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An essential mission of literary and psychological writing is to construct a taxonomy of pain in order
to extract meaning from it—because if pain means nothing, then it cannot be borne. Whereas litera-
ture gestures at this mission obliquely, psychology features it front and center.
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A successful man is one who can lay a
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cess.

- Pablo Picasso
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If we want literature to inhabit the full
measure of human experience, it must
stretch to accommodate new ways of
knowing the world.

- Jennifer R. Bernstein

Success is walking from failure to failure
with no loss of enthusiasm.

- Winston Churchill
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| never dreamed about success, | worked
for it.
- Estee Lauder

It is better to fail in originality than to suc-
ceed in imitation.

- Herman Melville
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Silence of Patriarchal Women:
A Reading of Adichie’s Purple Hibiscus

Anu Bhararhi. P

Ph.D. Research Scholar in English, The New College (Autonomous), Chennai

Abstract

Adichie is an ardent contemporary African post — colonial writers who have drawn world attention within a short
span of time with her debut work Purple Hibiscus. This paper aims to explore the concept of patriarchy, and thus
the treatment of patriarchal women in the novel Purple Hibiscus. Patriarchy has muted the voice of women. She
has become voiceless. This is interpreted with Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique. Being patriarchal women,
the characters evolve within a limited circle forgoing their identity.

Keywords: patriarchy, patriarchal women, feminism.

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, an ardent and promising writer born to a well educated parents in Enugu in 1997. The
passion of writing and literature pushed her to kick out of her medical college and flew to America to peruse Com-
munications and Political Science at Drexel University in Philadelphia. Adichie has stepped in the international
literary world with her debut novel Purple Hibiscus in 2003. As a tribute to Achebe she begins the novel with
“Things started to fall apart...” Adichie is called as ‘literary daughter’ of Achebe. This won the Common Wealth
writer’s prize for best first book and also nominated for the Orange Prize in 2004. Adichie paints her second novel,
Half of Yellow Sun(2006), on the backdrop of Biafran Civil (1967-1970). This fiction was honoured with awarding
Orange Prize in 2004. In continuation of this she has published her upcoming novel Americanah. Adichie was Co-
Curator of The Pen world voices festival in 2015.

Patriarchy

The term patriarchy implies ‘male domination’, ‘male power’, ‘male prejudice (against women)”. According to
Mary Becker, “ a social system that is male-identified, male-controlled, male-centered, will inevitably value mas-
culinity and masculine traits over femininity and feminine traits. In such a system, men (and women) will be en-
couraged to regard women as begins suited to fulfill male needs” (24-25). Achebe describes patriarchy as, * Patriar-
chy is a father who rules his family like a dictator who is endowed with all the same rights and responsibili-
ties” (13). Lois describes patriarchy as,

“Patriarchy is thus, by definition, sexiest, which means it promotes the belief that women are innately inferior to
men. This belief is the inborn inferiority of women is a form of what is called biological essentialism because it is
based on biological difference between the sexes that are considered part of our unchanging essence as men and
women.” (85)

Patriarchal Women

In all these years, the journey of women in life as a whole has been deprived of their freedom and were treated as
downtrodden for many years, so that women have convinced themselves that this is the right pattern to live in this
world. Patriarchy and its concepts have been deeply rooted within themselves abundantly, that they actually live a
happy life in this misery. Women concluded that this patriarchal lifestyle is the only way to live and they are not
given a chance to even give a thought about change. Louis defines the life of the patriarchal women as, “In the
same vein, the masses in this new patriarchy see themselves as ‘the people’, accepting their subordination as a
norm. The phrase ‘the people’ does not refer to the physical characteristics of a population”(85). The patriarchal
women are pushed or rather forced into accepting and following all the norms of the patriarchal society. In the pa-
triarchal society the only duty of a woman is to be a wife and mother. Her duty and life centers around her family.
Her predominant duty is to serve her husband and to bring up her children.

The women of the patriarchal society have these characteristics infused in them, as if it runs in their blood. It can be
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seen from every woman who inherited this lifestyle
from their mother and their maternal grandmother and
so on. For generations, this has been the case of every
woman as they were taught only the ways to live in a
patriarchal society and were not taught to think any
further. These traits can be seen in many characters who
live in the patriarchal society and also as a woman who
approves of it, whom we will learn in detail below.

Silence

Silence is gold, but this is not of use to women always.
Silence is the ocean of the unsaid, the unspoken suffer-
ings of women. Silence allows women to suffer without
any resources. Silence of women permits patriarchal
society to dictate and dominate her. Women gave per-
mission to the patriarchal society to dictate and domi-
nate her.

Embracing silence

Silence of women complicates her future and supports
patriarchal society unknowingly. After experiencing
such a corporal punishment a woman unmistakably
maintains silence. The main aim of a patriarchal society
is to cease the voice of a woman and make her voice-
less. Silencing women is the predominant characteristic
of patriarchy. By ceasing their voice it’s easy to nullify
them. D’Almeida asserts silencing women in the name
of patriarchy as, ”Silence represents the historical mut-
ing of women under the formidable institution known as
patriarchy, that forms social organization in which males
assume power and create for female an inferior
status” (1). Patriarchal women knowingly or unknow-
ingly assert the violence which happens against her.

Patriarchal women by embracing silence fails to protect
honour of her. Maintaining silences made her accept the
thrust patriarchy against her. Patriarchal women remain
silent against her abuse because of cultural acceptance
of violence and maintaining a helps them to cope up
with abuse. A woman who is drenched in a mys-
tique mentality embraced silence as a shield to protect
herself in the patriarchal society and became a silent
partner as a patriarchal woman. Such patriarchal
women contribute to the patriarchal society as a silent
spectator. According to her, maintaining silence is a
quality of ‘femininity’ and raising voice against her
injustice is an ‘unfeminine’ quality.

Silence: a weapon of patriarchy

Women from different countries and customs face dif-
ferent kinds of violence. Violence against women is to
silence and mute her. Patriarchy exposes women to
various forms of discrimination and oppression. Espe-
cially patriarchal society silences women in many ways.
Domestic violence and sexual violence are against
women in order to cease voice from her. A husband hits

22

women to silence her. A rapist spoils an unknown
woman to exercise his male domination and to make
her voiceless and ill-equipped to live in the society.
Patriarchal society builds strongly on the silence of
women. Silencing is a method of cornering women.
These are some of the terms used by patriarchal men to
make women a second-fiddle in their life. These subor-
dinating terms are used generations together to subju-
gate a woman.

Silence:

“To be Silenced’ is the predominant norm of patriarchy.
‘Silence' is the acceptance term of patriarchal women.
Patriarchal women by assimilating all the norms of pa-
triarchy honourably supervenes ‘to be silent’.
D'Almeida quotes that, silence as a weapon to destroy
the ideas that perpetuate subjugation and inequal-
ity” (2). For a man who owns many things and proper-
ties, finds his wife as a property which he owns as well
and the husband does not wish to treat his wife any
more than he takes care of his properties. One such
character who fits into this theory is Beatrice. Both,
Beatrice and Kambili are wrapped around by the wrath
of Eugene. Eugene uses silence as a weapon of patriar-
chy. The word ‘silence’ is omnipresent in the novel.
The members of the family live with silence. They are
friends of silence and practice silence whenever they
can. There are different kinds of silence from the words
of Kambili,

The silence was broken only by the whir of the ail-
ing fanasitsliced through the still air. Although our spa-
cious dining room gave way to an even wider liv-
ing room, I felt suffocated” (15). he ate silently...“Pass
the salt, plea”,Papa said We all reached for the
salt at the same time”(20). all reached for the salt
at the same time”(20). The silence stretched out
even longer.(20)Silence hungoverthetable like the blue
-black clouds in the middle of rainy season (40).
The silence he left was heavy but comfortable, like a
well-worn, prickly cardigan on a bitter  morn-
ing” (77). “We went upstairs to change, Mama and 1.
Our she’s on the stairs were measured as and as silent
as our Sundays: the silence of waiting un-
til Papa was done with his siesta so we could have
lunch; the silence of reflection time, when Papa gave us
a scripture passage of a book by one of the
early church fathers to read and meditate on; the si-
lence of evening rosary; the silence of driv-
ing to the church for benediction afterwards. Even our
family time on Sundays was quiet, with-
out chess games or newspaper discussions, more in
tune with the Day of Rest. (39)

Eugene is an embodiment of patriarchy. Such patriar-
chy leads to silence. Being an obedient patriarchal
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women life of Beatrice is wrapped in silence. She did
all her duties without any questions and by maintaining
silence. At times she finds it hard to walk in the path
chosen by her husband as it is a path filled with many
disciplinary codes created by Eugene.

Silence of Beatrice

Beatrice maintained silence on all the domestic violence
against her. To the extent of this she even maintained
silence on account of her miscarriage due to physical
abuse of Eugene. She has maintained silence even when
her ummuna (relatives) people cursed her for not sup-
porting the family with enough children. To the extent
of this she maintains silence on a couple of occa-
sions when Kambili’s legs were scalded, on another
occasion she is beaten to death. It is evident when Kam-
bili narrates, “ Beatrice’ voice grew too distant”(24).

Her silence has crippled and defeated her in life. Words
of Leslie-Ogundipe exactly patriarchal woman Beatrice,

Women are shackled by their own negativity self-
image by centuries of the interiorization of the ideolo-
gies of patriarchy. Her own reactions to objective prob-
lems therefore are often self -defeating and self- crip-
pling. She reacts with fear, dependency complexes and
attitudes to please and cajole where more self-assertive
actions are needed. (35)

The above quote elucidates the life of Beatrice.
D'Almeida calls silence of women as, “the emptiness
of silence the needs to be deconstructed and de-
stroyed”(3). The silence of Beatrice destroys her life. If
she breaks the patriarchal norms her deconstructed life
can be reconstructed.

Beatrice and Kambili are tongue tied which is show-
cased on many occasions. On watching the mannerisms
of the mother, Kambili, the daughter as well leads her
path of silence towards her father. She is able to tolerate
his ill manner. She is very calm and does reply even a
word against him. By practicing silence there is a lack
of communication, they have started conversing
through eyes among themselves. Due to this lack on
conversation Kambili sits near her mom to console her
in an incident but remains speechless. This silence has
isolated Beatrice and Kambili from the rest of the
world.

It was the most unbearable incident anyone can think
of, yet she chose to be silent. Maintaining a status of
silence is not a new habit for her to be learnt, she has
faced so many miseries in her life before marriage as
well which taught her this power of silence, making
history always repeating it for her. D'Almeida invokes
the silence as, ‘the wall of silence’(7). Initially it was
imposed later she has developed the wall of silence.
Larsson drafts out this incident as,

©flom Gpra@ 16 : 4 Fereurfl 2023

ISSN 2320-4842

“This is one of the few times that Papa Eugene’s
violence towards Kambili’s mother is actually men-
tioned by her, but although nothing is nor-
mally said out loud.”(8)

On a whole Beatrice is a women is forced to stay silent,
responsible and an obedient wife to her husband as
those are the qualities expected of her. Eugene is a rep-
lica of the patriarchal society husband, where he treats
his wife as a slave by wiping her whenever he is at rage
and expects her to be perfect according to his needs and
never provides her with love and affection which is a
much needed strength for every wife.

Beatrice was silent all throughout her life, even on the
incidents where she was supposed to speak up. One
such incident was when her husband was furious and
proceeding to angle his anger towards their daughter,
Kambili. He was wearing a leather shoe with buckles
on it. He was furious and proceeded to kick his daugh-
ter on her stomach with great force. He did not stop as
her continuously kicked his daughter with his shoe, she
was a delicate girl of young age, but he had no thoughts
of her, he never cared for his daughter and the pain that
he was inflicting on her and finally she fell uncon-
scious. Though she was unconscious, Eugene did not
stop himself from kicking her, at the end, the shoe al-
most tore off her precious skin and she was torn and
hurt to the core. To which Beatrice only cried loudly
repeating her words, ‘Biko, please Biko...”, but what
she could have done was save her girl from this
wretched father, but she dared not do that and let her
daughter hurt and unconscious lying on the floor. Bea-
trice’s fear of interfering took over than the emotion
which she should have shown to her daughter.
D'Almeida’s quote may be applicable as she calls si-
lence clings to one like a dead skin.(73). Being a patri-
archal woman it’s evidently tough for Beatrice to re-
move.

Silence of Kambili

Kambili though pious breaks Eucharist fast on medical
ground. Eugene as usual beats her completely without
knowing the reason behind to break. Kambili bore the
punishment with usual silence, never took any steps to
explain or question her father. The punishment extends
and exceeds the limit to scalding her legs in hot water
and beats her to death. As like Beatrice she silently re-
ceived all the punishments awarded by her father. Kam-
bili is in a fake consciousness that all the deeds and
decisions took by her father will be true.

The word ‘silence’ have sliced their freedom and they
are caged within the clutches of Eugene. When mother
Lucy at school wanted Kambili to start the pledge, after
many efforts she pulled the known pledge out of her
throat with more exertion. Her cousin Amaka is tensed
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on her whispering voice. The case of Beatrice is also
the same, she talks as if bird creeps. It is indisputable
from the above examples that in the beginning Eugene
took effort to make them silence in course of time in the
name of obeying his orders they themselves became
reserved and stopped communicating with the outside
world and within themselves. By practicing silence now
at present they are convinced to practice the silence,
and it is convenient for them to practice, it is visible
when Kambili quotes that, The silence he left was
heavy but comfortable “like a well-worn, prickly car-
digan on a bitter morning” ( 77).

Kambili only follows the footsteps of her mother and
maintains her silence though she is put into various
miseries. Another instance was Eugene’s family takes
their fasting during religious days very seriously. But
on that exact day, Kambili had cramps due to her
monthly periodical cycle and she forced to take some
painkillers. As it is well known that pain killers must
be taken after some food, her mother provided her with
some cereal and milk so that she can take her pill. Furi-
ous at this incident, her leg by pouring boiling water on
her. Kambili is silent all through this pain inflicted to
her by her own father, who is vicious and crude when it
comes to punishing his family. He does not give a sec-
ond thought to it as why the situation appeared in the
first place. She only ended up crying silently while her
mother witnesses this cruel act helplessly.

Conclusion

A human is gifted with voice. This is a tool in a life
journey to “find herself”. Whereas Beatrice is the per-
sonification of typical silence and submissive African
women, who refuses to use her voice embracing si-
lence. Beatrice to free herself and her children from the
clutches of patriarchy silently poisons her husband. All
through her life she has practiced silence. She has never
raised voice against her husband. Ifechelobi quotes the
words of Orie in her article as, “ Mama does not talk
back or challenge Papa's violence against her but she
takes action that speaks the loudest” (24) Many women
find themselves in such situations and resign to fate.
Okuyade asserts that,

Kambili’s mother, an embodiment
of the traditional African woman, who is unsophisti-
cated and content with the economic security her hus-
band guarantees, decides to liberate her children and
herself from her husband’s sinking philosophy. She is
about the most character in the novel. She steps out of
her enervating state, fractures the patriarchal so-
cial structure and demystifies the ideal-
ized traditional images of the African woman. (249)

Many critics compares Beatrice with Nora from Ibsen'
A Doll House. All the men in her life betray her. She is
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a play thing from the hands of her husband. Alike Bea-
trice she hasn’t murdered her husband but walked out of
her married life.

Kambili on the other hand explored herself from differ-
ent circumstances with the help of her aunt. Even her
revolt against her father is more silent. Death of her
father relieves her from the clutches of patriarchy and
silence. Ifechelobi quotes the words of Orie in her arti-
cle as, “Now that the monster is got rid of, now that
Papa is dead, now that patriarchy has been murdered,
Kambili gets loosened of the chains of silence and
voicelessness, she gets a rather swift liberation” (25).

Decades and ages can change but changes never hap-
pened in the life a women. God has created women as a
suitable companion to men not a silent slave.
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Many of life's failures are people who did
not realize how close they were to suc-
cess when they gave up.

- Thomas A. Edison

The secret of success is to do the com-
mon thing uncommonly well.

- John D. Rockefeller Jr.
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TIME

Tick tock...tick tock...
Life is counting down on your internal clock.

Memories that feel as if they occurred yesterday
turn to flashes of moments that seem to fade away.

People you once knew
walk by without a clue.

The times you once shared
exist as if you were never there.

Years fly...friends die...
and you never know when you'll say your last good-
bye.

Oh, how | wish | could turn back time,
spend it with loved ones and cherish what once was
mine.

32

Or to go back even more,
being a kid in a candy store.

How | miss the way | used to feel
on Christmas day when Santa was real.

But back to reality...back to today,
family is scarce and memories continue to fade
away.

Tick tock...tick tock...
How I wish | could control this clock.

- Joe Massocco
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Life is really simple, but we insist on mak-
ing it complicated.

- Confucius
May you live all the days of your life.

- Jonathan Swift
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Life is ours to be spent, not to be saved.
- D. H. Lawrence

Love the life you live. Live the life you
love.

- Bob Marley
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Your Wounds
Time doesn’t heal wounds
to make you forget.

It doesn’t heal wounds to
erase the memories.

Time leaves you with a scar
to remind you of how you fought through it.

Time leaves you with a scar
to remind you of how you bled

- pu

and how you survived.

You survived.
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Go confidently in the direction of your
dreams! Live the life you've imagined.
- Henry David Thoreau

You only live once, but if you do it right,
once is enough. - Mae West
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Don't judge each day by the harvest you
reap but by the seeds that you plant.

- Robert Louis Stevenson

If life were predictable it would cease to be
life and be without flavor.

- Eleanor Roosevelt

You will face many defeats in life, but
never let yourself be defeated.

- Maya Angelou

Only a life lived for others is a life worth-
while.

- Albert Einstein
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Everything negative — pressure, chal-
lenges — is all an opportunity for me to
rise.

- Kobe Bryant

Life is not a problem to be solved, but a
reality to be experienced.
- Soren Kierkegaard

Not how long, but how well you have lived
is the main thing.

- Seneca
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i
h
John Updike’s Terrorist , a work of the ‘9/11 canon’ , can be approached as representative of works that reinforce
the dominant discourses that emerged in the post 9/11 cultural and political context, in general, and Islamophobia
in particular. Narrated primarily from the perspective of the victims of September 11 attack, Terrorist arguably
reiterates the longstanding antagonistic conflict between the West and Islam with a renewed verve and vigour in
the political climate ensuing 9/11. The novel seemingly replicates the widely held factors working in the making of
a ‘homegrown terrorist’, thus re-constructing the reductive discourses about the ‘Muslim Other’ in consonance
with the prejudices and stereotypes latent in the Orientalist scholarship. According to Anna Hartnell, “‘Islam’ does
ultimately emerge as Other in Updike’s novel, its practitioners are sometimes drawn in commonplace Orientalist
stereotypes” (quoted in Rehana et al.135). Referring to the representation of the Muslim Other in Terrorist, Rich-
ard Gray concludes that Updike’s “brave attempt to imagine the other never really fits together as a meaningful
story” (136). Set in an imaginary, decaying post-Industrial city named New Perspective somewhere in New Jersey,
the novel revolves around the life of Ahmed Ashmavy Mulloy, a young boy of 18 years old, and his conversion to
his father’s religion and his subsequent transition at the influence of a Yemeni imam of the local mosque to a hard-
core terrorist ready to blow up the Lincoln Bridge with a lorry-load of explosives. He is later redeemed by Jack
Levi, a school counsellor of Jewish background. Asked about his choice of the hero, Updike replied to Alden
Mudge in an interview for BookPage Magazine that he had two reasons to write Terrorist; he happened to be in
Brooklyn visiting a relative on September 11, 2001, and so directly witnessed the collapse of the Twin Towers; he
also felt that: “I was qualified to speak about why young men are willing to become suicide bombers. I can kind of
understand it, and I’m not sure too many Americans can” (Mudge). Despite these claims one may take for granted,
the novel has been dismissed by critics for its story that is reliant on unpredictable episodes and popular narratives.
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Terrorist attempts to construct essentialist discourses on Islam and Muslims, predicated on Orientalist racial and
ethnic prejudice which, in fact, contributes to the discourse of Islamophobia. In fact, the novel seems to run on a
line similar to Samuel Huntington’s thesis of ‘clash of civilizations’ in the post 9/11 context. While yoking terror
together with the religion of Islam, Updike presents all Muslim characters as caricatures symbolising violence,
crudeness and backwardness. For instance, the protagonist of the novel is a “cartoonish stick figure named Ah-
med” (Kakutani 54) whose identity has been contrived to fit into the mainstream notion of a hard-core Islamic ter-
rorist. Born of a cross-cultural marriage between an Irish American woman and an absent Egyptian father, up-
rooted from the native land and alienated from the present place of living, Ahmed naturally had a deprived and
lacklustre childhood, a condition generally considered suitable for an upcoming terrorist. His negligent father,
Omar Ashmavy, an Egyptian Muslim immigrant who abandoned him in his early life, is the primary influence of
him to Islam. He considers that his father is alive and hence has a childhood desire to find out his father. As a con-
vert to Islam, he feels distanced from the lazy Muslims of New Jersey as well as the schoolmates at New Prospect
Central High School due to his extreme concerns of being corrupted by Western civilization. His hatred for Amer-
ica as well as non- Muslims and his radicalisation into a suicide bomber, as the novel depicts, are solely inspired by
the select passages of the Quran taught to him by Shaikh Rashid. Scared of the liberal American culture, Ahmed
finds himself always under a threat which he states at the beginning of the novel.

DEVILS, Ahmad thinks. These devils seek to take away my God. All day long, at Central High School, girls sway
and sneer and expose their soft bodies and alluring hair. Their bare bellies, adorned with shining navel studs and
low-down purple tattoos, ask, What else is there to see? Boys strut and saunter along and look dead-eyed, indicat-
ing with their edgy killer gestures and careless scornful laughs that this world is all there is—a noisy varnished hall
lined with metal lockers and having at its end a blank wall desecrated by graffiti and roller-painted over so often it
feels to be coming closer by millimetres. (Updike 1)

Updike brings home the antagonistic binary of two cultures by showing the conflict the character of Ahmed en-
counters when he holds fast to the strict morals of his religion in a place which is characterised by the culture of
“Americanization, rising tide of consumerism, sexual promiscuity and the exercise of western hegemony upon the
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Muslim World” (Al-Moghales et al.375). Caught be-
tween the two cultures, Ahmed’s identity is encounter-
ing a sense of insecurity and instability which naturally
leads him to extreme steps in his life. According to Pe-
ter Morey,

the central organizing binary of Terrorist, appearing in
the very first sentence, concerns God and the devil:
‘Devils, Ahmad thinks. These devils seek to take away
my God.” The very last sentence of the novel repeats
this thought almost verbatim, changing only the tense—
‘These devils . . . have taken away my God.” The novel
charts the journey between these two propositions [...]
Among the devils tempting him are the falsities of other
faiths, the skepticism of the lapsed Jew Jack Levy, his
own burgeoning sexuality, and the godless materialism
of Western culture. (56)

In fact, Ahmed’s fundamentalist religiosity is fuelled by
the indoctrination of the cleric Shaikh Rashid. Shaikh
Rashid’s teachings of the Quran make him preoccupied
with an illogical hatred for his teachers, Jews and Chris-
tians who, according to him, “make a show of teaching
virtue and righteous self-restraint, but their shifty eyes
and hollow voices betray their lack of belief. They are
paid to say these things, by the city of New Prospect
and the state of New Jersey. They lack true faith; they
are not on the Straight Path; they are unclean” (3).
Ahmad thinks that “the world is difficult [...] because
devils are busy in it, confusing things and making the
straight crooked (11). According to him, in the US
“there are too many paths, too much selling of many
useless things. They brag for freedom, but freedom to
no purpose becomes a kind of prison” (148).

The presentation of Ahmed’s character in the novel
appears to be carefully crafted to suit the mainstream
conceptions of a terrorist augmented by 9/11.The con-
ceptions of a terrorist that pervaded in the western mind
after the 9/11 were understandably built on a process of
radicalisation. The process of radicalisation presumably
includes the realisation of religiosity as opposed to the
western idea of life, sustained exposure to the tenets of
the religion through the study of the scriptures, and
what Geoffrey Nash refers to as a “puritanical distaste
for the liberal values” (375). Updike’s “character has
been almost universally dismissed as monomaniacal,
and his stilted, totally unidiomatic speech condemned
as robotic and highly implausible” (Nash 105). Further,
charged with excessive recitation of Quranic verses,
Ahmad seems to witness the present with bifocal eyes.
From psycho-analytical perspective, his character
sketch built on puritanical distaste for the liberal values
stems from the paradoxical relationship he had with his
mother and the Imam: he is groomed by his mother to
learn the American enterprise, which he defies with all
his might, and at the same time he is trained to be a
suicide bomber recruit by Sheikh Rashid. He is pitted
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against the forces of consumerism, Americanism, crony
capitalism and the moral turpitude prevalent among
female characters. (375)

Aside from presenting Ahmed as an incorrigibly crude
Muslim, the novelist seems to subscribe to the stereo-
typical notions of radicalised Muslim while portraying
characters like Shaikh Rashid and Charlie Chehab. For
instance, Shaikh Rashid is presented as an ardent fol-
lower of Sayyid Qutb, the Egyptian thinker and scholar
whose teachings of America are symbolically presented
as the teachings of Shaikh Rashid. Referring to Sayyid
Qutb, Updike says, “[h]e came to the United States fifty
years ago and was struck by the racial discrimination
and the open wantonness between the sexes. He con-
cluded that no people is more distant than the American
people from God and piety” (171). Shaikh Rashid’s
regular teachings of certain passages from the Quran
are presented in the novel as offering Ahmed moral
strength to carry out acts of terror. For instance, by
quoting the lines from the Quran, he teaches Ahmed
that the infidels are meant for eternal hell. When Ah-
med showed his resentment at this categorical statement
about infidels’ punishment and asked whether God’s
purpose is not conversion and mercy over hate and ter-
ror, Shaikh Rashid defends his stance thus:

The cockroaches that slither out from the baseboard and
from beneath the sink, do you pity them? The flies that
buzz around the food on the table, walking on it with
dirty feet that have just danced on feces and carrion —
do you pity them? ... No ... You want to destroy them.
They are vexing you with their uncleanness ...They
have no feelings. They are manifestations of Satan, and
God will destroy them without mercy on the day of
final reckoning. God will rejoice at their suffering. Do,
thou likewise, Ahmad. To imagine that cockroaches
deserve mercy is to place yourself above ar-Rahim, to
presume to be more merciful than the Merciful. (77)

Asked if his choice of an audacious imam of the
mosque in Shaikh Rashid’s character is not an Oriental-
ist cliché, Updike defends himself by saying that
“clichés contain a certain amount of truth or they
wouldn’t have arisen in the first place” and claims that
he has his right as a writer to “let loose” his feelings
(Smudge). To this reply, Hartnell responds, “in a world
in which people increasingly grant themselves permis-
sion to ‘let loose’ their feelings on Islam, this response
is in many ways problematic” (142). Charlie Chehab,
Ahmed’s partner at Excellency Home Furnishings is
depicted as an undercover CIA agent who secretly ma-
noeuvred Ahmed to the plan of blowing up Lincoln
Bridge. It was Shaikh Rashid and Charlie who sowed
the seeds of hate for America in him through their in-
cessant teachings about the pitfalls of consumer culture
and sexual licentiousness in the country and America’s
invasion on Muslim World. Charlie Chenab tells him
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the harrowing stories of racial discrimination and the
history of revolution in America. He explains to him,
“in America, nothing is free, everything is a fight ...
They forced a country of Jews into Palestine, right into
the throat of the Middle East, and how they’ve forced
their way into Iraq, to make it a little U.S. and have the
0il” (Updike 147). Apart from that, he also narrates the
sins committed by America against the underprivileged
black people who were forced to resort to stealing due
to the uneven distribution of income. He adds on to say:
“... they can’t. It’s like animals. You don’t hold rats and
rabbits to the same standard as lions and elephants. You
don’t hold Iraq to the same standard as the U.S
...” (Updike 157).

The novel reinforces the clash of cultures as posited by
Huntington’s thesis by positioning the characters as
antithetically oppositional in nature. Jack Levy, a mid-
dle-aged Jewish-but -atheist counsellor, who appears to
have fully assimilated into the mainstream American
value system, dissuades Ahmed from the terrorist act
and happens to be the saviour of both Ahmed as well as
the rest of the world. In juxtaposing these two charac-
ters, Updike seems to subtly hint at the necessity of
redeeming the Eastern Other. Similarly, Ahmed’s way-
ward and irresponsible but religious father is placed in
contrast to his liberal and irreligious mother. His mother
says about her husband, “I've made it very clear to him
what a loser his father was. An opportunistic, clueless
loser, who hasn't sent us a postcard, let alone a fucking
check, for fifteen years” (Updike 11). However, despite
being assimilated to American culture, Ahmed’s mother
was not presented to be perturbed by the clash of west-
ern and Islamic value systems. Rather, she is depicted
as one who is broad enough to accept Ahmed as a Mus-
lim and is least bothered about his upbringing as a Mus-
lim. “My son is above it all,” she says, “he believes in
the Islamic God, and in what the Koran tells him. I
can't, of course, but I’ve never tried to undermine his
faith. To someone without much of one, who dropped
out of the Catholic package when she was sixteen, his
faith seems rather beautiful” (85). Referring to Up-
dike’s presentation of the duality of characters exempli-
fies “the revived discourses about the ‘clash of cultures’
in the 9/11” as Pamela Mansutti observes. In her view,
“Updike’s Terrorist is chillingly Manichean” and “the
story features characters whose ethnic, religious and
cultural differences are clear-cut and irreconcil-
able” (108).

As suggested earlier, Updike’s Terrorist is built on the
dominant discourse of Islam in America. The dominant
discourse of Islam here consists mainly of the renewed
perceptions of Muslims that gained momentum in the
post 9/11 context. They include, for instance, the view
that the mosques are the breeding centres of terrorism
where Muslim youth are radicalised. Updike also seeks
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to endorse this stereotype in the novel by misrepresent-
ing the mosque, vilifying the holy text and demonising
the community of Muslim scholars. Shaikh Rashid is
caricatured as a typical Islamic cleric with a beard and a
turban who bears semblance to the image of a terrorist
usually presented in the media. Shown as a mysterious
character who manipulates Ahmed into the plot of a
terrorist attack, we find him with a beard in the begin-
ning and finally removing the same. Ahmed’s enmity
towards the non-believers owes much to Rashid's selec-
tive teachings of the Quran. Rashid’s daily lessons are
originally meant to teach the boy both Arabic and the
Quran. However, Rashid structures the lessons to plant
seeds of hatred for the infidels with carefully selected
passages from the Quran. The lessons are punctuated
with occasions where the imam demonstrates an almost
irrepressible desire to see Paradise (Updike 107). He
questions Ahmad’s interest in the afterlife as well. Like
some sort of strange ritual, Rashid asks Ahmad three
times if he desires to see Paradise. The first time, he
asks if Ahmad longs for Paradise ardently (107),
Ahmad says that he does. Rashid pushes further and
asks him if he is impatient with this world. In the end,
he was brainwashed enough to willingly pick up an
“opportunity to send an unmistakable message to the
weak Christians and the non-observant Jews corrupted
by godless America is only part of the attraction” (3)

Terrorist seeks to demonstrate that the radicalisation of
Muslims into terrorists are facilitated by the teachings
of Holy Quran as well as the traditions of the Prophet
which, according to Updike, function as the bedrock of
fanaticism perpetuating religious bigotry. He makes
ample references to the Holy Quran, quoting verses
from different chapters. Though Updike claims to have
made a research into the Quran, he appears to be very
selective in quoting verses most of which are taken out
of context. Updike claims that it is the Quran that
makes Ahmed believe that he has chosen his “Straight
Path” (Updike 148) and so heading towards Jannah
(238). It also teaches him that undertaking a jihad
against kafirs, i.e. infidels who are “sex obsessed” (71)
and enjoying “luxury of goods” (22) is his religious
obligation as a believer. Although he says that jihad
“doesn’t have to mean war...it means striving, along
the path of God. It can mean inner struggle,” Ahmed
succumbs to be the “tool” in the hands of God Himself
who he thinks “employs simple men to shape the
world” (251). He is really swayed by the Quranic verse
about the fate of the infidels, “Let not the infidels deem
that the length of days we give them is good for them!
We only give them length of days that they may in-
crease their sins! And a shameful chastisement shall be
their lot” (76). There are some contradictions in Up-
dike’s practice of quoting passages from Quran, some
of which are Quran passages in Arabic transliteration in
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the novel. It was Shady Nasser, a graduate student of
Updike who helped him with those sections. While
quoting passages from the Quran and fitting them to
modern contexts, he forgets the basic notion that the
Quran has to be approached and understood in the light
of Prophetic tradition and the interpretations of the mu-
fassirs (scholars). He is also unmindful of the Quranic
metaphoric suggestiveness while alleging that the
Quran colludes in the creation of terrorists. Later, in one
of his interviews, he confessed, “My conscience was
pricked by the notion that I was putting into the book
something that I can't pronounce,” he said and added:
“Arabic is very twisting, very beautiful. The call to
prayer is quite haunting; it almost makes you a believer
on the spot. My feeling was, ‘This is God's language,
and the fact that you don’t understand it means you
don’t know enough about God’”. Pankaj Mishra com-
ments, “In his novel Terrorist, Updike appears as keen
as Amis to optimise his research. Indeed, he seems to
have visited the same websites of Koranic pseudo-
scholarship. Invoking the raisin-virgin controversy, one
of Updike’s fanatical Muslim characters echoes Amis's
little joke that the substitution of virgins with dry fruits
“would make Paradise significantly less attractive for
many young men” (Mishra). Amitav Ghosh while ana-
lysing Updike’s use of the Quran in the novel com-
ments:

Updike has clearly been at some pains to familiarize
himself with Islam: not only has he read the Qur’an
carefully, he has also delved into Orientalist scholarship
on the subject. The novel features many quotations
from the Qur’an, in Arabic, with all the scholarly para-
phernalia of diacritical marks etc. Yet the end result is
that Updike is unable to cut his brown characters loose
from texts, scriptures and ideologies. (Ghosh)

Another debated and misrepresented concepts central to
the current discourses on Islam is the notion of ‘Jihad’
in Islam. The concept of ‘jihad’, as associated with Is-
lam, presumably emanates from the notion that Islam is
a religion of the sword. That is, the rapid expansion of
the religion in its early days, as well as its present func-
tioning, are characterised by the use of violent strug-
gles. To quote Karen Armstrong, “we have a long his-
tory of Islamophobia in Western culture that dates back
to the time of the Crusades. In the twelfth century,
Christian monks in Europe insisted that Islam was a
violent religion of the sword” (17) and “this one-
dimensional view of Islam has persisted ever
since” (Hartnell 140). Updike’s Terrorist seems to par-
take in the same tradition of relating Jihad to violence,
even though he makes attempts to give alternative ex-
planations of the Arabic term in the novel. For instance,
Ahmed at times negates Charlie's concept of apparent
violence by saying that “Jihad doesn’t have to mean
war” (Updike 149), instead it encompasses the
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“struggle to become holy and closer to God” (108). But
the novel finally ends up in prioritising the meaning of
war. While referring to the usage of the word ‘Jihad’ in
Updike’s work, Anna Hartnell comments:

Updike joins a growing debate in the West as to the
‘true’ nature of jihad and the term’s relationship to vio-
lence. The voice of Karen Armstrong has been pioneer-
ing in this regard; in her book Muhammad: Prophet for
Our Time (2006), she goes to considerable lengths to
underscore Muhammad’s essentially non-violent bias:
‘his life was a jihad: as we shall see, this word does not
mean ‘holy war,” it means ‘struggle’. Moreover, she
writes, ‘Muhammad used the term jahiliyyah to refer
not to a historical era but to a state of mind that caused
violence and terror in seventh-century Arabia’. Arm-
strong stresses that the peaceable connotations of the
word ‘Islam’ itself signify primarily ‘surrender’ to God,
and certainly such an attitude is evident in Updike’s
Ahmad. (qtd in Rehana et al. 144)

Further, Updike frequently quotes the line ‘idolatry is
worse than carnage’ in the novel to bring home the idea
that the militant version of Jihad is the real Jihad in
Islam. Apart from this verse, Updike quotes other
verses also that refer to the concept of martyrdom in the
Quran. All these verses, according to Amal Al-Leithy,
are “decontextualised to the effect that they all lead to
one notion: Islam is a religion that preaches vio-
lence” (205). Criticising Updike’s neglect of verses
from the Quran that strongly highlights Islam’s love for
humanity, he adds:

The same book, the Quran, says: ‘If one slew a person,
it would be as if he slew the whole people, and if one
saves the life of a person, it would be as if he saved the
whole people the whole people (Quran,5:32) and says:
‘And God calls to the home of peace’ (Quran,10:25). So
the author needs clearly to go back to the interpretations
of these verses and study the comprehensive philosophy
of Islam about war. (Al-Leithy 205)

The discursive formation latent in Updike’s idea of Is-
lam as reflected in Terrorist also includes concerns on
Muslim masculinity. The image of the Muslim male in
Updike’s mind seems to associate extremist tendencies
with overt libido. In other words, Updike correlates
Islamic (male) terrorism with Muslim men’s alleged
stature as extremely sensuous and crudely libidinous. It
is also apparent that the perception of Muslim mascu-
linity is linked to their patriarchal control over their
women. Updike also suggests that Muslim men’s treat-
ment of their women as objects of libidinal desire, and
their denial of self-expression and agency to women are
rooted in certain tenets of Islam. In the novel, there are
several examples endorsing the Islamic belief that the
martyrs would be rewarded with virgins in their after-
lives is presented to be encouraging the young Muslim
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men to perform violent Jihad. As a reward for the mar-
tyrs, “virgins with large dark eyes” symbolically re-
ferred to as a drink of “chilled raisins” will be served
with elaborate courtesy in Paradise while the damned
will have to drink molten metal in Hell (106). This ten-
dency in Updike arguably reminds one of the long-
drawn associations of the Orient with sensuality. Ac-
cording to Said, “[f]or the western gaze, the Orient of-
fers exotic, sinful, sexual delights all wrapped in an
ancient, mystical and mysterious tradition ( Said, Orien-
talism 6). Referring to the Orientalist conceptions of the
women of the Orient, he adds, “[t]hey express unlimited
sensuality, they are more or less stupid, and above all,
they are willing and submissive” (207). Interpreting the
Orientalist representations of the attitude of Muslims
towards sexuality, Ziauddin Sardar observes that
“symbolically, the violent and barbaric Muslim male
and sensual, passive female, come together to represent
the perfect Orient of the Western perception: they fuse
together to produce a concrete image of sensuality and
despotism and thus inferiority” (48).

The discursive formations of Islam that appear to in-
form Updike’s perception of Islam underpin its misogy-
nist foundations. In fact, Islam is portrayed as an inher-
ently misogynistic and women oppressive religion. This
perception is evident in the relation between Ahmed
and Joryleen presented in the novel. Ahmad’s Egyptian
father, Omar, for instance, is presented as a woman-
hater who believes: “a woman should serve a man, not
to try to own him, he’d say as if he were quoting some
kind of Holy Writ” (Updike 84). In contrast to him,
Jack Levy, in spite of his illicit sexual affair with
Teresa, says that “he will never leave her [his wife]: his
Jewish sense of responsibility and sentimental loyalty,
which must be Jewish too” (122). Like Jack, Teresa is
also presented as holding ascendancy in relation to Ah-
med’s father when she explains the reason for her mar-
riage: ““ love mostly with him being, as you know, ex-
otic, third-world, put-upon, and my marrying him
showing how liberal and liberate I was” (86).

Through Terrorist, Updike seems to replicate yet an-
other dominant idea of Islam in the Western mind: Is-
lam as a dogmatic religion that wages war with moder-
nity, education, progress and technology. The novel
reinforces this assumption by showing the attitude of
Ahmad who refuses to continue his higher education
even though he is very good at his studies. He plans to
become a truck driver instead of graduating into an
“imperialistic economic system rigged in favour of rich
Christians anyway (80). He also thinks “[m]ore educa-
tion... might weaken his faith” (216) and even consid-
ers his teachers as unclean as Jews and women. Be-
sides, Ahmed hates the West’s obsession with science
and rationality which he finds to be Satanic and hence,
anti-Islamic. In his opinion,
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They [his teachers] are paid to instill virtue and democ-
ratic values by the state government down in Trenton,
and that Satanic government farther down, in Washing-
ton, but the values they believe in are Godless: biology
and chemistry and physics. On the facts and formulas of
these their false voices firmly rest, ringing out into the
classroom. They say they all come out of merciless
blind atoms, which cause the cold weight of iron, the
transparency of glass, the stillness of clay, the agitation
of flesh. Electrons pour through copper threads and
computer gates and the air itself when stirred to light-
ning by the interaction of water droplets. Only what we
can measure and deduce from measurement is true. The
rest is the passing dream that we call ourselves (4).

Islam’s supposed dogmatic anti-modern stance as envi-
sioned by Updike is illustrated through Ahmad’s atti-
tude to art and photography as well. However, in con-
trast to Ahmed’s dislike of art and photography, his
mother, presented as his liberal Western counterpart, is
a painter: “... all I saw was a beautiful world around
me, for however briefly, and I wanted to make images
of its beauty ... In Islam, that’s called blasphemy, try-
ing to usurp God’s prerogative of creation.” “Well, I
know. That's why there aren’t any statues or paintings
in mosques. To me that seems unnecessarily bleak. God
gave us eyes to see what, then?” (240). The contrastive
portrayals of Ahmed and his mother apparently amount
to measuring the extents to which they moved from
Islam towards the western value system; while the for-
mer is presented as resisting assimilation by sticking to
the tenets of Islam and its worldview, the latter is
shown as discovering the West as more attractive as
compared to Islam.

Thus, it is apparent that Updike’s fictional construction
of a Muslim Other relying on the pre-existing stereo-
types of the religion contributes to reinforcing the dis-
cursive formations on Muslims and Islam that gained
momentum in the post 9/11 context. In fact, Updike’s
manifestation of ‘Islamophobia’ attracted the critical
attention of scholars and reviewers who have alleged
him for contributing to strengthening the general per-
ception of the religion in the 9/11 context. For instance,
according to Anna Hartnell, “this attempt by a seventy-
four-year-old New Englander to penetrate and ventrilo-
quize the mind of an eighteen-year-old Islamist terrorist
seems like a huge thematic jump for Updike” (484).
Kristiaan Versluys concludes in his review of Terrorist
that “Updike had simply written a bad, even a very bad,
book “ (170-71). Richard Gray, in his elaborate book on
post 9/11 literature titled After the Fall: American Lit-
erature since 9/11(2017) observed the Terrorist as a
novel is lacking in literary merit and concludes that
Terrorist “never really fits together as a meaningful
story” (34).
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