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Abstract 

Mohsin Hamid’s The Reluctant Fundamentalist is a post-9/11 novel that explores the complexities 

of Muslim identity, cultural alienation, and political disillusionment through the monologue of 

Changez, a Pakistani man recounting his experiences in America. The narrative examines themes 

of suspicion, belonging, loyalty, and the psychological aftermath of global terrorism, while 

challenging the dominant Western gaze. This study applies the lens of Neo-Orientalism—a post-

9/11 extension of Edward Said’s original critique—to analyze how the novel engages with and 

critiques prevailing narratives that construct Muslims as exotic, threatening, or ideologically 

suspect. The objective of this paper is to investigate how Neo-Orientalist tropes are embedded, 

resisted, or subverted within the novel’s structure and character dynamics. Through a postcolonial 

literary analysis and discourse critique, the research explores the representation of Muslim 

masculinity, the ambivalent portrayal of America, and the power relations implicit in storytelling 

itself. Findings reveal a complex narrative that oscillates between reinforcing and undermining 

stereotypes: while Changez is viewed through the lens of suspicion, he also reclaims narrative 

control and critiques U.S. foreign policy, global capitalism, and cultural hegemony. The ambiguity 

of the novel’s ending further complicates fixed readings of identity and resistance. This analysis 

contributes to contemporary discussions on Islamophobia, cultural representation, and the 

marketability of Muslim narratives in Western literary and media landscapes, highlighting the 

enduring relevance of Neo-Orientalist critique in global literary studies. 

key words: Neo-Orientalism, Post-9/11 Literature, Muslim Identity, Cultural Critique, 

Islamophobia 

1. Introduction 

Mohsin Hamid’s The Reluctant Fundamentalist (2007) is a nuanced post-9/11 novel that explores 

the fractured relationship between the East and the West through the introspective narrative of 

Changez, a Pakistani man formerly immersed in the American dream. Told entirely through 

Changez’s monologue to an unnamed American listener in a Lahore café, the novel engages with 

questions of identity, loyalty, empire, and belonging in the shadow of global terrorism. As the 

story unfolds, it reveals the psychological and ideological transformations of a man who gradually 

becomes disillusioned with the very system that once embraced him. The novel is set against the 

backdrop of the post-9/11 world, a period marked by heightened suspicion, racial profiling, the 

global “War on Terror,” and the reconfiguration of Muslim identities within Western discourse. In 

this climate, cultural productions like Hamid’s novel do not merely tell stories—they participate 
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in shaping how Muslim subjects are imagined, consumed, and judged by global audiences. This 

study draws upon Edward Said’s theory of Orientalism, particularly as it has evolved into what 

scholars now describe as Neo-Orientalism—a discourse that reasserts stereotypical depictions of 

the “East” under the guise of liberal tolerance, counterterrorism, and humanitarian concern. While 

classical Orientalism focused on the colonial portrayal of the East as backward and irrational, Neo-

Orientalism reconfigures the Muslim as either a victim or a potential threat, often framed through 

the lens of security, modernity, and ideological loyalty. The purpose of this paper is to investigate 

how The Reluctant Fundamentalist interacts with Neo-Orientalist narratives: Does it reinforce, 

resist, or reframe them? The analysis will consider both the content of the novel and its narrative 

form, asking how Changez’s storytelling challenges or conforms to dominant Western perceptions. 

The study is guided by the following research questions:  

How does The Reluctant Fundamentalist engage with Neo-Orientalist tropes in the representation 

of Muslim identity? 

In what ways does the novel critique post-9/11 American foreign policy and cultural hegemony? 

Can the novel’s ambiguous narrative strategy be read as a form of resistance to Orientalist modes 

of interpretation? 

By exploring these questions, the paper aims to contribute to ongoing debates in postcolonial 

studies, contemporary literary criticism, and the politics of cultural representation in the global era. 

Edward Said’s theory of Orientalism remains foundational to any critical examination of how the 

East is constructed through the Western literary, political, and cultural imagination. In Orientalism 

(1978), Said argued that the West (or the "Occident") has historically depicted the East (the 

"Orient") as backward, irrational, feminine, and dangerous—creating a binary through which 

Western superiority and imperial control were both justified and maintained. Orientalism, for Said, 

was not simply a set of prejudiced ideas, but a structured discourse—a system of knowledge 

production and representation that reinforced power hierarchies. 

“The Orient was almost a European invention… a place of romance, exotic beings, 

haunting memories and landscapes, remarkable experiences.”1 

This critical insight has had lasting implications, especially in the fields of literary theory, cultural 

studies, and postcolonial criticism. It revealed how literature, travelogues, political speeches, and 

even academic writings often functioned to reassert the West's dominance over the Islamic world, 

South Asia, and East Asia. 

In the post-Cold War and especially post-9/11 period, Orientalist discourse did not disappear—it 

morphed into what scholars call Neo-Orientalism. This newer form of representation continues to 

produce a simplistic image of the Muslim as either a victim or a potential extremist. Neo-

Orientalism is more subtle than its predecessor: it often claims to support moderate Muslims, 

promotes "Muslim women's liberation," or celebrates "good Muslims" who conform to liberal, 

secular norms—while simultaneously vilifying "bad Muslims" who challenge Western 

geopolitical interests or cultural values. 

 
1 Said, Edward W., Orientalism [New York: Pantheon Books, 1978], 1 
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“Neo-Orientalism is less about direct conquest and more about ideological 

management of the Muslim world. It is not the Orient that is constructed as barbaric 

anymore—it is Islam.”2 

Hamid Dabashi, one of the key post-Said thinkers, critiques the “native informant” phenomenon—

Muslim or brown-skinned writers who are celebrated in the West for confirming Neo-Orientalist 

assumptions. According to Dabashi, these figures are used to authenticate the West’s moral 

superiority, especially in the war on terror. 

Lisa Lau also advances the concept of “re-orientalism”, a variant of Neo-Orientalism wherein 

Eastern writers reproduce Orientalist tropes in order to gain Western readership and critical 

approval. 

“Re-orientalism is the process by which the East continues to be constructed—not 

by Westerners—but by Eastern authors themselves, often writing from a diasporic 

or globalized perspective.”3 

Waïl Hassan extends this analysis by pointing out that even postcolonial authors may 

unconsciously absorb and reproduce the binaries and fears embedded in the Western gaze. He 

argues that 

 “postcolonial fiction is often caught between resistance and marketability” 4 

In applying these frameworks to literary texts, scholars analyze how novels written by or about 

Muslims post-9/11 often navigate a narrow path. On one side, there is the risk of confirming 

Western fears through depictions of violence, suspicion, or ideological rigidity. On the other, there 

is the pressure to be legible and acceptable to Western audiences by depicting Muslim characters 

as assimilated, secularized, or tragically conflicted. 

Hamid’s The Reluctant Fundamentalist operates precisely in this space. The novel is saturated 

with post-9/11 anxieties, offering a Muslim protagonist who is simultaneously sympathetic and 

suspect, articulate and defiant. It challenges the reader to confront their own biases while 

navigating the interpretive trap set by Neo-Orientalist discourse. 

Thus, the theoretical framework for this study is grounded in Said’s Orientalism, extended through 

Dabashi’s critique of ideological complicity, Lau’s model of re-orientalism, and Hassan’s concern 

with market forces and narrative tension. These perspectives are essential for understanding how 

Neo-Orientalist tropes operate not just in Western-authored texts, but also in works by Muslim 

authors writing within a global literary economy. 

3. Overview of the Novel 

3. Overview of the Novel 
Mohsin Hamid’s The Reluctant Fundamentalist (2007) is a compelling novel structured as a 

dramatic monologue, narrated by Changez, a Pakistani man who recounts his experiences in the 

United States to an unnamed American listener in a café in Lahore. The novel unfolds over the 

course of a single evening, with Changez’s voice dominating the narrative as he guides the 

 
2 Dabashi, Hamid, Post-Orientalism: Knowledge and Power in Time of Terror [New Brunswick: 

Transaction Publishers, 2009], 12 
3 Lau, Lisa, and Ana Cristina Mendes, Re-Orientalism and South Asian Identity Politics: The 

Oriental Other Within [New York: Routledge, 2011], 3 
4 Hassan, Immigrant Narratives: Orientalism and Cultural Translation in Arab American and 

Arab British Literature [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011], 94 
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conversation, while the American remains voiceless—his responses, gestures, and expressions 

inferred through Changez’s descriptions. This deliberate narrative choice establishes an 

atmosphere of ambiguity, control, and tension that persists throughout the text. 

Plot Summary and Main Characters 
The story follows Changez, a brilliant and ambitious student from Lahore who earns a scholarship 

to Princeton and later secures a prestigious job at Underwood Samson, a valuation firm in New 

York. His professional success mirrors his desire to assimilate into American life. He enters a 

romantic relationship with Erica, a wealthy American woman haunted by the memory of her 

deceased boyfriend, Chris. Erica’s emotional detachment and mental decline serve as symbolic 

reflections of the American psyche post-9/11.However, the trajectory of Changez’s life alters 

drastically after the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. He begins to feel alienated and 

scrutinized, both in the workplace and in society. The collapse of his personal and professional 

relationships, coupled with his growing disillusionment with U.S. foreign policy—particularly its 

aggression in the Muslim world—leads to his eventual return to Pakistan, where he becomes a 

university lecturer and an outspoken critic of American imperialism. 

Narrative Structure: Monologue and Dialogue Ambiguity 
The novel’s form—a first-person monologue—blurs the boundary between confession and 

confrontation. The American, though never speaking directly, is a constant presence. This 

narrative strategy creates a dramatic tension: the reader is left to interpret the American’s silence, 

gestures, and possible motives through Changez’s lens. The imbalance of voice and the lack of 

narrative closure raise critical questions about trust, reliability, and intent. 

This structure also inverts the typical Western narrative framework. Instead of a Western narrator 

interpreting the East, a Pakistani narrator interprets the Westerner—reversing the direction of the 

gaze and disrupting the comfort of Western readership. This inversion forces readers to reckon 

with their assumptions, and it situates the novel squarely within the postcolonial tradition of 

challenging narrative authority. 

Key Themes 

1. Identity and Belonging 

Changez’s journey is fundamentally a search for identity in a world shaped by racial, 

cultural, and ideological fault lines. His early attempts at assimilation contrast sharply with 

his later embrace of his Pakistani heritage and political consciousness. The novel portrays 

the fragility of belonging in a society that quickly turns suspicious in times of crisis. 

2. Suspicion and Surveillance 

After 9/11, Changez feels the weight of suspicion as a Muslim man in America. He is 

subjected to increased scrutiny at airports, awkward silences in social settings, and an 

overwhelming sense of being watched. This theme is mirrored in the narrative structure, 

where the American listener’s silence evokes both menace and mystery—leading the 

reader to wonder whether he is merely a tourist, a government agent, or an assassin. 

3. Empire and Global Capitalism 

Underwood Samson, the American firm where Changez works, becomes a metaphor for 

U.S. economic imperialism. Its motto, “Focus on the fundamentals,” reflects a cold, 

calculating approach to global markets, devoid of ethical consideration. Changez’s 

growing discomfort with this ideology parallels his moral awakening and political dissent. 

4. Loyalty and Betrayal 
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The novel interrogates the complexities of loyalty—to nation, to culture, to relationships. 

Changez is caught between two worlds, and his eventual “betrayal” of America can be seen 

either as an act of conscience or as a rejection of the very system that nurtured him. 

Similarly, Erica’s inability to let go of her past love symbolizes America’s entrapment in 

historical trauma and resistance to truly engaging with “the Other.” 

In sum, The Reluctant Fundamentalist is a richly layered narrative that uses the personal journey 

of its protagonist to critique broader socio-political dynamics in the post-9/11 era. Through its 

ambiguous structure and complex characters, the novel challenges reductive portrayals of 

Muslims, questions the ethics of empire, and highlights the psychological toll of cultural 

displacement and global conflict. 

4. Neo-Orientalist Tropes in the Novel 
In The Reluctant Fundamentalist, Mohsin Hamid navigates—and simultaneously interrogates—

the terrain of Neo-Orientalist discourse, wherein post-9/11 cultural representations of Muslims 

oscillate between victimization and vilification, fascination and fear. Through the character of 

Changez and his evolving relationship with the West, the novel both reflects and critiques the 

stereotypical tropes that define Muslim identity in the global literary and political imagination. 

Representation of Muslim Masculinity and Identity 
In Neo-Orientalist narratives, Muslim men are often framed as either emasculated victims of 

authoritarian regimes or hypermasculine threats to Western security and values. Changez occupies 

an ambiguous space within this binary. In the early chapters, he is portrayed as polite, clean-cut, 

Princeton-educated—a model immigrant who has seemingly adopted Western norms. His 

intelligence and charm make him acceptable within elite circles. 

However, this constructed image begins to unravel following the events of 9/11. Changez’s 

beard—once a neutral or aesthetic choice—becomes a signifier of his Otherness. His decision not 

to shave it is read by American characters (and implicitly, the reader) as a symbolic alignment with 

“anti-Western” sentiment. Here, masculinity becomes politicized: Changez is no longer just a man; 

he is a Muslim man whose body and choices are now under surveillance. 

“I was never an intimidating fellow, but it was becoming increasingly difficult to 

project an aura of geniality.”5 

This statement reveals how racialized masculinity becomes a site of both suspicion and self-

awareness—core elements of the Neo-Orientalist gaze. 

Western Gaze and Suspicion Toward Changez 
Neo-Orientalism thrives on a narrative of conditional inclusion: Muslims are accepted into 

Western spaces only insofar as they conform, assimilate, and distance themselves from any 

perceived cultural or political radicalism. Changez initially embodies this assimilation—he excels 

in a global corporate firm, dates a white American woman, and internalizes the meritocratic logic 

of American capitalism. 

But the Western gaze shifts after 9/11. He notes how strangers look at him differently, how airport 

officials interrogate him more aggressively, and how the very spaces that once welcomed him now 

exclude him. The gaze becomes a mechanism of exclusion, surveillance, and symbolic violence. 

“I was subjected to verbal harassment by complete strangers, and at Underwood 

Samson I was told that I was being sent on assignments less frequently.” 

 
5 The Reluctant Fundamentalist, 130 
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The American character in the novel—silent, possibly armed, and ambiguous—embodies this 

gaze. As a listener who never speaks, he becomes a symbol of Western power, judgment, and fear. 

Exoticism vs. Threat: The Paradox of the “Other” 
One of the enduring tropes in Orientalist and Neo-Orientalist discourse is the paradoxical figure 

of the Muslim Other—at once exotic and dangerous, desirable and destabilizing. This is most 

clearly played out in the relationship between Changez and Erica. Erica, whose name subtly evokes 

“America,” is drawn to Changez, yet cannot fully embrace him. She is haunted by the ghost of her 

deceased boyfriend, Chris, whose presence overshadows her intimacy with Changez. This 

dynamic suggests that while the Muslim Other may be romanticized, he is never truly accepted—

his presence remains contingent and unstable. Changez attempts to mold himself into Erica’s 

fantasy, even asking her to pretend he is Chris during a sexual encounter. This troubling moment 

reflects the eroticization and erasure of Muslim identity—he must perform the role of the white 

man to be loved. At the same time, his growing political consciousness and rejection of American 

imperialism shift him from exotic outsider to perceived threat. This transition from fascination to 

fear is at the heart of Neo-Orientalist representation. 

Depiction of America and Implicit Binaries 
Hamid’s novel critiques the binary oppositions that often structure post-9/11 discourse: modern 

vs. traditional, secular vs. religious, rational vs. fanatical, us vs. them. These binaries sustain the 

ideological logic of Neo-Orientalism, presenting the West as progressive and the Muslim world as 

regressive. Underwood Samson, Changez’s employer, epitomizes the ideology of global 

capitalism—cold, efficient, and devoid of emotional complexity. Its motto, “Focus on the 

fundamentals,” serves as a metaphor for the reductionist worldview of empire, where value is 

determined solely by economic gain. In contrast, Lahore is depicted with richness, depth, and 

historical continuity—yet also through the eyes of the West, it is potentially dangerous, unstable, 

and foreign. 

“America, my professional nemesis, was a nation in mourning. I had no desire to 

cause it further grief.”6 

Changez’s empathy is genuine, but it also highlights the asymmetry of power: he must constantly 

prove his loyalty, while America reserves the right to judge, invade, and occupy. 

The novel resists these binaries by subverting narrative expectations. Rather than offer closure, it 

ends in ambiguity: is Changez a terrorist? Is the American a CIA operative? Is violence imminent 

or imagined? This refusal to resolve uncertainty destabilizes the reader’s position and critiques the 

very desire for “truth” in a post-9/11 world shaped by paranoia and spectacle. 

In conclusion, The Reluctant Fundamentalist operates as both a product of and a response to Neo-

Orientalist discourse. By examining the construction of Muslim masculinity, the workings of the 

Western gaze, and the paradox of Otherness, the novel reveals the ideological mechanisms through 

which suspicion and exclusion are maintained. Simultaneously, through its narrative complexity 

and ethical ambiguity, it opens space for resistance, self-representation, and the reimagining of 

East-West relations. 

5. Subversion or Reinforcement? Ambiguity and Resistance 
One of the most debated aspects of The Reluctant Fundamentalist is whether the novel ultimately 

subverts or reinforces Neo-Orientalist discourse. Hamid’s narrative simultaneously engages with 

 
6 The Reluctant Fundamentalist, 115 
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and destabilizes many of the tropes associated with post-9/11 representations of Muslims, making 

it difficult to pin down its ideological position. This tension—between critique and complicity, 

resistance and recognition—lies at the heart of the novel’s power and ambiguity. 

Is the Novel Critiquing or Replicating Neo-Orientalist Discourse? 
At first glance, the novel appears to critique Neo-Orientalist paradigms by exposing how Muslims, 

particularly brown Muslim men, are surveilled, exoticized, and demonized in the wake of 9/11. 

Changez’s personal transformation reflects a growing awareness of this objectification. His 

withdrawal from American corporate life and his eventual return to Lahore signify a rejection of 

the system that had superficially embraced him but ultimately cast him as suspect. 

Yet some critics argue that by centering a narrative around a bearded Muslim man possibly 

involved in militancy, the novel risks replicating the very stereotypes it seeks to challenge. The 

unresolved tension of the final scene—whether the American is about to attack or whether Changez 

poses a threat—mirrors the Western reader’s paranoia. In this reading, the novel accommodates 

rather than dismantles the ideological frameworks of Neo-Orientalism, sustaining the Muslim as a 

figure of ambiguity and potential danger. 

Changez’s Self-Representation: Agency or Conformity? 
Changez’s narration is a complex act of self-representation. He tells his story on his own terms, 

exercising control over both the narrative structure and the pacing. This reclaiming of voice is 

significant in a context where Muslim identities are often spoken about rather than spoken by. His 

long, composed monologue contrasts with the voicelessness imposed upon many Muslim 

characters in mainstream Western narratives. 

However, the question remains: is Changez truly autonomous, or is he merely fulfilling the 

Western reader’s expectations of a “disillusioned fundamentalist”? His self-description often slips 

into recognizable tropes—a “disappointed idealist,” a “convert turned critic,” a “charismatic 

dissenter.” These familiar categories risk aligning his character with what Hamid Dabashi calls the 

“native informer,” someone who is tolerated because he confirms the West’s suspicions about 

itself and the Other. 

Yet, Hamid complicates this reading by ensuring that Changez resists offering definitive answers, 

refusing to provide ideological closure or confession. 

Use of Irony and Unreliable Narration 
The novel is saturated with irony, especially in its title. Changez is not a “fundamentalist” in the 

religious sense, nor does he exhibit any extremist views. His “fundamentalism” lies in his rejection 

of capitalist ideology and imperial arrogance. The title is thus both provocative and misleading—

inviting assumptions that are subsequently undermined.This technique ties into Hamid’s use of 

unreliable narration. Changez filters the entire narrative through his perspective, and the reader is 

never allowed to hear the American’s voice directly. This creates a destabilizing effect: is Changez 

being truthful? Is he manipulating the conversation? Are we, as readers, being seduced or warned? 

The ambiguity of tone and the deliberate withholding of information challenge the reader’s 

interpretive authority. By refusing to resolve the identity or intent of either Changez or the 

American, Hamid replicates the insecurity and suspicion that define the post-9/11 global order—

while subtly critiquing the urge to reduce complex individuals to simple categories. 

Resistance Through Storytelling: Reclaiming Voice and Narrative Control 
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Ultimately, storytelling in The Reluctant Fundamentalist becomes a form of resistance. The 

monologue structure grants Changez a degree of power rarely afforded to characters of his 

background in global fiction. He tells his story in his own words, in his own city, on his own terms. 

The American may listen, but he cannot interrupt. 

This act of narrative domination inverts the traditional Orientalist framework, wherein the Western 

subject interprets, classifies, and judges the Eastern Other. Instead, Changez scrutinizes the 

American, makes observations about his body language, questions his motives, and even offers 

hospitality—turning the Orientalist gaze back on its origin. 

“You should not imagine that we Pakistanis are all potential terrorists, just as we 

should not imagine that you Americans are all undercover assassins.”7 

This quote encapsulates the novel’s central resistance: a demand for mutual recognition, a 

challenge to unilateral suspicion, and an insistence on the humanity of the Other. It is an appeal to 

shared vulnerability, rather than cultural supremacy. 

In conclusion, The Reluctant Fundamentalist occupies a deliberately unstable position between 

subversion and entrapment. While it clearly critiques the logic of Neo-Orientalism—particularly 

through Changez’s disillusionment and self-assertion—it also plays with the very tropes it seeks 

to expose. This ambiguity is not a weakness but a strategy. By refusing closure, inviting 

discomfort, and dismantling narrative authority, Hamid resists both ideological simplification and 

readerly satisfaction—forcing a confrontation not only with the East-West binary but also with the 

assumptions we bring to every story of the “Other.” 

6. Critical Reception and Discourse 
The critical reception of The Reluctant Fundamentalist reflects the same tensions and 

contradictions explored in the novel itself. Its ambiguous politics, narrative structure, and 

engagement with post-9/11 Muslim identity have generated contrasting responses across the global 

literary landscape. While Western critics have often praised the novel’s stylistic innovation and 

exploration of cultural alienation, Eastern and postcolonial critics have been more attuned to its 

ideological ambivalence and potential complicity with Neo-Orientalist discourse. 

How Critics in the West and East Received the Novel 
In the West, The Reluctant Fundamentalist was largely met with acclaim for its originality, 

psychological depth, and relevance in a post-9/11 world. Publications like The Guardian, The New 

York Times, and The Washington Post praised Mohsin Hamid’s sparse yet lyrical prose, his ability 

to create tension through monologue, and the novel’s subtle interrogation of American hegemony. 

Many reviewers read the novel as a literary bridge between East and West—a work that humanized 

the post-9/11 Muslim experience while avoiding overt polemic.However, some Western critics 

emphasized the thriller-like ambiguity of the ending, interpreting Changez’s potential for violence 

as a narrative device rather than a political statement. This reading risks reinforcing the very 

stereotypes the novel seems to resist: the Muslim as a potential threat, the fundamentalist as hidden 

beneath a civilized surface. In this way, some Western receptions may have unwittingly reinscribed 

Neo-Orientalist frameworks even while praising the novel’s apparent critique of them. 

In contrast, critical voices from the East and the global South—especially within postcolonial and 

Islamic literary criticism—have raised concerns about the novel’s ambiguous ideological stance. 

While many appreciated Hamid’s attempt to challenge the Western gaze and center a Muslim 

 
7 The Reluctant Fundamentalist, 207 
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voice, some questioned whether Changez’s narrative was shaped more by the expectations of a 

Western readership than by an authentic decolonial critique. Scholars like Hamid Dabashi have 

pointed to the way diasporic Muslim writers are often “rewarded” in global markets for producing 

narratives that confirm rather than challenge Western anxieties. 

Role of the Global Publishing Industry in Shaping Narratives of Islam and the 

East 
The global publishing industry plays a significant role in mediating which Muslim voices are 

amplified, which themes are promoted, and which narratives are deemed "marketable." Post-9/11, 

there has been a surge in literary interest in Muslim-majority cultures, but often with a narrow 

focus: terrorism, identity crises, assimilation, and religious extremism. These thematic boundaries 

have produced what critics describe as the “good Muslim/bad Muslim” dichotomy (Mamdani, 

2004), where acceptable Muslim characters are secular, apolitical, or self-critical, while devout or 

dissenting figures are portrayed as threatening or regressive.Hamid’s novel, while resisting easy 

binaries, arguably fits within this “curated market of acceptable Muslim narratives”. Its success—

shortlisted for the Booker Prize, translated into over 25 languages, and adapted into a Hollywood 

film—suggests that it satisfies both political and aesthetic expectations of Western publishers and 

audiences. This does not diminish its literary value, but it raises questions about the limits of 

representation under global capitalism. 

“The Western publishing world is eager to hear from Muslim voices—provided 

they tell stories that conform to familiar tropes of oppression, trauma, and critique 

of Islam or the Muslim world.”8 

In this context, The Reluctant Fundamentalist can be seen as navigating a delicate balance: voicing 

a postcolonial critique while maintaining narrative palatability for a global, often Western-centric, 

literary market. 

The Novel as a Product of a “Marketable Muslim Narrative”? 

The idea of the “marketable Muslim narrative” refers to a genre of post-9/11 fiction authored by 

Muslim or Middle Eastern writers that centers on themes of identity conflict, cultural dislocation, 

and political trauma. These works are often celebrated not only for their artistic merit but also for 

their perceived ability to “explain” the Muslim world to Western readers.The Reluctant 

Fundamentalist fits this category in several ways. It features a Muslim protagonist educated in the 

West, explores the trauma of 9/11 from a non-Western perspective, and raises politically charged 

questions about U.S. foreign policy, cultural arrogance, and economic imperialism. Yet, it does so 

through a controlled, literary format that avoids overt radicalism. The narrative’s ambiguity allows 

readers to read their own interpretations into it—whether sympathetic or suspicious. 

Some critics argue that this ambiguity is a survival strategy: in a literary market where Muslim 

voices are often either silenced or essentialized, writing within the confines of ambiguity becomes 

a way to resist erasure while avoiding backlash. 

“The global literary marketplace rewards narratives that offer both critique and 

reassurance—Muslim characters must be complex, but never too threatening.”9 

Hamid’s novel thus occupies a liminal space: politically suggestive but never incendiary, critical 

of America but not wholly antagonistic, representing the East but through a lens shaped by 

 
8 Lau and Mendes, Re-Orientalism and South Asian Identity Politics, 2011, 22 
9 Hassan, Waïl S., Immigrant Narratives, 2011, 112 



JOURNAL OF APPLIED LINGUISTICS AND TESOL 

Vol.8. No.2.2025 

 
 
 
 
 
 

2611 

diasporic mobility and transnational publishing.In conclusion, The Reluctant Fundamentalist has 

been both praised and problematized within global literary discourse. Its critical reception 

illustrates the complexities of writing from the margins in an era when Muslim identities are hyper-

visible and heavily politicized. While the novel resists simplistic categorization, it is also shaped 

by the expectations of the literary marketplace—making it a prime example of how Neo-Orientalist 

discourse is not only produced through literature, but also through the politics of its circulation 

and consumption. 

7. Conclusion 
This study has examined The Reluctant Fundamentalist through the critical lens of Neo-

Orientalism, exploring how the novel both engages with and subverts dominant post-9/11 

representations of Muslim identity. By analyzing its narrative structure, character development, 

and thematic ambiguities, we have seen how Mohsin Hamid constructs a story that is neither fully 

resistant nor entirely complicit in the stereotypes it invokes. Changez’s character disrupts the 

binary categorization of Muslims as either victims or extremists, presenting a subject whose 

agency lies in storytelling, reflection, and subtle ideological confrontation.The novel occupies a 

complex position between critique and complicity. On one hand, it interrogates Western 

assumptions about Muslim masculinity, national loyalty, and cultural difference; on the other, it 

reproduces certain familiar tropes—such as the bearded, disillusioned Muslim man and the veiled 

threat of violence—that risk being absorbed into the very Neo-Orientalist discourse it challenges. 

Its strategic ambiguity allows for multiple readings, placing interpretive responsibility on the 

reader and mirroring the climate of fear, suspicion, and moral anxiety that characterizes the post-

9/11 global order.The relevance of Neo-Orientalism in today’s literary and media landscapes 

remains undeniable. As Muslim narratives continue to circulate globally—often filtered through 

the politics of terrorism, integration, and identity—the pressure to conform to marketable 

stereotypes persists. The Reluctant Fundamentalist serves as a key text in understanding how 

contemporary Muslim voices navigate these representational demands within transnational 

publishing circuits.Future research could benefit from comparative studies involving other post-

9/11 Muslim narratives, such as Kamila Shamsie’s Burnt Shadows, Laila Halaby’s Once in a 

Promised Land, or Khaled Hosseini’s The Kite Runner. Such comparisons would allow for a 

broader interrogation of how Muslim identity is constructed, commodified, or resisted across 

different literary, geographic, and ideological contexts—further contributing to our understanding 

of Neo-Orientalism as an evolving and contested discourse in global literature. 


