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I. Abstract 

The media, with their constant stream of news, have a powerful and ever-present impact 

on the public’s opinion of events and people. This influence is partly due to the nature of the 

media and their responsibility to report accurate and credible news, making the public believe 

opinions as facts that some journalists include in their reporting. Since the attacks on 9/11, news 

outlets have been covering Muslims with an intensified and negative focus that has been partly 

responsible for causing the Islamophobia in America to increase. This paper analyzes how the 

media portray Muslims and the ways in which some post-9/11 novels are reactive to these 

distorted illustrations of them. While the media paint a shallower, one-sided, and stereotypical 

portrait of Muslims, the novels acknowledge these stereotypes presented through the news, but 

also incorporate a deeper look into a Muslim’s life in America after the terrorist attacks. In doing 

so, the novels create a different, more complex, and compassionate side to Muslims than what is 

typically portrayed by the media. 
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II. Introduction 

The ubiquity of media has perpetuated less-than-accurate portrayals of Muslims and their 

beliefs, which strengthens the public’s growing opinion that Muslims are violent and anti-

American. In light of the Paris attacks in November 2015 and the San Bernardino shooting, 

many negative feelings towards Muslims and the Islamic religion from 9/11 have been 

rediscovered, if they were ever truly dormant. Even politicians, who also have influential power 

over public opinion, have been participating in this animosity towards Muslims. For example, 

former 2016 presidential candidate Ben Carson said, "I would not advocate that we put a Muslim 

in charge of this nation" (Demaria) and 2016 presidential candidate Donald Trump called for a 

“total and complete shut down on Muslims entering the United States” (Lind). The media have 

made it a more accessible practice for people with these ideals, like Dr. Ben Carson and Donald 

Trump, to rally together and spread their hatred towards Muslim. In his article, "Portrayal of 

Muslims in the Media: '24' and the ‘Othering’ Process,” Abu Sadat Nurullah comments on the 

role the media play in creating distorted images of Muslims: "With the development of 

sophisticated media technology in the West, the misrepresentation of Islam and Muslims in 

media [has] reached to masses around the world, strengthening the phony propaganda” (1021-

22). The easy and quick dissemination of this type of inaccurate and biased news is easier to 

believe when it is constantly being streamed through TV news, radios, and social media. 

 Even before the events of 9/11, animosity toward Muslims was growing in both the 

public and news sectors. Lori Peek, in her book Behind the Backlash: Muslim Americans after 

9/11, discusses the rise of anti-Muslim sentiment in America: 

Over the two decades prior to the 9/11 terrorist attacks, several scholars of Islam 

began to write with an increasing degree of urgency about the rise of anti-Muslim 
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hostility in the United States. This work focused on negative 'Islamic threat' by 

U.S. political leaders, the selective targeting of Muslim immigrants by law 

enforcement officials, and the growing number of religious-discrimination 

lawsuits filed in states and federal courts. (37) 

The attacks on 9/11 added more fuel towards this negative perception that was already coming to 

fruition and gave a timely and forceful "justification" behind the hostility towards Muslims and 

Islam. This hatred has become so undefined yet focused on specific characteristics that anyone 

who has stereotypical Muslim features, such as darker skin and beards, may be discriminated 

against. As Nurullah notes, the media also play an integral role in the stereotyping of Muslims: 

"At present, the media in their reporting usually link any act of violence to Muslims and Islam 

based on preconceived stereotypes devoid of justification" (1021). This almost effortless causal 

link between violence, Muslims, and the Islamic religion presented in the media enables 

consumers of that news to make the same easy associations in their everyday lives. 

The heighted media coverage and focus on Muslim terrorists, when 94% of terrorist 

attacks in America have been by non-Muslims, disproportionately shows Muslims as a violent 

and anti-American community (Alnatour). Arguably the most prominent news coverage of 

Muslims is after an attack, often in the form of pictures of the attackers or other Muslims stating 

that these violent actions are in no way a reflection or representative of their whole culture. 

Because the media put Muslims at the forefront mainly in these violent times, they create "an 

efficient system of government prosecution and media coverage [that] brings Muslim-American 

terrorism suspects to national attention, creating the impression —perhaps unintentionally—that 

Muslim-American terrorism is more prevalent than it really is” (Gallup). This disproportionate 
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association between violence and Muslims without substantial opposing coverage to combat 

these affiliations instills the idea that their community is bent upon wreaking havoc on America.  

Along with the media, part of the hostility towards Muslims and Islam in America is due 

to unfamiliarity with people associated with the religion. A YouGov poll from The Guardian that 

also looks at unfavorable opinions of Islam from Americans, which reported 55% of Americans 

have an “unfavorable” opinion of Islam (see figure 1), also asked the same group about their 

familiarity with people who identify as part of the religion. When asked “Do you personally 

happen to work with anyone who is Muslim?” 74% said no. Another 68% of respondents said 

they do not have any friends who are Muslims. Mona Chalabi in her article "How Anti-Muslim 

Are Americans? Data Points to Extent of Islamophobia” notes the “correlation between the 

percentage of respondents who say they know members of a faith, and the percentage who say 

they have favorable attitudes towards members of that faith.” Without the personal familiarity 

with people who identify as Muslim or who practice Islam, the media’s coverage of the two 

groups can often be the only point of contact someone has with them. Consequently, people are 

more susceptible to the more negative stereotypes of Muslim and Islam.      

   

Figure 1. Anti-Islam sentiment in the US. Photograph: Mona Chalabi/Data via YouGov. 
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 One possible reason that the media have distorted the image Muslims in the light of 9/11 

is that they are creating a different world or situation of the terrorist attacks that they would 

rather believe, that the people who attacked America are truly evil and deserve punishment. 

Through this painting of an entire demographic of people as enemies and degrading them to be 

“outsiders” could also be a strategy to cope with the traumatic event: by sectioning them off and 

only showing them as violent, they are seen as deserving of harsh treatment to exact revenge for 

the attacks. Aaron DeRosa, in his article “Analyzing Literature After 9/11,” comments that 

"rather than recovering lost memories or seeking mimetic repetition—two approaches privileged 

in contemporary trauma theory—we might be better served by producing new versions of the 

original” (608). Although the media did not necessarily create a new version of what happened 

that day, they handled coverage of the attacks in a way that created a somewhat new version of 

Muslims that are easier to section off as un-American. This makes Muslims seen as not worthy 

of respect or worthy to be in our society. As a result of this alienation, they are easily targeted as 

an outlet of hatred, frustration, and grief over what happened on 9/11. 

The saturation of news following the terrorist attacks has resulted in a number of different 

novels dealing with this event and stereotypical Muslim ideas through fictional lenses. These 

novels are reactive to the way the media deal with Muslims and Islam; the authors position their 

work closely with elements of reality to make the novels feel like a world that is not too removed 

from ours, helping to highlight the everyday prejudices American society may subconsciously 

hold. In his 1987 book, Postmodernist Fiction, Brian McHale discusses the relationship between 

a copy and the original, between fiction and reality: "A mimetic relation is one of similarity, not 

identity, and similarity implies difference—the difference between the original object and its 

reflection, between the real world and the fictional heterocosm” (28). These similarities between 
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the fictional worlds of the novels and today’s reality are concerning; through the reflection of 

today’s society in plausible yet fictional situations, it reveals the border that America is walking 

between intensified Islamophobia and the need to protect the country from future attacks. With 

the foundation of some post-9/11 novels being rooted in media portrayals of Muslims, the 

authors are able to expand upon the one-dimensional picture of Muslims in the news and create a 

deeper and more complex look at them through their stories. 
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III. The Submission 

Amy Walden in The Submission faces the animosity that surrounds Muslims head-on 

with a story that focuses on the question of whether or not Mohammad, a Muslim, should be 

allowed to design the 9/11 memorial even though he won the right to design it fairly and 

democratically. This story is grounded in reality with events that do not seem improbable, 

especially in regards to the media and their coverage of the controversy in the story. In creating 

such a close narrative that has ties with the real world, it “invites the reader to compare the real 

state of affairs in our world with the hypothetical state of affairs projected for the parallel world; 

implicitly it places our world and the parallel world in confrontation" (McHale 62). Through this 

confrontation, the reader is forced to see actions in our society today that could develop into the 

situations presented in the novel. 

Throughout the story, the media intensify with their attacks against Muslims, influencing 

people to become more hateful and polarized regarding Mohammad's (referred to as “Mo”) 

submission for the memorial. What first was shock that a Muslim had been selected in an 

anonymous architecture competition turns to hatred when he refuses to give up the right to 

design the project to someone else society deems more “appropriate” to create the memorial. The 

media in The Submission are a reflection of today’s news in its creation of a more ideal world for 

those people who want to section off all Muslims as terrorists or un-American. The media focus 

so intently on inaccurate facts about Muslims that eventually it becomes easy to tune out: “A 

year after the attack, news about Muslims arrested or suspected, the constant parsing of Islam’s 

‘true’ nature, had become background noise for Mo” (Walden 42). Mo’s numbness to what the 

media report about his culture illustrates how biased news can be by focusing only on violence 

and “true” aspects of the religion as well as how non-stop the coverage can be. What the media 
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say about Muslims and Islam also represent how they have the power to create depictions of 

people belonging to that community any way they want, even if it is negative and unethical. 

In addition to portraying Mo as someone he was not, the media and other characters in 

the novel construe his design for a memorial garden into a type of symbol of Muslims 

conquering America. Although he repeatedly states his intentions for creating a garden are ones 

stemming from beauty, healing, and a new start, the media would not accept this reasoning. One 

newspaper wrote: 

‘Victory Garden!’ screamed the Post. A Wall Street Journal op-ed called Khan’s 

design ‘an assault on America’s Judeo-Christian heritage, an attempt to change its 

cultural landscape. It would appear to be a covert attempt at Islamization,’ the 

paper intoned. ‘Two decades of multicultural appeasement have led to this: we’ve 

invited the enemy into our home to decorate.’ (Walden 130) 

The animosity and inaccuracy displayed by the paper shows how much power news outlets can 

have over public opinion. Reports like this eventually spiral into newspapers and radio stations 

stating that Muslims do not belong in America, resulting in 22 Muslim countries raising concerns 

over “America’s treatment of Muslims and its media’s portrayal of Islam" (Walden 233). Such a 

strong and disdainful representation stemming from the media and their coverage of Muslims 

and Islam helps to highlight the current state of feelings towards the two groups in America 

today; by incorporating these extreme and hateful news reports in the novel, it calls into 

comparison the smaller verbal attacks against Muslims seen in the media now. 

 The media in the book help to propel and bolster negative attitudes towards Muslims, 

creating Mo as the figurehead to direct all hateful feelings towards. These people's hatred for Mo 

are rooted in fear; they are afraid that choosing him for the memorial would send a message to 
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other Muslims that they can do the same thing, as in destroying part of America and then 

building a “victory garden” to mark the site as conquered. One committee member even 

acknowledges that Mo’s heritage is reason enough to take him out of the running: “Even if Mr. 

Khan is not a security threat—and there is no reason to think he is—finding his way to victory in 

this anonymous competition reminds us that radical Islamists could use our democratic 

institutions and our openness to advance their own agenda” (Walden 114). This idea directly 

positions Islam against the democratic foundation of America, further isolating them as un-

American and as “the other.” In doing so, it helps alienate an already sectioned off demographic 

of people on the premise that they are violent and therefore un-American. This quote is another 

example of how the public does not believe anything Mo says. He repeatedly states that although 

he is Muslim, he does not practice Islam or any religion for that matter, but people wish to see 

him as a symbol representing all the elements of Islam the media have told them are negative. 

This further develops the idea that the public has no reason to believe Mo is a threat to America, 

but they wish to see him this way simply because he is Muslim and therefore represents the 

values and people they have learned to despise. 

 Although the majority of people in The Submission vehemently oppose Mo designing the 

memorial, there are a few voices of reason. One of them, Claire, is a widow whose husband died 

in the terrorist attacks. She is the person on the selection committee who has the strongest ties to 

the attacks and who lost the most from them. In spite of such a strong emotional tie to 9/11, she 

is Mo’s biggest advocate and helps to highlight the fear-mongering spreading through society. 

When the committee proposes to choose someone else once they realize the winner is named 

Mohammed, she says, “So that’s what you propose? That we quash it, when the majority of us 

believed it to be the best design? That’s a total betrayal of what this country means, what it 
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stands for” (Walden 23). She refuses to give into the fear and hate that escalates through the 

novel and calls to attention the values that America was founded on. In doing so, she represents 

the voice of reason among a society enveloped in hate. Incorporating what America stands for 

also shows the way in which letting a Muslim design the memorial would be supporting the 

country’s ideals of accepting different cultures, not a destruction of the bedrock of America.  

 Even Mo’s name is a testament to the ideals America was founded on. The start of the 

controversy over his design begins simply because his name has strong ties to Muslims and 

Islam. His dad explains that they named him Mohammed because although they turned their 

backs on religion, they never shied away from being Muslim; they “believed so strongly in 

America that [they] never thought for a moment that [his] name would hold [him] back in any 

way” (Walden 219). This decision highlights the ideal of America where everyone is welcome 

and contrasts it to the reality of people discriminating against Mo despite him being the most 

qualified person for the project. Another committee member clearly states that this is not the way 

things are in reality: “I’m not sure I want it with the name Mohammad attached to it. It doesn’t 

matter who he is. They’ll feel like they’ve won. All over the Muslim world they’ll be jumping up 

and down at our stupidity, our stupid tolerance” (Walden 19-20). This comment reiterates the 

growing narrow-mindedness of the American people who judge Mo solely on his name because 

of the recurrence of names similar to his running through the news.  

 The media not only influence people with a stake in the memorial, but also eventually 

influence the way Mo views himself. People and the media state things he did not believe were 

true, like that his memorial garden was actually an Islamic victory garden, to the point that the 

vision of himself was warped: “Mo had found himself reinvented by others, so distorted he could 

not recognize himself. His imagination was made suspect. And so he had traced his parents’ 
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journey in reverse: back to India, which seemed a more promising land” (Walden 331). America, 

the land of opportunity, became just the opposite for Mo. His memorial design never came to 

fruition because of the controversy surrounding it. The committee eventually decides that his 

memorial has caused enough pain to where a different design would better serve the purpose of 

healing and recovering from the tragedy. This was majorly the media’s fault; if they had not 

painted Mo as a villain and demonized Muslims, then the public would have been able to see 

more clearly that his garden was a beautiful and thought out idea with empathy towards the 

traumatic event at the heart of it. As a result of the media reporting like they did, Mo felt as 

though there was no opportunity in America for him and his architecture because of his origins, 

leading him back to where his parents came from. 

 Part of the issue surrounding the memorial is that it became so symbolic of the actual 

event that the idea of a Muslim having full artistic capabilities designing it hit a chord with 

people. Claire acknowledges how the memorial became closely tied with the actual event: "It’s 

almost like we fight over what we can’t settle in real life through these symbols. They’re our 

nation’s afterlife” (Walden 332). This quote can explain why there is so much fighting over the 

memorial and its architect. Perhaps the characters fight over this aspect of 9/11 because it is part 

of the trauma and healing process they would be able to control. If they had the memorial 

designed by someone they want, then maybe they could heal faster than if it was Mo's garden. In 

The Society of the Spectacle, Guy de Bord discusses this kind of symbolism: “All that once was 

directly lived has become mere representation” (5). Based on this quote, everything about 9/11 

has transformed into the representations of it, like the memorial, and therefore it became the 

actual event in the public’s mind and what they would eventually live the experience through. 
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With the negative portrayals of Muslims in the media, they did not want someone they associated 

with the attackers in any way to design the “nation’s afterlife.” 

Walden’s novel puts today’s society and growing Islamophobia in comparison to a 

different world where these ideas are even more hateful and polarized, calling into question the 

foundation and values that America was built on. This comparison between the two societies is 

probably more similar than different, something alarming to consider since the democratic 

process in which Mo is selected to design the memorial backfires based solely on his heritage 

and name, not even his religion like so many characters believe. This depiction of America is 

directly tied to the media’s treatment of Muslims in the novel. The constant stream of hatred by 

journalists, who should have truth as their first principal in reporting, shows how easy it is to 

distort the news to one’s personal beliefs and how susceptible the public can be in believing 

those opinions as facts and consequently using them to justify their racism and hatred.
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IV. The Reluctant Fundamentalist 

 The Reluctant Fundamentalist by Mohsin Hamid gives a look into a Muslim's perception 

of America before and after the attacks and the ensuing hatred towards them and their culture. 

The story is structured as a dramatic monologue between an American and a Muslim that takes 

place in a café in the Old Anarkali district in Lahore, Pakistan. Richard Gray describes this set up 

of the book as, “set at a crossroads: a Muslim stronghold and an agency of American power” 

(59). This description is telling of how the two interact with each other: the American is 

threatened, restless, and out of place with the comfortable Muslim telling his story. Changez, the 

Muslim, tells a narrative about his time in America before 9/11, his love affair with a woman, 

and how his life turned upside-down after the attacks. Before the tragedy, he is a successful 

analyst who works for Underwood Samson, a consultancy firm, and is able to travel around the 

world because of this job. Afterwards, his boss and coworkers start to treat him differently 

despite the fact they have known him for years before the attacks and before the intensified 

media depictions of Muslims. Changez's accounts of the news show how it influences New York 

to treat him differently and how he ultimately changes to see America. 

 The format of the one-sided conversation between the two men reveals the barriers that 

grow between people stemming from a variety of sources, like differences in personal ideas, 

cultural beliefs, and opinions presented from the media. Dr. Jennifer Minter in her essay on The 

Reluctant Fundamentalist points out that “Hamid shows how both are uneasy about each other’s 

motives, and both, especially the American, seem to jump to conclusions based on the 

appearance of their ethnic and cultural differences.” The tense atmosphere between the two men, 

especially emanating from the American’s side, shows how they brought their stereotypical 

notions of each other to the table. Changez, having lived in America for a number of years and 
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understanding American culture, is more at ease because of his experiences. For the American, it 

seems as though he cannot look beyond the biases he has against Muslims. He becomes 

suspicious of a beggar asking for money and is scared when a sputtering car exhaust sounds like 

gun fire, both despite Changez’s reassurance that neither are threatening in the least. This 

disposition from the American represents how he internalized negative media coverage of 

Muslims and therefore could not shake his suspicions while conversing with Changez. 

 In contrast, Changez’s arrival in New York illustrates how he was open to American 

culture and the country’s way of life by embracing the fast-paced New Yorker lifestyle there. He 

says,  “I was immediately a New Yorker” (Hamid 33). This almost instantaneous sense of 

identity to one of the quintessential American cities represents his movement towards identifying 

himself as an American. It also shows an allegiance to New York and its ideals, which has been 

traditionally viewed as the epicenter of the American dream and a melting pot of numerous 

cultures. Not feeling out of place or different because of his ethnicity is a testament to how 

welcoming New York once was for him. After the attacks, however, he tries to deny the 

“destruction of his personal American dream” (Hamid 97). He knew he would no longer be able 

to live the life he grew accustomed to because of the growing animosity around people who 

simply look like him. This contrast to how he felt before the attacks emphasizes how deeply the 

media’s sentiments and news coverage of Muslims affect how people treat him and ultimately 

how he is able to live his life. People at his work began to look at him differently, even though 

they knew each other for years, and he is subject to harassment from strangers on the street and 

in subways. The New York he moves to and embraces at the beginning of his journey starts to 

shut him out because of the media’s distortion of Muslims and his American dream he sought 

became unattainable.  
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Changez states the moment he realized his American dream was crumbling was when he 

saw the attacks broadcasted. When he describes the moment he saw the towers falling, he makes 

the American increasingly uncomfortable by saying his initial reaction was to be “remarkably 

pleased” and raises an interesting point. He continues to say:  

...no, I was caught up in the symbolism of it all, the fact that someone had so 

visibly brought America to her knees. Ah, I see I am only compounding your 

displeasure. I understand, of course; it is hateful to hear another person gloat over 

one’s country’s misfortune. But surely you cannot be completely innocent of such 

feelings yourself. Do you feel no joy at the video clips—so prevalent these days—

of American munitions laying waste the structures of your enemies? (Hamid 73) 

Putting the American in Changez’s position by showing the similarities between gloating over 

American forces bombing other cities and 9/11 makes the reader question the relationship 

between the two; one is idealized and something to be proud of, while the other similar act is 

demonized. This comparison between the two destructive forces invites the reader to look at 

America with a more critical eye since the media portray these bombings in the Middle East with 

heroicness and courage without much trace of the similarities Changez highlights. 

 The mention of the video clips of the war in the Middle East introduces a new side to the 

media’s treatment of Muslims and their culture as an entity that should be perpetually punished. 

As Changez points out, these clips are viewed as something to be proud of in America, showing 

evidence that our forces are carrying out revenge for the terrorist attacks and that justice is being 

served to those who did us wrong. Although the media do have a responsibility to cover what 

happens overseas, the constant stream of clips can be dangerous; they plant an idea that the 

violence the American military is exacting in Afghanistan should be somewhat mirrored in 
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America with treating American-Muslims, who reiterate that they have no ties to the terrorists, 

with disrespect and racial slurs. The animosity that grew towards Muslims in American is a kind 

of extension of the overseas war and violence as a result of the media’s depiction of the U.S. 

military being the heroes and the people in the Middle East as the enemies.  

Changez continues to illustrate the way the media abuse their power in order to twist the 

public’s perception of Muslims into something that is not true. He says, "Affronts were 

everywhere; the rhetoric emerging form your country at that moment in history—not just from 

the government, but from the media and supposedly critical journalists as well—provided a 

ready and constant fuel for my anger” (Hamid 167). This statement relates back to the portrayal 

of the media in The Submission with how reporters, who should be held to a high journalistic 

standard of accuracy and truth, use their privilege to advance their own beliefs. Many outlets 

cover stories tailored to their personal beliefs and focus on showing animosity towards Muslims, 

which proliferates into a wide-reaching hatred of Muslims based on little to no factual evidence. 

It also shows the inaccuracy of what they are reporting and the ways in which the public is 

particularly susceptible to these sources of information; they rarely question their validity 

resulting in some Americans, like the American in the story, to eventually internalize these 

views.  

This rhetoric Changez discusses also carries into the stereotypical views many Americans 

have of Muslims. One of the first things he says to the American is, "Ah, I see I have alarmed 

you. Do not be frightened by my beard: I am a lover of America" (Hamid 1). He later discusses 

how after the attacks when he was flying to New York, his “entrance elicited looks of concern 

from many of [his] fellow passengers” (Hamid 74) and that he was aware he was under 

suspicion. These reactions he feels from Americans based solely on his appearance show how 
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much the media illustrate those with darker skin and beards to be kept under surveillance and are 

not to be trusted. Changez also comments about how much “impact a beard worn by a man of 

[his] complexion” (Hamid 130) can have on Americans. He is verbally abused on the subway 

and is an overnight subject of whispers and stares at his work. The way that people’s actions with 

whom he worked with for years negatively shifts illustrate the powerful influence the media can 

have over the public. It can morph years of knowing and trusting someone into suspicion and 

mistrust. 

Changez’s experiences in American before and after the attacks illustrates a first-person 

narrative of the growing hostility around Muslims and people who simply resemble what the 

media portray as a stereotypical Muslim. With his first years in America, he was fulfilling his 

American dream full with living in the largest city in the country, working a lucrative job, and 

chasing a love interest. The crumbling Twin Towers represent his crumbling American dream 

due to the ensuing Islamophobia spewing from the news. He is inhibited by the growing hostility 

in society to live his normal life, which leads him away from the land of opportunity and back to 

a place that has been illustrated as a land of war and hatred of the West by the media. The 

difference in ideas and cultures represented by the American and his growing uneasiness with 

talking to Changez symbolizes the ways in which the media can make the public skeptical and 

suspicious of Muslims, even when they pose no threat. 



Higgins 19 

V. Not on Fire, but Burning 

 Greg Hrbek’s debut novel, Not on Fire, but Burning, creates a futuristic view of America 

given the current state of hostility towards Muslims in our society today. In this dystopic look at 

the country in the year 2035, Muslims are instantly blamed for the bombing of the Golden Gate 

Bridge on 8/11, showing a similar date to the attacks in 2001. As a result of their assumed role in 

the bombings, the government sequesters Muslims to camps in the Dakotas to keep them under 

close watch. McHale writes that this is a common theme for futuristic books: "Most 

postmodernist futures, in other worlds, are grim dystopias—as indeed most science-fiction 

worlds of the future have been in recent years. The motif of a world after the holocaust or some 

apocalyptic breakdown recurs" (67). At the end of the novel, things turn chaotic when “officials 

suspect that a Category A bioterrorism agent has been released” (Hrbek 238). This is also 

immediately thought to have been done by Muslims since they are so demonized and “othered,” 

more so in the future than the state of affairs today.  

The events of 8/11 are a source of tension within the main character, Dorian’s, family. In 

the beginning of the novel, the reader is introduced to a young woman living in San Francisco 

babysitting her little brother. This woman turns out to be Dorian’s older sister, Skyler, who dies 

in the attacks. Something strange happens with the family, however, to where their memories of 

her are erased or extremely suppressed. Throughout the book, Dorian has dreams about this 

woman, knowing that she was somehow important in their lives and related to him. He believes 

that his family is hiding the truth from him and his brother, causing tension between them and 

their different ideas about what happened during the attacks in San Francisco. As a result of the 

bombings being blamed on Muslims, Dorian’s animosity towards the whole event, especially 

since he believes his sister died in them, positions him in the mentality of some Americans 
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today: he believes that Muslims and the Islamic religion are violent and should not be welcomed 

in America. 

Dorian starts off the novel with feeling hostile towards Muslims because of the attacks 

and his sister’s death as a consequence of them. He has very little interaction with Muslims in his 

day-to-day life: those who live in his neighborhood attend a different school and he has been 

susceptible to what the media say about them despite his parents’ best efforts of steering his 

thoughts in a less prejudiced way. Throughout the novel, he eventually grows to understand that 

Muslims are not the image that the media create and comes to realize they are not as different 

from him as he initially thought. Dorian’s character development illustrates the potential that 

society has to overcome the biases set forth by the media. In the beginning, he writes “Fuck 

Islam” on a bathroom stall, which causes repercussions in his already strained family life (Hrbek 

20). When his neighbor, Mr. N, adopts a Muslim detainee, Karim, his disposition towards 

Muslims slowly starts to change. He doesn’t necessarily like them, but he understands them and 

sees them more similarly to himself than different:  

Now I know. That for the first time I was seeing myself in him. Marched to my 

house as I'd been dragged back to the mosque. We were to admit our wrongs, we 

were children: from whom loved ones, futures, entire worlds had been stolen 

without apology. Somewhere deep inside, I was thinking: Why should either of us 

be sorry. (Hrbek 114) 

This is one of the first instances of the relationship between the two boys changing. It shows that 

they are not as different as they media portray them to be and have more commonalities than 

they might have initially thought. These feelings of understanding that neither of them should be 



Higgins 21 

sorry shows how negative news reports and coverage condition people into thinking they are 

enemies with cultural barriers that cannot and should not be overcome.  

 The development of Dorian continues when he and Karim have a conversation on the 

lawn about nothing in particular, just a conversation for the sake of getting to know someone. He 

thinks, "But speak of things hard to believe: Here he is, standing on his front lawn in the 

gathering dark of a midsummer night, having a reasonable conversation with a Muslim who 

jacked him the day before during a game of croquet" (Hrbek132). This shows another instance of 

the changing relationship between the two boys and how Dorian is changing himself. By getting 

to know Karim for more than what Dorian has internalized from the attacks and the media, he is 

able to have a somewhat enjoyable conversation with him. At the beginning of the book, he is an 

angry and resentful kid who spray paints negative words about a whole religion he knew little 

about and after being in close contact with a Muslim, they are able to have a civil conversation 

together. 

 The growth Dorian goes through, however, does not happen with all the characters. Many 

people, especially towards the chaotic end involving a bioterrorism agent, espouse their 

stereotypical and hateful ideas they have of Muslims. During the bioterrorism threat, a civilian 

says, "Think. Some fuck walks into a clinic and blows himself into a thousand stinking pieces of 

raw meat. Think. Think like someone whose country is under attack. Think like someone 

fighting a goddamn war" (Hrbek 243). This quote shows how Americans are pitted against an 

entire group of people, Muslims in this case, through the media’s idea that almost every fiber of 

the country should be at war with these people. The civilian calls on them to think as someone 

whose country is at war, which implies them throwing out any shred of humanity one might 

associate with Muslims and only think of them as a target to kill. This is also reactive to the way 
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the media cover Muslims and Islam; since they typically do not cover anything positive about 

them, it makes society more willing to be hateful towards a group of people they think are evil. 

 The belief that Muslims are violent develops throughout this novel with the help of 

Dorian’s close neighbors. One of them says, "Very disturbing, I agree. But not surprising. Where 

Muslims go, violence follows" (Hrbek 162) in response to the chaotic bioterrorism and the 

increased national security threat that people assume to be done by Muslims. These depictions 

continue to show the common ways that people view Muslims and Islam as violent, making it 

difficult for people to overcome the preconceived notions about them, like Dorian was eventually 

able to do. The media play a key role in forging these perceptions the public eventually 

internalizes since they selectively report more on the brutal events caused by Muslims than any 

other action that would show them in a positive light. As a result of this one-sided coverage, any 

attack is first assumed to be done by or connected to Muslims, growing the causal link that they 

are violent. This consequently makes people view Muslims as a one-dimensional group of people 

in society; a group that has no positive attributes despite many of them stating that they truly are 

a peaceful people, that the violence carried out by some is not representative of the whole. 

 The negative depiction of Muslims extends to those who are detained in the camps in the 

Dakota territories. These Muslims are drug addicts, but not just any kind of drug addict, they are 

“Dreamers.” When Dorian’s neighbor, Mr. N, goes to adopt Karim, “the kid looks up at [him] 

with eyes big and tear-filled. Not crying, exactly. It’s a symptom of withdrawal… ‘[He’s] a 

Dream addict’” (Hrbek 41). This idea that the boy is an addict to something called dreaming 

touches on the fact that dreaming, either by drug usage or actual dreaming, is all he can do in the 

camps. When he does not have this drug, or when he is not able to “dream,” his withdrawal 

reaction comes in the forms of tears. This represents the sadness of having one’s rights as an 
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American stripped away by being forced into camps. When Karim and his friend Yassim get 

ready to carry out their suicide bombings, Yassim says, “Wish we could do it one more 

time…Dream”  (Hrbek 210). This addiction to “dreaming” also further illustrates how the 

Muslims have had not only their rights as American citizens taken away, but even their human 

rights taken away as well. Coming to America, people usually picture the “American dream,” but 

because they were deemed too dangerous to live a normal life, they were left with a only drug 

that let them have some semblance of dreaming. 

 Karim has an inner struggle with what he wants his “dream” to be. He has the choice 

between continuing his new American life with Mr. N or commit a suicide bombing for God. 

When he leaves the camps with Mr. N, the religious leader he learns from at the camps, the 

Sheikh, never loosens his hold on him and pushes him in the direction of carrying out violent 

acts in the name of Islam and God. In addition to pressuring Karim with sacrificing himself, he 

also leads him to believe that the white people he is surrounded by are infidels and come from 

Satan, therefore justifying their future punishment of them through suicide bombings. At a pool 

party Mr. N has for the neighborhood kids to get to know Karim, the Sheikh calls him and says, 

“Instead of being a warrior for God, you want to make friends on the Internet. You would rather 

fraternize with infidels in a swimming pool” (Hrbek 91). This call positions Karim’s new life and 

more accepting thoughts in contrast with his old ones in the camps. Although Karim walks into 

his American way of life with Mr. N with these prejudiced ideas in his mind, he goes through a 

similar character change to Dorian when he is exposed to the everyday life of the “infidels.” He 

is able to see that they are not truly infidels and realizes they are caring when they eventually 

accept him into their lives, causing him to second guess what he believed to be his life’s mission. 
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 The conclusion of the novel shows Karim’s inner struggle with what he has been told to 

do and what he believes will be right in the end. As he is preparing for the suicide bombing, he 

thinks to himself: 

But this vest you are wearing. What if you pulled the cord right now. Reached for 

the cord without apparent forethought and no warning and pulled. The explosive 

liquid would be ignited here. In this ugly room. And there would be no bombing in 

that hospital tonight. And the declaration of martyrdom now being recorded will 

never be uploaded and never viewed, and will never encourage any other boy to 

do what you are on the verge of doing—and so it might be said that at the end you 

did a good thing, Karim, a good thing at the end. (233) 

His thought that saving innocent people’s lives he once believed to be infidels and deserving of 

such violence shows how his interactions with Dorian, Mr. N, and other people in his 

neighborhood start to shift his perceptions. Although Karim did end up going through with the 

suicide bombing, his and Dorian’s character growth work in tandem to illustrate the ways that 

getting to know someone beyond the media’s portrayal or what people have told you can reveal a 

deeper, more humanized side to someone once thought as an enemy. 

Hrbek’s futuristic look at America highlights the current sentiments in American culture 

today that make these actions presented by the characters not so far fetched. By believing 

everything the media present about Muslims and their violent disposition, it could put America 

in a situation to believe that they are the cause of any attacks without factual evidence. Beyond 

this dystopic look at a broken country, Hrbek also underscores the importance of delving into 

what makes a person behind what the headlines present or what someone might have heard 

through word of mouth. By joining these two aspects together, Not on Fire, but Burning shows 
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the way in which society can correct itself through acknowledging subconscious prejudices and 

working against them to really know someone as a human and not just as an enemy.
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IV. Conclusion 

 In a world that is constantly turned on and tuned into the news, it is more important than 

ever to use the power of the media to report accuracy and truthfulness. Without this, society is 

subject to biases and beliefs that may not be accurate, yet look as though they are accurate 

simply because the media is reporting it that way. Since the attacks on 9/11, the image of 

Muslims has become distorted because of these inaccurate opinions that the Islamic religion and 

Muslims are violent and anti-American based on little factual evidence. Edward Said comments 

on the power the media have in creating these distortions: “This coverage can be attributed to the 

political influence of those people and institutions producing it rather than necessarily to truth or 

accuracy” (169). As a result of the media abusing its power, the news has control over how 

society thinks of Muslims, resulting in a country that has been steadily rising in its Islamophobia 

and hatred.  

 The stereotypes produced by the media are one-dimensional and focus on merely 

physical attributes that are taken as a reason to discriminate against someone. By reducing an 

entire demographic of people to their most extreme physical and cultural differences, it creates 

easy targets for hatred based on these differentiations. Nurullah argues that this is a convenient 

way of stereotyping: “One common method of creating the distinction between us and them is to 

emphasize differing characteristics such as race, ethnicity, and religion” (1021). This division is 

only strengthened through the media and their power to twist factual news into biased reports to 

advance a certain agenda. This only creates barriers between people of different cultures as seen 

in some post-9/11 novels. These novels, however, show that these barriers are only detrimental 

to the health of society and that when people seek a deeper connection to the person behind what 

might be represented in the news, they gain a more well-rounded look at their beliefs, attitudes, 



Higgins 27 

and culture. This results in a higher probability of people seeing that they are not as different 

from these alienated groups as the media portray them to be.  

     Navigating writing this literature can be a tricky task, though. Richard Gray seems to 

have discovered a recurring formula within these novels: they typically “locate crisis in terms of 

opposition—them and us, the personal and the political, the private and the public, the oppressor 

and the victim” and then attempt to reconcile these oppositions and differences through their 

narratives (65). The novels analyzed in this essay attempt just that through the commonalities in 

their stories. Through their similar perspectives of American society and the Islamophobia that 

has become so prevalent through the news, the reader is introduced to characters living in 

comparable worlds to ours. When readers get to know these characters and what struggles they 

have gone through, these stories help to humanize Muslims who are typically demonized in the 

news. This highlights the negative feelings in America today by showing the potential of what 

they could grow into. 

 These novels have a great responsibility placed on them because they “set a precedent for 

future discussion of the subject” not just focused on 9/11, but also on analyzing the media and 

their effects on society (DeRosa 608). By creating parallel worlds that are not too distant from 

society today, novels have the ability to analyze both of these elements and show the negative 

impact they have when abused. They can shed light on the subconscious prejudices people may 

hold and perhaps can bring these ideas to the forefront of discourse on the subject of 

Islamophobia in hopes of finding ways to reduce the negative sentiment around Muslims. With 

the help of novels, the media’s perception of Muslims as a particularly violent group of people 

practicing and equally violent religion through Islam might be lessened. The deeper and more 

complex analysis of these people presented through these post-9/11 novels can help reveal that 
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the news is only reporting one side of Muslim’s culture and beliefs, and that there is a great deal 

more to them than what the headlines present.  
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