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The Reluctant Fundamentalist by Mohsin Hamid 
 

The title had made some of us very reluctant readers. We had to overcome some of our 

prejudices just to get started. And we were rewarded by being given an insight into a world 

almost unknown. Only 209 pages long, we mostly read it in one sitting. And once started, 

we were hooked. One member said: “A long train journey from Ashford in Kent through 

Brussels and Cologne to Berlin was shortened by being engrossed in Hamid’s unusual and 

challenging novel.” Another said: “An extended lie-in in bed was justified by not being able 

to put the book down.”   

 

Excuse me, sir, but may I be of assistance? Ah, I see I have alarmed you. Do not be frightened by 

my beard, I am a lover of America... 

 

With these three simple sentences the tone is set. We are plunged into an atmosphere of suspicion 

following the 9/11 attacks. What had America done to inspire such hatred? Why would anyone 

wish to kill innocents? What new enemy were we facing? Perhaps knowing the answers to those 

questions would help prevent future attacks. Mohsin Hamid cannot answer those questions 

completely, but he does give us some insight into the thinking of those living in the Middle East 

and Southeast Asia.  

 

The Reluctant Fundamentalist is the story of a young Pakistani man, known to us only as Changez, 

who studies at Princeton and captures a high-paying, high-profile job at a financial services firm in 

New York upon his graduation. The novel takes the form of a monologue. 

 

After some years in the States, following 9/11, he returns to Pakistan. In a café in Lahore, he gets 

into conversation with an American man and invites him to take tea with him. We gradually learn 

that the man with the beard is Changez. The American remains an enigma. For once, an American 

is silenced. The Pakistani is the one with the voice. A reversal of roles – we are more familiar with 

a dominant American voice. 

 

Much of The Reluctant Fundamentalist plays with the reader’s expectations, knowledge and 

biases; Hamid gives us the actions, we create the motives. Our own prejudices and experiences 

influence our interpretation of the book. Hamid draws on the current suspicion between East and 

West: the “war on terror”, the fear of terrorist attacks, the potential danger that we now imagine 

from Muslims, the religious use of the word fundamentalist. At first we assume that the 

protagonist Changez, a Pakistani who has lived the American dream, is going to be a Muslim 

fundamentalist. As we read his story we realise that he is a reluctant fundamentalist in a different 

way. This is revealed slowly and carefully in the unravelling of his American experiences.  

 

Changez’s background in Pakistan is one of genteel poverty or, if not exactly poverty, of 

belonging to a failing aristocracy, where money is never in abundance but honour is, perhaps, 



overly so. Thus, when Changez is at Princeton, he works hard to support himself, but in three 

different jobs where he will be unnoticed in odd corners of the campus.   

 

In the summer following his graduation, he goes to Greece on the strength of a sign-on bonus with 

a high-flying finance firm, and falls in love with the beautiful and wealthy Erica. Erica seems to 

return his affection, but she is troubled by a death that she still grieves with all her body, soul and 

mind. Some saw her name as “Am-Erica” - that she symbolises nostalgia for an earlier period in 

American history. Erica is mentally unwell and unable to cope with the world. If she had returned 

Changez’s love would he have still chosen to go back to Pakistan? We don’t know the answer but 

we suspect he would have been happier and less disillusioned with his American way of life if he 

had been happy in his personal life. 

 

Changez is the Urdu name for Genghis, as in Genghis Khan. It is the name of a warrior, and the 

novel plays with the notion of a parallel between war and international finance, which is 

Changez’s occupation. But at the same time, the name cautions against a particular reading of the 

novel. Genghis attacked the Arab Muslim civilisation of his time, so Changez would be an odd 

choice of name for a Muslim fundamentalist. In fact, Changez is something of a secular nationalist, 

and not particularly religious. Changez is in love with America, and with an American woman, 

which makes his reaction to 9/11 truly shocking and chilling. 

 

Changez throws himself into his work, and excels. He seems set to become the golden boy at his 

firm, and is on assignment in the Philippines when terrorists strike the World Trade Centre... 

 

I was in my room, packing my things. I turned on the television and saw what at first I took to be a 

film. But as I continued to watch, I realized that it was not fiction but news. I stared as one and 

then the other of the twin towers of New York‘s World Trade Center collapsed. And then I smiled. 

Yes, despicable as it may sound, my initial reaction was to be remarkably pleased. 

 

    Your disgust is evident; indeed, your large hand has, perhaps without your noticing, clenched 

into a fist. But please believe me when I tell you I am no sociopath; I am not indifferent to the 

suffering of others. When I tell you I was pleased at the slaughter of thousands of innocents, I do 

so with a profound sense of perplexity. 

 

Why has he reacted this way? Changez has begun to question America‘s exploitation of its global 

power from a point of view foreign to most Americans. America has dragged other nations into 

wars without having any voice in the decisions leading to them. He begins to wonder why he is 

seeking money and power foreign to his traditions and his people, and why these things matter to 

him and what he is really about. Yes, he loves New York, but he doesn‘t feel American. But does 

he love Lahore, his home city in Pakistan, more dearly?  What are his true obligations? What is 

patriotism, and what does it mean in the wake of the attack on the Twin Towers? Where does he 

most belong? 

 

Most of all, he questions the business ethics his firm has trained him to believe in. 



 

Focus on the fundamentals. This was Underwood Samson‘s guiding principle, drilled into us 

since our first day at work. It mandated a single-minded attention to financial detail, teasing out 

the true nature of those drivers that determine an asset’s value. And that was precisely what I 

continued to do, more often than not with both skill and enthusiasm. The compassionate pangs I 

felt for soon to be redundant workers were not overwhelming in their frequency, our job required 

a degree of commitment that left one with rather limited time for such distractions. 

 

In Chile Changez meets Juan Bautista who teaches him about janissaries - who were Christian 

boys captured by the Ottomans and trained to be soldiers in a Muslim army. Changez realises that 

he has become a modern-day janissary, a servant of the American Empire at a time when it was 

invading a country with a kinship to his. On his return flight from Santiago to New York he 

reflects on his resentment of the way America has conducted itself in the world. 

 

 Moreover I knew from my experience as a Pakistani - of alternating periods of American aid and 

sanctions - that finance was a primary means by which the American Empire exercised its power. 

It was right for me to refuse to participate any longer in facilitating this project of domination; the 

only surprise was that I had required so much time to arrive at my decision. 

 

We have been encouraged to lose a sense of perspective. And so the fear provoked by the novel is 

within us. The Reluctant Fundamentalist is a dramatic monologue, in other words a half-

conversation, a half-story. We are asked to provide the other half of the novel’s meaning. And in 

so doing, by co-creating the novel, we have an experience of ourselves. This led to different 

interpretations of the deliberately ambiguous ending. Most believed that the American is 

producing a gun from his pocket to kill Changez. One of us (an Asian member of the group) was 

sure that the American was merely producing a business card. 

 

It seems an obvious thing to say, but you should not imagine that we Pakistanis are all potential 

terrorists, just as we should not imagine that you Americans are all undercover assassins. 

 

I would like to believe that Changez means no harm to the American and that the American is also 

an innocent tourist and means no harm to Changez. Most important is that we don’t know for sure. 

We make assumptions depending on our own beliefs and experiences. Like Hamid himself, I have 

felt fear sitting on the London underground next to a bearded Pakistani behaving strangely. Yet I 

am more likely to be in danger driving my car than on the underground.  

 

The Reluctant Fundamentalist challenges our worldview. We had a fascinating discussion, quite 

heated at times, as to our perception of America and Americans. There is a danger of tarring all 

Americans with the same brush. And of doing the same to all Muslims. The book is an act of 

courage. Extreme times call for extreme writing.  Hamid was worried, due to the controversial 

nature of his novel, that his own safety would be endangered in America. He now lives in London. 

The title has not stopped the novel being and remaining a best seller in America since it was first 



published. Word of mouth must have contributed to its success. One of our initial reluctant readers 

is going to give The Reluctant Fundamentalist as Christmas presents to friends and family. 

 

Monologues are powerful tools of communication, as we have to be the other half of the 

conversation - filling in gaps and silences. Some of the most famous contemporary monologues 

„Talking Heads“ come from the imagination of one of our favourite writers.  Mohsin Hamid: an 

“Asian Alan Bennett”? It is meant as a compliment.  

 

Highly Recommended 

 

A very, very good read. Critical of the US but in a constructive way. Multi-layered and 

thoroughly gripping. 

 

Extraordinary and different. 

 

 

 

  


