displace their source of animosity to the author himself” (13). The 

motivating factor connected to such animosity is linked to Hitchens’s critique of Said’s work: 

both allude to the idea that Said set out to unfairly erode the majesty and power of Western 

institutions of economics, politics, and culture, like a form of intellectual wealth redistribution. 

Such a complaint is particularly curious in light of other, well-supported criticisms of Said’s 

work that argue that he too enthusiastically lauded Great Works of British Literature, that—at 

times—he was an apologist for colonial-era male authors, and that his work was weaker for its 
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lack of attention to Arab, Middle Eastern, and South Asian writers. According to Ali, Said 

himself often asked: “How can anyone accuse me of denouncing ‘dead white males’? Everyone 

knows I love Conrad” (qtd. in Ali 9).4   

Hosam Aboul-Ela notes that “[a] common complaint about . . . Orientalism . . . has been 

that its relentless focus on the Western gaze resulted in an inadvertent hyper-objectification of 

the Arab, who remains at the end of the study an object constructed, controlled, and fully 

circumscribed by the discourse of Europe and America” (729). Abdoul-Ela writes that despite 

what he and many view as Said’s attempt to adjust his position on the agency of the objects of 

Orientalism in Culture and Imperialism, “the momentum of that earlier formulation that seemed 

to strip the Orientalized, the colonized, and the subaltern of all agency and of any voice has been 

enduring” (731). Abdoul-Ela takes issue with the focus of Said’s literary analysis, particularly in 

Culture and Imperialism:  

Certainly, no Arabic novel received the careful, detailed attention accorded to 

Austen’s Mansfield Park in either this or any other of Said’s writings. These 

textual realities, combined with the enduring legacy of Orientalism as a ground-

breaking and influential critical reference, have undercut the relevance of the shift 

in Said’s approach. As a result, most readings of Said’s later criticism leave 

                                                
4 Said addresses this vein of criticism in his 2003 introduction to Orientalism, in which he writes:  

Arabs and Muslims have been told that victimology and dwelling on the 
depredations of empire is only a way of evading responsibility in the present. You 
have failed, you have gone wrong, says the modern Orientalist. This of course is 
also V. S. Naipaul’s contribution to literature, that the victims of empire wail on 
while their country goes to the dogs. But what a shallow calculation of the 
imperial intrusion that is, how summarily it scants the immense distortion 
introduced by empire into the lives of “lesser” peoples and “subject races” 
generation after generation, how little it wishes to face the long succession of 
years through which empire continues to work its way in the lives of, say, 
Palestinians or Congolese or Algerians or Iraqis. (xxii) 
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substantially intact the questions surrounding the voice and agency of the 

orientalized Arab subject that were first raised by Orientalism in spite of his self-

proclaimed departure from that aspect of the earlier text. (732) 

Missing from Abdoul-Ela’s and others’ critiques, however, is a discussion of whether analyzing 

resistance to Orientalism is a different—or at least separate—project than articulating and 

analyzing the discourses and machinations of Orientalism itself. Moreover, it might be argued 

that contemporary circumstances demonstrate that Orientalism has, in fact, proven capable of co-

opting resistances to the extent that it has maintained a hegemonic position in Western systems 

of figuration since the nineteenth century.  

Critics also take issue with the periodization of the history Said lays out and his 

characterization of the relationship between the Orient and the Occident. Among the valid 

criticisms launched against Said’s framework is the suggestion that the stringent binary he 

describes does not allow for thorough considerations of resistance, class, or gender. The charge 

that his framework leads to ossified notions of centre and periphery that reproduce the very 

power structure he seeks to examine, however, seems to rest on an ungenerous reading of his 

work. No single theory can provide a fully developed lens through which to view or understand 

the world; indeed, Said writes that his text “is a partisan book, not a theoretical machine” 

(Orientalism 339).5 However, Said does not explicitly discuss the freedom literary texts have to 

respond to Orientalist discourse. Instead, he assumes that all texts—official documents, 

anthropological studies, novels—work on the same plane. In an effort to demonstrate a link 

between historical periods, Said does not consider the difference in context and register between, 

                                                
5 At the outset of his essay reconsidering Said’s work and its importance in the current political 
landscape, Varadharajan writes that he aims to “resist . . . the temptation to find Said’s 
Orientalism wanting because it is not the key to all postcolonial mythologies” (57).  
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for instance, the Description de l’Égypte and Rudolph Valentino’s Sheik. In subsequent readings 

of A Passage to India and Heart of Darkness in Culture and Imperialism he suggests that, 

although both texts ultimately adhere to Orientalist norms, E. M. Forster and Joseph Conrad each 

chafe against the colonial endeavour. Yet Said fails to fully unravel the differences between 

Forster’s and Conrad’s authorship and that of the fleet of nineteenth-century Orientalists he 

excoriates in Orientalism. Even accounting for such criticism, though, his theory remains a 

viable framework for interrogating the production, circulation, and absorption of myths and 

stereotypes about the Other.  

Perhaps the most vocal critic of Said’s work is Aijaz Ahmad. In In Theory, Ahmad 

prefaces his discussion of Orientalism by stating that he disagrees with Said “so fundamentally” 

that their worldviews “are simply irreconcilable” (159). Among Ahmad’s primary concerns is 

Said’s periodization of Orientalism. In particular, he argues that Said’s presentation of Orientalist 

thought and discourse over various time periods contradicts itself and presents a confused, if not 

irresponsible, representation of the West’s imperial undertakings. Ahmad claims that Said 

provides a number of different starting points for Orientalism and states:  

In one sort of reading, where post-Enlightenment Europe is emphasized, 

Orientalism appears to be an ideological corollary of colonialism. But so insistent 

is Said in identifying its origins in European antiquity and its increasing 

elaboration throughout the Middle Ages that it seems to be the constituting 

element, transhistorically, of what he calls the ‘European imagination.’ . . . Said 

remarks at one point that Orientalism delivered the Orient to colonialism, so that 

colonialism begins to appear as a product of Orientalism itself—indeed, as the 

realization of the project already inherent in Europe’s perennial project of 
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inferiorizing the Orient first in discourse and then in colonization. (181; emphasis 

in original) 

Ahmad’s reading of Said’s account of Orientalism collapses Said’s work into a theory of cause 

and effect. Rather than viewing each iteration of Orientalism as a building block that ultimately 

contributes to the Orientalist discourse that circulates in contemporary political and cultural 

arenas, Ahmad mounts the problematic argument that Said suggests that colonialism is a product 

or logical conclusion of Orientalism. Indeed, Orientalism demonstrates that Orientalist discourse 

preceded, and was not a result of, colonialism. However, Said does not suggest that Orientalism 

created colonialism. Rather, he argues that Orientalism contributed to a cultural atmosphere that 

made the colonial project both conceivable and palatable. Orientalism was part of a cultural 

landscape that prepared the European population to first undertake and later reduce its colonial 

involvement. Additionally, to suggest that colonialism is the culmination of Orientalism is to 

implicitly suggest that Orientalism ends with the dissolution of the age of Empire, whereas a 

strong body of evidence can be assembled to demonstrate otherwise. Instead, Ahmad chooses to 

leave the more contemporary components of Said’s argument largely unaddressed. 

Ahmad also contends that Said’s text concretizes conceptions of the Orient and the 

Occident. He argues that Said “speaks of the West, or Europe, as the one which produces the 

knowledge, the East as the object of that knowledge. In other words, he seems to posit stable 

subject-object identities, as well as ontological and epistemological distinctions between the 

two” (183). In fact, Said suggests that Orientalist discourse creates ever-shifting roles for each 

region, but that the roles assigned to the West consistently place it in a position of authority 

(Orientalism 7). Moreover, Said notes that between 1800 and 1950, approximately sixty 

thousand Western-authored books were produced on the topic of the “Near Orient”; the reverse 
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cannot be said to be true (204). Indeed, the sheer mass of information produced by the West 

works as its own legitimizing force: “facts” about the Orient are facts because they have been 

written, published, and archived. As Said observes in his examination of a 1972 essay titled “The 

Arab World,” information about the Orient is rarely updated or viewed as outmoded. The article 

in question, for example, covers a thirteen hundred year period yet draws on only four sources, 

two of which are explicitly Orientalist (48). Alsultany notes that the US military continues to use 

Raphael Patai’s “1973 Orientalist book, The Arab Mind, as required reading” (128). Brian 

Whitaker has found that the text—which, according to most experts he interviewed, is best used 

“as a doorstop”—is “probably the single most popular and widely read book on the Arabs in the 

US military” (unnamed source qtd. in Whitaker). It is also “used as a textbook for officers at the 

JFK special warfare school in Fort Bragg” (Whitaker), despite the fact that Georgetown 

University has used it as “an example of bad, biased social science” (unnamed source qtd. in 

Whitaker).  

In the years since 9/11, there has been renewed interest in Said’s work; Patrick Deer, 

Gyan Prakash, and Ella Shohat argue that “[t]he war on Iraq has confirmed the truth of Said’s 

arguments” (8). “Orientalism,” they contend, “stands at the center of imperialist aggression; the 

war is orientalism by other means. It is a brutal assertion of the claim that ‘we’ know who ‘they’ 

are” (Deer, Prakash, and Shohat 8). Similarly, McCarthy argues that “Said’s work still speaks to 

our present intellectual and political dilemmas, even where it may be open to criticism” 

(“Beginning” 9), and Gouragouris writes that “at the dire historical moment we inhabit, the 

problems posed by . . . [Orientalism] are more trenchant than ever” (11). Behdad differentiates 

between earlier criticisms of Orientalism and Said’s work, launched by writers such as Ahmad 
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and James Clifford, and more recent efforts to dismiss it, which Behdad links to efforts to reject 

postcolonialism as a discipline (709-10).  

 

IV. Defining the Other 

Frequently, criticisms of Orientalism argue against the notion that the discourse Said 

discusses is a set of ideological orchestrations being conducted from a high altar of colonial 

priests. Gourgouris notes that too often such critics forget that Orientalism was,  

since the beginning of the nineteenth century in the European academy, an 

institutionalized discipline with an undisputed field of inquiry, a highly 

specialized vocabulary, a whole hierarchy of knowledge, highly demanding 

training (particularly from a linguistic point of view), as well as a gradually 

mounting tradition of experts, specialists, and authorities of all kinds, who 

governed the field with the typical conservative entitlement of self-recognized 

privilege that has characterized academic structures since time immemorial. To 

say that one is an orientalist was at one time no different than to say one is an 

archaeologist or a philologist or an ethnologist, and carried with it the same 

“scientific” authority. (13) 

Ignoring or eliding this fact, Gourgouris argues, “is to miscalculate the often-decisive authority 

of various orientalists in the programmatic dismantling of a whole lot of societies and cultures, 

conducted at the highest level of state policy in the last two centuries” (13-14). Moreover, 

Orientalism was concerned with a particular geographic area, “which played out specifically in 

the direct complicity of orientalist knowledge in the colonialist project” (14). Thus Said’s 

warning that Orientalism is not just a collection of connected texts, a field of study, or “a 



 27 

nefarious ‘Western’ imperialist plot to hold down the ‘Oriental’ world” should be taken seriously 

(Said, Orientalism 12). Orientalism, for Said, “is, rather than expresses, a certain will or intention 

to understand, in some cases to control, manipulate, or even incorporate, what is a manifestly 

different . . . world; it is, above all, a discourse that is by no means in direct, corresponding 

relationship with political power in the raw, but rather is produced and exists in an uneven 

exchange with various kinds of power,” including political, intellectual, cultural, and moral 

power (12; emphasis in original). His project is to understand how Orientalism moves from one 

time period to the next and how it changes as it does so; how Orientalist discourse and an 

imperialist worldview influenced (and influences) the historical, cultural, literary, and economic 

work produced during such time periods; and how authority and originality work within this 

context.  

 Central to Said’s argument, as well as to ensuing criticism, is the timeline he establishes 

for Orientalism’s development. He submits that the demarcation between Europe and the East 

can be seen in the writings of antiquity, and that an archive of Orientalist material subsequently 

grows up around the Bible, accounts of Marco Polo’s travels, fables, and the Crusades (58). 

Importantly, the vocation of the Orientalist shifts over time, as Orientalism itself transforms. 

Although Said seems to disagree with what he terms the commonly-held notion that Orientalism 

commences with the beginning of the Renaissance, he notes that many of the figures of speech it 

employs come from the period, a time when Islam was vigorously posited as an outside force 

against which the whole of Europe was pitted. A key plank of Said’s argument is the idea that 

the Orientalist vision of the East was extraordinarily flexible: the Orient could be the enemy or it 

could be the possessor of mystical and ancient wisdom. It was always, however, positioned as 

timeless and unchanging. 
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 By the time Said wrote Orientalism, a shift in world power had occurred: France and 

Britain had been “displaced” from “centre stage in world politics” by “the American imperium” 

(285). He notes that “[a] wide variety of hybrid representations of the Orient now roam the 

culture—representations of Japan, Indochina, China, India, and Pakistan continue to have wide 

repercussions, as do representations of Islam and Arabs” (285). Representations of the final two 

groups demonstrate, for Said, “[t]he principal dogmas of Orientalism . . . in their purest form” 

(300). He identifies three major tenets of modern Orientalism: there is an “absolute and 

systematic difference between the West, which is rational, developed, humane, superior, and the 

Orient, which is aberrant, undeveloped, inferior”; “abstractions about the Orient, particularly 

those based on texts representing a ‘classical’ Oriental civilization, are always preferable to 

direct evidence drawn from modern Oriental realities”; and “the Orient is eternal, uniform, and 

incapable of defining itself; therefore it is assumed that a highly generalized and systematic 

vocabulary for describing the Orient from a Western standpoint is . . . objective” (300-01). He 

adds to these principles the overarching idea that “the Orient is at bottom something either to be 

feared . . . or to be controlled (by pacification, research and development, outright occupation 

whenever possible)” (301). Examinations of Western media, popular culture, and public 

discourse demonstrate that these principles remain in effect almost forty years later.  

 

V. Speaking Truth to Power  

Said famously defines the job of the public intellectual as one that requires the 

intellectual to “speak the truth to power” (Representations 97). He suggests that this does not 

mean that the intellectual should be “a full-time Cassandra, who was not only righteously 

unpleasant but also unheard” (69). Instead, he suggests that the intellectual be an “amateur”—
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one who is “moved not by profit or reward but by love for an unquenchable interest in the larger 

picture, in making connections across lines and barriers, in refusing to be tied down to a 

specialty, in caring for ideas and values despite the restrictions of a profession” (76). This 

requires, he argues, a kind of secularism: a loyalty only to “the poor, the disadvantaged, the 

voiceless, the unrepresented, the powerless” (113). For Said, a commitment to the “truth” as well 

as the marginalized trumps any national, cultural, religious, or professional affiliations. The 

intellectual must be ready to be “lonely” (102), to fall out of favour because of his or her publicly 

professed views, and to forgo rewards. The intellectual must be “unwilling to accept easy 

formulas, or ready-made clichés, or the smooth, ever-so-accommodating confirmations of what 

the powerful or conventional have to say, or what they do. Not just passively unwilling, but 

actively willing to say so in public” (23). All of this is important not just because of what it says 

about Said’s conception of his own work and commitments, but because of what it says about the 

landscape in which he worked and in which postcolonial studies continues to work.  

More than simply acting as a kind of “Robin Hood” (22), Said argues that it is the 

intellectual’s “duty to address the constituted and authorized powers of one’s own society, which 

are accountable to its citizenry, particularly when those powers are exercised in a manifestly 

disproportionate and immoral war, or in a deliberate program of discrimination, repression, and 

collective cruelty” (98). To do so, the intellectual must dismantle what is perceived to be 

“normal” or always already in existence. In this and other works, Said highlights a tendency 

within the US and Western European nations to position themselves and their historical or 

cultural peculiarities as reasonable, and Middle Eastern, South Asian, and primarily Muslim 

nations as unreasonable. By using the word “Islam,” he argues, “American or British academic 

intellectuals speak irresponsibly. . . . they seem to regard Islam as a single object about which 
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grand generalizations spanning a millennium and a half of Muslim history can be made, and 

about which judgments concerning the compatibility between Islam and democracy, Islam and 

human rights, Islam and progress are quite unabashedly advanced” (31). The “short answer” to 

solving the problem of nationality, he states, is “[n]ever solidarity before criticism” (32). This 

advice seems particularly well suited to post-9/11 discourse. Said argues that the intellectual’s 

task “is explicitly to universalize the crisis, to give greater human scope to what a particular race 

or nation suffered, to associate that experience with the sufferings of others” (44). Said views 

this last point as especially crucial: it is not enough to catalogue the trauma of one’s own culture. 

One must “affiliate those horrors with the similar afflictions of other people. . . . And just 

because you represent the sufferings that your people lived through which you yourself might 

have lived through also, you are not relieved of the duty of revealing that your own people now 

may be visiting related crimes on their victims” (44). In a contemporary context, then, 

articulating the crimes of 9/11 does not mean intellectuals are excused from articulating and 

problematizing the violence perpetrated by the US and their allies in the wake of that attack.  

 

VI. After 9/11 

Varadharajan notes that Said favours “examining the perpetration of and apologetics for 

violence over defining ‘terror’” (63), an inclination that earned him a reputation among some as 

anti-American. “From Said’s point of view,” Varadharajan writes, “it should be possible to 

grieve in the aftermath of September 11, 2001, while trying to understand the effect of US 

economic sanctions and support for repressive Arab regimes” (63). In Humanism and 

Democratic Criticism, Said writes that “[i]nvidious commentary about the world of Islam after 

9/11 has made it popular wisdom that Islam is by nature a violent, intolerant religion, much 
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given to raving fundamentalism and suicidal terrorism” (51). Said lays the blame for the wide 

(and often blind) acceptance of this simplistic commentary in the West at the feet of a culture 

that has turned away from humanism. He expresses distaste for “the trimmers and the neutrals 

(those who Dante calls ‘coloro che visser sanza infamia e sanza lodo’) who attack the foreign 

demons while winking complaisantly at their own. Religious fanaticism is religious fanaticism 

no matter who advocates or practices it. It is inexcusable to take an ‘ours is better than yours’ 

attitude toward it” (51).  

Said’s concern with such double standards is not new, but rather is connected to his 

statement in Orientalism that “[a]lways there lurks the assumption that although the Western 

consumer belongs to a numerical minority, he is entitled to either own or expend (or both) the 

majority of the world resources. Why? Because he, unlike the Oriental, is a true human being” 

(108). Orientalism brings with it an unbalanced view of human and economic justice. Those 

involved in literary criticism cannot excuse themselves from this discussion: “It is necessary to 

discuss the agonistic moral universe embodied in a drama or a novel and see in that aesthetic 

experience a searing incarnation of conflict and choice. But it is, I think, an abrogation of that 

reading to blind oneself to the similar drama in the battle all around us for justice, emancipation, 

and the diminishment of human suffering” (Humanism 78). Said wants to draw attention to the 

disparity—in terms of human and civil rights, in terms of the right to profit, and in terms of the 

right to recognize one’s traumas as traumatic—that continues to be perpetuated by those in 

positions of influence. In 1978, he noted, “[t]he West is the actor, the Orient a passive reactor. 

The West is the spectator, the judge and jury, of every facet of Oriental behavior” (Orientalism 

109). In Humanism, he lauds economists such as Joseph Stieglitz and Amartya Sen for their 

efforts to resist “the overmastering paradigm of globalization and the false dichotomies offered, 
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for instance, in the vulgarizing placations of Thomas Friedman in The Lexus and the Olive Tree 

or Benjamin Barber’s Jihad Versus McWorld” (78). In a post-9/11 world, it is vitally necessary 

to recognize that all humans, regardless of geographical location or affiliation, experience loss. 

Said’s work demonstrates that, left unchecked, an Orientalist perspective breeds the widespread 

notion that such emotions belong only to the West.  

 

VII. Conclusion  

Said writes that Lewis’s Atlantic essay is “a crude polemic” that “attempts to characterize 

Muslims as one terrifyingly collective person enraged at an outside world that has disturbed his 

almost primeval calm and unchallenged rule” (Covering Islam xxxii). Lewis, in a turn of phrase 

that has shot like an arrow across the subsequent decades, identifies the object of “Muslim rage” 

as Western modernity: “no less than a clash of civilizations—the perhaps irrational but surely 

historic reaction of an ancient rival against our ‘Judeo-Christian’ heritage, our secular present, 

and the worldwide expansion of both” (qtd. in Said, Covering Islam xxxiii). It is from Lewis’s 

essay, Said notes, that Huntington draws both the title and thesis of his text The Clash of 

Civilizations and the Remaking of the World Order. In establishing this clash between 

civilizations, Lewis, Hirsi Ali, and Huntington, along with provocateurs such as Hitchens and 

Friedman, forward a vision of a polarized world in which the West is modern, upwardly mobile, 

and almost inherently secularized and the East is backward, stagnant, and mired in the ancient 

rules and grudges of fundamentalist religion.6  

                                                
6 Although Huntington and Friedman go to great lengths to explain the differences in their 
arguments—Huntington from Francis Fukuyama, Friedman from Fukuyama and Huntington—
their core positions remain similar in that they view the West as largely secular, modern, and best 
suited for success in a globalized world.  
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Before identifying modernity as the source of Islamic hostility, Lewis—whom Hitchens 

calls Said’s “archenemy” (“Where the Twain” 155)—catalogues potential root causes for anti-

American sentiment: unpopular Western policies and actions abroad, American support for 

Israel, and “American support for hated regimes” (Lewis 52). He dismisses these straw-man 

arguments as quickly as he assembles them. He avers that the former Soviet Union often 

supported Israel and suffered no ill will for it, and American support for hated regimes has often 

been ineffective. Most notably, Lewis writes that “[t]he French have left Algeria, the British 

have left Egypt, the Western oil companies have left their oil wells, the westernizing Shah has 

left Iran—yet the generalized resentment of the fundamentalists and other extremists against the 

West and its friends remains and grows and is not appeased” (52). In making this assertion Lewis 

articulates a key precept held by proponents of the clash of civilizations worldview: colonialism 

is over, and Western states have done nothing since but pursue free and open trade and offer to 

help others achieve the level of freedom they already enjoy. Such work repeatedly avoids any 

recognition of neocolonial activities or postcolonial imperialism; indeed, Lewis questions why 

any anti-imperialist hostility should “include the United States, which apart from a brief interlude 

in the Muslim-minority area of the Philippines, has never ruled any Muslim population?” (54). 

Hitchens’s work, particularly, characterizes the US as engaging in geopolitical affairs and 

military action only when pushed to the brink. In his post-9/11 assessment of Said’s updated 

introduction to Orientalism, Hitchens protests that “American Orientalism doesn’t seem restless 

from where I sit; it only asks that Afghans leave it alone” (“Where the Twain” 157).  

Each of these authors also toggles seamlessly and without acknowledgement between a 

discussion of “the struggle of the fundamentalists” (Lewis 59) and the Islamic world as a whole 

which, as Said notes, is a dangerous practice. It is in this kind of environment that 
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the mere use of the label “Islam,” either to explain or indiscriminately condemn 

“Islam,” actually ends up becoming a form of attack, which in turn provokes more 

hostility between self-appointed Muslim and Western spokespersons. “Islam” 

defines a relatively small proportion of what actually takes place in the Islamic 

world, which numbers a billion people, and includes dozens of countries, 

societies, traditions, languages, and, of course, an infinite number of different 

experiences. It is simply false to try to trace all this back to something called 

“Islam,” no matter how vociferously polemical Orientalists—mainly active in the 

United States, Britain, and Israel—insisted that Islam regulates Islamic societies 

from top to bottom, that dar al-Islam is a single, coherent entity, that church and 

state are really one in Islam, and so forth. (Covering Islam xv-xvi) 

To generalize in such a way is not only inaccurate but, as Said suggests, elides both historical 

and contemporary US involvement with states such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan, and Pakistan 

(Covering Islam xxxiv). In light of the War on Terror, Afghanistan could also be added to this 

list. Importantly, these kinds of generalizations also ignore statistics that demonstrate that 

“Muslims have borne the brunt of jihadist terror” (Palmer and Palmer 1). In the work of such 

writers, however, a clear boundary is erected between the supposed Judeo-Christian and Muslim 

worlds, with little crossover between the two, save for violent incursions. Both Lewis and 

Huntington seek to naturalize the idea of defining clear cultural and civilizational groups that 

logically oppose one another. Lewis writes that “[m]ost, probably all, human societies have a 

way of distinguishing between themselves and others: insiders and outsiders, in-group and out-

group, kinsman or neighbor and foreigner. These definitions not only define the outsider but 

also, and perhaps more particularly, help to define and illustrate our perception of ourselves” 
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(49). Huntington quotes Michael Dibdin’s Dead Lagoon: “Unless we hate what we are not, we 

cannot love what we are” (qtd. in Huntington 20). This type of rhetoric suggests that such 

conflicts are inevitable, natural, and as old as time itself.  

Lewis traces a timeline of the “clash of civilizations” that originates with early Christian 

teachings, which he and Huntington credit with the separation of church and state (Lewis 56; 

Huntington 70). Lewis writes that while the Roman Empire encouraged pluralism, “Islam was 

never prepared, either in theory or in practice, to afford full equality to those who held other 

beliefs and practiced other forms of worship” (56). Although he notes that Islam “did, however, 

accord to holders of the partial truth a degree of practical as well as theoretical tolerance rarely 

paralleled in the Christian world until the West adopted a measure of secularism in the late-

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries” (56), the passage establishes a historical precedent. In the 

context of globalization, this kind of boundary setting and historicizing ensures that the West is 

associated with the progressive phenomenon of globalization, while the “rest” (Huntington 33) 

are not. Yet globalization is not a phenomenon that can be easily ducked. Even the most remote 

corners of the world are touched by its shadow.  

 The postcolonial response to dealing with globalization has been uneven at best. Paul Jay 

notes that Said takes a dim view of the phenomenon; in his “Globalizing Literary Study,” Said 

worries that the humanities’ shedding of Eurocentrism “left us with a hodge-podge of critical 

approaches rooted in identity politics and shorn of historical consciousness” (Jay 26). With the 

US left the sole global superpower at the close of the Cold War, American dominance may have 

carried over into academic endeavours and politics, leading to concerns that Eurocentrism has 

been “repackaged as globalization” (Jay 27). As literary studies increasingly focus on global 

circumstances, Said sees “a celebration of an almost purely academic version of multiculturalism 
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with which many people in the real world of ethnic division, conflict, and chauvinism would find 

it difficult to identify” (Said, “Globalizing” 66). Said is concerned that such rarefied and 

optimistic attitudes contribute to the US’ virtually “unchallenged” power (“Globalizing” 67), and 

advocates that the field turn toward intellectualism and the examination of particular 

circumstances rather than continue to tackle the global experience (“Globalizing” 68). For him, 

engagement with the idea of globalization implies tacit, if not overt, approval of and complicity 

with its current incarnation.  

 However, Said seems focused on a particular conception of globalization. He writes: 

Globalization is based on a generally “happy” capitalist model—free markets, 

open and unregulated competition, the transnational movement of capital, 

privatized industries and services, decentralized or deemphasized planning. This 

has clearly not worked. Huge masses of people have been impoverished, not 

through scarcity or unavailability, as Amartya Sen’s important work shows, but 

through distribution and notions of who is entitled to resources. (“Globalizing” 

66) 

Rather than provide a definition, Said describes a particular approach to globalization (albeit a 

significant one); authors label it in a number of different ways. Sankaran Krishna, for example, 

brands it “neoliberal globalization” (2), while Manfred Steger refers to it as “market globalism” 

(99). For Said, however, globalization is, at its core, a particular kind of thing: the thing that 

thinkers such as Huntington and Friedman say it is. Yet as Stiglitz, among others, argues, 

globalization itself is a phenomenon; market globalism is the most dominant interpretation of 

that phenomenon. A critique of the prevailing conception of globalization seems a natural 

extension of Said’s critique of Orientalism—the same cultural, social, and economic groups 
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suffer in each situation—yet Said shies away from it, believing that the rampant disparity in 

wealth, human rights, and power that has evolved in the post-Cold War era is due to 

globalization. He suggests that 

[a] new geography is said to exist in which some parts of our world are designated 

as relevant and others left interminable to war, deprivation, and disease. . . . An 

extension of this pseudologic is, for instance, the notion that because English is a 

world language, several regional languages become marginal dialects; this further 

enables the homogenization (globalization) of cultural products, which are seen as 

dominating cultural “markets.” (Said, “Globalizing” 67) 

Said equates homogenization and globalization; as such, he ends his essay by “reminding 

[readers] of the importance not of synthesis and the transcendence of opposites but of the role of 

geographic knowledge in keeping one grounded, literally, in the often tragic structure of social, 

historical, and epistemological contests over territory—this includes nationalism, identity, 

narrative, and ethnicity—so much of what informs the literature, thought, and culture of our 

time” (68). His commitment to specificity is admirable and should be emulated. Nevertheless, 

the new wave of Orientalism is taking place in a globalized world, and postcolonial theory has a 

responsibility to engage with theories of globalization.  
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Chapter Two: Representations of Muslim Women in Western Popular Discourse 

I. Introduction 

The images are ubiquitous: a group of bearded men wearing kurtas or thawbs, huddled around a 

café table, making plans. A lone woman in a black niqab, only her eyes visible, hand-in-hand 

with a child. Hundreds of backs bowed to the ground as the sun rises and the muezzin’s voice 

reverberates across an otherwise quiet neighbourhood. Furious young men in keffiyehs or 

taqiyahs, gathered in a public square, burning flags and screaming epithets. Such images appear 

in the opening sequence of Argo (2012), in which an angry mob chants and pumps their fists in 

unison outside the American embassy while workers worry that the supposedly bullet-proof 

windows have never been tested. They appear in The Kingdom (2007) and Body of Lies (2008). 

They appear on the covers of Newsweek, Maclean’s, and The Globe and Mail. They are 

presented as both fact and fiction, often outside of any kind of geographical, historical, or social 

framework.7  

Such context is important, yet is frequently absent. The second season of Showtime’s 

award-winning television drama Homeland, for example, used Israel as a stand-in for Lebanon, a 

                                                
7 Diane Watt, for example, analyzes the cover image that accompanied Mark Steyn’s 
controversial Maclean’s 23 October 2006 story, “Why the Future Belongs to Islam.” The image, 
she writes, “depicts a tightly packed group of women completely covered in black Islamic 
burqas. . . . In the foreground the eye is attracted to one uncovered face, a close-up shot of a 
young girl peering up from the crowd with a hostile glare.” The elements of color, perspective, 
and composition “may all combine to create a potentially uneasy feeling in a spectator who 
knows little about Islam and has no idea about why the women might be gathered in this way. 
The meanings in Steyn’s text are thus reinforced visually.” The crowd of women is uniformly 
dressed in black, wordlessly communicating the foreboding demographic crush that Steyn argues 
threatens the West. Upon searching out the photograph’s origins on the Getty Images Website, 
however, Watt determines that it was taken in Turkey in 2005 during Ashura, “a day of great 
mourning” that “commemorates the death of Hussein in 680 in his fight for control of the Caliph 
position.” The somber mood and large gathering of women are due to the occasion, yet 
MacLean’s uses the image “to stand for something other than the women themselves” (Watt). 
The (unethical) decontextualization of the image is representative of the ways in which images of 
Muslim women are often used to incite fear or pity in audiences. 
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substitution that angered the Lebanese government, and not just because of past conflicts 

between the two countries. Although more affordable or accessible locations often serve as 

costumed substitutes in television and film—Toronto and Vancouver regularly stand in for New 

York and Seattle; Deepa Mehta famously (albeit not uncontroversially) dressed Colombo streets 

as those of Mumbai in Midnight’s Children (2012)—Homeland’s choice was different in that 

well-known markers of Tel Aviv such as “the iconic ‘Shalom Tower’ skyscraper” were left 

visible onscreen (Associated Press). Other than stating that the scenes were taking place in 

Lebanon, no efforts were made to disguise the location. Homeland, which follows the 

relationship between a CIA officer (Carrie Mathison, played by Claire Danes) and a returned 

American POW who has been turned by Al-Qaeda (Nicholas Brody, played by Damian Lewis), 

has a tendency to treat the Middle East and South Asia as a homogenous mass filled with one 

overarching terrorist threat; national borders and differences between cultural and ethnic groups 

barely matter. Homeland’s depiction of Lebanon is emblematic of the ways in which—to use the 

troubled terminology that dominates Western popular culture and discourse on the subject—the 

“Muslim world” is often represented, in words or images, by “the West.”  

Terrorism and, more specifically, terrorism perpetrated by Muslim agents has been the 

defining political and diplomatic preoccupation of the West over the past fifteen years. In 

addition to the immediate violence caused by terrorism, the subsequent fallout has ruptured 

communities, re-opened freshly sutured colonial wounds, and given voice to xenophobic and 

racist language that had, in the more recent past, been mouthed only in dark, hushed corners. In 

the year following 9/11, for example, the US’ Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) reported a 

1600% increase in hate crimes against Muslim Americans and Americans perceived to be 

Muslim (“9/11”). This violence gradually decreased between 2002 and 2009, when it again rose 



 40 

sharply with a discernable increase in negative messaging. In 2010, hate crimes against the 

population rose fifty percent from 2009 levels (“FBI”). Initial data gathered after the 2016 

election of Donald Trump suggests another sharp uptick in hate crimes. The Southern Poverty 

Law Center reports that in the five days following the election, 437 instances “of hateful 

intimidation and harassment” were reported (“Update”). In particular, Muslim women have been 

subject to physical and verbal harassment that reduces their public safety (Landsbaum). Even 

once time passes and more comprehensive numbers are compiled, however, they may not tell the 

full story; experts note that hate crimes tend to be under-reported by more than half. What is 

notable—and knowable—is that physical and verbal aggression against Muslims tends to spike 

after terrorist events—not just in the US but across the Western world (Guo). Although, as noted 

earlier, statistics demonstrate that Muslims suffer the effects of Islamic terrorism most 

dramatically (Palmer and Palmer 1), it has been discussed primarily as a conflict between the 

East and the West, fuelling societal fear of a menacing Other.  

Twenty-first century terrorist activity is often highly contextual; defining a 

comprehensible enemy has thus required narrative work on the part of Western governments, 

media outlets, and political analysts. This type of narrative work was demonstrated in the lead-up 

to the war in Afghanistan in 2001. Krista Hunt writes that “[i]n rallying the troops for war” after 

9/11, “the treatment of women in Afghanistan became a politically  salient way to identify the 

enemy as ‘barbaric’, and the Coalition as (women’s) liberators” (56). It also allowed the US to 

articulate a simpler story of hero and villain rather than delving into the country’s complicated 

role in arming the mujahideen against the Soviets in the 1970s and allowing the Taliban to 

flourish in the 1990s. Using rhetoric that Hunt and other scholars recognize as reminiscent or 

evocative of that used by European empires during the colonial era, then-US President George 
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W. Bush “stressed women’s rights as the twenty-first century standard for civilized conduct. By 

embedding discourse about women’s rights and liberation, the Bush administration constructed 

the war as a (neo)imperial rescue mission and themselves as women’s liberators” (Hunt 56). The 

war story constructed and proffered by Coalition governments between September and October 

of 2001 eliminated the West’s complicity in creating the situation in Afghanistan, suggested that 

the invasion was primarily driven by moral and feminist concerns, and cast Western agents as 

unimpeachably just. The result, which continues in full force today, was imagery that circulated 

in Western popular discourse and represented Muslim women as helpless victims in need of 

saving.  

It is crucial, when discussing the representation of Muslim women in Western discourse, 

not only to acknowledge but to insist that evidence demonstrates that many, many Muslim 

women worldwide experience physical, emotional, and sexual violence on a daily basis; lack 

access to education and healthcare; and are sometimes prohibited from even the most basic forms 

of mobility. Yet to simply attribute such living conditions to Islam and Islam alone is a 

dangerous proposition. Leaving aside the essentialist thinking that such an assertion promotes, 

we must also consider how failing to understand the many factors that contribute to 

marginalization, oppression, and poverty perpetuates and in many ways aids situations of 

disparity. Saba Mahmood writes that  

women in Muslim societies suffer from inequitable treatment: they are 

disproportionately subjected to discriminatory acts of violence; many Islamic 

edicts and practices uphold gender inequality; and women are often held 

responsible for breaking what are considered to be protocols of proper gendered 

behavior. Any feminist concerned with improving Muslim women’s lot, however, 
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must begin not simply with the scorecard of Islam’s abuses but the terms through 

which an act of violence is registered as worthy of protest, for whom, under what 

conditions, and toward what end. (95)  

Afghanistan is a prime example of the kind of uneven international response of which Mahmood 

writes. The US was aware of—and supported—the Taliban’s development in the early 1990s 

(Fitzgerald and Gould 225). Even in the initial days of the Taliban’s incursion into Afghanistan, 

American government officials were aware of the Taliban’s treatment of women. Their hopes 

that the Taliban would act as a stabilizing force in the region, however, outweighed any concerns 

they may have had. Then-assistant secretary of state for South Asian affairs Karl F. Inderfurth 

optimistically observed: “The Taliban will not change their spots, but we do believe they can 

modify their behavior and take into account certain international standards with respect to 

women’s rights to education and employment” (qtd. in Fitzgerald and Gould 231). Acts of 

violence against Afghan women became a point of concern only when the Taliban spun out of 

control.  

The narratives that are told about conflicts such as the war in Afghanistan do not 

encourage the kinds of questions that Mahmood suggests are imperative. Moreover, these 

narratives open up a route to negative messaging that demonizes the Other. Both the narratives 

and the messaging—which is more powerful, more fully funded, and in higher circulation than 

ever before—follow particular representational strategies when depicting women. I argue that 

representations of Muslim women in Western popular discourse have spread and normalized 

several ideas: that the world outside of the economically secure West, or “First World,” is largely 

Islamicized; that veiled women are to be both pitied and feared; and that tragedies and traumas 
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that occur outside of the West are somehow less tragic than those that take place inside the West 

and to Westerners. 

 

II. A History of Representation 

Academics writing on the subject of representation are careful to note that generalizing 

depictions of Muslim women certainly did not begin after 9/11. Indeed, although “the ‘rise’ of 

the subjugated Muslim woman concurred with the build-up of British and French empires in the 

nineteenth century” (Kahf 6), those of Muslim faith were portrayed negatively long before that. 

Authors pinpoint a number of different origin points as the moments that sparked decades and 

even centuries of biased imagery. Cynthia Enloe, for example, writes that the narrative of the 

“‘Muslim woman’ is not a new narrative. It has recently been taken off the nineteenth century 

imperial shelf, dusted, polished and put to new use, especially by officials of the US 

administration of President George W. Bush and their international allies in order to wrap its 

‘war against terror’ in the justifying banner of ‘women’s liberation’” (ix). Pakistani Parsi novelist 

Bapsi Sidhwa identifies Partition as a historic point at which the world became desensitized to 

both epistemic and physical violence against Muslims, seeing them instead as either the 

aggressor or lesser: “Because of what happened at Partition, Muslims seem to have become 

disposable people and this seems to be true worldwide: you can kill them in Afghanistan, Iraq, 

Bosnia, anywhere—it doesn’t matter. Partition is not over, it is going on and on; its problems 

stay and they affect each of our lives” (“Making Up” 143). Amira Jarmakani pulls back from 

assigning an origin point to such representations but asserts that although 9/11 “certainly 

stimulated an upsurge of images of veiled women in U.S. news media and popular culture . . . the 

categories of the veil, the harem, and the belly dancer have circulated in U.S. popular culture for 
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over a century as an interpretive schemata through which U.S. consumers of the images could 

engage with the themes of erotic fantasy, patriarchal domination, and tradition and timelessness” 

(2). Common to each of these explanations is the notion that representations of Muslim women 

are generally produced in the service of a larger power and often reflect Western anxiety. 

Mohja Kahf writes that, “[a]t approximately the beginning of the eleventh century, Islam 

began to acquire a special and negative meaning in European discourse” (14). This occurred, 

Kahf explains, as “[r]eligious homogeneity became the ascending rhetoric of the day in Europe: 

Muslim communities could no longer be tolerated in its midst” (13). She argues that “church 

polemicists” began to view Islam as “permissive” and a potential root cause “of much Christian 

renegadism” (Kahf 36). If in the low Middle Ages neither the European nor Islamic worlds, 

respectively, had shown much interest in one another, by the time of the First Crusade Europe 

viewed Islam as a threat: “Thus if there is such a thing as a European outlook on the world, a 

sense of what is European as distinct from non-European, it began to develop and define itself in 

opposition to Islamic civilization” (14). However, Kahf, as well as scholars such as Jerold C. 

Frakes and John Tolan, is quick to warn that twenty-first century thinkers should resist the 

impulse to graft a postcolonial understanding of Orientalism onto this period. In the Middle 

Ages, Kahf writes, “the European soldier, trader, or scholar ventured into the Islamic world at his 

greater or lesser peril, depending on the country and the circumstances” (15). Indeed, from the 

eighth to the fifteenth century, “Europeans perceived an Islamic hegemony” (16). Thus, while 

Europe placed itself in opposition to a supposed Islamic world during this time, it did not—as it 

later would—“feminize the entire Orient in relationship to a dominant Europe” (53). Instead, 

texts of the era “seem to masculinize even the women of Islam” (53). Unable to realistically (or 

even imaginatively) envision themselves colonizing the Islamic world, medieval European texts 
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generally “eradicated” male characters and “samed” the lone female character (53), meaning she 

was “remade into a Christian and into a woman who fits a dominant medieval conceptualization 

of the normative feminine” (53). Such romance narratives, Kahf notes, “paralle[l] the process by 

which Islamic cultural material, disturbingly reminiscent of economic, military, even colonial-

settler domination, is made admissible in the European imagination” (54).  

Western representations of the Muslim world have evolved over subsequent centuries, yet 

only within a prescribed matrix of bad behavior. Jack G. Shaheen traces representations of what 

he terms “reel Arabs” in film from the early 1900s, when “movie-land’s Arabs appeared as sex-

crazed, savage, and exotic camel-riding nomads living in desert tents” who fought “each other 

and Westerners[,] . . . bargained at slave markets, [and] procur[ed] blond women for their 

harems” (xvi); through to the 1960s and 1970s, when “reel dark Palestinians appeared not as a 

real displaced people but as reel ‘terrorists,’” while “[o]ther Arabs began surfacing as fanatic 

sheikhs: rich, vengeful, corrupt, sneaky, repulsive, and almost invariably fat” (xvi); and into the 

1980s and beyond when, he writes, previous representational tropes were largely retired in 

favour of “the new head attraction: Arab as crazed Islamic fundamentalist bent on destruction” 

(xvi). The nationality or ethnicity of such characters is often unspecified and frequently depicted 

inaccurately. It is always made clear, however, that they are Muslim.  

Over time, the Muslim body has begun to occupy a space of outsized importance in the 

Western cultural psyche, a subject that has only occasionally been critically addressed in 

literature and film. Mohsin Hamid’s The Reluctant Fundamentalist is a rare example. In the days 

following 9/11, Changez, the main character, flies from Manila, where he has been on business, 

to New York. He is strip-searched and, once he is permitted to board the plane, notes that his 

“entrance elicit[s] looks of concern from [his] fellow passengers” (Hamid, Reluctant 85). 
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Changez, a young Pakistani immigrant, is an analyst for a high-powered valuation firm; he wears 

a suit and, at this point in the narrative, does not have a beard. Yet his body works as a signpost 

that cues Western passengers to feel threatened. Consumers of Western culture are conditioned 

to interpret specific signs—certain bodies, modes of dress, and images—in particular ways. Peter 

Morey and Amina Yaquin write that although certain tropes existed long before 9/11, images of 

“[t]he bearded Muslim fanatic, the oppressed, veiled woman, [and] the duplicitous terrorist who 

lives among ‘us’ the better to bring about our destruction . . . have emerged with renewed force” 

in the years since that date (2). They argue that “the body of the Muslim, as it appears in these 

representations, veiled, bearded, or praying, is made to carry connotations far beyond the 

intrinsic significance of such externals and rituals” (Morey and Yaquin 3).  

However, not all scholars who study such representations have found them to be wholly 

negative. Unlike Shaheen, for example, Evelyn Alsultany writes that she was surprised to 

observe “an abundance of sympathetic portrayals of Arabs and Muslims on U.S. television” post-

9/11 (1-2). Yet while she was initially encouraged that Western representations seemed to have 

become more complex than the greedy sheikhs and exotic belly dancers of old, Alsultany’s study 

of contemporary American television dramas finds that writers still operate within a rigid, albeit 

more complicated, structure of rules that negotiate the desires of an audience that has “been 

primed to assume that Arabs/Muslims are terrorists” yet is “fed up with stereotypes” (27). She 

concludes that what has resulted are “some modifications to avoid being offensive while 

perpetuating core stereotypes that continue to have cultural capital” (Alsultany 27). Often, 

programs will include “good/bad coupling” (15), which means that for every “evil Arab” a 

“‘good’ Arab or victimized Arab American” is also included in the plot (15). Such dramas are 

designed to evoke what Alsultany calls “benevolent emotions” that provide the “ideal viewer” 
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with the “sense that viewers, and Americans more broadly, are well meaning in even the most 

difficult circumstances” (49). Benevolent emotions act as a kind of cover and aim to 

counterbalance if not outweigh negative content.  

Although the post-9/11 dramas Alsultany studies may initially seem more balanced than 

the films Shaheen writes of, at work in such representations is a covert and complex form of 

racism, “one that projects antiracism and multiculturalism on the surface but simultaneously 

produces the logics and affects necessary to legitimize racist policies and practices” (Alsultany 

16). Older programs might “explicitly demoniz[e]” the Other “to justify war or injustice. Now, 

the Other is portrayed sympathetically in order to project the United States as an enlightened 

country that has entered a postracial era” (16). These new strategies allow American (and 

Western) viewers to reassure themselves that the central tenets of American freedom, 

welcoming, and multiculturalism are being upheld while at the same time providing a space in 

which to condone (supposedly temporary) discrimination and bias against Muslims. Alsultany 

argues that the television programs she analyzes make a number of claims:  

[R]acism is wrong but regretfully necessary at this exceptional time; the 

American dream is being threatened by Arab/Muslim terrorists; this moment of 

intensified racism will pass and the harmonious times that define the United 

States will soon return. The use of sympathetic representations to create the 

illusion of a postracial era is how racism operates now, through a denial of itself. 

(69)   

More troubling still, perhaps, is Alsultany’s conclusion that “[v]iewer and critic responses 

demonstrate that the impact of these representational strategies is limited” (38). As part of her 

reading of Sleeper Cell, another Showtime drama that deals with Islamic terrorism and 
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fundamentalism, Alsultany assesses reviews of the show in media publications and fan responses 

posted in online forums. The show has a didactic quality that, Alsultany notes, tends to offend 

conservative reviewers on a political level and irritate more liberal reviewers on artistic grounds. 

Yet Internet posters, she suggests, “tend to praise Sleeper Cell for educating the public—not on 

the diversity of Muslims, but on the ongoing Arab/Muslim terrorist threat to national security” 

(33). Many such posts “reflect a collapsed distinction between television and politics” (34); 

although “[s]uch elisions between televised fiction and historical reality are common across fan 

forums” (35), examples of posts that appraise the program “as if there is no distinction between 

the show and the War on Terror itself” (35) support Alsultany’s claim at the outset of her text 

that “television mediates the War on Terror” (20). We might conclude the same about films that 

deal with similar subject matter and are then exported to the rest of the world.  

The message-board posts that Alsultany cites make claims to the supposed realism (or 

lack thereof) in fictional representations of Muslims and the War on Terror. Posters write with an 

assured sense of authority; they believe that they already have all of the knowledge they need 

about the Muslim world, and what they see on television either confirms what they already know 

or, alternately, is a misguided attempt at political correctness. Although Alsultany does not 

discuss it in detail, the actively anti-Islam narratives that have steadily increased their presence in 

Western culture and public discourse over the last decade and a half continuously confirm this 

kind of unfounded knowledge.  

Doug Saunders writes that the rise of the “Muslim-tide movement” has permeated even 

the most mainstream North American politics and journalism. Muslim-tide literature claims—

generally in highly inflammatory and discriminatory language—that the Muslim population in 

the West is growing at a nearly astronomical pace and that Muslims will soon be the 
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demographic majority, first in Europe and then in North America. (Saunders goes to great pains 

to demonstrate that for these predictions to come to fruition, “Muslim immigrants in the West 

would need to have fertility rates far above the highest ever recorded in the world” [54].) Anders 

Breivik, the Norwegian man who authored 2083: A European Declaration of Independence and 

committed a vicious, racially-motivated massacre in 2011, chunked portions of text written by 

“well-known media figures” into his document, which Saunders terms “the history of an idea. In 

these pages, the notion of the Muslim tide could be traced from its emergence in fringe 

publications in the final decades of the twentieth century, through its rise in increasingly less 

obscure books and films throughout the opening decade of this one, and then into the central 

corridors of European and American politics” (12). Muslim-tide authors, Saunders notes, mount, 

circulate, and repeat a few core arguments: that Muslim immigrants and their children are 

different than preceding groups of immigrants who came to North American and European 

countries; that they reproduce at an uncommonly high rate and will create a major demographic 

swing in the West; that this shift in demography is dangerous because the Muslim population is 

“loyal to Islam” rather than their countries of residence; that most Muslims cannot be integrated 

into Western society; and that Muslims will “permanently alter the West and promote a political 

agenda that will destroy [its] traditions and freedoms” (5). Saunders argues that the idea that 

Islam should not be treated with the respect and tolerance afforded other religions was largely 

kept outside the mainstream American political arena during the Bush presidency. It was only in 

the ensuing years, he suggests, that Republicans “experienced a post-Bush power vacuum, which 

gave new candidates from the anti-Muslim right far more latitude, and Muslim-tide writers and 

activists joined forces and attracted major funding and media attention” (31). Drawing on a 2011 

inquiry undertaken by the Center for American Progress, Saunders notes that a small group of 



 50 

anti-Muslim activists garnered “$42.6 million in funding from seven mainstream conservative 

foundations, none of which had previously backed such voices,” between 2001 and 2009 (31). 

Almost $17 million of that funding was spent distributing “28 million swing state voters copies 

of the DVD Obsession: Radical Islam’s War Against the West, a film whose content is largely 

identical to Breivik’s manifesto and features commentary by Bat Ye’or [a prominent 

Islamaphobic author] and similar figures” (31). This type of rhetoric concluded its journey from 

the political fringes to legitimate political arenas in 2016 with its inclusion in Britain’s “Leave” 

campaign during the so-called Brexit vote and Trump’s pre-election promises to ban Muslims 

from entering the US. 

 

III. Barbarians at the Gate: The Muslimification of the Third World 

As a result of the rise and mainstreaming of the Muslim tide thinking Saunders describes, 

public discourse in the West has become starker, more definitive, and given to indulging in 

generalizations about large swathes of land and populations. Samuel P. Huntington’s clash of 

civilizations theory garnered renewed attention in the weeks and months after 9/11, and the 

amped-up anti-Muslim rhetoric that began appearing in 2009 refers to Huntington’s work as a 

kind of foundational text. A quick perusal of right-leaning and even centre-right political analysis 

from the last five years gives the impression that many in the West believe it would be best to 

raise the drawbridge and fill the moat. Hunt and Kim Rygiel write that the story of the War on 

Terror “enables disparate conflicts to be lumped together as part of the same war, regardless of 

their historical, cultural, or geographic particularities” (17).8 The civilizational split between East 

                                                
8 This is a phenomenon seen, for example, in the wake of the Nigerian schoolgirls crisis. A New 
York Times article on the emergency includes an interview with Paul Lubeck, an expert on Boko 
Haram, the “cultlike Nigerian group” (Nossiter and Kirkpatrick) responsible for the kidnapping, 
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and West results in a kind of Muslimification of the East: everything beyond Western borders 

(literal or figurative) is inhabited by the threat of Islamic terrorism, and any and all violence that 

occurs there is perpetrated by enemy combatants. Robin Lee Riley writes that “people of various 

religions and nationalities are lumped under one rubric (Arab), one religion (Islam), and one 

practice (terror)” (2). These kinds of generalizations are demonstrated in how acts of violence are 

portrayed, the kinds of acts that are categorized as terrorist acts, and the lack of nuance and 

specificity given to portraits of those in the East, particularly women.  

Thus, not only individuals who practice Islam are represented in Western discourse as 

terrorists and victims. Non-Muslim individuals of South Asian and, as scholars discuss at length, 

Arabic heritage are frequently grouped together and treated as members of a non-specific 

international “Muslim” community. Alsultany notes: 

The Arab/Muslim conflation is strategically useful to the U.S. government during 

the War on Terror because it comes with baggage. It draws on centuries-old 

Orientalist narratives of patriarchal societies and oppressed women, of Muslim 

fundamentalism and anti-Semitism, of irrational violence and suicide bombings. 

                                                                                                                                                       
torture, and trafficking of the girls. Lubeck cautions that Boko Haram should not be conflated 
with terrorist organizations such as Al Qaeda due to its “overwhelmingly loca[l] focus” (Nossiter 
and Kirkpatrick). He notes that “[t]o say that it was part of the international Islamist conspiracy 
distorts things. There is no systematic or strategic connection” (Nossiter and Kirkpatrick). 
Nevertheless, Globe and Mail columnist Margaret Wente published a column on 8 May 2014 
that links Boko Haram with the Taliban presence in Pakistan. She writes that both “are united in 
their hatred of women, progress and the West. Both have targeted polio workers. Both flourish in 
remote areas of failed states, far beyond the reach of impotent authorities. Both recruit ignorant 
young men from radical Islamist schools, and both justify the murder of innocents in the name of 
God” (“What Polio”). Wente asserts that the Taliban’s “advance is a blow against the West” 
(“What Polio”). Her concern lies not with the girls and women she claims to speak for but 
instead with the West’s security in a perceived clash of civilizations. Her position, staked out on 
highly public ground in Canada’s national newspaper of record, abandons context and the nuance 
necessary to build understanding about both situations in favour of forwarding two monolithic 
figures: that of the Third World Terrorist and that of the Third World Woman.  
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With this conflation established, it is easy to conceptualize the United States as 

the inverse of everything that is “Arab/Muslim”: the United States is thus a land 

of equality and democracy, culturally diverse and civilized, a land of progressive 

men and liberated women. (9) 

This conflation can be observed in many of the spy novels, action movies, and television shows 

produced over the last fifteen years in North America and Europe and is also present in much of 

the Western media’s coverage of international events.  

One of the most frequent criticisms found in scholarship addressing Western 

representations of women and the veil, specifically, is that differences across nations, cultural 

groups, religious dispositions, and levels of agency and freedom are not respected. The bright 

blue burqa most commonly associated with Taliban rule in Afghanistan, for example, might be 

seen in a film dealing with Iraq, a place where women have typically enjoyed far more mobility 

and independence.9 Jarmakani points to the conflation of Kuwaiti, Afghan, and Iraqi women 

after 9/11 and suggests that the US “perceive[s] [them] as a monolithic mass” (19). This lack of 

attention to detail, designed to communicate a tone of fear and violence and leverage audience 

preconceptions, is harmful. It generalizes experiences, conflates the political with the religious, 

and effectively suggests that the Third World, or the world outside the West, is a vast desert of 

Islamicized space. This is accomplished in part, as Hunt and Rygiel argue, by creating an ever-

expanding umbrella under which a variety of terrorist threats are covered. They note that in 

signing a pact “with Russia to work together to fight a common terrorist enemy” (17), former 

Israeli Foreign Minister Silvan Shalom stated, “there is no difference between terror in 

                                                
9 This blurs national and cultural lines, and also, as Myra Macdonald notes, “elides a crucial 
distinction between coercion and freedom of choice in women’s adoption of the variety of head- 
and/or face-coverings so defined. ‘The veil’ becomes an all-encompassing symbol of repression” 
(8).  
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Beersheba and terror in Beslan” (qtd. in Hunt and Rygiel 17-18). Indeed there are very important 

differences, but those differences are perceived to be unimportant in the current political climate.  

 

IV. The Image of the Oppressed Muslim Woman 

As scholars such as Leila Ahmed, Myra Macdonald, Enloe, Alsultany, Hunt and Rygiel, 

Jarmakani, Kahf, Mahmood, and Riley note, accounts of the War on Terror often rely on the 

Western representation and perception of Muslim women as Other. The notion of saving 

oppressed women from barbaric regimes lends moral weight to Western civilizing missions, and 

makes violent or ethically troubling military operations palatable to a Western audience. This 

tactic carries two key consequences: first, it flattens the variegated Muslim experience. As 

Chandra Talpade Mohanty writes, not all women who wear a veil are oppressed. Second, the 

representation of Muslim women as Other risks desensitizing Western audiences to very real 

stories of violence and subjugation; the approach creates a cultural environment in which a 

Western audience comes to associate a particular image of a Muslim woman with an unqualified 

or amorphous notion of oppression. A kind of fatigue accompanies such an association; the 

details of the situation do not need to be discussed because the familiar image has communicated 

all that the audience needs to know. Not only does this kind of reception shut down discourse, 

but it also forecloses any discussion of the West’s historical involvement in complex social, 

cultural, economic, and political situations. Instead, history is elided and compressed into a more 

digestible narrative that pits West and East against one another, with the (metaphorically or 

literally) veiled woman in between. 

Mohanty and Gayatri Spivak discuss the monolithic figure of the Third World Woman in 

the contexts of colonialism and postcolonialism. In the post-9/11 world, this figure takes on new 
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import. Sherene Razack’s oft-quoted Casting Out: The Eviction of Muslims from Western Law 

and Politics argues that “[t]hree allegorical figures have come to dominate the social landscape 

of the ‘war on terror’ and its ideological underpinning of a clash of civilizations: the dangerous 

Muslim man, the imperiled Muslim woman, and the civilized European, the latter a figure who is 

seldom explicitly named but who nevertheless anchors the first two figures” (5). Historically, 

less critical attention has been paid to the imperiled Muslim woman, for two major reasons: she 

is often much less visible than either the “dangerous Muslim man” or the “civilized European,” 

and she is a necessary legitimation of projects of past and present empire. Notably, many 

Western feminists—so often active agents in decoding the mythos surrounding representations of 

women in dominant discourse—have been complicit in furthering, rather than deconstructing, 

this allegorical figure.10  

 This figure is complex and reflects the flexible stereotypes Said identifies as being 

characteristic of Orientalism. Riley persuasively assesses that “the logic of transnational sexism, 

while centralized around the assumption of Muslim women’s oppression, is simultaneously 

contradictory: at times, it imagines Muslim women to be objects or victims in need of rescue and 

saving from local patriarchs while it also imagines these very same Muslim women to be 

                                                
10 Enloe acknowledges the complexity at work by noting that the co-optation of feminist 
concerns by Western governments, what she terms “gendered narrative manipulation,”  

pos[es] for women in many countries today a dilemma confronted by many 
women thinkers and activists a century ago. At the opening of the twentieth 
century, women in Egypt, India and Turkey had to figure out a way to devise 
effective critical movements to challenge local patriarchies, while not falling into 
collusion with European and American colonialists and Orientalists. This 
challenge was made all the more daunting because anti-colonial nationalist men . . 
. were too often eager to wield their own versions of patriarchal nationalism for 
the sake of dismissing these reformist women, thus preserving their own 
masculine privilege. (ix) 

Relatedly, Hunt tracks a detailed account of the involvement of the American-based Feminist 
Majority Foundation (FMF) in the war in Afghanistan.  
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subjects of terror and fear” (3). The post-9/11 Third World Woman—the monolithic Muslim 

woman—is sketched broadly enough to be both a victim and the mother of a terrorist. Alsultany 

argues that the narrative of the oppressed Muslim woman was the most powerful narrative 

circulated after 9/11, primarily because it “provokes . . . pity and outrage” (72). The result is not 

that viewers and audiences are only (rightly) incensed at the news of human rights abuses, but 

that they understand the places where such abuses occur to be incapable of feeling that same 

anger. “The Muslim world,” then, is figured as barbaric, and the “Western world” as civilized; 

the division rests on the plight of women.  

Riley and Razack, respectively, make the case that Muslim women are only selectively 

visible. Riley writes that “Westerners almost never see Afghan women—unless they are fully 

covered by burqas—depicted in news sources. When their images are shown in the Western 

press, they are mostly veiled” (77). Women in places such as Afghanistan, Iraq, “and now 

increasingly in Pakistan” (77) are largely invisible unless they are needed to “uphold the rescue 

narrative” (as in the case of women in Afghanistan) (37) or are presented as a kind of dangerous 

perversion. Many scholars note the link between the Western impulse to “save” Muslim women 

and the political, military, and economic goals of the nations involved. Authors also draw 

attention to the role Laura Bush played in legitimizing the War on Terror at its outset by 

speaking publicly about the status of women in Afghanistan; Jarmakani notes that Bush asserted 

that “the central goal of terrorists is to oppress women” (13). If this is so, Jarmakani reasons, 

then “the main purpose of U.S. military intervention is to protect and liberate women” (13). 

Riley observes that both Bush and Cherie Blair, wife of then-Prime Minister of Britain Tony 

Blair, took part (separately) in heavily scripted campaigns designed to “present a unified front on 

the desire to liberate Afghan women” (114). These campaigns were not limited to politically 
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conservative women; Hillary Clinton also spoke out on the need to intervene for the sake of 

women, as did many prominent American feminists. While the goal may be admirable, Western 

administrations had been—as noted above—well aware of the threat the Taliban posed to women 

from its inception.  

The timing, then, of the campaign to save Afghan women—and the decision to have 

Western women articulate its goals—has been subject to intense scrutiny. Riley argues that 

Western women have been deployed to “screen imperial masculine desires, to legitimize war, to 

recruit other Westerners to support the war, and to win over the hearts and minds of the 

colonized” (113).11 Charles Hirschkind and Mahmood draw attention to the strangeness of 

commentators regularly failing to connect the status of women in Afghanistan at the time of the 

war with US economic and military support for extremist religious groups during the Cold War 

(qtd. in Alsultany 80), while Alsultany argues that the American government “presents[s] U.S. 

military intervention as the solution to the oppressed Muslim woman, without noting how U.S. 

military intervention in the name of democracy and freedom has contributed to violence against 

women” (80). Indeed, the status of women in both Afghanistan and Iraq has suffered under the 

leadership of the American-led coalition; in Afghanistan, many women have been widowed 

(Riley 19-20) and families suffered from starvation “because U.S. bombing impeded the delivery 

of food aid” (Alsultany 80). In Iraq, the number of women involved in sex work has risen, and as 

many as four thousand women went missing in the seven years after the war (Riley 72). Such 

                                                
11 This tactic is similar to those used in the nineteenth century and twentieth centuries, when 
feminist concerns were used to legitimize the colonial project. Kahf suggests that “[t]he explicit 
association of Islam with the oppression of women” truly began in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, “when the Orient was Orientalized”(8). Alsultany claims that the “co-optation of 
feminism” has been central to both the US’ “post-9/11 strategies of containment” and “European 
colonialism in the Middle East” (79).  
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statistics are often absent from media reports that focus on the increased freedom women in these 

countries have supposedly enjoyed since the War’s inception.12  

That Western feminists have largely overlooked these consequences is in part a result of 

an intense cultural focus on the veil. The veil carries such loaded connotations that the act of 

unveiling is often seen as a clear victory, an automatic improvement in the lives of women in the 

Middle East and South Asia. Kahf writes that the veil did not come to have such meaning until 

the Romantic period, when it “inaugurate[d] a portrayal of the Muslim woman in which these 

new clusters of elements are key: irredeemable difference and exoticism; intense sexuality, 

excessive ornamentation and association with fetish objects; and finally, powerlessness in the 

form of imprisonment, enslavement, seclusion, silence, or invisibility. These elements are often 

manifested in a kind of narrative shorthand by the veil and/or the harem” (8-9). The veil 

continues to operate as a kind of shorthand, or a “second order sign system,” as Jarmakani terms 

it, in contemporary discourse.  

 

V. The Tragedy and Terror of the Veil 

Western representations of the veil are fraught in a particular kind of way; the veil 

represents both the tragedy of the oppressed woman and a kind of terror, in that what is hidden is 

unknown. News sources often fail to distinguish between types of veiling: “This melding 

together of all styles of veil paints all women wearing any version of the veil . . . as 

simultaneously religious extremists and oppressed, both without care for ethnicity, cultural 

practice, or the agency of the wearer” (Riley 26). Any kind of veil, then, is freighted with the 

                                                
12 In 2012, the United Kingdom’s “international development committee found ‘little evidence’ 
to back up the British government’s claims of commitment to promoting the rights of Afghan 
women. Among projects that receive the current £178m of UK annual aid poured into 
Afghanistan, only two are earmarked to help women” (McVeigh).  
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mythology, connotations, and meaning allocated to it by centuries of discourse. The veil is, as 

Reina Lewis writes, “an item of clothing dramatically overburdened with competing symbolism” 

(10).  

 The primary connotation attached to the veil in Western discourse is the idea that women 

who wear it are always already oppressed: many scholars point to the enthusiasm with which 

Western media attempted to tell the story of unveiling after Coalition forces entered 

Afghanistan,13 despite women’s protests that the veil was not their major concern. “European 

Orientalist discourses,” Nadine Naber observes, “have long portrayed the practice of veiling, 

which itself can vary from the loose draping of a scarf around one’s head to the covering of one’s 

whole self with the exception of hands, feet, and a small opening for the eyes, as a sign of 

Muslim backwardness” (136). While direct and indirect discussions of the veil are often meant to 

tell audiences something about the nature of Muslim men,14 women, too, are frequently blamed 

for wearing a garment that (at least partially) hides them from view. Naber argues that 

dominant U.S. discourses on the veil condemn Muslim women for veiling. They 

reify the logic of nation-based racism that constructs a binary through gender of 

us versus them and good, or moral, Americans versus bad Muslims. They reduce 

Muslim women’s possibilities to unveiling or allying with foreignness, 

backwardness, or violence: Muslim women are either unveiled/with us, or 

veiled/with the foreign, backward, potentially violent Muslim Others. (138) 

                                                
13 See, for example, David Rhode’s “A Nation Challenged: Afghan Women; After Years Away 
From Campus, A Joyful Return”; Jane Smiley’s “The Way We Live Now: 12-02-01: Gaze; 
Women’s Crusade”; and Margaret Wente’s “Will We Sell Out Afghan Women?”.   
14 Alsultany argues that the lesson of the veiled woman is that “Muslim men oppress their 
women and regard the West with contempt for their equal gender relations. As a result, they want 
to subjugate the rest of the world to impose heir way of life” (75).  
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The binaries Naber highlights contain an obvious hierarchy of values. They also demonstrate the 

ways in which discourse works to enforce conformity. In this rubric, even the hijab is 

representative of “foreign[ness], backward[ness], or violence.” Veiling signifies difference, and 

that difference has been codified as epistemologically and physically threatening. Jasmin Zine 

terms this “gendered Islamophobia”: the “specific forms of discrimination leveled at Muslim 

women that proceed from historically contextualized negative stereotypes that inform and sustain 

the structural conditions of domination” (35). Women are left with the choice to unveil or be 

perceived as Other. 

The burqa, in particular, “has come to be seen as dangerous as it might hide a potential 

attacker, male or female, and it signals the presence of Islam, which has come to be regarded as a 

threat to Western well-being” (Riley 28). Consider a scene from Kathryn Bigelow’s Zero Dark 

Thirty (2012), in which Pakistani agents working in conjunction with the CIA disguise 

themselves in burqas in order to capture Abu Faraj, a high-ranking Al-Qaeda agent whom the US 

has designated their “number three” threat/target. Although the burqa works in the favour of the 

Americans in this moment, the scene demonstrates the anxiety the Western characters (and, 

presumably, the Western audience) feel over their inability to know who or what is inside the 

garment. The burqa-clad agents are shadowy, mysterious figures around the edges of an eerily 

quiet park, in which a few families with children play. Eventually the toe of a man’s dress shoe is 

shown peeking out from the edge of the garment: these figures are not what they seem. As the 

agents surround the target, they reveal heavy-duty weapons. The agents’ use of the burqa as a 

method of disguise goes undiscussed in the film, yet its narrative makes clear that the ideal 

audience will bring with it a specific understanding (and dread) of the garment. Riley argues that 

“[t]he burqa becomes the repository for all of Orientalist thinking. Meaning gets heaped onto it 
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and inside of it and it is almost impossible to unpack it all” (24). Indeed, the impenetrability of 

the veil is an important if not central component of Western fixation on it. Like Naber, Jarmakani 

points to a rise in the publication of books such as Ergun Mehmet Caner’s Voices Behind the Veil 

and Harriet Logan’s Unveiled: Voices of Women in Afghanistan that claim to “reveal the realities 

of Arab and Muslim women hidden ‘behind the veil’” (149). She contends that “[t]he clear desire 

to ‘unveil’ women and get an ‘inside’ perspective on their lives sublimates a set of concerns that 

are intimately connected to the political and economic realities determining a U.S. relationship to 

the Arab and Muslim worlds” (Jarmakani 149). Political, economic, and military interests are 

never far from any depiction of the veil.  

 Western imaginings of Muslim women did not always rely upon such images, however. 

According to Kahf, the veil and “the seraglio or harem” began to appear in Western 

representations in the seventeenth century; even in these representations, though, the veil was 

also linked to European women and had not yet become “a prop associated exclusively with 

Islam” (5). That veiling was not always related so closely with Muslim women is often lost in 

contemporary readings of the practice: “The fact that the veil and veiling have been a part of 

both Western and Eastern cultures for millennia, from the aristocratic women of ancient Greece 

to contemporary brides worldwide, has not diminished from their overwhelming association with 

Islam and an abstract, exoticised notion of the East” (Bailey and Tawadros 18). Macdonald notes 

that veiling practices are common “in particular Jewish and Christian communities” (8)—for 

example, “veiling in church has been a longstanding practice in Roman Catholicism” (8)—and 

that “[t]here is no explicit exhortation in the Qur’an that women should veil” (8). At least part of 

the West’s reading of Muslim veiling practices as exclusively oppressive is a result of its desire 
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to understand its own treatment of women as superior and its unwillingness to grapple with the 

complexities of power. 

During the age of Empire, as in contemporary moments, the issue of the veil was used to 

shore up support for imperialist projects. Ahmed writes:  

That the Victorian colonial paternalistic establishment appropriated the language 

of feminism in the service of its assault on the religions and cultures of Other 

men, and in particular on Islam, in order to give an aura of moral justification to 

that assault at the very same time as it combated feminism within its own society 

can easily be substantiated by reference to the conduct and rhetoric of colonizers. 

(43) 

In order to illustrate her point, Ahmed focuses on the actions of Lord Cromer, England’s Consul 

General in Egypt from 1883-1907. Cromer argued that “[w]hereas Christianity teaches respect 

for women, and European men ‘elevated’ women because of the teachings of their religion, 

Islam degraded them . . . and it was to this degradation, most evident in the practices of veiling 

and segregation, that the inferiority of Muslim men could be traced” (Ahmed 43). It was “only 

by abandoning those practices” that Egyptians might acquire “the mental and moral development 

which he desired for them” (43). Yet Ahmed points out that Cromer’s policies were in fact 

harmful to Egyptian women—he “raised school fees” and opposed both the training and use of 

female doctors (43, 46)—and in England he was “a founding member and sometimes president 

of the Men’s League for opposing women’s suffrage” (46). Cromer used women and their dress, 

Ahmed writes, as “important counters in the discourse concerning the relative merits of the 

societies and civilizations of men and their different styles of male domination; women 

themselves and their domination” were unimportant (48). A similar kind of discourse was called 
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upon in the 2015 Canadian election. In early March of that year, then Prime Minister Stephen 

Harper suggested that allowing women to wear the niqab during their citizenship ceremonies is 

“contrary to [Canadian] values” (Chase). According to Harper, veiling is “not transparent . . . is 

not open and . . . is rooted in a culture that is anti-women” (qtd. in Chase). His government’s 

opposition to a Federal Court decision to allow the wearing of the niqab, he claimed, was being 

undertaken on behalf of Canada and the nation’s women. Just as Ahmed asks where women 

figure in Cromer’s rhetoric, we might similarly ask where living, breathing women fit into 

Harper’s assertion that the niqab is “rooted in a culture that is anti-women.” We might also 

consider how his government’s stance on women’s rights vis-à-vis the niqab fit with its stance on 

women’s rights more generally. 

Jananne Al-Ani writes that “the veil, as a symbol, is not static but constantly shifting, 

according to differing historical and political contexts” (103). Yet it remains true, also, that the 

images of the veil in the West have hardened in the last decade. David A. Bailey and Gilane 

Tawadros quote Alison Donnell, who writes that post-9/11, “[t]he familiar and much-analysed 

Orientalist gaze through which the veil is viewed as an object of mystique, exoticism and 

eroticism and the veiled woman as an object of fantasy, excitement and desire is now replaced by 

the xenophobic, more specifically Islamophobic, gaze through which the veil, or headscarf, is 

seen as a highly visible sign of a despised difference” (26). In a study of visual representations of 

Muslim and Arab women in American daily newspapers between 9/11 and the invasion of Iraq 

in 2003, Ghazi-Walid Falah found that the bulk of such representations “served to reinforce 

images of Muslim society as the cultural, political, and moral ‘other’ of the West. In this way, 

however consciously or unconsciously, newspaper editors have served the interests of the U.S. 

government by justifying U.S. involvement (or, in some cases, lack of involvement) in the 
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Muslim world” (301). Falah’s study reveals that images that accompany stories on Muslim 

countries are disproportionately of women and that, moreover, the images “rarely relate directly 

to the subject matter in the text” (305). Instead, she argues, the “images are insinuated into the 

text, where they serve to project cultural judgments about Islam and Muslim societies” (Falah 

305; emphasis in original). Falah isolates “two dominant and seemingly contradictory themes or 

motifs” in the images: “first, women as passive victims, and second, women as active political 

agents” (305). These themes represent the tragedy and terror of the veil: women are either seen 

cloistered and weeping, or are shown to be terrorists and the mothers of terrorists. Falah writes 

that “[p]hotographs of women involved in mass demonstrations are especially powerful in 

conveying a geopolitical image of the Muslim world as diametrically opposed to U.S. interests 

and well-being” (314).  

 

VI. Ownership Over Trauma 

 One of the more insidious ways in which the Muslim and Western worlds are regularly 

split in a false division of “civilizations” is the relentless devaluation of non-Western, non-white 

experiences of trauma. Stef Craps defines trauma studies as “an area of cultural investigation that 

emerged in the 1990s as a product of the so-called ethical turn affecting the humanities” (1). In 

the wake of postructuralism and deconstruction, “trauma theory confidently announced itself as 

an essential apparatus for understanding ‘the real world’ and even as potential means for 

changing it for the better” (1). Craps highlights Cathy Caruth’s statement that in “a catastrophic 

age . . . trauma itself may provide the very link between cultures” (qtd. in Craps 2) in order to 

argue that “the founding texts of the field (including Caruth’s own work) largely fail to live up to 

this promise of cross-cultural engagement” (2). He warns that, rather than encourage “cross-
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cultural solidarity, trauma theory risks assisting in the perpetuation of the very beliefs, practices, 

and structures that maintain existing injustices and inequalities” (2). The way Western audiences 

and authors conceive of what constitutes a traumatic event and the way they imagine traumatic 

events to be articulated in literature and art limit the number and kind of representations of non-

Western and minority trauma in popular discourse. Craps and Gert Buelens suggest that both the 

theory applied to non-Western accounts of trauma be re-evaluated and that the model for writing 

about trauma (that is, the postmodern, fractured model that suggests that trauma is ultimately 

unspeakable) be reconsidered (3, 5).  

This call to reassessment is particularly relevant in a post-9/11 world. In his 2006 preface 

to The Location of Culture, Homi K. Bhabha writes of “the bombs that tore through Bombay in 

1993, burning down at least five skyscrapers in a matter of as many hours. The world’s media, 

busily searching for historical precedents after 9/11, did not spare a thought for that day in 

Bombay” (xxiii-xxiv). Susannah Radstone argues that “it is the sufferings of those, categorized 

in the West as ‘other’, that tend not to be addressed via trauma theory—which becomes in this 

regard, a theory that supports politicized constructions of those with whom identifications via 

traumatic sufferings can be forged and those from whom such identifications are withheld” (qtd. 

in Craps 13; emphasis in original). So often, accounts of trauma are told from a Western 

perspective and do not allow for the complications of additional narrative viewpoints. For 

example, Zero Dark Thirty provides an extremely focused account of the American hunt for 

Osama bin Laden. The film opens with the panicked sounds of 911 calls from the stricken Trade 

Centers and draws a straight narrative line from that moment to the assault on bin Laden’s 

Abbottabad compound in 2011. The film thus presents a contained event with both a definitive 

beginning and end, and the primacy of the American narrative undergirds the film. The trauma of 
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war and terrorism in the Middle East and South Asia—evident in the film but significant only in 

terms of how it is experienced by the American characters—not only goes unexplored but seems 

implausible, if not impossible. 

What counts as a traumatic event very often has to do with who has experienced it. Craps 

highlights Rebecca Saunders’ observation that “while trauma theory has primarily been produced 

in Europe and the United States, trauma itself has, with equal if not greater regularity and 

urgency, been experienced elsewhere” (qtd. in Craps 9). The bulk of trauma theory’s energy, 

Craps notes, “has been devoted to events that took place in Europe or the United States, 

especially the Holocaust and, more recently, 9/11. . . Indeed, trauma theory as a field of cultural 

scholarship developed out of an engagement with Holocaust testimony, literature, and history” 

(9).15  Despite its claims to the contrary, the discipline—in its academic form as well as its 

manifestation in popular discourse—draws on specific information to determine what, exactly, 

qualifies as traumatic. Didier Fassin and Richard Rechtman note that “[c]ultural, social, and 

perhaps even ontological proximity matter” to both society’s and professionals’—“politicians, 

aid workers, . . . mental health specialists”—understanding of what qualifies as traumatic, “as 

does the a priori valuation of the cause, misfortune, or suffering, a valuation that obviously 

implies a political and often an ethical judgement. Thus trauma, often unbeknownst to those who 

promote it, reinvents ‘good’ and ‘bad’ victims, or at least a ranking of legitimacy among 

victims” (qtd. in Craps 13). Fassin and Rechtman argue that “the 2004 tsunami in Thailand 

resulted in much greater international mobilization, including action around trauma, than the 

earthquake in Pakistan the following year, mainly because the tsunami affected Western tourists 

                                                
15 Michael Rothberg questions whether it is fair or reasonable to refer to the major focus of the 
discipline as the “traumatic experiences of white Westerners” when the central event trauma 
studies stems from is textual accounts of the Holocaust (Rothberg 227).  
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whereas no Westerners were involved in the earthquake” (Craps 12). A shocking lack of relief, 

aid, and sympathy were raised for displaced victims of Pakistan’s natural disaster. Adil Najam 

and Salman Ahmad suggest that the overwhelming message of the muted response has been that 

North Americans are unwilling to provide monetary or even emotional aid to a primarily Muslim 

nation, at least in part because the terms “Muslim” and “Taliban” have been merged into a 

dangerous amalgam, an Other that is untrustworthy, insidious, and unstable (Ghomeshi).  

One of the clearest results of the disparity in scholarly and artistic considerations of 

trauma has been the ways in which responses to 9/11 and the War on Terror have been theorized. 

As discussed above, the War on Terror was promoted as a way of liberating Muslim women and 

stemming the tide of jihadists and fundamentalists slowly making their way toward Europe and 

America. Yet the war affected and continues to disproportionately affect women (Hunt and 

Rygiel 10; Riley 18). Moreover, Craps argues that trauma theory is not set up to sufficiently 

address problems such as systemic racism, colonialism, and postcolonialism. He writes that 

“[c]ultural trauma theory continues to adhere to the traditional event-based model of trauma, 

according to which trauma results from a single, extraordinary, catastrophic event” (31). Literary 

authors such as Khaled Hosseini and Kamila Shamsie attempt to highlight and address this gap. 

 

VII. Conclusion 

Media images, literature, film, and political discourse produced and consumed by the 

West often reiterate, recycle, and renew decades and even centuries-old tropes and stereotypes of 

South Asia and the Middle East. It can be, as Mahmood states, “exhausti[ng]” to once again 

revisit “scholarship on Algeria, Egypt, Indonesia, and India that has copiously and rigorously 

laid bare the implicated histories of feminism and empire” (81). Yet she also notes that although 
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Western audiences have seemingly lost their appetite for armed conflict, “they continue to trust 

the judgment offered by their politicians and media pundits that Muslim societies are besotted 

with an ideology of fundamentalism whose worst victims are its female inhabitants” (82). As 

established earlier in this chapter, however, little attention is given to the circumstances 

surrounding these visually prolific victims. Macdonald writes that 

[i]n the run-up to both the Afghanistan and Iraq invasions of this century, the 

Western media again used women’s bowed and veiled bodies to confirm the 

urgency of rescuing women from their fate. Without historical enquiry into the 

reasons for women’s poverty and misery, or the role of Western powers in 

enabling these conditions to prevail, the popular press graphically depicted the 

plight of female and child victims. (10) 

What is important to understand, Macdonald urges, is how often details that do not fit the 

narrative of the Oppressed Muslim Woman are edited out and shielded from the view of Western 

audiences. In November of 1999, a member of the Revolutionary Association of the Women of 

Afghanistan (RAWA) “concealed a digital camera beneath her burqa” and filmed the Taliban’s 

“execution of the woman known as Zarmina in Kabul’s football stadium” (Macdonald 10). Little 

attention was paid to the material until it was included in Saira Shah’s Beneath the Veil, which 

aired on both British and American television in the summer of 2001. After 9/11, however, the 

film was shown on CNN many times. As Macdonald notes, “[w]ith its relevance rating increased 

dramatically by the events of 9/11, the footage dovetailed into the narrative of barbarity inscribed 

on the bodies of women. What fitted less well into this discourse was the provenance of these 

images, taken with considerable courage and subterfuge, and readily available for distribution 

through RAWA’s internet site (itself an affront to the ‘pre-modern’ characterisation of Islam)” 
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(10). Media and audiences paid attention only to the portions of the narrative that dealt with 

women being abused and oppressed, and did not recognize the women who were there who were 

already working on behalf of women, at great risk to themselves. This partial understanding of 

the situation leads to a common perception of Muslim women as weak and a need for Westerners 

to work on their behalf rather than with them. 

 Macdonald’s example bears much in common to Alsultany’s analysis of Western media 

coverage of the case of Amina Lawal, a woman sentenced to death by stoning in northern 

Nigeria in March 2002 by a Shari’a court. Lawal’s so-called crime was “having sex and a child 

out of wedlock” (Alsultany 87). Alsultany notes that “[o]n October 4, 2002, before the case was 

overturned, the Oprah Winfrey Show devoted an entire episode to Amina Lawal’s case” (87). 

Alsultany argues that Winfrey paints Lawal as the ultimate victim, constructs Lawal’s case as a 

“spectacle of suffering” (88), “delineat[es] a dichotomy between civilization and barbarism” 

(88), and engages with “the politics of pity,” or “the ways in which television uses images and 

language so as to render the spectacle of suffering not only comprehensible but also ethically 

acceptable for the spectator” (Luc Boltanski qtd. in Alsultany 87). She also urges her viewers to 

take action by “donat[ing] money, sign[ing] petitions, and writ[ing] letters to the Nigerian 

government” (91). While Winfrey’s focus on Lawal’s case clearly and justifiably shone a high-

beam spotlight on a tragic case of injustice, Alsultany rightly notes that the dichotomy Winfrey 

draws between East and West does not allow for stories of activism from inside Muslim 

communities. Lawal’s lawyer, for example, “is an accomplished Muslim Nigerian woman who 

would later succeed in representing her client and overturning her death sentence” (89). Yet as 

with the footage shot by a member of RAWA, the agent by which the West gains access to 

knowledge of the tragedy is largely ignored. Although Winfrey interviews Lawal’s lawyer, she 
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continues to speak throughout the episode as though all Muslim women occupy the same space 

as Lawal, who is illiterate, economically and politically disenfranchised, and unable to 

effectively advocate for herself. Moreover, Winfrey also fails to account for the anger expressed 

by and assistance that Lawal received from her community (Alsultany 89). The episode frames 

American women as the gatekeepers of outrage, responsibility, and justice.  

Frequently, attempts to examine, apprehend, or discuss the political, cultural, historical, 

and economic elements that contribute to terrorism and fundamentalism are termed unpatriotic, 

naïve, or weak. In a moment that alludes to former President George Bush’s (in)famous words—

“You’re either with us or you’re against us”—Alsultany remarks that conservative commentary 

often places terrorists “side by side with the liberals who seek to understand—that is, ‘defend’—

them; both groups are a threat to the United States” (107). Within this worldview, any attempt to 

sift through the factors that create a landscape ripe for terrorism and oppression—or to 

acknowledge the West’s complicity in the creation of this landscape—is understood as 

sympathizing with terrorists, abusers, and criminals. To not do so, however, is both unjust and 

impractical.  

In 1988-89, groups of Muslims across the world burned Salmon Rushdie’s The Satanic 

Verses and protested its publication. Rushdie reasons that “[t]he controversy . . . needs to be 

looked at as a political event, not purely a theological one” (410). In each country in which there 

was an outcry over the novel, the stirring of controversy served a particular political purpose: in 

South Africa, for example, it effectively divided Muslim and non-Muslim members of the anti-

apartheid United Democratic Front, and in Pakistan “it was a way for the fundamentalists to try 

and regain the political initiative after their trouncing in the general election” (410). Thus “the 

incident could only be properly understood when seen in the context of the country’s internal 
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political struggles” (410). Yet thinkers such as Ayaan Hirsi Ali continue to raise the memory of 

the protests as evidence of the innate violence of Islam. The erosion of important context and the 

consistent forwarding of one-dimensional representations (if not stereotypes) disproportionately 

affects women and girls, and is a contemporary expression of what Said termed Orientalism.  
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Chapter Three: These Women Are Just Like Me: Re-Framing the Muslim Woman in 

Khaled Hosseini’s A Thousand Splendid Suns 

I. Introduction 

One quarter of the way into Khaled Hosseini’s A Thousand Splendid Suns (2007), a taxi driver 

declares that “the story” of Afghanistan is “one invader after another,” and names them: 

“Macedonians. Sassanians. Arabs. Mongols. Now the Soviets” (146). Notably, the British (and, 

for that matter, the Americans) are absent from his seemingly thorough list. The novel 

simultaneously invokes and disregards history to establish a vision of a world in which 

Afghanistan, suspended in time and culturally stagnant, requires the progressive leadership and 

ideology of Western powers to escape horrors that are presented as solely of its own making. In 

Orientalism, Edward Said writes that “the figures of speech associated with ‘the Orient’—its 

strangeness, its difference, its exotic sensuousness, and so forth” were bequeathed to us by the 

Renaissance (72). They are, he suggests, “declarative and self-evident; the tense they employ is 

the timeless eternal; they convey an impression of repetition and strength; they are always 

symmetrical to, and yet diametrically inferior to, a European equivalent” (72). They are also 

definitive (that is, “Mohammed is an imposter”) (72; emphasis in original). These figures of 

speech, which place the West is the position of rational actor and the Orient in the position of 

irrational actor, are employed uncritically throughout Hosseini’s novel and situate it squarely 

within the Orientalist tradition.  

This tradition is also reflected in the novel’s representation of geopolitical relationships 

and history. Coeli Fitzpatrick suggests that “[t]here are few things Hosseini portrays more 

positively in Afghanistan than foreign occupations, which for all their ‘errors’ are never as bad as 

indigenous rule” (249). In order to do so, she argues, Hosseini “reshuffles the deck and old 
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enemies are reconstituted as allies against new ones. . . . The Cold War is absented from the tale” 

(Fitzpatrick 249). Indeed, this is true; however, the narrative is also constructed in a way that 

largely elides Western involvement in the region until the post-9/11 era. This omission is 

significant in that it supports the novel’s implied thesis that the twenty-first century American 

intervention in Afghanistan was and is moral, uncomplicated, essential, and principally 

motivated by the horrifying plight of women under Taliban rule.   

 A Thousand Splendid Suns, Hosseini’s second novel, is primarily the story of two 

women, Mariam and Laila. Mariam, a child born out of wedlock on the outskirts of Herat in 

1959, is married off to a man three times her age when her mother commits suicide and her 

father’s wives refuse to allow her—an unacknowledged “harami,” or bastard—to be absorbed 

into their family. The second major portion of the narrative follows the initial stages of Mariam’s 

marriage in Kabul: Rasheed, her husband, is abusive, misogynistic, and impossible to please, and 

she finds herself isolated from the community and unable to carry a child to term. Laila is the 

daughter of Mariam and Rasheed’s neighbors, Fariba and Hakim. When, in 1992, a rocket hits 

their house as a result of fighting between Pashtun and Hazara forces, fourteen-year-old Laila is 

left without her parents. Rasheed brings her into his home, ostensibly to care for her while she 

recovers from her injuries, and eventually marries her. Laila, alone and secretly pregnant with 

her childhood sweetheart’s baby, sees the marriage as an opportunity to protect her child after 

learning that Tariq, the baby’s father, has died. Although Mariam initially resents Laila and her 

daughter, Aziza, they grow close after Laila protects Mariam when Rasheed accuses her of 

teaching Laila to deny him. The women make an attempt to escape but are returned home by an 

official who claims he has a duty to maintain “order” (Hosseini 266). Mariam eventually 
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murders Rasheed in self-defense; she takes responsibility for the crime and Laila escapes to a 

new life with Tariq—who, it turns out, is alive—and her children.  

 If the story of the women is the novel’s principal thread, the story of Afghanistan is the 

text’s most important subplot, doled out in manageable chunks for the almost express purpose of 

educating the Western reader. The country is depicted as a desolate wasteland plagued for 

centuries by its own shortcomings and inability to embrace modernity. Hakim tells Laila that 

“the only enemy an Afghan cannot defeat is himself” (136). In a thematically similar moment, 

he—in the process of trying to convince his wife to leave the country—suggests that the situation 

will never change. Violence, he implies, is nearly a part of Afghans’ DNA; it is instilled in them 

from birth: “Fariba, all these people know is war. . . . They learned to walk with a milk bottle in 

one hand and a gun in the other” (177). Over time, Hakim produces a portrait of a nation of 

vicious fighters unable to live peacefully. The violence in Afghanistan between 1992 and 2001 

cannot be understated. Yet there is a crucial difference between articulating the brutality of a 

situation and suggesting that it is inherent to the place in which it occurs. A Thousand Splendid 

Suns offers a worldview designed to reassure Western (primarily American) readers that their 

nation’s intervention in Afghanistan is morally sound. It provides an image of a fundamentally 

violent nation (filled with downtrodden women and—the Orientalist paradox—both effeminate 

and irredeemably savage men) within a morally conservative framework and invokes the 

established symbol of veiling as visual proxy for women’s oppression to stoke a fear of the Other 

that, it suggests, can only be resolved by domination or obliteration. The novel attempts to 

ameliorate the “sometimes bitter” post-9/11 “debate between writers of the First and Third 

Worlds” (Gray 85) and its approach falls into the category of post-9/11 narratives that, according 

to Richard Gray, “locate crisis in terms of opposition . . . and then attempt to accommodate the 
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series of binary oppositions they construct into a traditional narrative and mythic pattern in 

which, so it is hoped, those oppositions can be resolved and reconciled” (65). In doing so, the 

novel suggests that Western audiences can only be expected to feel empathy for characters who 

are Other to them when they can recognize something of themselves in those characters. Rather 

than grapple with difference in a meaningful way, the text falls back on standard Orientalist 

tropes. Such tropes reinforce a polarizing and hierarchical vision of the world and their 

deployment in a bestselling novel demonstrates the continued need for postcolonial studies to 

highlight, interrogate, and deconstruct them. 

 

II. New Orientalism  

 As previously discussed, Orientalist images of Muslims have increased in popular culture 

in the post-9/11 era. This is also the case in non-fictional and fictional literature. Scholars such as 

Leila Ahmed, Saba Mahmood, Hamid Dabashi, Margaret A. Mills, and Fitzpatrick note the 

uptick in popularity of “native-penned” texts in the aftermath of 9/11. Specifically, Ahmed cites 

a “publishing executive” who observed “that in the post-9/11 era there had been a strong demand 

for non-fiction books that ‘perpetuate negative stereotypes about Islamic men’” (225). Similarly, 

Mills writes that, over the last decade, female Afghan autobiographers have found a substantial 

readership beyond Afghanistan (197). Such texts are primarily intended for Western audiences, 

and Mills questions how they fit in with centuries-old Orientalist tropes and ideas about agency. 

She concludes that although “close reading of these memoirs alongside background history of 

contemporary Afghan insecurity and conflict, from local ethnohistory to global politics, 

discovers potential for double voicing about the nature of victimhood and its agency, between-

the-lines subtexts on the historical emergence of forms of agency for Afghan women and men” 
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(218-19), such interpretations “would not . . . prevent a flattened, recidivist reading of these 

accounts in which both the nature of the individual subject and her array of choices at home and 

abroad are construed in latently or overtly orientalist or Eurocentric feminist ways” (219). Critics 

such as Mahmood come to much less optimistic conclusions about similar texts. Dabashi and 

Fitzpatrick, meanwhile, argue that recent literary fiction represents what they term “New 

Orientalism”:  

New Orientalism employs many of the same problematic formulations as 

Orientalism, but differs most significantly in that it relies on native or semi-native 

narrators . . . to relate the same kind of problematic generalizations about a region 

as classical Orientalism had done. While the Old Orientalism over two centuries 

represented the Orient as the negative opposite of the West morally as well as 

materially, the New Orientalism confirms/reaffirms this morally deficient 

representation of the Orient, thereby serving to make that representation authentic 

and much less likely to be questioned. Moreover, that aura of confirmation from 

the inside indicates that morally deficient Orient has been allowed to continue into 

the twenty-first century. US foreign policy and military intervention then is cast in 

the light of a White Knight whose righteous intervention is resisted by those in the 

Orient, thereby forcing the well-intentioned West to use violence to bring about 

the moral rehabilitation of the recalcitrant Other. (Fitzpatrick 245) 

New Orientalism, they contend, relies on the authority that readers view as possessed by the 

authors, who occupy the position that Gayatri Spivak refers to as that of the “native informant.” 

That is, the author’s heritage—often, much like Hosseini, the authors are diasporic members of 

the communities about which they write—is understood by Western audiences to provide an 
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inside, and thus more credible, view. The authors are interpreted as providing an access point 

into a culture or situation that is, as Fitzpatrick terms it, “authentic.”  

Certainly, readers of A Thousand Splendid Suns have understood the novel as straddling 

the literary and socio-anthropological—an understanding that is encouraged by the novel’s 

peritexts. The afterword, acknowledgements, dedication, and even the placement of the author 

photo and biographical note—at the beginning of the text rather than the end—work to establish 

the veracity and authenticity of the narrative contained between them. In her study of the Richard 

& Judy Book Club and Summer Reads, a book club portion of a popular British talk show, Helen 

Cousins finds that readers, who were invited to read the novel in 2008, “understood Hosseini’s 

book as an authentic representation of Afghanistan from the 1960s to the present” (139). 

Contributors to the show’s website frequently remarked on the novel’s “insight” (139) and, 

Cousins writes, “commented about the ‘real insight into a culture’ and were shocked that ‘these 

characters and tales really exist’ in our world finding it ‘hard to believe how some people live’; 

all of which indicates that they were, at least partially, reading this text as non-fictional 

information” (139). This reaction is not limited to non-academic readers. In an article in The 

Criterion, for example, Jamsheed Ahmad contends that, while A Thousand Splendid Suns did not 

achieve the widespread fame and popularity of The Kite Runner, “for a sensible reader it leaves a 

strong message. Through the story of two women characters, Hosseini brings the reader face to 

face with a harsh facet of Afghan society, which has got eclipsed due to more media and literary 

coverage to the political and war scene.” Ana Sentov writes that novel provides “a picture of 

what it meant to be a woman in Afghanistan during the last four decades.” Readers’ confidence 

in the novel’s “authenticity” is encouraged by the text as well as the wider cultural trend of 



 77 

presuming that public individuals speak on behalf of the communities to which they are 

connected.16  

As discussed in earlier chapters, works that are written by “native informants” and are 

critical of Islam are often embraced—if not co-opted—by the political right. For Dabashi, this is 

a particularly insidious aspect of New Orientalism. He pursues a persuasive argument that 

suggests that Azar Nafisi, author of Reading Lolita in Tehran, “is the personification of that 

native informer and colonial agent, polishing her services for an American version of the very 

same project.” Dabashi submits that the “comprador intellectual” is tasked with “normalis[ing] 

the imperial centre and cast[ing] its peripheral boundaries as odd, abnormal, and grotesque”—all 

of which he contends is executed in Reading Lolita in Tehran. Moreover, he maintains that “[t]o 

sustain the legitimacy of the predatory empire, the comprador intellectual must also do her or his 

share in re-accrediting the hitherto discredited ideologues of the imperial project. The comprador 

intellectual speaks with the voice of authenticity, nativity, Orientalised oddity. He is from 

‘there,’ and she ‘knows what she is talking about,’ and thus their voices carry the authority of a 

native informer.” Dabashi points to Nafisi’s efforts to rehabilitate Bernard Lewis’ views as 

evidence of her work “re-accrediting the hitherto discredited ideologues of the imperial project.” 

He highlights her quote in a 2001 profile on Lewis in which she states that, in her student days, 

she was “very much against people like Lewis. I had far more books by people like Said. When I 

went back and lived and taught in Tehran in 1979, I began to discover how many of my 

assumptions were wrong.” Writers like Lewis are reconfigured as truth-tellers, much in the way 

                                                
16 This trend works both ways: authors like Hosseini who write about the community to which 
the audience views them as most connected are positioned as experts, while authors such as Reza 
Aslan, a religious scholar and public intellectual, who venture outside the perceived area of 
expertise—in Aslan’s case, a Muslim writing a book on Jesus—are questioned, as when Fox 
News religion correspondent Lauren Green repeatedly asked Aslan why he, as a Muslim, would 
“write a book about the founder of Christianity” (qtd. in Strupp).   
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that the political right embraces anti-Islam writers such as Nafisi as public intellectuals willing to 

say what the liberal elite is afraid to or simply will not articulate. (The enthusiasm expressed by 

pundits such as Mark Steyn for Ayaan Hirsi Ali, as discussed in chapter one, is an example of 

this.) Writers like Said are, in turn, repositioned as naïve thinkers who forward childish views 

that refuse to acknowledge the darker certainties of the world. 

 Melissa Lam argues against the notion of New Orientalism and suggests that it overlooks 

the ways in which “the identity politics of the authors involved” complicate the issue (258). She 

writes that  

Fitzpatrick’s argument that Western based Orientalism is carried on by native or 

near native descendants of Islam is somewhat complicated by Said’s assertion that 

Orientalism derives from ideas of European or Americans studying the Orient, the 

very crux of their viewpoint being that they ‘come up against the Orient as a 

European or American first, as an individual second’. . . . Native or near native 

Islamic writers are compromised in their ‘Orientalism’ simply by the politics of 

identity that they are involved in as well as their own diasporic extrinsic focus that 

is by nature already different from such writers as Flaubert, Renan, and T.E. 

Lawrence writing on the East. (260) 

However, Orientalism has always been powered by a cadre of so-called experts whose word was 

quickly codified into the last word on the subject. The crucial factor was not who did the work 

but for whom or what the work was done in service of—namely, empire. Wondering whether 

“modern imperialism ever ended, or whether it has continued in the Orient since Napoleon’s 

entry into Egypt two centuries ago,” Said writes that “Arabs and Muslims have been told that 

victimology and dwelling on the depredations of empire is only a way of evading responsibility 
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in the present. You have failed, you have gone wrong, says the modern day Orientalist. This is of 

course V. S. Naipaul’s contribution to literature, that the victims of empire wail on while their 

country goes to the dogs” (Orientalism xxii). Said, notably, does not distinguish between writers 

such as Naipaul and Flaubert, as Lam suggests, except when laying out the origins of the 

Orientalist framework. Moreover, he writes that “[a] text purporting to contain knowledge about 

something actual” is attributed with expertise (94). “Such texts,” he argues, “can create not only 

knowledge but . . . the very reality they appear to describe. In time . . . [they] produce a tradition, 

or what Michel Foucault calls a discourse, whose material presence or weight, not the originality 

of a given author, is really responsible for the texts produced out of it” (94; emphasis in original). 

Any text can participate in the now long-established Orientalist tradition; there is no reason that 

Hosseini be more personally responsible for his text’s participation than, for example, Jane 

Austen, whom Said takes care to suggest should not be attacked or disowned but whose work 

should be read more responsibly (Culture and Imperialism 96). The same approach should be 

applied to A Thousand Splendid Suns. 

Said notes that the “twentieth-century version of the myth” (Orientalism 306) situates the 

Oriental “as fixed, stable, in need of investigation, in need even of knowledge about himself. No 

dialectic is either desired or allowed. There is a source of information (the Oriental) and a source 

of knowledge (the Orientalist)” (308). The connection between “writer and . . . subject matter” is 

“inert . . . a matter of power” (308). Those who argue in favor of the transition from traditional 

Orientalism to New Orientalism suggest that it has evolved. Yet there is too much slippage 

between the two to distinguish neatly. I argue that the basic tenets of traditional Orientalism 

outlined by Said remain on display in what other scholars categorize as New Orientalism. His 

parameters, dismissed by many over the last twenty years as overly dogmatic, allow us to 
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understand the dynamics of geopolitics in ways that make many uncomfortable. Suggesting that 

we have moved away from this initial framework risks losing or obscuring the way in which 

Orientalist discourse is a deeply historical, codified, and normalized framework. It is important 

to remember that the last word still does not belong to the authors being held up as so-called 

“compradors” or “experts”—their works are being sucked up and integrated into the hegemonic 

(Orientalist) machine.  

A Thousand Splendid Suns participates in this tradition by vilifying characters whom 

readers are meant to understand as “true” Muslims (oppressive men, violent thugs) and 

Christianizes characters readers are meant to identify with (downtrodden women). In choosing to 

begin the novel in 1974, Hosseini situates the narrative in a moment of shadowy horror rather 

than Afghanistan’s more vibrant—and less restrictive—past. As Amnesty International notes, 

twentieth century Afghan women experienced a “relatively steady progression” of their rights 

until the 1970s. The organization reports that they “were first eligible to vote in 1919—only a 

year after women in the U[nited] K[ingdom] were given voting rights, and a year before the 

women in the United States were allowed to vote.” Purdah was formally ended in the 1950s, and 

“in the 1960s a new constitution brought equality to many areas of life, including political 

participation.” Although Jalil, Mariam’s father, spends time telling her about Herat’s glory days 

in the fifteenth century as “the cradle of Persian culture, the home of writers, painters, and 

Sufis,” and a place of fertile abundance (Hosseini 4), his stories place this thriving version of 

Afghanistan squarely in the distant past, as though encased in amber. Mariam’s personal world is 

stagnant, but so too is the wider world she enters as a result of her mother’s suicide. In this way, 

the text appeals to a Western audience’s post-9/11 understanding of Afghanistan. No mention is 

made of Britain’s prior colonial involvement, America’s covert contributions to the mujahideen 
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are mentioned only briefly toward the end of the novel, and the narrative forwards a vision of a 

culture naturally resistant to modernization and abhorrent of women’s rights.  

 Prior to taking her out in Kabul, for example, Mariam’s new husband, Rasheed, gifts her 

“a sky blue burqa” (Hosseini 70). He explains that when some of his male customers bring their 

wives to his shoe shop,  

[t]he women come uncovered, they talk to me directly, look me in the eye without 

shame. They wear makeup and skirts that show their knees. Sometimes they even 

put their feet in front of me, the women do, for measurements, and their husbands 

stand there and watch. They allow it. They think nothing of a stranger touching 

their wives bare feet! They think they’re being modern men, intellectuals, on 

account of their education, I suppose. They don’t see that they’re spoiling their 

own nang and namoos, their honor and pride. (70) 

Rasheed privileges values like “honor and pride” over education, which he classifies as 

“modern” and “soft” (70). Although the narrative has already specified that Rasheed and Mariam 

speak Farsi to each other, the words “honor” and “pride” are provided in both Farsi and English, 

which imbues them with an additional layer of foreignness, antiquity, and menace. Rasheed 

explains his philosophy on gender roles by noting that Fariba—unbeknownst to him, the only 

neighbor woman to show Mariam any kindness thus far—is clearly out of the control of her 

husband since she wears only a scarf over her hair. He identifies himself as a “different breed of 

man” than Fariba’s husband, Hakim (70). “Where I come from,” he tells Mariam, “one wrong 

look, one improper word, and blood is spilled. Where I come from, a woman’s face is her 

husband’s business only” (70). Mariam observes that “[t]his man’s will felt . . . as imposing and 

immovable as the Safid-Koh mountains looming over Gul Daman” (71). The simile 
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demonstrates not just the fear and helplessness a relatively uneducated fifteen year old girl would 

feel in such a situation—married off against her will to a man more than twice her age and 

transplanted six hundred and fifty kilometers from the only home she had ever known—but the 

way in which the text implicitly suggests that Rasheed’s feelings are, for him, as naturally 

occurring as the landscape. They are as old as time; they are of the place in which they are found; 

they are unchanging and unchangeable.  

The novel does provide examples of other kinds of women. In a wealthy neighborhood, 

Mariam sees women who walk alone, have “handbags and rustling skirts” (75) instead of the 

cumbersome burqa she is attempting to negotiate for the first time, and wear painted nails, 

lipstick, perfume, high heels, and sunglasses:  

The women in this part of Kabul were a different breed from the women in the 

poorer neighborhoods—like the one where she and Rasheed lived, where so many 

of the women covered fully. These women were—what was the word Rasheed 

had used?—“modern.” Yes, modern Afghan women married to modern Afghan 

men who did not mind that their wives walked among strangers with makeup on 

their faces and nothing on their heads. (75) 

Yet the repeated opposition that the novel draws between religious faith and regressive, 

oppressive behavior and Westernized, secular (if not Christian) behavior classified as “modern” 

bears out the dichotomy that Said argues often attaches itself to Western representations of East 

and West. Although A Thousand Splendid Suns is set prior to 9/11, it simplifies a complex topic 

in order to communicate more easily with its Western audience. This approach is one that has 

been used widely after 9/11. Evelyn Alsultany writes that, immediately following the tragedy, 

various American non-profit groups and organizations, including the Ad Council and the Council 
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on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR), produced Public Service Announcements (PSAs) meant 

to discourage audiences from engaging in reactionary racism. In particular, the Ad Council’s “I 

Am an American” ad represented what Alsultany terms “diversity patriotism” (134) by removing 

noticeable signs of difference from the ad’s subjects: “There are no visible markers of anything 

Arab, Muslim, or Sikh in the ads—no veil, no mosque, no turban, no beard; no distinctive Arab, 

Muslim, or Sikh clothing; and no Arab accent” (135-36). Likewise, the CAIR PSA “accentuates 

similarities to ‘American values’ through the figure of ‘the good Muslim’” (Alsultany 141). Both 

organizations attempted to foster empathy and fellow feeling by eliding difference. The 

characters in Hosseini’s novel with whom the reader is asked to identify are not different in a 

way that will unsettle the reader. Only the novel’s evil characters are represented as different.   

This does not mean, of course, that the novel makes baseless claims. Fitzpatrick agrees 

with Dabashi that texts such as Reading Lolita in Tehran and A Thousand Splendid Suns  

can point to legitimate concerns about the plight of women, intellectuals, political 

dissidents, and anyone powerless in the Islamic world. What critics of these kinds 

of works are concerned about is not the books’ tackling of atrocities and the 

concerns they raise about citizens in the countries they cover. The concern is with 

the extent to which such works contribute to the normalization of the Islamic 

world as violent and irrational and of all Muslim women as oppressed by Muslim 

men and Muslim governments. (247; emphasis in original)  

Such novels, Fitzpatrick writes, are not niche texts read only by academics; Nafisi’s and 

Hosseini’s novels, for example, were both bestsellers and extremely popular book club selections 

across North America. As such, they influenced—and, she argues, reconfirmed—readers’ 

perceptions of the Middle East and South Asia. She contends that Hosseini’s novel’s “simple 
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portrayal of male power is not an attempt to think through the power structures of gender, but 

rather seems designed to portray misogyny simply as an innate characteristic of most Afghan 

men” (249). What results is the idea that East and West are not just split in this moment, but are 

irresolvably different, and that that difference is innate.  

Although Hosseini’s third and most recent novel is somewhat more politically nuanced 

than his previous two, each of his texts is a morality tale that positions Afghanistan as a locus of 

authenticity. And The Mountains Echoed (2013) is a sprawling epic that spins out from an initial 

event in which Saboor, a struggling laborer in the small town of Shadbagh, sells his daughter 

Pari to the wealthy couple for whom his brother-in-law works in Kabul. Although the novel 

acknowledges the complexities of the country’s political situation in a more in-depth way than 

the texts that precede it, the narrative ultimately suggests that the country enables characters to 

access a kind of internal goodness that is otherwise unavailable to them. When Idris and Timur, 

cousins who grew up in Afghanistan, return to Kabul as adults to investigate how they can profit 

off of their family home by renting it out to international aid workers, Idris, the more responsible 

of the two, develops a relationship with Roshi, a young girl who has sustained a brutally violent 

experience and requires a difficult operation. Upon returning to the US, however, he no longer 

feels the bond with her he once did: “In the last month, Roshi has become something abstract to 

him, like a character in a play. Their connection has frayed. The unexpected intimacy he 

stumbled upon in that hospital, so urgent and acute, has eroded into something dull. . . . The 

distance between him and the girl feels vast now” (Hosseini, Mountains 170). He never helps 

her. Timur, however—who is unfaithful to his wife and unscrupulous in his business dealings—

continues to visit Afghanistan and eventually facilitates Roshi’s operation. When she writes an 

inspirational book, she dedicates it in part to him, one of “two angels in [her] life” (171). 
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Similarly, Markos Varvaris, a Greek doctor who takes up residence in Pari’s family home in 

Kabul is a wandering, perhaps troubled, youth who eventually becomes a successful plastic 

surgeon. It is only in Afghanistan that he finds purpose and is made whole. His elderly mother 

tells him that, although she initially did not understand why he would “give everything up—the 

practice, the money, the house in Athens . . . and hole up in that violent place” (341), but that he 

has “turned out good” and “made [her] proud” (342). Similarly, in The Kite Runner, Hosseini’s 

debut novel, Amir, the central character, is able to rectify his childhood betrayal of his friend 

(and, unbeknownst to him, half-brother) Hassan by returning to Afghanistan and rescuing 

Hassan’s orphaned and abused child. Both novels suggest that Afghanistan allows characters to 

access their most authentic and earnest selves, that it is a place that allows people—often people 

who have otherwise done bad things—to do something good at last. This characterization feeds 

into the Orientalist supposition that the East is a canvas on which Westerners can work out their 

own problems, and creates a problematic air of Orientalist mysticism. Importantly, such personal 

development is available only to Westerners or Afghan ex-pats; those inside the country 

generally fall into one of three categories: women and children whom the novels strain to 

demonstrate are more like Westerners than Easterners; feeble, effeminate men who fail to protect 

said women and children; and brutish men who revel in the evils of the Taliban. A sense of 

inexorable fate hangs over each of Hosseini’s three novels. Afghanistan, they suggest, was 

always headed down this path. It is up to the benevolent Westerners and ex-pats—in the novels 

and, implicitly, in the readership—to rescue it from itself. In representing the situation in this 

way, the novels erase Afghanistan’s colonial past. 

 When Said notes that Arabs and Muslims are often upbraided for drawing links between 

the legacy of empire and contemporary events—that it is “a way of avoiding responsibility”—he 
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offers his own criticism of those who make such reproaches. “But what a shallow calculation of 

the imperial intrusion that is,” Said counters, “how summarily it scants the immense distortion 

introduced by empire into the lives of ‘lesser’ peoples and ‘subject races’ generation after 

generation, how little it wishes to face the long succession of years through which empire 

continues to work its way in the lives of, say, Palestinians or Congolese or Algerians or Iraqis” 

(xxii). Indeed that is a primary shortcoming of novels such as A Thousand Splendid Suns: they 

rest on this “shallow calculation of the imperial intrusion” and instead represent Afghanistan in 

way that moves Western audiences to feel pity rather than empathy and superiority rather than 

culpability.  

 

III. Moral Conservatism  

A Thousand Splendid Suns attempts to evoke a compassionate response by presenting the 

novel’s female characters as having much in common with a specific kind of Western female 

reader. When Laila finds herself pregnant with Rasheed’s child, she considers giving herself an 

abortion. She finds a bicycle spoke in an alley to use as a makeshift implement, but ultimately 

decides to carry the pregnancy to term. She does so not out of fear but out of a kind of moral 

obligation that is framed in rhetoric often used by Western pro-life movements:  

It wasn’t the fear of bleeding to death that made her drop the spoke, or even the 

idea that the act was damnable—which she suspected it was. Laila dropped the 

spoke because she could not accept what the Mujahideen readily had: that 

sometimes in war innocent life had to be taken. Her war was against Rasheed. The 

baby was blameless. And there had been enough killing already. Laila had seen 

enough killing of innocents caught in the crossfire of enemies. (Hosseini 283-84) 
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The intrusion of conservative politics into the text is somewhat jarring, but is used to 

demonstrate Laila’s innate—and familiar—goodness. The question of Mariam’s parentage is met 

with the same kind of moral conservatism: “At the time, Mariam did not understand. She did not 

know what this word harami—bastard—meant. Nor was she old enough to appreciate the 

injustice, to see that it is the creators of the harami who are culpable, not the harami, whose only 

sin is being born” (4). 

This moral conservatism works in service of a kind of Western universalism that is 

constructed to spur benevolence: the text hopes that the reader will recognize herself in Mariam 

and Laila and feel moved, perhaps even to action. The universalism contained in the text, 

however, does not suggest that the reader care about the subjects because, however different they 

might be from the reader, they are human and thus worthy of attention and dignity. Instead, the 

text differentiates between Afghans who are unlike the Western reader (unspeakably evil) and 

those who are just like them (and thus worth saving). Jasmin Zine writes that a key element of 

the push to de-veil Muslim women is the notion that they “must be purged of any symbols that 

would further align them to their violent and degenerate faith. Within such xenophobic 

conceptions, the veil is constructed as a signifier of the pervasive ‘Islamic threat’” (35). A 

Thousand Splendid Suns seeks to erase cultural and religious differences between its female 

characters and the white Christian women to whom the text may appeal—not just by reifying the 

liberating moment of removing the burqa, but by stripping away components of Islam or cultural 

practices that might read as different and thus off-putting. Ultimately, Mariam and Laila are 

devout women who cultivate a personal relationship with God, grapple with Scripture, call upon 

the power of prayer in moments of trial, and associate the natural beauty of the world with God’s 

goodness—hallmarks of American Protestantism familiar to the majority of Hosseini’s Western 
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readers. Readers are not asked to navigate cultural differences or dwell in the discomfort that 

results from the gaps and crevices between diverse experiences and beliefs; they are expected to 

care about Mariam and Laila because they are like them.  

 The men in the novel, meanwhile, are represented as either unspeakably brutish—violent 

and inhumane—or effeminate and ineffectual. Lam argues that Fitzpatrick’s assessment of the 

novel unfairly relies on the example of Rasheed and overlooks the “majority of central male 

characters in A Thousand Splendid Suns [who] are not brutal or given misogynistic tendencies” 

(258). Lam defends Jalil, Mariam’s father, as “somewhat likable and against type” (258); Mullah 

Faizullah, Mariam’s mentor, as “another positive masculine character” (258); and Tariq, who is 

“crippled . . . and kind,” as “resist[ing] Muslim stereotypes by not being overtly masculine and 

physical and is progressive in thought” (258). Yet each of these characters falls into stereotyping 

and tropes well-documented by Said and critics such as Jack Shaheen: Jalil is lascivious and 

weak; Mullah Faizullah is both weak and reliant on the Koran, which, in the end, does not help 

Mariam; and Tariq is literally less of a man. Hakim is also characterized as cowardly, timid, and 

ineffectual. Moreover, the majority of the novel’s male characters are overwhelmingly 

misogynistic and cruel, traits that are presented as occurring naturally in Afghan men. Laila and 

Rasheed’s son Zalmai, for example, is different when Rasheed is around: “Zalmai was so quick 

then with a defiant cackle or an impudent grin. In his father’s presence, he was easily offended. 

He held grudges. He persisted in mischief in spite of Laila’s scolding, which he never did when 

Rasheed was away” (Hosseini 295). Zalmai will always possess this streak of devilish behavior, 

which aligns him with the novel’s long list of male characters who are cruel to women seemingly 

for pleasure or purely out of callousness. At the bus station, for example, a man promises 

Mariam and Laila that he will pose as their cousin so that they might travel unaccompanied to 
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Peshawar. After taking their ticket money and leading them to the bus, the man betrays them. For 

no reason at all, he turns the women over to the police. When Laila tells the officer dealing with 

them that “there’s no saying what” will happen to them if they are returned to Rasheed, he 

responds coolly that “[w]hat a man does in his own home is his business” (266). Everywhere, 

there are men willing to commit brutal acts that, despite the complex political landscape, are 

never contextualized by the narrative. Instead, Rasheed’s approval, indicated by a “smir[k]” 

(276) or soliloquy on “the real Afghanistan” (279), links them with an innate, never-ending, and 

naturally-occurring misogyny.  

 

IV. The Tragedy of the Veil 

 The novel’s focus on Mariam and Laila is its clearest implicit argument in favor of 

Western intervention in Afghanistan.17 As feminist critics such as Krista Hunt and Cynthia Enloe 

note (and as I discuss in chapter two), Western powers have largely framed the War on Terror as 

an intervention motivated by national security, but also as a moral obligation to oppressed 

women whose subjugation is visually signified by the veil. Hunt and Kim Rygiel note that the 

Bush administration claimed that “the fight against terrorism is also a fight for the rights of 

women” (qtd. in Hunt and Rygiel 2), despite demonstrating little concern about those rights—

which were being violated—prior to 9/11. As Zine notes, a 2002 White House report declared 

that “Afghan women [were] experiencing freedom for the first time” (qtd. in Zine 34). This 

freedom was commonly understood as the liberating moment of removing the veil.  

 In the novel, Rasheed is obsessed with the burqa: when still in the honeymoon period of 

his relationship with Mariam, he gives her one to wear on their first “date,” and later, after 

                                                
17 This is not, however, a narrative opinion that needs to be laboriously teased out: at one point, 
Laila’s father proclaims that “the Americans [are] a generous people” (Hosseini 150).  
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making a long speech to Laila in which he calls her “the queen, the malika” of the house, he 

claims that he and Mariam will do anything to make her happy (Hosseini 233). All he asks, he 

says, is “that when we are out together, that you wear a burqa. For your own protection. It is 

best” (233). When the newly empowered Taliban distributes rules for public behavior, including 

many that restrict or forbid women’s mobility, education, and freedom of expression, Rasheed 

scoffs at Laila’s disbelief: 

Spoken like the arrogant daughter of a poetry-reading university man that you are. 

How urbane, how Tajik, of you. You think this is some new, radical idea the 

Taliban are bringing? Have you ever lived outside of your precious little shell in 

Kabul, my gul? Ever cared to visit the real Afghanistan, the south, the east, along 

the tribal border with Pakistan? No? I have. And I can tell you that there are many 

places in this country hat have always lived this way, or close enough anyhow. 

Not that you would know. (279) 

At issue is not the attention the text draws to the Taliban’s oppression of women: RAWA notes 

that when “Islamic fundamentalists [seized power] in 1992, women’s right to full participation in 

[the] social, economic, cultural and political life of the country was drastically curtailed and later 

on summarily denied them by the Taliban” (“Overview”). What requires critical attention is the 

way in which the novel positions this oppression. Rasheed’s claims to know and understand the 

“real” Afghanistan are not undermined or troubled by the text in any way. Nor is a history of 

misogyny placed in the context of structural inequalities, social conditions (e.g. low literacy 

levels and endemic poverty), or the “double bind” that Spivak observes as affecting many 

women in colonial and postcolonial nations: in response to the colonial threat, colonized men 

double down on “traditional” practices, which typically restrict women’s freedoms. The text’s 
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lack of interest in exploring the cultural and political context of the Taliban’s rise leads to a 

message that the majority of Afghans, like Rasheed, despise modern education that makes 

“poetry-reading” men soft and effeminate and naturally embrace a system of thought that views 

women as less than.  

 

V. Conclusion: Watching Titanic in Kabul 

A Thousand Splendid Suns ends in April 2003. Laila, Tariq, and their children have 

returned to Afghanistan. The final chapter begins: “The drought has ended. It snowed at last this 

past winter, knee-deep, and now it has been raining for days. The Kabul River is flowing once 

again” (Hosseini, Thousand 408). The American military intervention, which Tariq earlier 

suggested “may not be such a bad thing” (385) is not explicitly credited with bringing color and 

vibrancy back the nation, but the text implies that it is outside help—the steadying patriarchal 

hand of Western forces—that has led Afghanistan to embrace modern values. The country’s 

newfound freedom is demonstrated in the text’s description of the cloudless blue sky (409), new 

landscaping and gardening efforts (408, 410), and vision of a “green” Kabul (408), as well as 

Laila’s status as a schoolteacher. Gone is the dust that has been an almost constant presence in 

the text. The novel’s final scene takes place in Laila’s classroom, an imperfect but important 

space in which boys and girls learn alongside one another: 

Nailed above the classroom doorway is a rectangular board, which Zaman has 

sanded and painted in gleaming white. On it, with a brush, Zaman has written four 

lines of poetry, his answer, Laila knows, to those who grumble that the promised 

aid money to Afghanistan isn’t coming, that rebuilding is going too slowly, that 
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there is corruption, that the Taliban are regrouping already and will come back 

with a vengeance, that the world will forget once again about Afghanistan. (413) 

By privileging Zaman’s dismissive response to fears that violence will reignite in the country and 

international forces will break the promises they have made and thus implicitly denying the 

notion that such fears would be realized, the novel situates itself in a kind of parallel universe. As 

many have reported—and as was apparent even in 2007, when A Thousand Splendid Suns was 

published—conditions for women in Afghanistan have backslid in the last fourteen years. The 

Taliban now “control[s] or contest[s]” approximately “one fifth of the country” (Almukhtar and 

Yourish), although practically speaking they likely “control or heavily influence about a half of 

the country” (Bill Roggio qtd. in Almukhtar and Yourish). Violence against women and girls has 

risen (“Amnesty”) and “Afghan women’s rights organizations and the international human rights 

groups monitoring the situation in post-Taliban Afghanistan report that the war on terror has not 

liberated Afghan women and has in many ways exacerbated the situation” (Hunt 51). The 

women who were positioned as the moral motivation for the 2001 invasion and are, as a result, at 

the centre of Hosseni’s novel have been under-served by the forces who claimed to act on their 

behalf. 

 And The Mountains Echoed demonstrates a limited awareness of the ways in which A 

Thousand Splendid Suns and Afghan autobiographies function in Western popular culture. As 

Idris waits in line to have Roshi autograph his copy of her book—which, he notes, has actually 

been written by a “coauthor” (Hosseini, Mountains 171)—he chats with the fifty-something 

woman next to him. She asks him if he has read the book and tells him that she has picked it as 

her book club’s selection for the next month. Although this means that she has not yet read it, she 

remarks: “I hope people read it. It’s such a moving story. So inspiring. I bet they make it into a 
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movie” (171). Yet despite this brief acknowledgement of the ways in which stories such as 

Roshi’s are consumed and interpreted in the West, the novel, like A Thousand Splendid Suns, 

ultimately falls back on the Orientalist tropes described by Said: Afghanistan is discussed in the 

tense of the “timeless eternal”; it is “strange” and “exotic.” Both texts suggest that the only way 

to stir compassion in the reader is to work within an Orientalist matrix. Given Hosseini’s 

direction to readers, in his afterword to A Thousand Splendid Suns, to familiarize themselves 

with the United Nations Refugee Agency, it is not conjecture to propose that the text hopes to 

move readers to action and create awareness about Afghan women’s experiences. It is therefore 

important to interrogate how the novel represents those experiences.  

As long as Western nations are asked to care about the Other only insofar as the Other 

reminds them of themselves or is directly connected to their own fates, interest will be fleeting. 

Literary and critical efforts that bolster this shortsighted and narrow-minded worldview only 

contribute to the perpetuation of an Orientalist framework. A Thousand Splendid Suns squanders 

an opportunity for ethical engagement with the Other in which readers are asked to engage with 

subject matter that forces them, to use Spivak’s terms, to “unlear[n] [their] privilege” (9). 

Instead, the text assimilates its subjects into a Western worldview that will be familiar and 

comforting to many readers in an effort to extract an emotional reaction. In its final moments, it 

does so by focusing on the return of Western popular culture to the landscape. The greatest sign 

of freedom in Afghanistan, according to the novel, is that “Titanic was openly screened for the 

people of Kabul” a week prior to the final scene (Hosseini 409). This is particularly resonant 

since, “[i]n the summer of 2000,” the “worst year” of the drought (302), Kabul was “gripped” 

with “Titanic fever”: “People smuggled pirated copies of the film from Pakistan—sometimes in 

their underwear. After curfew, everyone locked their doors, turned out the lights, turned down 
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the volume, and reaped tears for Jack and Rose and the passengers of the doomed ship” (303). A 

“Titanic City” sprang up in the dried-out Kabul River, in which sellers marketed Titanic-related 

goods. At the novel’s end, the riverbed has refilled with water and people have the freedom to 

watch Jack and Rose in the open. 

 A Thousand Splendid Suns suggests that women are only worthy of saving if they look 

and sound familiar to and share similar values with those in a position to do the saving. 

Moreover, it operates under the assumption that those in a position of privilege are only capable 

of empathizing with those whom they see as familiar. Such representations of the Muslim world 

are dangerous because they draw on a taxonomy that codes difference as brutish, inhumane, and 

evil. The text lacks the ability to cultivate compassion for Muslims who may seem unfamiliar to 

readers but experience violence and hardship nonetheless. Moreover, it glosses over Western 

complicity in Afghanistan’s fate and instead suggests that Western powers—modernized, 

enlightened, and civilized—are only now being asked to bring their considerable skill and 

problem-solving abilities to bear on the region and its issues.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 95 

Chapter Four: The West and the Rest: Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss 

I. Introduction 

Kiran Desai’s second novel, The Inheritance of Loss, was rewarded with the Booker Prize and 

was the subject of much discussion both within and beyond Indian borders. The text’s central 

plot is set in the mid-1980s and concerns Sai, a young girl who leaves her convent school in 

Dehra Dun, India when her parents are killed in a bus accident in Moscow, Russia, where her 

father had been training for a space career. Orphaned at eight and sixteen at the novel’s open, Sai 

lives with her maternal grandfather, Jemu, a retired Indian Civil Service (ICS) judge, in 

Kalimpong, a hill station in West Bengal. Through a fragmented narrative that shuttles across 

time and geography, the novel tells three main stories: Sai’s coming of age in her grandfather’s 

isolated and crumbling home, Cho Oyu; Jemu’s cook’s son’s journey to America as an 

undocumented worker; and Jemu’s 1939 journey to England and subsequent return to India. 

These narrative strands are set against a larger backdrop of increased global connectivity, a 

yawning economic gap between East and West, and growing unrest in Darjeeling as the region’s 

marginalized Nepali population agitates for statehood and civil rights. Critics suggest that the 

text’s dense and sprawling structure may be a nod to Salman Rushdie, the godfather of the 

postcolonial epic; “a sign of the familiarity Indian writers have with film-making and Bollywood 

as well as with international film productions” (Concilio 89); or even a casualty of what Berthold 

Schoene terms the novel’s misguided “cosmopolitan ambitiousness” (136). Schoene argues that 

The Inheritance of Loss “succumbs without any apparent design to oddly ruptured, erratically 

hyphenated paragraphing” (137).18 Yet the novel’s seemingly disjointed scenes are designed to 

                                                
18 For a divergent view on Desai’s use of language, sentence structure, and punctuation, see 
Devika’s “An Enchanting Enigma of Kiran Desai’s Stylistic Nuances in The Inheritance of 
Loss.” 
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pull together in a way that connects the periods of colonialism and globalization. When Sai’s 

tutor and love interest Gyan stays at Cho Oyu for dinner, for example, his inability to recite 

poetry or eat skilfully with a knife and fork segues into a memory of the Judge’s poor showing 

during his ICS exam in England. The text’s narrative structure repeatedly insists on a 

continuation between and blurring of the two eras in order to practice the kind of “secularism” 

advocated by Edward Said: a commitment to the marginalized above all else.  

As a result, the novel approaches globalization and the supposed opportunity birthed by 

free trade with both a magnifying glass and a scalpel. Unlike similar contemporary novels that 

celebrate hybridity, the potential proffered by borders freshly repainted in invisible ink, and the 

benefits of increased diversity and cross-cultural exchange, The Inheritance of Loss is, as Sue 

Halpern notes, “underwrit[ten]” by “nihilism.” Yet the novel is not an ode to nationalism, a 

cheerleader for protectionism, or a conservative condemnation of the failure of the developing 

world to grasp what is there for the taking. Instead, the text poses an incisive challenge to 

dominant narratives of globalization that position the phenomenon as one that has provided 

democratically available prospects for success and profit worldwide as well as those that assert a 

definitive split between “the West and the rest.” It highlights the legacies of colonialism borne by 

both the developing and developed worlds; questions whether globalization is, in its lived 

experience, something new or merely something newly named; and highlights the fissures that 

erupt in all cultures based on class, gender, and religious affiliation in order to trouble easy 

delineations between the “First” and “Third” Worlds. Although postcolonial novels such as 

Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things (1997)19 and Zadie Smith’s White Teeth (2000) 

                                                
19 For additional comparisons between Desai’s and Roy’s novels, see Murari Prasad’s “Literary 
Perspectives on Globalization: Reading Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss,” Berthold 
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interrogate the newness of globalization and recent fiction such as Dave Eggers’s A Hologram 

For The King (2012) addresses the economic disparity it has wrought, The Inheritance of Loss’s 

panoramic scope, historical depth, and implicit engagement with contemporary debate enables its 

cogent critique of global politics, economics, human rights, and security.20  

To that end, Desai’s novel engages with the civilizational discourse embraced by Bernard 

Lewis and more recently associated with Samuel P. Huntington. Such discourse, which regained 

traction in the West after 9/11, holds that the world can reasonably be divided into 

“civilizational” categories. Huntington argues that the “post-Cold War world is a world of seven 

or eight major civilizations. Cultural commonalities and differences shape the interests, 

antagonisms, and associations of states. The most important countries in the world come from 

different civilizations. The local conflicts most likely to escalate into broader wars are those 

between groups and states from different civilizations” (29). In order to understand the world and 

strategize for the future, Huntington claims, “we need a map that both portrays reality and 

simplifies reality in a way that best serves our purposes” (31). Although it may initially seem at 

odds with the image of a globalized world that so frequently comes to mind, Huntington suggests 

that “[t]he forces of integration in the world are real and are precisely what are generating 

counterforces of cultural assertion and civilizational consciousness” (34). Thus, he argues, “the 

central distinction is between the West as the hitherto dominant civilization and all the others, 

which, however, have little if anything in common among them. The world, in short, is divided 

between a Western one and a non-Western many” (34). Some “civilizations” under this rubric—

                                                                                                                                                       
Schoene’s The Cosmopolitan Novel, and Paul Jay’s Global Matters: The Transnational Turn in 
Literary Studies. 
20 Maryse Jayasuriya also notes that Desai’s novel differs from those “of many South Asian 
diasporic writers” in which “the characters are predominantly middle-class immigrants who 
arrive in the United States as college or graduate students, professionals, or upwardly mobile 
non-professionals” (70).  



 98 

namely, those that are not Western—are presented as being prone to violence and religious 

dogmatism, while the West is depicted as overwhelmingly secular.21 The West is better suited to 

adapt to and take advantage of the benefits and opportunities of globalization—the “flat” world 

and all it offers—while the “non-Western many” will turn in on themselves, clinging to 

antiquated ideologies, mythologies, and social conventions. Civilizational discourse tends to 

dismiss or even refuse to acknowledge the bequests of colonialism and, as Sankaran Krishna 

notes, often elides details that disrupt its smooth narrative of progress. It is this narrative that 

creates the perception that the poor and disenfranchised—in the developed or developing world, 

although largely in the latter—are simply not willing to become part of the modern globalized 

world. Instead, as Said writes in “Globalizing Literary Study,” the system is not set up to offer 

them any real opportunity or chance at success.  

 

II. Narratives of Globalization  

At its most basic level, globalization is “the closer integration of the countries and 

peoples of the world which has been brought about by the enormous reduction of costs of 

transportation and communication, and the breaking down of artificial barriers to the flows of 

goods, services, capital, knowledge, and (to a lesser extent) people across borders” (Stiglitz, 

Discontents 9). Globalization, Stiglitz argues, “is powerfully driven by international 

corporations” (10), although it has also spurred inter-agency and intergovernmental cooperation. 

Desai’s novel attacks the “shiny picture of globalization” that is often circulated by its 

proponents (“Kiran Desai”). Thomas Friedman, for example, has long used his platform to 

advocate for the benefits of globalization, seen, he suggests, in the advancement and proliferation 

                                                
21 Indeed, Huntington identifies characteristics such as “the separation of church and state,” 
“social pluralism” (70), and “individualism” (71) as distinctly Western.  
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of technology, new and widespread access to materials, trade, and employment formerly 

restricted to concentrated pockets of the world, and increased mobility, all of which make it 

easier for people in any corner of the globe to successfully participate in the capitalist system: 

“The global competitive playing field [is] being leveled. The world [is] being flattened” (Flat 8). 

His is a largely optimistic view of globalization that positions it as an opportunity to opt-in to 

progress. This progress rests, at least in part, on the world getting smaller. He writes that “[i]f the 

first era of globalization [that of the 1900s, according to Friedman] shrank the world from a size 

‘large’ to a size ‘medium,’ this era of globalization is shrinking the world form a size ‘medium’ 

to a size ‘small’” (Lexus xix).  

One of the most frequent charges levelled against The Inheritance of Loss is one of 

inauthenticity, either in terms of its presentation of life in India, its portrayal of life in America, 

or its understanding of global politics.22 The text is almost unrelentingly dark; as a result, critics 

suggest that Desai abandons her Third World characters to chance rather than arming them with 

agency. Schoene submits that the characters who populate the novel “are subjects of fate, trapped 

in their allocated roles and positions” (138). The cook’s wife’s death, for example—the result of 

an accident in which she fell out of a tree—“was just fate in the way fate has of providing the 

destitute with a greater quota of accidents for which nobody can be blamed” (Desai 14). This 

scholarship, however, often reflects the unwillingness of readers and critics to view the novel and 

                                                
22 Shymala A. Narayan writes that “[t]here are no inconsistencies in the American background 
(or none apparent to an Indian reader like me). But there are big gaps in the Indian side of the 
story” (41), while M. K. Naik argues that “[i]t is difficult to accept that Sai and Gyan are 
perfectly realised characters. . . . Gyan especially gives the impression of being more of a 
stereotype of a Gorkha in normal Indian perception” (6). For his part, Shoene suggests Desai’s 
work weakly imitates that of E. M. Forster rather than reflecting “real-life political commitment 
or locally lived cosmopolitan experience” (137). Biju, in Schoene’s assessment, is “vague, 
bloodless and spectral” (137) and the novel as a whole an attempt to “pander to a global 
readership’s expectations of what makes a good Anglo-Indian read” (137-38).  
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its concerns, to borrow Melissa Dennihy’s phrase, from “outside of a ‘Western’ frame of 

analysis” (1). She writes that the novel “offers a challenge not only to those who view 

globalization and multiculturalism as ‘positive’ changes evidencing the progress achieved 

through ‘modernity,’ but also to those who are critical of globalization and multiculturalism” but 

maintain their Western perspectives. In the novel, the current of wealth and luck runs from East 

to West and pools according to class and gender. This river of privilege is as much a part of the 

landscape as the snow-topped mountains of the Himalayas and just as unassailable. The novel 

argues against the world described by Lewis, Huntington, and Friedman, but suggests that it is 

the version of the world that is most commonly ingested, both in the West and the East. The text 

punctures the foundational precepts of this dominant worldview while also actively 

demonstrating how harmful they are.  

The novel illustrates how the globalized world shrinks, as pundits such as Friedman 

claim, yet also expands exponentially. Sai, for example, orders a free inflatable globe from 

National Geographic: 

[W]hen so much time had passed that they had forgotten about it, it arrived along 

with a certificate congratulating them for being adventure-loving members 

pushing the frontiers of human knowledge and daring for almost a full century. 

Sai and the cook had inflated the globe, attached it to the axis with the provided 

screws. Rarely was there something unexpected in the mail and never anything 

beautiful. They looked at the deserts, the mountains, the fresh spring colors of 

green and yellow, the snow at the poles; somewhere on this glorious orb was Biju. 

They searched out New York, and Sai attempted to explain to the cook why it was 

night there when it was day here, just as Sister Alice had demonstrated in St. 
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Augustine’s with an orange and a flashlight. The cook found it strange that India 

went first with the day, a funny back-to-front fact that didn’t seem mirrored by 

any other circumstance involving the two nations. (Desai 18) 

In many ways, the benefits of globalization to which Stiglitz refers—the reduction of costs and 

increased access to commodities—have not affected Darjeeling; it is still difficult to import 

goods to the region, even without strikes and protests. The cook often berates the post office for 

losing or ruining letters from his son, Biju; when they do arrive, the letters are often nothing but 

“blue ink waves” (120) that underscore the sheer unbridgeable oceanic distance between them. 

Rather than “unexpected” packages, items that arrive in the mail are often long-delayed and 

almost always practical. When Sai and the cook search out New York on the globe, the expanse 

of space separating them seems unthinkable. Moreover, the geography has been imbued with a 

power differential that the cook is unable to overcome. Why would dawn not rise over New York 

first? America’s primacy has been long established through the stories of globalization that the 

cook has consumed. 

Indeed, globalization is not just about economics, politics, trade, mobility, technology, or 

culture; it is also about narrative. Steger writes that 

globalization contains important ideological aspects in the form of politically 

charged narratives that put before the public a particular agenda of topics for 

discussion, questions to ask, and claims to make. The existence of these narratives 

shows that globalization is not merely an objective process, but also a plethora of 

metaphors and stories that define, describe, and analyse that very process. The 

social forces behind these competing accounts of globalization seek to endow this 

concept with norms, values, and meanings that not only legitimate and advance 
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specific power interests, but also shape the personal and collective identities of 

billions of people. (n.p.; emphasis in original) 

The stories Steger highlights contribute to the dominant conceptions of globalization that inform 

contemporary economic and cultural relations. The dominant discourse suggests that 

globalization is a naturally-occurring phenomenon (that is, that no one is in charge of it); that it is 

concerned with the “liberalization and global integration of markets”; that it is “inevitable and 

irreversible”;23 that it “benefits everyone”; and that it “furthers the spread of democracy in the 

world” (Steger 103). That this story often seems as though it is the only one that could ever be 

told is a result of the enormous energy invested in the promotion and success of market 

globalism. As with Orientalism, an important part of the project of interrogating market 

globalism is to denaturalize it. Desai does this by demonstrating the existence of a multiplicity of 

narratives, both on a structural level and in the lives of her characters. An important component 

of Sai’s journey is her eventual recognition that “[t]he simplicity of what she’d been taught 

wouldn’t hold. Never again could she think there was but one narrative and that this narrative 

belonged only to herself, that she might create her own tiny happiness and live safely within it” 

(Desai 323). Sai’s coming of age and acknowledgement of the complex world of competing 

narratives in which she lives is a gradual process, marked first by her interest in her own 

reflection (in spoons, mirrors, and any reflective surface she can find) and later in her struggle 

                                                
23 Friedman, for example, defines globalization as  

the inexorable integration of markets, nation-states and technologies to a degree 
never witnessed before—in a way that is enabling individuals, corporation and 
nation-states to reach around the world farther, faster, deeper and cheaper than 
ever before, and in a way that is enabling the world to reach into individuals, 
corporations and nation-states farther, faster, deeper, cheaper than ever before. 
(Lexus 9) 
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with the colonial tales of conquest and racist books of etiquette the Darjeeling Gymkhana library 

still holds on its shelves.  

In the early days of Sai’s romance with Gyan, a period that “makes sightseers out of 

couples even in their own town” (140), the pair visits the Darjeeling museum, where they 

observe a display showcasing the socks, supplies, and equipment of Tenzing Norgay, the Sherpa 

who scaled Mount Everest with Sir Edmund Hillary in 1953. Gyan declares that Tenzing “was 

the real hero. . . . Hilary [sic] couldn’t have made it without sherpas carrying his bags” (155). His 

thoughts are met with murmurs of concurrence from other museum-goers: “‘Everyone around 

had agreed. Tenzing was certainly first, or else he was made to wait with the bags so Hilary [sic] 

could take the first step on behalf of that colonial enterprise of sticking your flag on what was not 

yours” (155). Tenzing’s grandson agitated for additional posthumous recognition of his work 

from the British government as late as May 2013.24 Although Hillary was from New Zealand, his 

success was announced on the morning of Queen Elizabeth II’s coronation; as Jason Burke 

notes, “[t]he conquest of Everest prompted celebration in a Britain demoralized by austerity, the 

costs of the second world war and loss of empire.”  

Gyan’s identification with Tenzing highlights the difference between his and Sai’s 

political concerns, as well as Said’s notion that “the Orient is at bottom something either to be 

feared . . . or to be controlled” (Orientalism 301). Tenzing was Nepali, and eventually settled in 

Darjeeling as an Indian citizen. His focus on his family rather than the nation has irked some, 

and a coy response from Winston Churchill to a 1953 inquiry from the Guardian as to why 

Tenzing was not knighted suggests that “[t]here may have been opposition to knighthood from 

Nepali or Indian authorities” (Burke). Whether responsibility for the slight rests with his home 

                                                
24 Both Hillary and John Hunt, a British Army officer who lead the expedition, were knighted, 
while Tenzing received the George medal and a Coronation medal (Burke).  
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nations or, as Gyan suggests, with the interests of the British Empire, the section emphasizes the 

importance of narrative in creating perceptions of cultural success and dominance, as well as 

cultural identification. Tenzing’s story was not told; he was instead cast as an obedient 

supporting character in a narrative used to shore up the idea of Britain as a powerful agent of 

success, exploration, and profit. The same can be said for stories of immigrant success in a 

globalized world. The idea, so central to market globalism, that (social and physical) mobility is 

easier than ever before and that opportunity for success is there for those who are willing to work 

hard is repeated again and again, while stories like Biju’s remain untold.  

Once in America, Biju works in a succession of under-the-table, demoralizing jobs with 

no chance of ever becoming a legal immigrant and a pervasive fear of being deported: the Baby 

Bistro, where “the restaurant was French, but below in the kitchen it was Mexican and Indian” 

(Desai 21). Le Colonial, which was “[o]n top, rich colonial, and down below, poor native” (21). 

The Stars and Stripes Diner. Pinocchio’s Italian Restaurant, where the owner’s wife had “hoped 

for men from the poorer parts of Europe,” with whom she and her husband “might have 

something in common . . . like religion and skin color, grandfathers who ate cured sausages and 

looked like them, too” (49) and was xenophobically dissatisfied with Biju, “his hair oil,” and his 

“smell” (48). Freddy’s Wok, from which he is fired when the Chinese food he delivers by 

bicycle in the dead of winter goes cold. The Queen of Tarts bakery. Brigitte’s. The Gandhi Café. 

He knows that “there were those who lived and died illegal in America and never saw their 

families, not for ten years, twenty, thirty, never again” (99). On Sunday mornings at the bakery, 

Biju and his co-workers watch a television program “that showcased an immigration lawyer 

fielding questions” (99), and on one particular morning a cab driver raises the seemingly 

unsolvable issue that plagues them all: “[H]ow to move into the mainstream? He was illegal, his 
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taxi was illegal, the yellow paint was illegal, his whole family was here, and all the men in his 

village were here, perfectly infiltrated and working within the cab system of the city. But how to 

get their papers?” (99). After Biju finally leaves New York, no trace of him remains there; part 

of being “illegal” or undocumented means that his movements must also be undocumented.  

 

III. The Shadow Class 

 Biju’s life in the US is the most prominent example of the “shadow class” Desai’s novel 

highlights. Although the cook’s head is full of the mythology of the American dream and the 

rewards that come to anyone who travels to the US and works hard, Biju’s experiences prove 

otherwise. The cook is immeasurably proud of his son and brags about what he believes to be 

Biju’s achievements. As a result, he is often asked to have Biju pull strings to help the children 

of Kalimpong settle in America; the MetalBox watchman specifies that his son “would be 

willing to start at a menial level but of course a job in an office would be best” (80). The cook’s 

connection to America provides him with social currency he would not have otherwise; the 

doctor’s son, for example, also lives in the US, and the cook marvels that “[h]e shared this with a 

doctor! The most distinguished personage in town” (85). He writes to Biju constantly, asking 

him to help others acquire visas, apartments, and jobs. Biju and the other undocumented workers 

he knows despair under the pressure their families apply to them. Too ashamed to reveal the 

reality of their circumstances, they continue to spin fairy tales of success and hide from the 

unending trail of young men who show up outside their hot, sweaty places of work looking for 

promised connections and favors. Moreover, Biju is largely without a community, diasporic or 

otherwise. He spends much of his time underground and never knows if he will see those he has 

met once their initial connection is severed, generally by forces other than his own. He rents a 
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plot of floor in a slumlord’s dank basement, along with a “shifting population” of itinerant 

workers (51) whose lives are too fragile and tenuous for friendship:  

[T]he shadow class was condemned to movement. The men left for other jobs, 

towns, got deported, returned home, changed names. Sometimes someone came 

popping around a corner again, or on the subway, then they vanished again. 

Addresses, phone numbers did not hold. The emptiness Biju felt returned to him 

over and over, until eventually he made sure not to let friendships sink in deep 

anymore. (102) 

The closest approximation to friendship that Biju develops during his time in New York is his 

relationship with Saeed Saeed, a charismatic immigrant from Zanzibar. Even this connection, 

though, is intermittent and unpredictable. Each time Biju sees Saeed, he has reached 

milestones—acquired a new job, gotten married, begun the process of acquiring the much-

coveted green card—to which a close friend would be privy. Biju’s distance from Saeed’s 

personal life amplifies his own isolation.    

 In the world of the novel, globalization causes emotional as well as fiscal bankruptcy in 

postcolonial states and subjects. Biju becomes increasingly lonely until, on a particularly frigid 

night, “he began to weep from the cold, and the weeping unpicked a deeper vein of grief—such a 

terrible groan issued from between the whimpers that he was shocked his sadness was so 

profound” (51). Saeed is able to more easily adjust to America; he is popular with girls and can 

talk himself into and out of any situation: “Saeed . . . relished the whole game, the way the 

country flexed his wits and rewarded him; he charmed it, cajoled it, defeated it, and felt great 

tenderness and loyalty toward it” (79). Saeed is also able to adapt culturally and shift his identity 

to accommodate new ideas and reconcile differences while maintaining his sense of self. As a 
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Muslim, he refuses to eat pork, and tells Biju “First I am Muslim, then I am Zanzibari, then I will 

BE American” (136; emphasis in original). Biju, working at Brigitte’s, a restaurant in the 

financial district that, “assum[ing] a certain simplicity among the wealthy classes” serves only 

steak, salad, and fries (135), channels his frustration with his living situation, the hypocrisy of 

the Indian immigrants he serves, and the unfairness of an economic system from which he cannot 

escape, into a kind of adopted rigidity. He decides that “[y]ou had to live according to 

something. You had to find your dignity. The meat charred on the grill, the blood beaded on the 

surface, and then the blood also began to bubble and boil. Those who could see a difference 

between a holy cow and an unholy cow would win. Those who couldn’t see it would lose” (136). 

Biju quits his job at Brigitte’s and goes to work at the Gandhi Café, an “all-Hindu establishment” 

where the menu is “generic Indian” (139, 145). Although Jay argues that Biju’s “religious beliefs 

are too close to the core of his identity to be overcome” (121), his fundamentalist turn seems a 

reaction to the alienation he feels. Jay states that 

Desai does not want to let go . . . of some notion of an authentic self connected to 

historical traditions that is more valuable than fake subjectivities manufactured 

under the auspices of colonization and globalization. Or, at least, she wants to 

insist that the tension between these two versions of subjectivity remains real, and 

that there is a clear continuity between how this tension surfaced under 

colonialism (exemplified in Jemubhai’s narrative) and under globalization 

(emphasized in Biju’s). (135)  

Yet the situation is more complex than this argument allows. The novel does not provide any 

evidence that Biju is a strict Hindu prior to his arrival in the US; instead, Desai’s text makes the 

more complicated point that the economic, emotional, and geographic turmoil visited on Biju by 
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globalization contribute to, if are not directly responsible for, his turn toward a traditional, 

conservative worldview. The novel certainly suggests a parallel between Biju’s and Jemu’s 

situations; as a student in England, Jemu receives a nation’s worth of racial hatred. He becomes 

ashamed of his looks, his teeth, his accent, and his perceived smell. He spends all of his time 

alone, studying, and “[t]he solitude became a habit, the habit became the man, and it crushed him 

into a shadow” (Desai 39). Both he and Biju belong to a “shadow class.” Biju’s turn inward and 

toward the past, however, is spurred by economic and social factors. His mostly invisible 

underclass supports and makes New York’s thriving economy possible.25  

 

IV. Is Globalization Old or New?  

Discussions of globalization generally acknowledge a longstanding debate about the 

origin date and time period of the phenomenon. Jay, in particular, argues that “[t]o see 

globalization as a recent eruption is to mistake not only the date but the nature of its 

convergence, for it leads us to miss the extent to which earlier world systems outside the West 

produced forms of knowledge and technology integral to the later phases of globalization” (39). 

To make his case, he draws on the work of Roland Robertson, who pinpoints the beginning of 

globalization as far back as the fifteenth century. Those who mark globalization as a more recent 

                                                
25 Dennihy writes that  

On a trip to the library (during which time they contemplate having lunch at 
“Let’s Be Veg”) Sai, Lola and Noni, check out a variety of “British” books. . . . 
Yet, while the impact that Western culture has upon these three ladies (amongst 
other characters in the novel) is more than apparent, the impact that Biju and other 
immigrants have upon America and its citizens is absolutely negligible—indeed, 
the depictions of the restaurants in which they world are of “first world” people 
on top (in the fashionable dining rooms) and “third world” people below (in the 
sweltering kitchens). (4) 

I argue that although Biju and the other undocumented workers may not have an outsized 
cultural impact on the US, their economic impact is huge. This part of the world is at least 
partially powered by their labor.  
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phenomenon generally point to advances in technology and transport as factors that separate the 

era from what came before. Importantly, however, Jay notes that when postcolonialism and 

globalization are split into cleanly divided eras, “the violent history of colonialism threatens to 

get lost in the rush to understand the impact of contemporary economic and cultural globalization 

in postcolonial states and elsewhere” (41). Viewing globalization as something totally new 

means that the colonial era is often perceived to be a closed chapter, and any continuity between 

the two periods vanishes, along with the important context needed to understand the economic 

and sociopolitical dynamics of contemporary states. Jay asserts that viewing globalization as 

having a long history allows critics “a comprehensive historical framework” through which to 

assess contemporary situations and works (51). Such a historical framework is crucial to 

addressing Said’s concern that Orientalism has shifted and taken on new forms.  

Yet it must also be acknowledged that widespread discussions of globalization have only 

been had in recent years. The first cultural conversations about the term began in the 1990s. It is 

possible, however, to recognize that certain aspects of the globalized era are new while 

maintaining its link to the past. It is also important to investigate how the transgressions of the 

past have led to contemporary profit. Desai’s novel questions whether globalization is truly new 

and ultimately supports a more historical approach to understanding what is now called 

globalization. Jemu, for instance, grew up in the town of Piphit, which became globalized when 

railway “tracks had been laid across the salt pans to bring steam trains from the docks at Surat 

and Bombay to transport cotton from the interior. Broad homes had come up in the civil lines, a 

courthouse with a clock tower to maintain the new, quick-moving time, and one the streets 

thronged all manner of people: Hindu, Christian, Jain, Muslim, clerks, army boys, tribal women” 
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(Desai 57). Shopkeepers began to sell goods from distant locales. At this early date, Piphit 

engaged in practices that are often associated with contemporary globalization.  

Although, as noted, ease of movement is a much lauded and discussed element of 

globalization, it is only available to certain segments of the global population. For many others, 

borders remain closed or dangerous and movement is burdensome or impossible. Krishna writes: 

For all the talk about the importance of free trade and the need for the removal of 

barriers to the mobility of the factors of production, the economic profits and 

gains of neoliberal globalization rest to a significant degree on the relative 

immobility of unskilled and semiskilled labor. . . . In essence, the supply of labor 

in the world’s population does not determine global wage levels, as it would in a 

genuinely free and globalized free-market economy. This is prevented through the 

erection of national barriers restricting mobility. The continued salience of such 

national boundaries and its role in corralling labor are key elements in the 

ongoing accumulation of capital in different parts of the world today. (160) 

Biju has a difficult time getting to America; on his first attempt, he is cheated out of eight 

thousand rupees by a swindler promising jobs aboard a cruise ship. On his second attempt, he 

tells an embassy worker that he is travelling to New York as a tourist and will return to India in 

two weeks. Because of his success a man in the long line behind him calls him “the luckiest boy 

in the world” (Desai 187). Biju thinks back to this man’s words as he later lies on the rat-infested 

basement floor of the Gandhi Café, laid up with a wrenched knee for which he cannot visit a 

doctor. Jackie Haque argues that the novel presents “a tug-of-war . . . between the western 

culture and the eastern one”: “Sometimes it’s the west which is trying to globalize its ideals as in 

the case of the judge and Sai and his westernized neighbourhood[;] on the other hand India is the 
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power which is being spread across the west” (68). The inability of the novel’s characters to 

advocate for themselves or achieve any kind of security, however, suggests otherwise.    

 Biju eventually returns home; his life in America is a constant struggle and the distance 

from his father too great. When the phone cuts out during a rare call, Biju realizes that the love 

between them could fade over time: “affection was only a habit after all, and people, they forgot, 

or they became accustomed to its absence” (Desai 233). And so Biju books a ticket back to India, 

“New York-London-Frankfurt-Abu Dhabi-Dubai-Bahrain-Karachi-Delhi-Calcutta. The cheapest 

they could find. It was like a bus in the sky” (269). His trip is anything but the smooth, worry-

free journeys promoted by market globalism, and he observes the differences between his 

journey and those of upper-class Western travelers:  

The first stop was Heathrow and they crawled out at the far end that hadn’t 

been renovated for the new days of globalization but lingered back in the old age 

of colonization.  

All the third-world flights docked here, families waiting days for their 

connections, squatting on the floor in big bacterial clumps, and it was a long trek 

to where the European-North American travelers came and went, making those 

brisk no-nonsense flights with extra leg-room and private TV, whizzing over for a 

single meeting in such a manner that it was truly hard to imagine that they were 

shitting-peeing, bleeding-weeping humans at all. Silk and cashmere, bleached 

teeth, Prozac, laptops, and a sandwich for their lunch named The Milano. (285) 

Biju sees no separation between the two eras; for him, “brisk, no-nonsense flights” are a mirage. 

 The continuity between the colonial and global eras is further underscored in the tale of 

the judge’s friend Bose and Bose’s son. The judge attends university with Bose and both become 
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ICS men, although Bose “was different from the judge in one crucial aspect. . . . He was an 

optimist” (118). Jemu knows that Bose “had been one of the ICS men . . . who had mounted a 

court case to win a pension equal to that of a white ICS man, and they had lost, of course, and 

somehow the light had gone out of Bose” (204). The judge refuses all of Bose’s pleas to become 

involved in the case, and is amazed to learn that Bose’s son had also “fought a case against his 

employer, Shell Oil, and he, too, had lost. The son had reasoned that it was a different age with 

different rules, but it had turned out to be only a different version of the same old” (204). In 

defense of its actions, Shell declares that “[i]t costs less to live in India” (204), and thus its 

employees require less to live on. Bose, who survived a lifetime of service believing he was a 

friend of the English, is devastated to learn that that was not the case. He is crushed to discover 

that profit is more valuable than equality, and that “[p]rofit could only be harvested in the gap 

between nations, working one against the other. They were damning the third world to being 

third world. They were forcing Bose and his son into an inferior position—thus far and no 

further—and he couldn’t take it” (205).  

 

V. Terrorism 

Although reviews of The Inheritance of Loss are more apt to locate it in relation to 

9/11—the New York Times’ Pankaj Mishra, for example, writes that “it seems the best kind of 

post-9/11 novel”—the majority of scholarship on the text instead tends to focus on its 

examination of globalization and, occasionally, its relationship to civilizational discourse. Only 

rarely is a connection made between Desai’s critique of the two and the novel’s interest in 

terrorism and civil unrest. Margaret Scanlan groups the novel with Hisham Matar’s In the 

Country of Men (2006) and Mohsin Hamid’s The Reluctant Fundamentalist to argue that “[a]ll 
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three, to invoke Edward Said’s famous phrase, are examples of the ‘voyage in’; that is, they 

revise the West’s vision of itself as a haven for the oppressed, a fortress of secular reason 

besieged by a fanatical Orient, whose latest representatives are migrants bearing bombs and 

contagion” (267). Scanlan suggests that the novel reverses typical post-9/11 fears in that, because 

“much of the book was written after the September 11 attacks, we might expect to find hints of 

paranoia about immigrants as sources of contagion and explosions. But in Desai’s world the 

insurgents stay at home, and the poor go to America to join the underclasses, where they are 

exploited, if not exactly terrorized, by the US economy in general and expatriate Indians in 

particular” (272). While Scanlan offers a useful reading of the text, the way in which the novel 

addresses the Gorkha National Liberation Front (GNLF) uprising of 1986-88 points to the more 

general aesthetic, emotional, and financial attraction of “terrorist” groups—particularly to 

youths—in a world that so often seems devoid of possibility and rife with inequity.  

The uprising is introduced at the start of the novel as though it is merely yet another 

iteration in an ongoing and perhaps repetitive cycle of conflict and power-grabbing: 

[T]here was a report of new dissatisfaction in the hills, gathering insurgency, men 

and guns. It was the Indian-Nepalese this time, fed up with being treated like the 

minority in a place where they were the majority. They wanted their own country, 

or at least their own state, in which to manage their own affairs. Here, where India 

blurred into Bhutan and Sikkim, and the army did pull-ups and push-ups, 

maintaining their tanks with khaki paint in case the Chinese grew hungry for more 

territory than Tibet, it had always been a messy map. The papers sounded 

resigned. A great amount of warring, betraying, bartering had occurred; between 

Nepal, England, Tibet, India, Sikkim, Bhutan; Darjeeling stolen from here, 
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Kalimpong plucked from there—despite, ah, despite the mist charging down like 

a dragon, dissolving, undoing, making ridiculous the drawing of borders. (Desai 

9) 

At first, neither Sai nor Gyan takes much notice of the unrest percolating around them: “Gyan 

was twenty and Sai sixteen, and at the beginning they had not paid attention to the events on the 

hillside, the new posters in the market referring to old discontents, the slogans scratched and 

painted on the side of government offices and shops. ‘We are stateless,’ they read. ‘It is better to 

die than live as slaves,’ ‘We are constitutionally tortured. Return our land from Bengal’” (126). 

However, Gyan, although educated, has not had any luck securing employment commensurate 

with his training, largely because of racial prejudice. He left his “last job interview well over a 

year ago” knowing “he would never be hired” (158-59). Even when he is engaged as Sai’s tutor, 

the cook remarks that “Nepalis make good soldiers, coolies, but they are not so bright at their 

studies. Not their fault, poor things” (73). The Nepalis hold a demographic majority in the region 

but receive few civil rights and little dignity. Although the novel ultimately respects the 

movement’s grievances, if not its tactics, it drew criticism from residents of the Kalimpong area 

for its depiction of Nepali unrest.26 At issue, perhaps, is the idea that the GNLF members in the 

                                                
26 Some residents took offense to the novel and suggested that it is “condescending,” represents 
“Indians of Nepalese descent . . . as petty criminals, too stupid to do anything but work as 
labourers,” and merely reflects “an outsider’s view of Kalimpong” (Ramesh). Some citizens 
threated to burn the book, while others expressed anger that it did not present the insurgency’s 
violence with appropriate gravitas (Ramesh). It should be noted that many of the critics who 
focus on the novel’s GNLF plotline do not grant it the same philosophical consideration as Desai 
and nor do they assess its potential bearing on the text’s global engagement. Sharada Iyer, for 
example, views the movement solely within the confines of India’s national geography and 
history and writes that it “disintegrate[ed] [into a] virulent, violent nightmarish terrorist 
movement” (178). Krishna Singh writes about the GNLF uprising through a similarly narrow 
lens and states that “India was hit by insurgency” (52). Reena Mitra, in a departure from the bulk 
of scholarship on the novel, equates Biju’s immigrant experience with those of the non-Nepali 
population in Darjeeling. She writes that the novel articulates “the lacerating immigrant 
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text are not entirely authentic in the spirit and intention of their protests. Jay notes that the scene 

in which Gyan is swept up by the protestors, for example, is “narrate[d] in a way that 

underscores a persistent skepticism on the part of the narrator about the political part of the 

GNLF. . . . These criticisms of the GNLF form the backbone of the book’s unrelenting critique 

of nationalism” (209). In Jay’s reading of the novel, “nationalism is figured not as something that 

came before globalization but as its inheritance, and they tend to get presented in the bleakest of 

terms” (136).  

Stuart Hall argues that the world is shifting from an iteration of globalization that 

depended upon and prized the nation-state and the concept of national identity to “a new form of 

global mass culture” (178). The global mass culture that replaces the fading nation-state, he 

suggests, is comprised of two major characteristics. First, it remains concentrated in the West. 

Second, and, Hall submits, most importantly, it features a “peculiar form of homogenization. . . . 

It wants to recognize and absorb those differences within the larger, overarching framework of 

what is essentially an American conception of the world” (179). Ostensibly part of a postcolonial 

age, the new global mass culture “stage-manages independence” within the framework of 

globalization (179). Global mass (American) culture may be met with opposition in the form of 

an embrace of the local. This is enacted in two ways: a “refusal of modernity that takes the form 

of a return, a rediscovery of identity that constitutes a form of fundamentalism” (184), and an 

increased grounding in identity which crosses boundaries and can, Hall posits, infuse the margins 

with power.  

                                                                                                                                                       
experience of the non-Nepalese in Darjeeling, Kalimpong and other neighboring hilly areas 
holding forth with fortitude and resilience against the Gorkha National Liberation Front’s 
demand for Gorkhaland and the ordeals faced by Indians and nationals of other Third World 
countries in the capacity of expatriates making a sincere bid at self-actualization and assimilation 
in the country of adoption” (87). Desai, for her part, maintains that she wrote of the struggle 
sympathetically and identified with it from her own perspective as an immigrant. 
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The boys who join the GNLF and march through the streets wear the results of this mass 

culture on their bodies. As Oana Sabo argues, although “[t]he Nepalis’ claim to an independent 

state . . . is predicated on a quest for cultural purity and authenticity . . . they also use a Western 

cultural imaginary to construct their national identity” (382). The small group that robs Cho Oyu 

“had come through the forest on foot, in leather jackets from the Kathmandu black market, khaki 

pants, bandanas—universal guerilla fashion” (Desai 4). When the judge cannot understand or 

respond to their Nepali, “[t]hey laughed a movie laugh” (5). The narrative references both 

Bollywood and American movies, and the boys are dressed in the style of Rambo, a non-specific 

uniform adopted by insurgents the world over. Their particularities are absorbed into the “larger, 

overarching framework” Hall describes. As he gets swept up in the protest, Gyan wonders:  

Were these men entirely committed to the importance of the procession or was 

there a disconnected quality to what they did? Were they taking their cues from 

old protest stories or from the hope of telling a new story? Did their hearts rise 

and fall to something true? Once they shouted, marched, was the feeling 

authentic? Did they see themselves from a perspective beyond this moment, these 

unleashed Bruce Lee fans in their American T-shirts made-in-China-coming-in-

via-Kathmandu? (Desai 157) 

Gyan’s questions focus the text in an important way. Not only is it important to consider whether 

globalization is old or new out of economic and geopolitical concern, but it is also important in 

terms of whether movements can ever truly be new. Are the men committed to the cause and to 

change, or are they “taking their cues from old protest stories”? The novel makes clear the 

connections between the Nepali community’s agitation for statehood and India’s long history of 

border politics. The men at the protest urge the crowd to remember that “In 1947 . . . the British 
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left granting India her freedom, granting the Muslims Pakistan, granting special provisions for 

the scheduled castes and tribes, leaving everything taken care of . . . EXCEPT US” (158), while 

Lola, one of the elderly sisters who befriend Sai, thinks that “[w]ith each argument the next 

would be easier, would become a compulsive act, and like wrecking a marriage, it would be 

impossible to keep away, to stop picking at wounds even if the wounds were your own” (236).  

Jill Didur writes that “Desai frames the subplot of the GNLF uprising as a 

minority/majority confrontation but also seeks to trouble the normalization of this modern 

nationalist construct and highlight some of the ways it has been naturalized” (56). The 

description of the way the GNLF members dress, the way they frame their arguments, and the 

way the non-Nepali community reacts to their articulation of their marginalization is reminiscent 

of Said’s delineation of how “terrorism” is often loosely and irresponsibly defined in the post-

Cold War era. In his review of Benjamin Netanyahu’s Terrorism: How the West Can Win, he 

point to the quick, if not nearly invisible, slippage that often occurs from the term “terrorist” to 

the word “Muslim” until it encompasses “all nonwhite, non-European anticolonial movements, 

whose barbarism is in stark contrast to the mobility and purity of the Judeo-Christian freedom 

fighters he supports” (829). A key plank of this tautology, he maintains, is that “‘we’ are never 

terrorists no matter what we may have done; ‘they’ always are and always will be” (830). It is—

as Orientalism is—a self-confirming, undeniably flexible logic that allows for the continued and 

continuous dominance of Western power. In a globalized world that is largely informed by 

civilizational discourse, it is easy to see how this kind of rhetoric seeps into mainstream culture 

and is reproduced in youthful performance of unrest. The GNLF boys know how to fit the profile 

of a “terrorist” because it has been spelled out for them; it is not necessarily reflective of their 

intent:  
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There were reports of comings and goings over the Nepal and Sikkim border, of 

retired army men controlling the movement, offering quick training on how to 

wire bombs, ambush the police, blow up bridges. But anyone could see that they 

were still mostly just boys, taking their style from Rambo, heads full up with kung 

fu and karate chops, roaring around on stolen motorcycles, stolen jeeps, having a 

fantastic time. Money and guns in their pockets. They were living in the movies. 

By the time they were done, they would defeat their fictions and the new films 

would be based on them. (294-95)  

Although the novel’s depiction of the insurgency might be read as one that suggests the 

participants are amateurs and undermines the serious concerns the movement voiced, it is also 

possible to read the plot as a potential metaphor for post-9/11 understandings of terrorist threats.  

Notably, the non-Nepalis in the novel quickly term the protestors “insurgents,” a choice 

in nomenclature that implies illegitimacy and a link to terrorism. In discussing Huntington’s 

work (then in article form), Said tracks the evolution from a generalized discussion of Islam to a 

generalized discussion of civilization and, subsequently, geographical regions. Said writes: 

Such representations of Islam have regularly testified to a penchant for dividing 

the world into pro- and anti-American (or pro- and anticommunist), an 

unwillingness to report political processes, an imposition of patterns and values 

that are ethnocentric or irrelevant or both, pure misinformation, repetition, an 

avoidance of detail, an absence of genuine perspective. All of this can be traced, 

not to Islam, but to aspects in the West and to the media to which this idea of 

“Islam” reflects and serves. The result is that we have redivided the world into 

Orient and Occident—the old Orientalist thesis pretty much unchanged—the 
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better to blind ourselves not only to the world but to ourselves and to what our 

relationship to the so-called Third World has really been” (Covering Islam 44).  

A component of the clash of civilizations worldview is to see the non-Western, non-globalized 

portion of the world as “Islamic.” Thus all unrest in such locales fulfills the signifiers of 

contemporary terrorism, without attention paid to context or material circumstance. 

John Masterson notes similarities between Thatcher/Reagan era of the novel and the 

“state of global credit-crunchery” (419) into which it was delivered. In discussing the economic 

divide of the world in which Biju works, he argues that 

[b]eneath the glossy rhetoric of a borderless planet, supposedly liberated by liquid 

capitalism, lies the principle that order is ensured by the increasingly intense 

policing of these stratifications. From kitchens and restaurants to the corridors of 

political power, the chronotopes of contemporary culture are defined by 

exclusionary practices. Crucially, however . . . here and elsewhere throughout The 

Inheritance of Loss, these disturbances resonate beyond their designated spheres, 

refusing to be contained either in cellar kitchens or within national borders. Just as 

the tensions that characterize border disputes with India and between its 

neighbours are concentrated in the “other” spaces of the globalized world, so 

disruptions within specific sites spill over throughout Desai’s novel. (423) 

The unrest that exists in Kalimpong is uncontainable. The context may change based on location, 

but for how long, Desai’s novel seems to ask, can those basements full of degraded workers be 

satisfied with the promise of the American Dream? The language used by the local police in 

Kalimpong is similar to rhetoric used more recently to justify any number of infringements on 

civil liberties to ensure the security of the West: “The whole economy is under threat” (Desai 
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225), they warn the cook. Father Booty, Sai’s elderly neighbour, originally from Switzerland, 

who has been living in Kalimpong for forty-five years, is deported as “a threat to . . . national 

security,” an “illegal” (221). Those comfortable with the status quo initially decry the GNLF’s 

claims; Lola, for example, terms the protesters that go by the library “just noise, tamasha” (201), 

and the librarian agrees. The idea that the GNLF is “complaining” can be linked to Said’s 

castigation of that “tiny, scornful phrase, ‘the theory of grievances’” (“Essential” 831). Later, 

however, Lola realizes that 

[i]t did matter, buying tinned ham roll in a rice and dal country; it did matter to 

live in a big home and sit beside a heater in the evening, even one that sparked 

and shocked; it did matter to fly to London and return with chocolates filled with 

kirsch; it did matter that others could not. They had pretended it didn’t, or had 

nothing to do with them, and suddenly it had everything to do with them. The 

wealth that seemed to protect them like a blanket was the very thing that left them 

exposed. They, amid extreme poverty, were baldly richer, and the statistics of that 

difference were being broadcast over loudspeakers, written loudly across the 

walls. The anger had solidified into slogans and guns, and it turned out that they, 

they, Lola and Noni, were the unlucky ones who wouldn’t slip through, who 

would pay the debt that should be shared with others over many generations. 

(Desai 242; emphasis in original) 

The novel does not argue that the GNLF is justified in its use of violence. Nor does it make an 

argument that any true terrorist act is justified. However, it does argue that a globalized world 

that has so fully integrated the tenets of civilizational theory into the way it works breeds a lack 

of feeling for one’s fellow humans. Maryse Jayasuriya writes that “[t]he rootlessness and lack of 
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permanence among undocumented immigrants result[s] in a reluctance to let other people matter 

and a realization that one cannot expect to rely on others or look to others for support and help” 

(76). I argue that that reluctance is present in all of the novel’s characters, not just those who are 

undocumented.    

 

VI. “She must leave”: Sai and the Future 

On the penultimate page of the novel, the narrator asks, “But what would happen at Cho 

Oyu?” The response: a return to the status quo. The judge and the cook will continue as they are; 

the rain will go on; and “[s]lowly, painstakingly, like ants, men would make their paths and 

civilization and their wars once again, only to have it wash away again” (323). The novel is often 

read as overwhelmingly hopeless, and indeed Desai does not allow many optimistic openings for 

her characters. Biju returns home robbed of his savings, the gifts he intended for his father, and 

the clothes on his back by GNLF men who offer him a ride home along a closed road. As he 

stumbles up the hill to Cho Oyu to finally see his father, he wears a floral nightgown he has 

snatched off a clothesline to cover himself. He is, he mourns, “without his baggage, without his 

savings, worst of all, without his pride. Back from America with far less than he’d ever had” 

(317). Although the cook and his son embrace, it is clear that neither will break out of the cycle 

of poverty that has haunted their family for generations. Mr. Kakkar, the travel agent who sells 

Biju his ticket home, tells him: “America is in the process of buying up the world. . . . One day, 

you’ll be working for an American company there or here. Think of your children. If you stay 

here, your son will earn a hundred thousand dollars for the same company he could be working 

for in India but making one thousand dollars. . . . Still a world, my friend, where one side travels 

to be a servant, and the other side travels to be treated like a king” (269). One way or another, 
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Biju will be underpaid and overworked for the sake of American profit. Biju, the cook, Jemu, 

and Gyan are too firmly entrenched in the established system to be able to forge a new path. 

Indeed, a rarely discussed aspect of the novel is that Jemu and Biju are proffered as 

standard models of both the colonial and global traveler. The worlds they move in tend to be 

overwhelmingly male, with the exception of a group of upper-class female Indian students to 

whom Biju delivers Chinese food in New York. Sai’s only female friends are Lola and Noni. 

Noni, who never married and harboured dreams of becoming an archaeologist, tells Sai that she 

“must do it on [her] own” (69). Although Schoene quickly dismisses the apparent link between 

Sai and Desai as an example of what he assesses as the author’s unsuccessful “attempts to endow 

the novel with semi-autobiographical authenticity” (136), it is this link that provides hope at the 

end of a desolate text. Jay remarks that “the very avenue of escape she [Sai] has decided to take 

seems already to have failed Biju” (135). This reading, however, views Sai and Biju in the same 

way. In fact, the way that Sai is presented in the text suggests that she has the potential to be 

different. Her link to Desai, rather than an attempt to establish the novel’s real-world credibility, 

works as an extra-textual nod to Sai’s eventual success. The world of the novel cannot support a 

positive ending; it would not do the characters or their circumstances justice. The novel can 

support the hope, however, that Sai—or someone like Sai—will one day develop the skills to 

shed light on rapidly proliferating global economic and social disparity.  

A narrative strand of the text that is often overlooked is Sai’s coming of age. When Sai is 

named as a major player in the text, it is usually in conjunction with her romance with Gyan, 

rather than her own maturation of which Gyan is one part. Much of her development, however, 

occurs apart from him. At the text’s open, Sai is a self-absorbed young girl who has been taught 

by the convent’s nuns that “cake was better than laddoos, fork spoon knife better than hands, 
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sipping the blood of Christ and consuming a wafer of his body was more civilized than 

garlanding a phallic symbol with marigolds. English was better than Hindi” (Desai 30). Unlike 

the judge, Sai has not made these choices for herself, and unlike Lola and Noni, she does not fear 

“the middle class bounding over the horizon in an endless phalanx” (194). She has been exposed 

to particular set of attitudes and told that they are correct. Over the course of the novel, however, 

she comes to understand both local and global injustices.  

While at the Gymkhana library with Lola, Noni, and Father Booty, she “located not only 

herself but read My Vanishing Tribe, revealing to her that she meanwhile knew nothing of the 

people who had belonged here first” (199). As Sai learns more about the Lepcha and Nepali 

communities, she begins to look outward for the first time. On the same trip, she also leafs 

through H. Hardless’s The Indian Gentleman’s Guide to Etiquette, which instructs the “Indian 

gentleman” not to enter a railcar “reserved for Europeans. . . . Although you may have acquired 

the habits and manners of the European, have the courage to show that you are not ashamed of 

being an Indian, and in all such cases, identify yourself with the race to which you belong” (qtd. 

in Desai 199). Sai is surprised by the anger she feels after reading the passage, and decides that 

“[i]t was unwise to read old books; the fury they ignited wasn’t old; it was new. If she couldn’t 

get the pompous fart himself, she wanted to search out the descendants of H. Hardless and stab 

them. But the child shouldn’t be blamed for a father’s crime, she tried to reason with herself, 

then. But should the child therefore also enjoy the father’s illicit gain?” (Desai 199).  

That Desai’s critique of civilizational discourse is subtle has frequently been taken as a 

cue that her novel lacks ferocity. Yet the link that Desai draws between the inhumane treatment 

of individuals under the auspices of market globalism and a hollowed-out enactment of terrorism 

is the most damning of all. The text offers very little in the way of hope, although more than 
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once, Sai breaks the pattern of what has preceded her. She has the most in common with Noni, 

who borrows Gayatri Spivak’s translation of Mahasweta Devi’s work from the library and 

tentatively defends the GNLF’s demands: “They have a point . . . maybe not their whole point, 

but I’d say half to three-quarters of their point” (127). The novel suggests that Sai may succeed 

where Noni has not. Sai’s romance with Gyan eventually sours and turns both hostile and 

violent, in an echo of her grandparents’ far more abusive relationship. Her turn away from these 

inheritances suggests that she may be able to create a different life for herself, particularly 

through her love of books and understanding of narrative. In a brief moment of clarity at the end 

of the novel, Sai thinks “of her father and the space program. She thought of all the National 

Geographics and books she had read. Of the judge’s journey, of the cook’s journey, of Biju’s. Of 

the globe twirling on its axis. And she felt a glimmer of strength. Of resolve. She must leave” 

(323). Although the novel is anything but optimistic, it suggests that it may be possible for Sai to 

use globalization rather than be used by it, and that readers should do the same.  
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Chapter Five: Seeing Humanity in “the Little Corner of the Big Picture”: Saidian 

Secularism in Kamila Shamsie’s Burnt Shadows 

I. Introduction 

There came a moment after 9/11 when the world held its breath: would the tragic event be met 

with a renewal of empathy and a global coming together, or would the nation fashioned as a “city 

upon the hill” differentiate itself in grief as well as excellence and partition itself off from the 

world?27 On the night of 20 September 2001, President George W. Bush answered this question 

when he delivered a nationally televised speech to a joint session of Congress and uttered the 

(in)famous phrase that has shaped the subsequent fifteen years of international relations: “Either 

you are with us or you are with the terrorists” (“Transcript”).   

And yet not all had been waiting to see which way the policy winds would blow; in some 

corners of the world, the news of Al Qaeda’s attack was watched and received with complicated 

emotions that stemmed from longstanding geopolitical, economic, and power hierarchies and 

imbalances. In November 2001, Orhan Pamuk (who would win the Nobel Prize in 2006) penned 

a powerful essay to this effect titled “The Anger of the Damned.” In it, he writes of the public 

experience of 9/11 in Turkey and describes the solitude he felt in his position as a person tied to 

Manhattan. He remembers feeling that he wanted to tell people about this connection: “I spent 

                                                
27 Hamid’s The Reluctant Fundamentalist articulates this tension when its protagonist, Changez, 
says to the unnamed American to whom he is speaking:  

Your country’s flag invaded New York after the attacks; it was everywhere. Small 
flags stuck on toothpicks featured on the shrines; stickers of flags adorned 
windshields and windows; large flags fluttered from buildings. They all seemed to 
proclaim: We are America—not New York, which, in my opinion, means 
something quite different—the mightiest civilization the world has ever know; you 
have slighted us; beware our wrath. Gazing up at the soaring towers of the city, I 
wondered what manner of host would sally forth from so grand a castle. (90)  

Later, he reiterates: “As a society, you were unwilling to reflect upon the shared pain that united 
you with those who attacked you. You retreated into myths of your own difference, assumptions 
of your own superiority” (190).  
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three years of my life in Manhattan. I lived among those buildings. I walked those streets without 

money in my pocket. I kept appointments with people in those towers.” But his was not a 

common sentiment. Out for a walk, Pamuk met one of his neighbors, who asked him if he had 

heard the news and declared that “they did the right thing”:  

This angry old man is not religious at all. He struggles to make a living by doing 

minor repair jobs and gardening, and gets drunk in the evening and argues with 

his wife. He had not yet seen the appalling scenes on television, but had only 

heard that some people had done something dreadful to America. I listened to 

many other people express anger similar to his initial reaction (which he was 

subsequently to regret). At the first moment in Turkey, many spoke of the 

brutality of terror, and how despicable and horrifying the attack was. Still, they 

followed up their denunciation of the slaughter of innocent people with a “but,” 

making restrained or resentful criticism of America’s political and economic 

power. To debate America’s role in the world in the shadow of terrorism that is 

based on hatred of the “West” and brutally kills innocent people is both extremely 

difficult and perhaps morally questionable. But in the heat of righteous anger at 

vicious acts of terror, and in nationalistic rage, some will find it easy to speak 

words that might lead to the slaughter of other innocent people. 

Pamuk discusses what he calls “the anger of the damned”—not devout Muslims or those 

engaged in what he categorizes as a trumped-up clash between East and West, but those many 

millions who carry “the feeling of impotence deriving from degradation, the failure to be 

understood, and the inability . . . to make their voices heard”—and urges his Western audience to 

consider how their (emotional and military) reactions to 9/11 might fuel this anger. Rather than 
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the world uniting in shared grief, he observes, larger divisions were being and would continue to 

be wrought that would have harmful long-term effects.  

Kamila Shamsie’s novel Burnt Shadows (2009) addresses the complex set of feelings and 

values that determine how global tragedies are ingested and grieved and locates 9/11 in a longer, 

more unwieldy lineage of traumatic events than is often the case in order to trouble easy 

delineations of “good” and “bad,” “right” and “wrong,” and “culpable” and “innocent.” Burnt 

Shadows is a multi-generational novel that begins in 1945, spans multiple locations—including 

Japan, India, Pakistan, the United States, and Afghanistan—and ends in post-9/11 New York. 

Shamsie has expressed frustration with characterizations of her novel that trace its timeline as 

beginning with the bombing of Nagasaki and ending with 9/11; she is careful to stress that the 

text “ends with the War on Terror. . . . It begins and ends with nation-states, and what they will 

do in the name of self-defense” (“Legacy” 159). Although she did not set out to “de-centre” 

America, she 

was aware that conversation about 9/11 tended to treat it as though that date was 

the Ground Zero of history, as if it occurred in a vacuum, and as someone who 

grew up in Pakistan in the 1980s, during the U.S.-Pakistan involvement in 

Afghanistan and the political support given to jihad as an anti-Soviet tool, [she] 

couldn’t possibly see things that way. There were earlier stories feeding into the 

story of 9/11, so there’s no possibility [she] would write a novel that looks at that 

one date as though history proceeds from it but doesn’t precede it. (158) 

Indeed, although 9/11 is not the central focus of the novel, the text makes clear that it has 

something to say about the global—and particularly American—reaction to the event. While the 

narrative begins in Nagasaki, the text’s prologue describes an unnamed man (later understood to 
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be Raza, the protagonist’s son) being processed either en route to or at the Guantanámo Bay US 

Naval Base. Pascal Zinck writes that the prologue “challenges Pax Americana” (52) and suggests 

that it demonstrates a “continuation” between the World War Two-era “‘Yellow Peril’” 

phenomenon, Cold War-era “anti-communist paranoia,” and current “‘Green’ peril” fears (53). 

At the very least, the prologue prepares readers to take a longer and more winding path to the jail 

cell than they might be expecting. Stripped of his clothes and dignity and awaiting his orange 

jumpsuit, Raza asks, “How did it come to this [?]” (Shamsie, Burnt 1; emphasis in original). In 

contradiction to narrative accounts that suggest, as Shamsie observes, that 9/11 is “the Ground 

Zero of history” or that it marks the day America lost its innocence, Burnt Shadows proposes a 

messier, less heroic version of history in which everyone’s hands are marked with blood.  

 The novel’s central character, Hiroko Tanaka, is a schoolteacher living in Nagasaki when 

the atomic bomb is dropped. Only hours before, she had become engaged to a German ex-pat, 

Konrad Weiss. He is killed, reduced to “a lanky shadow” near the Urakami Cathedral (78). The 

landscape, described moments earlier as “more beautiful . . . than ever” (23), is transformed into 

a hellscape. Hiroko fails to recognize her father crawling toward her on the garden path, instead 

believing his eviscerated body to be that of a reptile. The air is filled with “the acrid smell . . . of 

dead flesh” (28). Hiroko, who had been wearing her late mother’s white silk kimono decorated 

with three black cranes, is permanently scarred, the cranes forever in flight across her back. That 

this aggression, this scorching of the earth—a second bomb, Hiroko later points out in anger—is 

described in detail, while 9/11 occurs outside of the narrative, is indicative of the way in which 

the text strives to illustrate the suffering of those in the “little corner of the big picture” (370). It 

is dedicated to the lives that are often reduced to historical footnotes or marginalia or elided 

altogether.  
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 After the bomb, Hiroko, loathe to be reduced to a “hibakusha” (50) or “bomb-affected 

person,” travels to India to meet Konrad’s half-sister, Ilse, who is married to an English 

colonialist, James Burton. There, she falls in love with Sajjad Ashraf, a local Muslim man 

promised a future place in James’ law practice but employed primarily as a chess companion and 

colonial underling. After Partition, the two are barred from re-entering India and settle in 

Karachi, where they give birth to a son, Raza. The Ashrafs’ and Burtons’ fates remain 

intertwined throughout history, often for the worse. Yet although the narrative places blame on 

all characters for various personal tragedies, the British and the Americans are consistently 

shown to prescribe to a worldview and a geopolitical system that grants themselves and their 

own nations primacy. Ilse and James’ son Harry, who works for the CIA during the Cold War, 

visualizes “a map of the world with the countries appearing as mere outlines, waiting to be 

shaded in with stripes of red, white and blue as they were drawn into the strictly territorial battle 

of the Afghans versus the Soviets in which no one else claimed a part” (206). The moment 

recalls Marlow’s characterization of maps in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, first as a 

collection of “blank spaces” to be wondered over as a boy (21) and later, on the “large shining 

map” spread across the deal table in the Company office, as red, blue, and green territories 

broken up by “smears of orange[,] . . . a purple patch,” and the yellow area “[d]ead in the centre” 

(25): spaces that had been claimed and “shaded in.” In Burnt Shadows, larger political forces do 

more than infuse or even loom over the personal; they direct it, often to disastrous effect. These 

forces reflect the unequal distribution of global power and as a result the text illuminates the 

circular loop of inequity that contributes (and has contributed) to global patterns of violence.   

Indeed, Shamsie’s work—much like Desai’s—is interested in the link between past and 

present as well as the ways in which Islam and nations with a Muslim majority are characterized 
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in Western cultural spheres. Her novels, particularly Burnt Shadows, are “in dialogue with the 

increasing number of fictional and non-fictional representations of Islam and Muslims by 

Muslim and non-Muslim authors and commentators” (Ranasinha 201).28 Her reading of Pakistan 

and religious fundamentalism is measured, and the novel goes to great pains to demonstrate the 

multiple ways in which Britain and the US have been involved in the evolution of the current 

political situation without turning away from domestic complexities and crimes. Importantly, 

however, the novel also explores the ways in which individuals group together and close rank—

often according to nationality or religious affiliation—when faced with aggression or the threat 

of violence. This tendency toward communalism impacts the way groups interact with those they 

view as Other, the way they represent those Others, and whether or not they mourn their losses. 

Peter Morey observes that immediate literary responses to 9/11 produced in the West generally 

follow one of two directions. The first focuses on tracing the trauma of those affected most 

directly by the attacks on the Twin Towers, as in Jonathan Safran Foer’s Extremely Loud and 

Incredibly Close, for example. Morey terms the second approach “Muslim misery memoirs”—

texts that “underscore the injustices of Islamic rule and justify neoconservative interventionism” 

(136). These kinds of texts, such as Hosseini’s The Kite Runner or Azar Nafisi’s Reading Lolita 

                                                
28 Shamsie is concerned with tracking the relationship between the West and religious 
fundamentalists. As Ranasinha notes,  

Broken Verses maps the wider circuitry of the religious right in Pakistan. It 
underscores the global politics that impinge on Pakistan especially in relation to 
the western nations that supported religious fundamentalists, and failed to take a 
stand against the military dictatorship because of the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan. . . . Burnt Shadows . . . dramatizes (within a broader historical 
context) how American and British colonialism unleashed the spectre of ‘Islamic’ 
terrorism and today’s violence. (208) 

I argue that Burnt Shadows demonstrates that there is a continuity between prior colonial and 
interventionist endeavors and contemporary violence rather than a cause and effect relationship, 
although I agree with Ranasinha that the novel effectively “reconfigures views of suicide 
bombers and militant assertions of radical Islam as unique and unprecedented” (209).  
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in Tehran, present places like Pakistan as archaic and closed off from the modern world. If 

culture, as Said theorizes, “is a sort of theater where various political and ideological causes 

engage one another” (Culture xiii), then such narratives occupied—and in many ways continue 

to occupy, despite a wider variety of stories being available—center stage for well over a decade.  

As discussed earlier, The Inheritance of Loss approaches this occupation more obliquely, 

primarily by interrogating the civilizational discourse that experienced a resurgence in the wake 

of 9/11. Desai’s novel suggests that although the notion of “the West and the rest” forwarded by 

such discourse is a fabricated construct, economic, political, and cultural powers in the West 

often refuse to acknowledge the legacy of colonialism—or its continued enforcement under a 

different name and less codified rules—from which they continue to benefit. The Islamicized 

Third World that the West so fears, the novel proposes, is not filled with religious zealots and 

terrorists but with people working hard to gain traction and failing, young people growing angry 

and restless with limited opportunity, enormous economic disparity, and intellectual exports-in-

waiting. The novel thus suggests that the continual exploitation of the world’s downtrodden will 

be its eventual undoing. A Thousand Splendid Suns, meanwhile, feeds into the dominant Western 

narrative about Islam and the tragedy of the veil—indeed, the text has been granted additional 

cultural credibility because Hosseini occupies the position of what Gayatri Spivak terms a 

“cultural informant.” Burnt Shadows, in contrast, offers an engagement with and response to the 

“problem of Islam” as it is often presented in Western popular discourse that differs from Desai’s 

abstract rejoinder and Hosseini’s tale of misery. Most notably, the novel does not focus its 

primary attention on the status of women in Muslim communities. While it acknowledges and 

takes note of women’s absences from public spaces and (politicized) subjugation, the fact that 

the oppression of women is not the fulcrum on which the novel turns allows it to argue against 
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the Western case that the War on Terror is morally legitimate because those involved are acting 

on behalf of women. Instead, the novel counters the prevailing narrative by strategically linking 

economic and power relationships of the past and present and examining the clannishness that 

communities big and small often exhibit under duress and which can be—and frequently is—

exploited for political reasons. Ultimately, Burnt Shadows endorses a kind of Saidian secularism 

as a way of mitigating the communalism it suggests is instinctual and often encouraged by self-

interested governments and multinational corporate entities.  

 

II. Saidian Secularism 

 Said defines secularism in a number of ways: in relation to academic disciplines, in 

relation to intellectual pursuits, and, as Bruce Robbins suggests, “perhaps . . . most crucial[ly] . . . 

as an opposing term not to religion but to nationalism” (26). In terms of academic concerns, Said 

urges literary critics to view works of art as enmeshed in the political, temporal world in which 

the critics live and in which the works were produced. He expressed concern throughout his 

career that, “[a]s it is practiced in the American academy today, literary theory has for the most 

part isolated textuality from the circumstances, the events, the physical senses that made it 

possible and render it intelligible as the result of human work” (World 4). He sees a connection 

between this “narrow definition” of what literary criticism can do and the conservative politics—

Reaganomics, the Cold War, and “a general shift to the right”—of the 1970s and 1980s (4). In 

focusing on “aporias and unthinkable paradoxes of a text” (4), Said contends, literary criticism 

has risked—if not abandoned—its relevance. Over twenty years after the publication of The 

World, the Text, and the Critic, it is hard not to make the similar case that contemporary 

postcolonial critics (and their critics) argue over the health and future of the field while Clint 
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Eastwood’s American Sniper and its depiction of “reel Arabs,” to use Shaheen’s terminology, 

piles up over $500 million in box office receipts worldwide and American, Canadian, and 

European politicians regularly invoke Muslim stereotypes in election campaigns and discussions 

of foreign and immigration policy. 

Literary criticism, Said argues, rests on a set of assumptions: “[L]iterature and the 

humanities exist . . . within culture” and “the culture is ennobled and validated by them,” but 

“the approved practice of high culture is marginal to the serious political concerns of society” 

(2). The generally accepted idea that such works of art are apolitical (Said writes, for example, 

that students are taught that literature and the humanities “exist in a relatively neutral political 

element” [21]) cloaks the political work that is done both within art and within the reading of 

that art. When this is ignored or elided, he suggests, it eventually becomes impossible for 

audiences to see it: “[I]n our age of media-produced attitudes, the ideological insistence of a 

culture drawing attention to itself as superior has given way to a culture whose canons and 

standards are invisible to the degree that they are ‘natural,’ ‘objective,’ and ‘real’” (9). Left 

unchecked, then, culture continually reaffirms itself as dominant and designates what is excluded 

as “all that is not best” (12). Rather than facilitate this process, Said proposes, the literary critic 

can draw attention to it and, in doing so, open up the world of texts available for criticism.  

 In addressing the potential pitfalls of invoking the term “secular,” Robbins cites Peter van 

der Veer, who writes that “[w]hat we have to realize is that the very distinction between religious 

and secular is a product of the Enlightenment that was used in orientalism to draw a sharp 

opposition between irrational, religious behavior of the Oriental and rational secularism, which 

enabled the westerner to rule the Oriental” (qtd. in Robbins 27). Although van der Veer makes a 

fair and useful point, Said does not use the term “secular” in the traditional sense. Robbins 
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submits that Said’s usage “seems to aim at a version of internationalism that would do without 

the direct authoritative backing of a putatively universal class, as in the Marxist version, or of 

disinterested rationality” (Robbins 28). “Is it, then,” he asks, “a sort of postmodern secularism 

that attempts to do without any authority?” (28; emphasis in original). Perhaps it is instead a kind 

of agnosticism—an effort to divest oneself of unquestioning and uncritical loyalty to ideas, 

philosophies, ideologies, groups, or nations and in doing so to provide oneself with the freedom 

to agitate for social justice and recognize the humanity of the Other. 

 Indeed, Said disparages intellectual efforts that are overly tied to the idea of nation. 

Doing so, he contends, makes for an atrophied culture that breeds and markets the fear of that 

which lies outside of its declared borders:  

[H]umanistic fields sustaining their coherence not by criticism or by intellectual 

discipline, but by the unexamined prestige of culture . . . or by science . . . 

eliminate the possibility of a valuable kind of self-criticism, which in the case of 

Orientalism has meant eliminating completely the possibility of admitting that the 

‘Orient’ as such is a constituted subject, or by being willing to allow for the role 

of power in the production of knowledge. The result in the case of Orientalism 

has been a self-validating, hermetic occultation, with the chances of a humane 

understanding of other cultures, or of culture itself, considerably reduced. (275)  

Said argues that cultures must continually question their most deeply held beliefs and recognize 

them as constructed rather than innate or naturally occurring. In the absence of rigorous 

scholastic practices or the reflection prompted by continuous engagement with outside influences 

and perspectives, a given culture or school of thought will regard the central tenets of its 

worldview as organic rather than synthetic. Orientalism, he observes, is a prime example, 
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although all ideologies and philosophies are subject to this kind of harmful “self-validati[on]” 

(275). In clarifying his relationship to Marxism, Said writes that “[t]he history of thought, to say 

nothing of political movements, is extravagantly illustrative of how the dictum ‘solidarity before 

criticism’ means the end of criticism” (28). Said not only proposed this line of thought but lived 

it, refusing to grant unconditional solidarity even to the causes closest to his heart, such as 

Palestine. Shamsie’s novel similarly showcases the risks of demonstrating solidarity with a 

national or religious identity without critically assessing what is being done or said in the name 

of such groups. Both Said and Shamsie suggest that nothing is above reproach and all groups 

should be afforded basic human dignity.  

 

III. Us and Them: Identity in Crisis 

Shamsie’s novel begins with an acknowledgement of the ways in which survivors—and 

their fallible memories—shape the historical narrative: “Later,” it opens, “the one who survives 

will remember the day as grey, but on the morning of 9 August itself both the man from Berlin, 

Konrad Weiss, and the schoolteacher, Hiroko Tanaka, step out of their houses and notice the 

perfect blueness of the sky, into which white smoke blooms from the chimneys of the munitions 

factories” (5). The text’s description of the sky’s “perfect blueness” implicitly links the weather 

to that of New York City on 9/11, which is often referenced to suggest that the terrorist attack 

shattered the nation’s innocence.29 The passage thus calls into question the notion, often present 

(if implicit) in post-9/11 Western policy and popular discourse, that some instances of violence 

are tragic (and traumatic) while others are justifiable and the resultant deaths mere collateral 

damage. After recovering from radiation poisoning, Hiroko goes to work for the Americans as a 

                                                
29 New York Magazine’s “Encyclopedia of 9/11” includes an entry for “Blue Skies,” which 
provides nine literary and journalistic descriptions of the skies that day. 
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translator, persuaded to do so by a young American army doctor with “a gentle face” (63). She 

quits the job a year into her contract when that same doctor tells her “that the bomb was a terrible 

thing, but it had to be done to save American lives” (63). Hiroko, in this moment and many 

others throughout the novel, encounters and refuses the idea that some lives or events mean more 

than others, particularly when they are lives or events to which the speaker is personally 

connected. 

In Frames of War, Judith Butler voices a similar question: “Why, in particular, has there 

been within the US a righteous response to certain forms of violence inflicted at the same time 

that violence suffered by the US is either loudly mourned (the iconography of the dead from 

9/11) or considered inassimilable (the assertion of masculine impermeability within state 

rhetoric)?” (24). All life, Butler suggests, is precarious: its substance and existence are by 

definition a kind of gossamer thread that might be struck down or destroyed at any moment. Yet 

“[p]recarity,” she specifies, “designates that politically induced condition in which certain 

populations suffer from failing social and economic networks of support and become 

differentially exposed to injury, violence, and death” (25). Precarity is a product of political, 

economic, social, and epistemological factors; it is not a natural state of being. Butler is 

interested in unpacking why some lives are grievable—why the loss of particular lives is 

mourned and lamented—while others are not. A significant factor, she argues, is our ability to 

acknowledge the specific life lost as just that: “[A] life has to be intelligible as a life, has to 

conform to certain conceptions of what life is, in order to become recognizable” (7; emphasis in 

original). Precarious life, she ventures, is grievable because we believe there is something there 

to be lost. “Without grievability,” she writes, “there is no life, or, rather, there is something living 

that is other than a life” (15). Part of Butler’s work in Frames of War is to draw attention to the 
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“frames” that determine how and why we delineate “life” from “something living that is other 

than a life.” Said suggests that the distinction between the two is a bequeathment of colonialism 

and Orientalism. He contends that the first Iraq war highlighted the fact that “two central ideas 

were clearly held over from the past and still hold sway: one was the great power’s right to 

safeguard its distant interests even to the point of military invasion; the second was that lesser 

powers were also lesser peoples, with lesser rights, morals, claims” (Culture 36). The post-9/11 

depiction of Muslims in Western films, television, novels, and news bears out this idea by 

circulating and continually confirming the belief that the Other is less evolved, less civil, and less 

worthy of the viewer’s empathy.  

The question of what separates “life” and “something other than life” haunts the pages of 

Shamsie’s novel and she urges readers to grapple with the idea of why some losses seem more 

tragic than others. Harry, in particular, consciously considers why the deaths of Americans and 

Westerners matter more to him than others, even when the deaths of those Others are more 

numerous, gruesome, or unjust. He was “entirely unsurprised by 9/11,” he reflects, and  

had, in fact, assumed a jihadi connection to the Oklahoma City bombing in 

1995—but he was also stunned by his reaction to it, the depth of his fury, the wish 

for all the world to stop and weep with him for the city which had adopted him 

when he was eleven. He was in the Democratic Republic of the Congo at the time, 

overseeing the setting up of Arkwright and Glenn’s operation to provide security 

for a Belgian diamond-export company, and was well aware of how 

disproportionate his attitude must seem in a country which had lost two and a half 

million people in a war which seemed to have pauses rather than an end. He sat 

down with a calculator on 12 September, and worked it out to more than 2000 
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deaths a day, each day, for over three years—but he couldn’t find any way to 

connect those numbers to his emotions. (276) 

The sheer mass of death does not impact him because he is unable to recognize the lives of the 

Congolese as lives, to borrow Butler’s terminology. Moreover, he is not only unwilling to mourn 

such losses but fails to feel responsibility for the deaths of others unless he is personally 

connected to them. He keeps his distance from Hiroko after Sajaad’s death, which his colleague 

Steve diagnoses as a demonstration of guilt and weakness. Although initially resistant to the idea, 

Harry concedes that “[i]t was guilt that kept his hands from reaching out to Hiroko, thought it 

made no sense to him that he should feel guilt for this when he hadn’t for so many other things 

which by the standards of ordinary, little-picture morality should have had him sobbing in a bar 

or some other secular confessional” (246). Burnt Shadows thus argues that communities tend to 

care about things only when they happen to that particular community and asks how the 

definition of “us” might be expanded. It agitates for a Saidian re-examination of those ideologies 

communities prize most highly and suggests that a lack of secularity leads to dire consequences.  

 It first does so by demonstrating the ways in which national and communal identities are 

innate, as well as easily manipulated. During Partition, for example, Sajjad and Lala Buksh—

who previously had little to say to one another—begin meeting every morning over tea to discuss 

the preceding night’s violence and what the future might hold. Over the course of these 

conversations, Sajjad begins to realize “that atrocities committed on Muslims touched him far 

more deeply than atrocities committed by Muslims—he knew this to be as wrong as it was true” 

(89). The instinctive clannishness Sajjad feels is a precursor of that exhibited by the Americans 

in the wake of 9/11 later in the novel. Linking the localized reaction to Partition violence with 

the domestic reaction to the 2001 terrorist attack both demonstrates the humanity of the 
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reaction—the novel, in other words, does not necessarily indict the Americans for their human 

response to loss—and deflates characterizations of the event as particularly unique. Critics such 

as Sachi Nakachi point to the events addressed in the novel as situating 9/11 in “the global 

history of violence” (139), but they do more than this. Ultimately, they minimize the rhetoric of 

American exceptionalism. 

 

IV. Communities of Belonging 

Burnt Shadows suggests that a side effect of clannishness and “solidarity before 

criticism” is a disinterest in humanism: apathy, if not violent indifference, toward other cultures 

and a divestment from intellectual curiosity and art. As an outsider and a newcomer to India, 

Hiroko is somewhat exempt from the dynamics of the British Empire and the patterns of 

behavior that have developed between colonized and colonizer. She is continually disappointed 

by the solidity of the cultural barriers that stand between the Burtons and Sajjad and the way in 

which the Burtons, particularly James, attempt to position her on the side of Empire and 

discourage her attempts to deviate from their social codes. When Hiroko expresses an interest in 

learning Urdu, for example, James tells her that “[i]t’s not necessary. English serves you fine. 

The natives you’ll meet are either the Oxbridge set and their wives or household staff like Lala 

Buksh, who can understand simple English if you just know a clutch of Urdu words to throw into 

the mix. Those Elizabeth can teach you” (Shamsie, Burnt 58). This discouragement is an effort 

on James’ part to assimilate Hiroko into a world order that he understands; he is, as Gohar Karim 

Khan writes, “a patriarchal colonial figure” (61). As an investor in and upholder of the status 

quo, James “is oddly perturbed by this woman who he couldn’t place” (Shamsie, Burnt 48). 

When Hiroko arrives in Delhi, he thinks to himself that “[s]he seemed far too . . . whole to 



 140 

belong in any of those photographs that he still didn’t see the point in publishing in magazines 

that people’s children might get their hands on” (47). James’ discomfort with the reality of 

violence and preference for patriotism anticipates his reaction to Partition, his son’s reaction to 

the Soviet war in Afghanistan, and his granddaughter’s reaction to the War on Terror. Despite 

his obvious desire to cloister Hiroko among the other ladies of the British Raj, however, she 

disregards his instruction and not only learns Urdu but forms a bond with Sajjad. (The 

inappropriateness of this relationship in the scheme of the colonial landscape is reinforced when 

Elizabeth, or Ilse, witnesses an intimate moment between the two, assumes that Sajjad is 

attempting to rape Hiroko, and fires him.) 

Even though James is troubled by his failure to categorize Hiroko, her relationship with 

Ilse and connection to Konrad mean that he thinks of her as part of his community rather than 

that of his servants and other “natives.” In the final days of Empire, James promises to bring 

Hiroko to “Sajjad’s Delhi” (83). The gesture reassures her that “[t]he Burtons weren’t entirely 

resistant to entering an India outside the Raj” (83). Yet they end up at Qutb Minar rather than 

Sajjad’s moholla, with James acting as knowledgeable tour guide. It occurs to Sajjad that it 

would be only right for him to introduce Indian culture to the English, rather than have the 

English explain his own country to him, but the moment is lost on James. In a demonstration of 

the kind of dogmatism Said argues against, James remains firm in his belief in the power of the 

English civilizing mission, despite the compelling evidence surrounding him that it has been a 

misguided, inhumane failure that is sure to result in additional violence.  

Burnt Shadows continually turns on such moments that demonstrate the blindness and 

lack of true humanism that unthinking solidarity can breed. The lack of space for humanism 

leads, at least partially, to Raza’s accidental involvement in a mujahedeen training camp. Raza 
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had always been an exceptionally bright boy and had a particular facility with languages: he was 

always “hungry to possess the languages of different tribes, different nations” (226). Yet 

growing up he often felt out of place and uncomfortable with his mixed heritage. In the throes of 

adolescent angst, for example, he angrily tells Hiroko that he could not possibly invite his friends 

to their home because the dresses she wore exposed her legs. In his final year of high school, his 

worst fears are confirmed when the girl he likes tells him that no one will marry him because “he 

could be deformed” as a result of the bomb (192). He is, he thinks, “a bomb-marked mongrel” 

doomed to failure and perpetual outsider status (194).  

Raza also struggles from test anxiety and fails to complete his Islamic-studies paper 

during his final exams. Hiroko reassures him that he will retake the paper and asks him what he 

really wants to do with his life. Raza, who “reflexive[ly]” translates the Urdu-language bumper 

slogan on a nearby rickshaw into “Japanese, German, English, Pashto,” responds: “I want words 

in every language. . . . I think I would be happy living in a cold, bare room if I could just spend 

my days burrowing into new languages” (148). Hiroko listens to this with a sense of grief, and 

knows that there is no place for his dreams in their world:  

[I]t was a passion that could have no fulfillment, not here. Somewhere in the 

world perhaps there were institutions where you could dive from vocabulary to 

vocabulary and make that your life. But not here. ‘Polyglot’ was not any kind of 

practical career choice. She was overwhelmed by a feeling of sorrow for her boy, 

for that look in his eyes which told her he knew and had always known that he 

would have to take that most exceptional part of himself and put it to one side. 

(148) 
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Raza’s community is becoming ever smaller, shrinking as the powers in place dictate more and 

stricter rules about what is acceptable. This narrow world has no space for a boy like Raza; it is 

caught up in the production of “the short bursts of polemical, thought-stopping fury that so 

imprison us in labels and antagonistic debate whose goal is a belligerent collective identity rather 

than understanding and intellectual exchange” (Said, Orientalism xxii). Raza simultaneously 

extinguishes “that most exceptional part of himself” and takes on another, ultimately more 

harmful, identity that is an outgrowth of his polemical environment. 

On the hunt for a replacement for his father’s tape recorder, Raza visits Sohrab Goth, a 

former “village on the outskirts of Karachi, where nomadic Afghans lived in makeshift homes 

during the winter months” that had mushroomed into the city as “a rapidly expanding part of the 

city’s ‘informal sector’” (Shamsie, Burnt 198). While there, he is recognized by a teenage boy, 

Abdullah, whom he had once met on the beach and allowed to think he was a Hazara from 

Afghanistan with connections to the CIA. Raza concocts a story for himself—that his father was 

killed by the Soviets and that he has vowed never to speak his language or speak of his previous 

life “until the day the last Soviet leaves Afghanistan” under his force (201)—and inhabits this 

new role every time he visits the area, which becomes more and more frequent. Raza finds a 

form of belonging in his false friendship with Abdullah, and eventually convinces the boy to go 

to a mujahedeen training camp as his brother wants. Raza makes the trip with Abdullah, and does 

not realize until he is there how hollow his posturing has been. He makes his way home, but his 

father is killed while inquiring about him at the fish market: Harry Burton’s local fixer mistakes 

him for a CIA training operative. The series of events spotlights the strata of issues at work on 

the Pakistan-Afghanistan border in the early 1980s—religious fundamentalism, communal 

discord, wealth disparity, unwieldy and unacknowledged American intervention—and provides a 
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background for future violence and the way it will be received by global citizens. The section in 

the novel ends with a long scene in which Hiroko bathes her husband’s lifeless body. Sajjad’s 

death may not be counted in reports and political statements, or it may be included as one of 

many mistakes in the field. Burnt Shadows grants Sajjad a life and a family; it intentionally 

makes him a grievable person. 

 The notion of Orientalism has fallen out of fashion in recent years. Postcolonial critics 

have found fault with Said’s treatment of victimhood and agency, and others ask what 

distinguishes Orientalism from common racism. Still others, much like Burnt Shadows’ Kim, 

suggest that suspicion and distrust of Muslims, the Middle East, South Asia, or those perceived 

to be “Arabs” is an understandable outcome of material circumstances. In the final pages of the 

novel, Kim tells Hiroko that she called the police because she “trusted [her] training. Don’t you 

understand? If you suspect a threat you can’t just ignore it because you wish—and I really really 

wish this—you lived in a world where all suspicion of Muslims is just prejudice, nothing more” 

(368). Kim insists that she is pragmatic, but not intolerant: “I’m sorry, but it wasn’t Buddhists 

flying those planes, there is no video footage of Jews celebrating the deaths of three thousand 

Americans, it wasn’t a Catholic who shot my father. You think it makes me a bigot to recognize 

this?” (368). Said argues that in times of conflict such emotions are enflamed by pundits and 

government representatives eager to justify armed engagement. After 9/11, he writes, academic 

advisors to George W. Bush and political polemicists “have supposedly penetrated to the heart of 

these strange Oriental peoples over there who have been such a terrible thorn in ‘our’ flesh. 

Accompanying such warmongering expertise have been the omnipresent CNNs and Fox News 

Channels of this world, plus myriad numbers of evangelical right-wing radio hosts, plus 

innumerable tabloids and even middlebrow journals, all of them recycling the same unverifiable 
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fictions and vast generalizations so as to stir up ‘America’ against the foreign devil” (Orientalism 

xx). It is crucial, Said contends, to tease out the connection between such rhetoric and a nation’s 

military endeavors abroad. Said writes that “[w]ithout a well-organized sense that these people 

over there were not like ‘us’ and didn’t appreciate ‘our’ values—the very core of traditional 

orientalist dogma . . . —there would have been no war” (xx). 9/11 contracts Kim’s worldview 

until it contains no more than the island of Manhattan. One morning shortly after the attack on 

the Twin Towers, Hiroko gestures toward the paper Kim has been reading and asks her, “What’s 

going on out in the world?” (Shamsie, Burnt 254). Kim responds that “[t]he last fire has almost 

burnt out” and “point[s] in the direction of the looming emptiness outside” the apartment 

window (254). Hiroko reminds her “sharply” that what Kim speaks of is not “the world, it’s just 

the neighborhood” (254). The novel draws a line between Kim’s reaction to 9/11 and growing 

intolerance of and fear of the Muslim Other. To turn inward and reflexively push the outside 

world away may be a natural impulse, the text implies, but it is a reaction that will only prove 

harmful; it will result, as Said suggests, in the diminishment of cultural understanding and 

knowledge.  

 Hiroko, who initially and immediately felt at home in New York City, feels the change in 

attitude most acutely. In the immediate wake of 9/11, she experiences a “solidarity quite 

unfamiliar, utterly overwhelming” (295). She volunteers to distribute food to first responders and 

donate blood. Shortly after, however, she observes that “things shifted. The island seemed tiny, 

people’s views shrunken. How could a place so filled with immigrants take the idea of 

‘patriotism’ so seriously? Ilse had laughed and said, ‘The zeal of the convert.’ And that phrase 

spoken by a smiling young man in Tokyo kept returning to her: ‘American lives.’ It was a 
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talisman, that phrase, the second part of it given weight by the first part” (295). American lives, 

she is again reminded, are deemed more valuable on a grotesque scale of worth. 

As discussed earlier, Richard Gray’s After the Fall: American Literature Since 9/11 

outlines a number of literary approaches that have been taken to the subject of 9/11. Works such 

as Don DeLillo’s Falling Man, Lynne Sharon Schwartz’s The Writing on the Wall, Reynolds 

Price’s The Good Priest’s Son, and Jonathan Safran Foer’s Extremely Loud and Incredibly 

Close, Gray suggests, “locate crisis in terms of opposition—them and us, the personal and the 

political, the private and the public, the oppressor and the victim—and then attempt to 

accommodate the series of binary oppositions they construct into a traditional narrative and 

mythic pattern which, so it is hoped, those oppositions can be resolved and reconciled” (65). He 

contends that novels by authors such as Deborah Eisenberg and Mohsin Hamid instead “locat[e] 

crisis in an interstitial space, where such oppositions are contested: a site where discourse 

founded on either/or distinctions is interrogated and even subverted” (65). Drawing on the work 

of Homi Bhabha, Gray writes that such narratives present New York and other geographical 

locations as “culturally hybrid spaces where engagements between different cultures, ‘whether 

antagonistic or affiliative,’ are performative and identity is open to constant negotiation and 

renegotiation: so that, for instance, the questions, ‘Who is the terrorist?’ ‘Who is the 

fundamentalist?’ are less easy to answer here than first appears” (65). Key elements of such texts 

include historical layering, geographical fluidity, an equivocal, interrogative approach to 

contemporary crisis, and narrative structure (65-66). Gray cites the evidence he marshals as 

support for the idea that “trauma may provide an intercultural connection, and issuing from this, 

the possibility of social transformation” (83). The novels he explores, he offers, “share a sense of 
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convergence, and a belief in the hybrid as the only space in which the location of cultures, and 

the bearing witness to trauma, can properly occur” (83).  

Shamsie’s novel contains the elements that Gray outlines but does not make this kind of 

suggestion about trauma. Characters remain isolated in their individual positions, determined by 

solidarity with national or cultural groups. Although Hiroko raises the idea of sharing the 

experience of trauma, characters such as Kim—who is deeply embedded in an American 

ideology that figures the experience of 9/11 as unique to the nation—reject such overtures. Khan 

argues that the novel’s final episode “encapsulat[es] the lack of empathy that exists in the 

contemporary world, for religions, cultures and even nations” (66). Moreover, Khan suggests, 

the incident demonstrates that although Kim is “a highly educated, trained professional Engineer, 

. . . [her] education poses some fundamental gaps. . . . [I]n portraying Kim, Shamsie expresses a 

great worry—one that addresses the impossibility of a situation where even someone as qualified 

and intelligent as Kim is not immune to a certain amount of bigotry” (66). Kim un-self-

consciously longs for the world “to be as it was” (Shamsie, Burnt 270) without recognizing that 

her wishes endorse an American-centric view of the world. Her grandmother tries to check her 

by reminding her of historical traumas and offenses but is unsuccessful. Kim’s narrow view 

means she is unable to think of Abdullah as anything other than a terrorist, and when it comes 

time for her to help him, she turns him over to the authorities. Raza goes in his place. 

Nakachi writes that Burnt Shadows might be thought of as “a new type of 9/11 literature 

because it showed the American experience of the terrorist violence in the stream of the world 

history since World War II. The destruction of Nagasaki, the bloody partition of India, the threat 

of the nuclear experiment in India, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, the Iraq War, and 9/11 are 

examples of the global history of violence” (139). Shamsie uses Hiroko, Nakachi maintains, to 
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“asser[t] that American Islamophobia after 9/11 has the same root as the American attack on 

Nagasaki. Both come from American fear and prejudice against non-whites” (138). In the 

scheme of the novel, Nakachi suggests, the idea of “a second bomb” is also “violence motivated 

by irrational fear of people of difference race” (139). Burnt Shadows also argues that humans 

have an empathic obligation to see past the experience of their own tragedies to understand all 

lives as grievable. Hiroko grows angry when Kim suggests that she cares so deeply about what 

happened in Nagasaki because she “lived it” (299). “That’s why Nagasaki was such a monstrous 

crime?” she asks. “Because it happened to me?” (300). The novel suggests that although it may 

be challenging to set aside notions of belonging and the dogma attached to them, doing so is 

crucial if one is to engage honestly with the world.  

 

V. A Land Without Women  

 As discussed in chapter two, many feminist scholars have teased out the ways in which 

the War on Terror has been pitched to Americans (and Westerners more generally) as a measure 

necessary to liberate oppressed Muslim women. This pervasive narrative is marked by the kind 

of dogmatic language Said flags when he warns against prioritizing “solidarity before criticism.” 

Krista Hunt and Kim Rygiel argue that political rhetoric claiming that “the fight against terrorism 

is also a fight for the rights and dignity of women” (Laura Bush qtd. in Hunt and Rygiel 2) is 

deployed as a method of “gain[ing] consent for the war on terror” (Hunt and Rygiel 4). Listeners 

are less likely to question such logic when they have been enculturated in a worldview that 

falsely splits East and West and discourages any questioning of that division (“Either you are 

with us or you are with the terrorists”). Burnt Shadows documents the impact of growing 

religious fundamentalism on women in Pakistan and Afghanistan without ever suggesting that 
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such manifestations are reflective of the spirit of Islam or that they justify Western military 

engagement in the region. Hiroko, as a more dispassionate bystander, notes the creep of 

“aggressive religion” in public spaces such as the bookstore in Saddar Town as well as women’s 

clothing (144). She views it as an extension of politics rather than devotion to the teachings of 

the Koran. Sitting on the beach, “[h]er eyes moved away from the children to the various 

women. . . . So many sleeves all the way to the wrists instead of just part-way down the upper 

arm, and covered heads here and there. It made no sense to her. ‘Islamisation’ was a word 

everyone recognized as a political tool of a dictator and yet they still allowed their lives to be 

changed by it” (185). Ruvani Ranasinha argues that the novel’s presentation of Islam reflects an 

overarching theme in Shamsie’s work that religion be personal rather than communal or civic. 

Ranasinha claims that “Burnt Shadows reinforces the separation of public and private spheres 

that underpins conceptions of secularism in almost exactly the same terms” (207). As evidence, 

Ransinha points to a section of the novel in which Sajjad “curse[s] the government, which kept 

trying to force religion into everything public. His mother, with her most intimate relationship 

with Allah, would have personally knocked on the door of Army House and told the President he 

should have more shame than to ask all citizens to conduct their love affairs with the Almighty 

out in the open” (Shamsie, Burnt 149). Ranasinhi contends that both Shamsie’s 2005 novel 

Broken Verses and Burnt Shadows advocate for a “western model of democracy that separates 

‘church’ from state, and privilege conceptions of religious faith as individualistic” (207). I argue, 

however, that the novels—particularly Burnt Shadows—instead privilege the authenticity or 

genuineness of an “intimate relationship” with God and encourage suspicion of the politics of 

more performative expressions of religion, particularly those that are mandated. As Said 

suggests, vibrant cultures, ideas, and philosophies are open to and thrive on questioning; only a 
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weak culture or ideology insists on its supremacy and disallows dissent. Burnt Shadows 

privileges religious faith that is organic rather than mandated. Indeed, during Raza’s brief 

experience in the mujahedeen training camp, he feels, for the first time, something stirring in 

group prayer: “All at once, Raza saw the beauty in the moment and it was with a true sense of 

reverence, such as he had never felt before, that he laid his pattusi on the ground and stepped on 

it” (233). He is moved to prayer again as an adult when driving past a mosque with a “sky-blue . 

. . dome” at sunset (266). Steve, Harry’s former colleague, witnesses the moment from a 

helicopter and believes that Raza has “found religion” (286), a damning judgment that helps seal 

Raza’s fate. After a blast at the A and G compound kills Harry, Steve accuses Raza of 

orchestrating the attack, telling him that he “saw [him] signal the gunman and [he] saw [him] 

duck just before he opened fire” (311-12). Steve’s biased perceptions of Raza’s ethnicity and 

religion are major factors in his belief that Raza cannot be trusted; never before, Raza reflects, 

had he “felt so sharply the effects of being merely Pakistani” (314). The novel suggests that the 

politicization of religion, rather than religion itself or its placement in the public sphere, is 

problematic.  

 By extension, then, the novel charts the effect of politicized religion on women. From the 

beginning of his interactions with Abdullah, Raza notes the difference in his friend’s attitude 

toward women: “Abdullah at fourteen knew exactly what a woman’s place in the world was, and 

it was nothing that Hiroko’s son could understand” (266). After two weeks in Afghanistan, “the 

sight of women shrouded as though they were the walking dead made [Raza] want to scream” 

(266). To escape Steve’s accusations and the charges that come with them, Raza flees to a 

compound just outside of Kandahar, wearing a burqa as a disguise. As soon as possible, he 

“tug[s] furiously” at the “giant blue shuttlecock[’s] . . . constricting grip around his head” (321). 
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The covering is figured as a restrictive garment that is imposed on women. Raza also notes that 

despite the Taliban’s defeat, all of the women he sees remain covered—a counter-narrative to the 

stories published by Western media outlets of women joyfully throwing off their burqas and 

welcoming the incoming liberators. Yet the text also advances the argument that people in the 

region acquiesce to the Taliban’s rules and demands not out of enthusiasm for and agreement 

with them but out of a desperate need to live: Abdullah’s brother tells him that, as a farmer, he 

“need[s] peace” (326). “In exchange for that,” he tells Raza, “there’s much that I’ll give up” 

(326). Burnt Shadows lays blame for women’s oppression at many feet, making the novel a 

much more complex interrogation than that offered by Hosseini. Ranasinha rightly notes that 

Shamsie’s work can be considered alongside “the recent trend in novels such as Azar Nafisi’s 

bestseller Reading Lolita in Tehran (2004), which reconstruct ‘authentic’ female Muslim voices 

for western audiences” as well non-fiction texts such as Hirsi Ali’s Infidel (Ranasinha 202). 

Ranasinha concludes that Shamsie’s texts do not suggest, as do Hirsi Ali’s, that Islam is the 

reason for gender inequality; instead, she submits, Shamsie takes the more radical route of 

arguing that “the disavowal of violence against women [is] legitimized through discourses of 

Islamic tradition” (212). Indeed, Shamsie’s agnostic approach mimics Said’s and demonstrates 

that it yields more complex, less jingoistic results that compel audiences to confront the 

complexity of culpability. Shamsie’s interrogation of the War on Terror discounts cheap 

dichotomies of “good” versus “evil” and “us” versus “them” and suggests that locating a solution 

to global violence begins with a clear-eyed examination of its tangled roots. 
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VI. Conclusion  

 In Representations of the Intellectual, Said makes a persuasive case for doing the hard 

work of research and scholarship. He writes:  

Nothing in my view is more reprehensible than those habits of mind in the 

intellectual that induce avoidance, that characteristic turning away from a difficult 

and principled position which you know to be the right one, but which you decide 

not to take. You do not want to appear too political; you are afraid of seeming 

controversial; you need the approval of a boss or an authority figure; you want to 

keep a reputation for being balanced, objective, moderate. (100-01) 

Too often, Said suggests, we make compromises—both intellectual and moral—by indulging in 

the language, positions, and ideologies laid out for us in what he terms the “moral climate” of 

our society (Representations 99-100). Rather than investigating the context of a particular issue, 

we work within an existent framework that ignores the human hands at work in the construction 

of the “truths” we hold dear. Said writes that the intellectual must contend with the fact that “a 

language community in each society that is dominated by habits of expression already exists, one 

of whose main functions is to preserve the status quo, and to make certain that things go 

smoothly, unchanged, and unchallenged” (27). His primary example of this cultural shorthand is 

the way the word “Islam” is used by “American or British academic intellectuals. . . . By using 

this single word they seem to regard Islam as a single object about which grand generalizations 

spanning a millennium and a half of Muslim history can be made, and about which judgments 

concerning the compatibility between Islam and democracy, Islam and human rights, Islam and 

progress are unabashedly advanced” (31). As George Orwell argues in “Politics and the English 

Language,” a deadening of the language leads to insidious political distancing from violent acts; 
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that is, we do not feel the consequences on a visceral level when there is “collateral damage” in a 

village in Afghanistan, for example, because the term is a form of political speech designed to 

cloak or “defen[d] the indefensible” (2616). A cultural history of Orientalism means that 

Western society does not find such lives to be grievable, and the language used to describe them 

does not encourage us to reconsider this position. 

 Burnt Shadows underscores the knotty tension between what we find egregious on a 

personal level but acceptable on a national level. Hiroko, the central character, protests against 

this contradiction, and the novel ultimately agitates for a kind of expansive humanism, an 

empathic reaching out rather than a turning in, as well as nuance and care in the way in which 

international relations is discussed. Moreover, the novel endorses art as a relatively safe space in 

which to work out or discuss complicated problems of this nature. In the first section of the 

novel, Konrad hangs his purple leather notebooks from a tree like “purple-winged birds” to keep 

them safe from Japanese officials who would view their contents, “research and observation 

about the cosmopolitan world that had briefly existed within a square mile of where he now 

lives,” as treasonous (Shamsie, Burnt 9). His reflection that “[t]he people who would willingly 

sift through every particle of dust in a house for signs of anti-state activity can always be 

deceived by a simple act of imagination” suggests that art, in a polarized and politicized 

environment, can allow for nuanced introspection and exploration. 

 Hiroko, too, eventually comes to this conclusion. At various intervals throughout the 

novel, she describes wrestling with how to tell Raza—or anyone—about what she has been 

through. When talking to Ilse, she describes her home after the bomb as “more unfamiliar” than 

anything else could be, and the day itself as “unspeakable” (100). Later, she divulges to Harry 

that she made up fairy tales to tell Raza. “There was,” for example, “the one about the girl whose 
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dying father slithers towards her in the shape of a lizard; she is so horrified by his grotesqueness 

it takes her years to understand that his final act was to come towards her, after a lifetime of 

walking away” (180). In the end, however, she does not tell Raza the stories, and instead allows 

him to learn about the event from a somewhat neutered account in a history book that features “a 

picture of an old Japanese man looking sad, and holding a bandage against his bloodied head. It 

looked as if he’d scraped it falling off the low branch of a tree” (182). She does not tell him, she 

thinks, “what an act of desperation” her trip from Japan to India was; “the story of Hiroko 

Ashraf’s youth was not the story of the bomb, but the voyage after it” (227). After 9/11, when 

Hiroko thinks of the fairy tales she invented but never told Raza, she  

wish[es] . . . [she’d] told [him]. Told everyone. Written it down and put a copy in 

every school, every library, every public meeting place. . . . But you see, then I’d 

read the history books. Truman, Churchill, Stalin, the Emperor. My stories 

seemed so small, so tiny a fragment in the big picture. Even Nagasaki—seventy-

five thousand dead; it’s just a fraction of the seventy-two million who died in the 

war. A tiny fraction. Just over .001 per cent. Why all this fuss about .001 per 

cent? (299).  

Hiroko’s thoughts reflect the ways in which the accepted historical narrative can devalue the 

lives, stories, and memories of those deemed “less than.” This narrative may be circulated to 

forward ideas about right and wrong or it may be revised—smoothed and sanded—so that its 

intended audiences do not have to face the difficult reality of what has been done. Certainly the 

photo of the mournful Japanese man that illustrates Raza’s introduction to the story of the bomb 

would suit James Burton, who did not see the point of publishing horrifying images of victims’ 

bodies. This overarching narrative, however, has no room for complications and thus 
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marginalizes some stories and lives in service of others. This narrative will never tell the 

unvarnished story of the hibakusha, for example, because it has only so many roles available for 

victims; hence the sentence that haunts Hiroko: “it had to be done to save American lives.” The 

novel, like much of Said’s work, suggests that such a narrative is incurious, inhumane, and 

inevitably damaging.  

Burnt Shadows agitates for a way of considering the world that views those in “the little 

corner of the big picture”—Pamuk’s “damned”—as precarious, grievable lives, and argues that it 

is only by taking a secular approach—by letting go of uncritical loyalties to communities, 

ideologies, language, and biases—that we can effectively do so. Moreover, the novel suggests 

that this kind of secularity is a necessary step in halting the perpetuation of global violence. Said 

notes the commonalities between Orientalism and religious discourse: “[E]ach,” he writes, 

“serves an agent of closure, shutting off human investigation, criticism, and effort in deference to 

the authority of the more-than-human, the supernatural, the other-worldly” (World 290). Both 

provide “us with systems of authority and with canons of order whose regular effect is either to 

compel subservience or to gain adherents. This is turn gives rise to organized collective passions 

whose social and intellectual results are often disastrous” (290). To close down discourse 

between East and West and revive centuries-old Orientalist attitudes that situate the light of 

progress on one side and barbaric attitudes on the other is to subscribe blindly to an inevitably 

degenerative worldview. Although Shamsie’s novel does not provide an optimistic reading of 

global politics, it offers a call to action and a way forward, albeit one that is difficult. 
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Conclusion 

Approximately a third of the way through Bapsi Sidhwa’s Cracking India, the novel’s child 

narrator, Lenny, notes: “It is sudden. One day everybody is themselves—and the next day they 

are Hindu, Muslim, Sikh, Christian. People shrink, dwindling into symbols” (101). Lenny 

cannily observes the shift in the way members of her diverse world begin to treat one another as 

the tension and violence of Partition escalates. They transform from fully formed human beings 

into mere ciphers; when one member of the group is murdered, Lenny remarks that passersby 

“look at [him] as if he is not a person. He isn’t. He has been reduced to a body. A thing” (Sidhwa 

186). The novel warns against the ways in which the unleashing of such violence—rhetorical and 

physical—is much like the opening of Pandora’s box or the uncorking of the bottle that houses 

the proverbial genie. At the end of the narrative, when Lenny’s beloved Ayah—having been 

kidnapped, violated, traumatized, and eventually rescued—finally leaves Lahore to be with her 

family in Amritsar, her one-time captor and contemptible husband, Ice-candy-man, also 

“disappears across the Wagah border into India” (289). The novel suggests that Ayah, who in 

many ways symbolizes the nation, will never be wholly free of her violent spouse, just as the 

nation will continue to be haunted by the atrocities it has endured and committed and forced to 

grapple with the consequences of a brutal eruption that demanded that people look at others as 

“thing[s]” rather than fellow humans.  

 Participants in contemporary popular and political discourse would do well to heed the 

lesson of Sidhwa’s novel. Over the last fifteen years, language once retired and relegated to the 

scrap heap as antiquated and offensive has again become acceptable. Divisive views have spread, 

becoming more potent over time. The success of this phenomenon rests largely on the frame that 

has been placed around it—that is, on the notion that 9/11 is positioned at the beginning of a 
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timeline that stretches on toward our present moment. The novels explored in this dissertation 

aim—with varying degrees of success—to dismantle this framework, and in doing so 

demonstrate its consequences. The Inheritance of Loss, which is set prior to 9/11, connects the 

hierarchies and inequities of colonialism to those of globalization to bleakly suggest that very 

little has changed. We live in an inhumane world, the novel contends, that has been inhumane for 

a very long time. A Thousand Splendid Suns devotes only two oblique paragraphs to 9/11, which 

occur on page 383 of the 415-page novel. The majority of the narrative is devoted to exploring 

the conditions that allowed the Taliban to flourish and emphasizing Afghanistan’s long and rich 

history. (It should be underscored, however, that the novel—as discussed in Chapter Three—at 

times misrepresents or oversimplifies the conditions that cultivated the Taliban, and does not 

explore Western involvement with as much scrutiny as, for example, Nadeem Aslam’s The 

Wasted Vigil or Shamsie’s Burnt Shadows.) For its part, Burnt Shadows places 9/11 in a long 

history of global violence, upheaval, and trauma to suggest that it is not a unique occurrence of 

violence in world history and that to consider it as such is harmful—and, indeed, sanctions more 

violence. Taken together, the novels work to argue that recent events do not mark a new era in 

world history that is unencumbered by the burdens of the past. They push against the notion that 

Orientalist language, images, and discourse are warranted in this supposedly new world, and 

instead suggest that such thinking grants permission to draw from a centuries-old well of 

“supreme fictions” that “lend themselves easily to manipulation and the organization of 

collective passion” (Said, Orientalism xvii).  

 The novelists’ contribution to this ongoing conversation is of particular importance since 

art and cultural artefacts are often the spaces in which such ideas are proposed, worked out, and 

reinforced. In Culture and Imperialism, Edward Said writes that, “[a]s one critic has suggested, 
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nations themselves are narrations. The power to narrate, or to block other narratives from 

forming and emerging, is very important to culture and imperialism, and constitutes one of the 

main connections between them” (xiii). Nations, in other words, tell purposeful stories about 

themselves, their histories, and the people who inhabit them. Said submits that, “[i]n time, 

culture comes to be associated, often aggressively, with the nation or the state; this differentiates 

‘us’ from ‘them,’ almost always with some degree of xenophobia” (Culture and Imperialism 

xiii). This conception of culture is where our common understandings of concepts such as 

American, Canadian, or Pakistani culture come from. In times of political tension, these visions 

are oversimplified and set up in opposition to one another: 

Culture in this sense is a source of identity, and a rather combative one at that, as 

we see in recent ‘returns’ to culture and tradition. These ‘returns’ accompany 

rigorous codes of intellectual and moral behavior that are opposed to the 

permissiveness associated with such relatively liberal philosophies as 

multiculturalism and hybridity. In the formerly colonized world, these ‘returns’ 

have produced varieties of religious and nationalist fundamentalism. (xiii)  

When civilizational discourse is given free reign, culture becomes a concept demarcated by 

barbed-wire fencing; no longer the product of a dynamic exchange, it is purported to be 

something static and innate.  

The “return” Said writes of is described in Mohsin Hamid’s The Reluctant 

Fundamentalist: the main character, a young Pakistani man named Changez who is living in 

New York after 9/11, notes: “[I]t seemed to me that America . . . was increasingly giving itself 

over to a dangerous nostalgia at that time. There was something undeniably retro about the flags 

and uniforms, about generals addressing cameras in war rooms and newspaper headlines 
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featuring such words as duty and honor. I had always thought of America as a nation that looked 

forward; for the first time I was struck by its determination to look back” (114-15; emphasis in 

original). This yearning for days gone by makes Changez feel excluded and unwelcome, as 

though America is searching for a disappeared version of the nation in which he was not a 

resident. This desire has been encapsulated most recently in Donald Trump’s 2016 presidential 

campaign slogan, “Make America Great Again.” Trump’s exhortation connects an implicitly 

white, heteronormative audience to the notion of a golden past in which the word diversity was 

rarely if ever uttered and the country’s enemies lived outside of its borders. Trump voiced the 

“rigorous codes of intellectual and moral behavior” required of such a society in the second 

presidential debate when responding to a Muslim woman who asked how he would help “people 

like [her] deal with the consequences of being labeled as a threat to the country once the election 

is over” (“Transcript”). Trump asserted: “[W]hether we like it or not, and we could be very 

politically correct, there is a problem. And we have to be sure that Muslims come in and report 

when they see something going on. When they see hatred going on, they have to report it” 

(“Transcript”). Rather than address the questioner’s concerns about Islamophobia and its 

material and psychological effects on her life, Trump suggested that individual Muslims—who, 

in his longer response, are figured as a group living inside of America rather than Americans—

are responsible for the behavior of an entire demographic. Rather than understanding 

Islamophobia as a form of hatred, Trump dismissed it as political correctness, the byproduct of 

“such relatively liberal philosophies as multiculturalism and hybridity” (Said, Culture and 

Imperialism xiii). 

The notion of “returns” in the “formerly colonized world” has been discussed by Gayatri 

Spivak, who notes that they are most often directed at women and result in efforts to limit their 
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freedoms. In parsing the sentence (discussed earlier in this dissertation) “[w]hite men saving 

brown women from brown men”—a reference to the colonial-era British prohibition of sati, or 

widow sacrifice, in India—she provides “the Indian nativist statement, a parody of the nostalgia 

for lost origins: ‘The women wanted to die’” (287). In reaction to the perceived “modernizing” 

tendencies being imposed on them by the colonizer, the colonized place a premium on tradition, 

or the way things were prior to the arrival of the colonizer. Such reactions frequently result in 

women being forced to endure the curtailment of their rights and personhood, as evidenced in 

recent years, for example, by the ways in which the Taliban has positioned its horrific 

restrictions on women’s rights. As Krista Hunt notes, the “war on terror . . . has in many ways 

exacerbated the situation” (Hunt 51). In other words, the Taliban’s response to outside 

intervention has been to harken back to a falsely “authentic” Afghan and Muslim identity that 

prevents women from accessing basic services such as education and adequate medical care, 

moving freely, and providing for themselves and their families. 

In this dissertation, I have explored The Inheritance of Loss, A Thousand Splendid Suns, 

and Burnt Shadows in tandem with Said’s theory in an effort to demonstrate that the Orientalist 

rhetoric that occupies so much space in our world is not shallowly planted but in fact has roots 

that stretch back hundreds of years. Each novelist grapples with this concept in a different way. 

Desai’s novel links old and new to shine a light on the ways in which false civilizational 

discourse—the beating heart of Orientalism—powers an ongoing economic disparity that results 

in actual divisions. Hosseini uses the language of Orientalism as a kind of shorthand in order to 

communicate with a Western audience and potentially move them. His afterword, in which he 

solicits donations to the United Nations Refugee Agency, suggests that he hopes to move them to 

action. While admirable, the use of language in the novel forwards an Orientalist discourse that 
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may confirm his readership’s preexisting biases. Shamsie’s novel deals with the consequences of 

Orientalist discourse: the lives of Others are demeaned and devalued and complex geopolitical 

narratives are simplified into stories of good and evil. Although her novel acknowledges how 

fundamentalism—Said’s “return”—has dramatically reduced women’s rights in Pakistan and 

Afghanistan, the subject is not the centerpiece of the novel. Hosseini’s focus on Mariam and 

Laila’s plight in many ways corroborates the Western belief that the War on Terror is an 

undertaking designed to liberate Muslim women. Shamsie’s more complex novel forces Western 

readers to grapple with their own complicity in current global crises and contends that the War 

on Terror is a continuation of past conflicts rather than a fresh undertaking free of the tentacles 

of history and self-interested desires. The novels demonstrate varied methods of engaging with 

Orientalist discourse, yet together suggest that it is a concept that must be addressed.  

This dissertation has also explored how Said’s ideas have been rejected by academics and 

policy experts alike. After 9/11, and more recently as ISIS has posed an increasingly violent and 

unpredictable threat, thinkers have voiced concern that acknowledging Said’s work is 

indistinguishable from offering support to (and sympathy for) terrorists. Robert Spencer, 

however, writes that “[a] comprehensive perusal of Orientalism and, even more so, of Said’s 

other works, reveals that his argument is emphatically not, as his detractors would have us 

believe, that the histories and traditions of ‘the West’ are irredeemably malevolent or that ‘the 

West’s enemies’ should be applauded” (157). Instead, he suggests that “for Said it is possible for 

scholars to produce understanding and even visions of human community and to do so, 

moreover, via a fidelity to the ideal of humanism, an intellectual and political tradition on which 

no culture or region can claim a monopoly” (157-58). Within his discussion, Spencer critiques 
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Martin Kramer’s Ivory Towers on Sand: The Failure of Middle Eastern Studies in America. Like 

many critics of Said’s work, Kramer contends that  

in the last 30 years American centres for the study of the Middle East have been 

overrun by Said’s disciples. Middle Eastern studies has been “crippled” by the 

“revolution” “unleashed” by Orientalism. He alleges that Said’s work helped 

introduce academia to a more or less overt sympathy for political Islam. 

Academic study of the Middle East since the uprising triggered by Orientalism 

has also been politically biased. (Spencer 162-63)  

The editorial pages of American and Canadian newspapers are rife with this kind of thinking—

the notion that to be attuned to Orientalism and its consequences is merely to be sensitive to 

language, and such sensitivity is a luxury Western society can ill afford at this time. Yet as Jeff 

Guo notes, “[e]xtremist groups feed off of alienation, some counterterrorism experts say, and 

Islamist militants deliberately aim to make Muslims in the West feel isolated and turn against 

their own communities” (“Hating”). Orientalist images, language, and discourse have real 

consequences. To be attuned to them is not frivolous, nor is it supportive of violent criminals. It 

is crucial to the continued development of a harmonious society, and it is a concrete contribution 

that postcolonial studies can make to both the academic and non-academic world. 

 Said died in 2003. He did not anticipate the ways in which Muslim women’s veiling 

practices—and bodies—would become a flashpoint in the years since. As postcolonial studies 

moves forward, it is incumbent upon the discipline to marry Said’s work with this important 

subject matter and push his thinking forward in new and significant ways. In this dissertation, I 

have argued that exploring postcolonial novelists’ writing is one way to understand how 

Orientalist narratives about Muslim women and the civilizational discourse that undergirds them 
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might be countered and engaged productively. Desai, Hosseni, and Shamsie deal differently with 

the language of Orientalism, but each suggests that post-9/11 narratives are far more complex 

than the West represents them—and, indeed, that it may be irresponsible to label anything a 

“post-9/11 narrative.” Continuing to engage carefully with postcolonial writers’ work on the 

subject and placing the works of authors from Afghanistan, Pakistan, and India in conversation 

with one another will open pathways to empathy and critical thinking that have a place in the 

broader cultural conversation. 
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