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Abstract:

The present article aims to unravel the complexities of defining modern
Muslim womanhood caught at the crossroads of neo-colonialism,
westernization, and globalization. Hamid’s fictional portrayal of young
Muslim Pakistani women proves to be a crucial site where both positive
and negative effects of globalization on contemporary Pakistani women
can be understood. Various female characters such as Mumtaz from
Moth Smoke (2000), The pretty Girl from How to Get Filthy Rich in
Rising Asia (2013) and Nadia from Exist West (2017) come across as
bold, assertive, and independent women who aspire to change their
lives. However, this change is spurred by the alluring pull of
globalization  economically,  politically, and socially.  Thus,
overwhelmed by the urge to seek glamourous lives, these women
transgress sacred religious and cultural boundaries. The resultant
specie is a sad amalgam of lonely, depressed, alienated, and secular
women. Insights from the theory of globalization and neo-colonialism
have been drawn to contextualize the fictional representation of
Modern Muslim women as presented by Hamid. The methodology
includes a close reading of the selected fiction with a critical analysis
of the selected textual lines. Particular emphasis shall be laid on how
the scared institution of marriage, sexuality, modesty and purdah are
transgressed, reconstructed and violated in the guise of modernization
and westernization. This article significantly demonstrates that the
inextricable link between neo-colonialism, globalisation and
westernisation is proving to be erroneous for traditional Pakistani
cultural values.
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L. Introduction

Mohsin Hamid, a prolific writer of Pakistani origin has gained international
acclaim with his novels such as Moth Smoke, The Reluctant Fundamentalist, How to Get
Filthy Rich in Rising Asia and Exit West. He tackles issues of globalisation, terrorism,
class differences as well as neo-colonialism within the Pakistani society. The story
outline of the three selected novels explores the life trajectories of various male and
female characters in their own unique and compelling ways. However, there are a number
of interlinking concepts that bear a startling resemblance with each other. For instance, all
the selected novels show characters that are engaged in a maddening pursual of money,
liberty, and individualism. The plots are set in metropolitan cities where both male and
female characters are influenced by media, technology, western cultural values at the cost
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of neglecting and discarding their own cultural values. Furthermore, the male and female
characters are shown to be assertive in expressing and controlling their sexuality and are
bent upon making self-centered choices at the cost of negating collective family values.
Daru in Moth Smoke, being impressed by his American return friend Ozi, chooses to
move out and prefers to live alone just like Nadia in Exit West. The pretty Girl also shows
a similar tendency and abandons her family in the pursuit of money, fame and freedom.

Hamid’s male characters throughout his fiction remain the most significant
aspect of his novels. Caught in economic and emotional crisis, these characters help us to
understand how young Muslim men both within and outside Pakistan struggle to achieve
their ideal lives even at the cost of familial and moral neglects. However, this is not to say
that Hamid’s female figures are not worthy of attention. On the contrary, his female
characters come across as a unique brand of feminine existence who never fail to alarm,
charm and fascinate us. Mumtaz in Moth Smoke, the pretty girl in How To Get Filthy
Rich in Rising Asia and Nadia in Exit West present a certain aspect of femininity which at
times stands at sharp contrast to each other and at others converge together to form the
same picture.

Hamid’s female characters, like his male characters, show an increasing
tendency and readiness to accept ‘American values’ thus presenting an Americanised
version of Pakistani femininity. This paper will demonstrate how Hamid’s female
characters negate and break out of the commonly associated traits of Pakistani
womanhood and display more liberal notions of femininity. This paper will also focus on
how these Pakistani women are able to use their body and sexuality as a power enabling
means to resist and challenge male dominance. These women, to some extent, succeed in
their desire of ‘Americanised’ lifestyles and gain economic independence. However, like
Mohsin’ male characters these women are shown to suffer from identity crisis and their
‘Americanised identity’ leads them to misery, confusion, isolation, alienation, betrayal
and dissatisfaction with life. Whereas ‘The Pretty Girl’ dies battling with disease,
Mumtaz decides to break her marriage with her husband and Nadia too is left lonely and
delusional at the end.

I am a monster, is an emotional outburst of Mumtaz who is torn apart between
the urges to mother her son and her innate desire to abandon the maternal responsibility
for a fuller self-centred life. The word monster is significant as it rings unnatural
deformation. In other words, Mumtaz feels that her lack of concern and love for her son
is not a natural behaviour. She feels upset over her lack of emotional attachment for her
son. Mumtaz is made to feel guilty for not loving her son. Motherhood for Mumtaz was
forced upon her rather than being a free choice, stemming from natural urge to mother a
child. Consequently, she fails to harbour a motherly affection for her son.

The Pretty girl in How to Get Filthy Rich in Rising Asia decides to abandon her
oppressive family situation and takes the control of her own life by running away. She
desires to seek a modelling career and eventually succeeds but at a heavy price of bodily
exploitation. Her assertiveness resembles the popular slogans raised in the 2019 Aurat
March, “MeralismMeriMerzi” (My Body, My Choice). However, her life trajectory
reveals the difficulties of claiming her right over her own body. Her fascination with
modern lifestyle, desire of economic independence and freedom expose her to the harsh
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reality that her body is the last or the least of the thing she owns or controls in a
patriarchal society.

II. Theoretical Framework
A. Neo-Colonialism, Globalisation and Culture

Neo-colonialism is a new face/phase of colonialism which draws its strength
fromglobalisation. Kwame Nkrume in Neo-Colonialism: The Last Stage of
Imperialism(1966) claims neo-colonialism as the new and main instrument of
imperialism in its, “final and perhaps the most dangerous stage” (1966, p.1). He also
asserts that, “Investment, under neo-colonialism, increases, rather than decreases, the gap
between the rich and the poor countries of the world” (ibid). NageshRao (2000) asserts
that neocolonialism, “seen as a sort of renewed primitive accumulation, is marshaled as
an explanation for the post-war boom in the West” (2000, p.169). He also explains the
close association of neocolonialism with the dependency theory. The basic idea of
Globalization is that, “capital has now become a free-floating entity, organizing
production transnationally, independently of national boundaries” (ibid, p.173). This has
resulted, as rightly pointed by ArjunAppadurai, in the inevitable shift towards the, “global
order in which the nation-state has become obsolete and other formations for allegiance
and identity have taken its place” (cited in Rao, p. 173).

Globalisation as a theoretical lens offers a crucial understanding of the dynamic
changes shaping the global cultural, political and religious outlook. According to
Kumaravadivelu (2008), “globalization refers to a dominant and driving force that is
shaping a new form of interconnections and flows among nations, economics, and
peoples. It results in the transformation of contemporary social life in all its economic,
political, cultural, technological, ecological, and individual dimensions” (p. 32). The
change in contemporary social life yields both positive and negative outcomes. Whereas
increased mobility, interconnectedness, and ease of communication has liberated and
speeded up the daily lives of people, alienation, competition greed for money and
individualism continues to eat away the traditional lifestyles. Hamid in his book,
Discontent and its Civilisations (2014) asserts that, “on our globalizing plant where the
pace of change keeps accelerating, many of us are coming to feel at least a bit foreign,
because all of us, whether we travel far afield or not, are migrants through time” (p. xvii).
This feeling of foreignness may allude to the cultural change due to globalisation which
has brought both positive and negative outcomes for the contemporary world. One of the
possible threats is the loss of socio-cultural and religious values which are being
compromised in the increasingly globalising world of today.

B. Globalization and Muslim Womanhood

Mishal Khan (2010) writing in the context of globalisation and the
politicisationof Muslim women reiterates the ‘woman question’ as the most urgent point
of discussion in the contemporary globalised world. She urges for the need to, “utilize the
vantage point provided by the unique contributions of Western Muslims [that] can
contribute to our understanding of Islam as a global reality” (pg. 3) Pakistani Anglophone
literature has been grappling with the contentious issues of social status, position, roles
and duties regarding women, especially Muslim women, living in a Muslim society such
as Pakistan. The dynamic influx of modernization as opposed to the rigid nature of
women’s status in Islam has unleashed and given birth to never ending debate on how
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women should be treated in Muslim societies across the globe. According to Anita M.
Weiss (2014):

Indeed, contemporary societies are undergoing unprecedented social change as
Muslims are rethinking and renegotiating the contours of traditional society, particularly
women’s place in the larger social order. (Weiss, 2014, p. 4).The above quote rings true
for a country like Pakistan, where women’s lives fall under a range of differing
circumstances from easy going liberal lifestyles to battling harsh gender racism. In this
regard the prevailing modernization, aided through globalization, is proving both as a
blessing as well as the greatest challenge for such women. In the words of Weiss (2014),
“Many postcolonial Muslim states in particular, are struggling to identify the trappings of
colonization and Westernization that have encroached upon their social norms, values,
economics, polities and current legal structures” (p, 5). This is precisely what Hamid has
tried to capture through the various female figures that he creates across his fiction. He
shows how women belonging to various social classes are being affected and compelled
by the rapid economic changes which have engulfed the contemporary Pakistani society.
However, what remains the major focus of this paper is that how these women also suffer
morally, socially and religiously due to these changes. Certain religious boundaries and
social values associated with women, upon which Islam lays particular emphasis, such as
motherhood, chaste wifehood, purdah, modesty, protection of virginity and sexuality in
particular, have been boldly transgressed, broken and soiled by women in Hamid’s fiction
giving overwhelmingly anti-Islamic female images.

Abu Sadat Nasrullah (2008) in his article, ‘Globalisation as a Challenge to
Islamic Cultural Identity’ makes a forceful claim in the following words, “In this
globalised world, Islamic cultural identity is under crisis as a result of blind imitation of,
and cultural imperialism by the West” (Nurullah, 2008, pg. 47). He further explains how
cultural globalisation encourages and promotes the secularisation of societies thus
causing a huge harm to Islamic culture. This is not to claim that only Hamid’s fiction
offers such bold transgressions of religious boundaries by women, however, what makes
Hamid’s fiction unique in many ways is his attempt to show women ruining their lives
under the guise of modernity, financial independence as is exhibited by The Pretty Girl in
Exit West or as a repercussion of American cultural influence as displayed by Mumtaz in
Moth Smoke. In this way Hamid’s portrayal of various women is a clever and subtle
warning for women to be cautious of losing trail of their own religious and social values
in the mad perusal of Americanized ways aided by globalization. This point becomes
even more significant considering how women are considered as repositories of cultural
values, symbols of national identity and honor.

The increasingly globalized world of today has profound influences on the
marketing, commodification and consumption practices of people. The various male and
female characters as presented Hamid’s novel are shown to indulge in excessive
consumption of goods and at times transgress their moral, cultural and religious
boundaries in the maddening pursuit of materialism, and individualism. As these
characters are presented as Muslims by religion, here it becomes important to discuss the
relevance of Islam with consumer capitalism, as Gokariksel and McLarney (2010) in their
article, ‘Muslim Women, Consumer Capitalism and the Islamic Cultural Industry’ assert
the antithetical views of Islam and Consumer capitalism in the following words:
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There is a seeming tension between professed Islamic virtues and the logic of
consumer capitalism. While the former is often defined as modesty, thrift, other-worldly
devotion, spiritualism, and communitarianism, the latter is perceived to cultivate self-
indulgence, conspicuous consumption, this-worldly orientation, materialism and
individualism (pg. 4). Hamid’s characters are shown to be over indulgent in the
consumption of goods, having materialistic attitudes and self-centred. As will be
demonstrated later, these characters are swept off their feet owing to the increasingly
globalized world of today. Safdar and Yasmin (2021) in their comparative study of
Pakistani Muslim wifehood in Hamid and Shamsie’s fiction similarly endorse the
technological and capitalist developments and their role in aiding the mobility of women,
consequently, “disrupting and redefining local and global norms and concepts related to
womanhood” (pg.2)

1I1. Literature Review

Hamid’s novels have been extensively researched from multiple perspectives.
The major focus however, has been predominantly male centred. Female experience
exists at the margins overshowed by male characters whose life trajectories dominate the
female narratives which symbolises the marginal position allotted to women in the
patriarchal Pakistani society. Having said that, some research has recently been
conducted which focuses on female experience in Hamid’s novels. This research mainly
highlights the plights of women who are victimised in both subtle and obvious ways.

Agsa ljaz (2017), in her review essay, laments the stark absence of female
consciousness. However, she goes on to explain how Mumtaz’s character works to
expose the double standards of men in patriarchal society which succeed in emotionally
and mentally oppressing women though enforcing traditional gender roles. Sabina
Rehman (2019) explores how Mumtaz in Moth Smoke is confined in the roles of wife and
mother. Furthermore, Mumtaz feels how her identity is channelled through her close
association with her body and sexuality over which she has little or no control. Similarly,
Safdar and Ghani (2018), while exploring gender in Hamid’s fiction, draw attention to the
shift in the cultural paradigm among Muslim Pakistani women. They claim that Pakistani
women are increasingly displaying dissatisfaction with their traditionally ascribed roles
and are finding ways to renegotiate their social position and identity from a position that
is more or less equal, if not more, to male gender. They assert that the, “reappraisal of
sexuality, gender and new articulations of identity have emerged that negate the binary,
fixed, and structural relationship between genders, shifting the emphasis onto the
transient, fluid, and dynamic nature of identities and cultures” (2018. p. 91). This is aptly
pointed out by Rafique and Mukhtar (2019) who speak about Mumtaz’s lack of
femininity by claiming that, “she subverts her feminine self. Her character seems
powerful because of masculine inclinations and traits” (p.17). This development could be
partly associated with postmodernism and the rise of queer theory. (Safdar and Ghani, p.
91). In this regard, the role of fiction writers gains a tremendously important position as
their fictional creations not only describe, portray but represent the image of a certain
culture and the ‘cultural turn’ to the wider world.

Therefore, it becomes pertinent to see Hamid’s take on the portrayal of Islam
and Muslim identity of his characters. Speaking in this context, Zain R Mian (2019)
claims that Hamid’s fiction fails to offer a, “real sense of Muslim existence apart from the
oft-repeated associations with the war-on-terror and the clash-of-civilisation thesis”
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(2019). Mian continues to claim how Hamid’s later fiction only repeats the much-
obsessed image of a Muslim man with a beard, “with little room for a nuanced Muslim
subjectivity”. He associates such approach by Hamid to the demand of the publishing
centres in New York and London and the reading audience who are keener to read these
books as a, “reportage revealing the real condition of a place and its people” and not for
the literary or aesthetic value of the work. However, Safdar and Yasmeen (2021) while
analyzing Hamid’s female representation, stress the need to move away from the practice
of defining Muslim female subjectivity through the dualistic perspectives of secular and
religious standpoints and assert that, “the subjectivity of Muslim women is interstitial,
rather than exclusively religious or secular” (Safdar and Yasmin, p.1). In the context of
the above discussion, it becomes crucial to examine how Hamid has portrayed the
Muslim female characters as presented in the contemporary Pakistani society caught in
the flux of globalization and cultural turn. This lacuna regarding the detrimental effects of
westernization on Muslim women and their socio-cultural identities demands urgent
inquiry which the present paper aims to provide.

Iv. Analysis

All the female characters from Hamid’s selected fiction, such as Mumtaz, The
Pretty Girl and Nadia display tendencies of resistance, which is born out of patriarchal
oppression as well as an urge to pursue individual liberty and freedom. Mumtaz is
introduced as a young woman residing in America who confesses that, “I should have
known I am not the marrying sort” (Moth Smoke, p.148). She considered marriage as a
trap set up by every, “aunt, sister, cousin, friend and every woman from home”
(ibid,p.148). Mumtaz’s views are not surprising considering the cultural influence she is
under. The liberty and freedom offered by American society seems too precious to lose in
the face of patriarchally tradition bound, conservative society of her parents’ home.

The main female protagonists of the selected novels use sex as a way to express
agency and liberty from the traditional binary fixation of women as passive recipients of
sexual pleasure. Mumtaz declares it a, “revelation: being touched by another man,
declaring my independence from the United States of marriage...the most liberating
experience | have ever had” (Moth Smoke, p.158). Mumtaz initiates the secret sexual
relationship with Daru, her husband’s friend. She had also freely ventured into this
relationship with Ozi whilst in America. Engaging in sexual relationships either due to
pleasure or revenge doesn’t seem like a problem with Mumtaz. She takes full control of
her sexuality and body and the little responsibility that falls on her in the case of her
pregnancy and child bearing is severely rejected by her.

The Pretty Girl in Hamid’s How to Get Filthy Rich in Rising Asia shows a
similar display of boldness in sexual matters. Her audacity in sexual matters takes us by
surprise as she dominates her male partner during the intercourse, “She undresses you
and lays you flat on the roof, and then she undresses herself...She mounts you and you lie
still, your arms stiff at your sides. She rides you slowly” (Hamid, 2013, p.55). The pretty
girl in this scene willingly indulges into sexual intercourse and the reluctance shown by
her male partner ironically places him as a passive recipient of sexual pleasure. While on
this occasion, The Pretty Girl offers sexual pleasure to the male protagonist in return for
procuring the various DVDs of Bollywood movies that he secretly supplied to her.
However, soon after running away from her home, she is forced to offer sexual pleasure
to the manager who promises to make her a top model she always dreamed of being.
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However, this favour is not without a price and, “in exchange the marketing manager
demanded physical favours. Initially these were kisses, and permission to fondle her
body. Then oral sex was required. This was followed by anal sex...and eventually she
permitted vaginal sex as well” (Hamid, 2013, p.51).

The pretty girl’s silent compliance and readiness to use her body and sexuality
as a tool to earn money, independence, liberty and fame in the glamourous world of
celebrities, models, fashion and media not only reveals her calculated and strategic
planning to move up the socio-economic ladder but also the strong influence that
advertising and media is able to have on young minds who, like the pretty girl, can even
go to the extent to rendering their body as a commodity and value laden entity that can be
bargained, used and exploited to achieve their goals of fame and money. Tekin and
Turgut (2021) in their research on the deconstruction of stereotypical images of oriental
women in Hamid’s Fiction praise Nadia’s character as already possessing a strong sense
of identity which is in stark contrast to the Western view of Eastern women. However,
analyzed closely, Nadia, in addition to other female characters of Hamid, exhibits a clear
rebellious attitude towards her traditional values and society. This deviant behavior may
be lauded slightly as asserting agency and independence in the face of patriarchal
dominance. Having said this, there is no clear evidence that Nadia is oppressed or
victimized at home in any way. Her, “firmly constructed identity” (pg. 1) as claimed by
Tekin and Turgut not only stands as a direct challenge to eastern traditional values but
Islamic values as well. Most importantly, she misuses purdah as a guise and indulges into
pre-marital relations.

Nadia in Exit West is shown as a young Muslim woman who is presented in a
stark contrast to her physical appearance. Dressed in a, “black flowing robe from head to
toe” she surprises the male protagonist, Saeed, on their first meeting by telling him to his
face that she doesn’t pray and he watches this strange girl in awe as she, “instead of
covering her head with a black cloth, as he expected, she donned a black motor cycle
helmet...snapped down her visor, straddled her ride and rode off, disappearing with a
controlled rumble into the gathering dust” (Hamid, 2017, p.3). Nadia, like the Pretty Girl,
is on the goal of attaining personal independence, liberty from traditional social
structures, even her family, and financial independence. Her decision to leave her family
was completely her own will mostly born out the wild spirit inherent in her from early on.
Her desire to attain financial and social liberty quickly taught her to manipulate and
fashion survival strategies as she begins to ‘use’ purdah and veil for the security,
seclusion, and protectiveness it offers discarding the spiritual piety associated with it. She
cleverly picks and choses to use purdah according to her own need. When Saeed inquires
as to why she wears a conservative looking burkha, she has no qualms to confess that, “so
men don’t fuck with me” (Hamid, 2017, p.16). She retains the symbolic meaning of
purdah while discards its spiritual meaning, thereby mocks the sanctity of purdah and
exposes how hollow and materialistic human approach has become in a world driven by
the desire to gain liberty and assert individualism. This stance is supported by Kayaniet.
All (2020) who highlight how Nadia’s manipulation of culture and religious values is
rooted in her selfish desire of materialistic pursuits (pg.99).

Nadia, from the very beginning is presented as a dominating partner who
subverts and challenges the concept of male gaze by consciously and actively ‘looking’
and ‘gazing’ at Saeed, “she continued to gaze at him steadily” Even during their first
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date, a week after their meeting in the coffee shop, Nadia arrives first and watches Saeed
enter, “Nadia watched Saeed’s features. In that moment they were tinged with
wonder...He struck her as a...strange and attractive sort of man” (Hamid, 2017, p.21).
She takes her time to develop her relationship with Saeed first by inviting him to her flat
and then initiating physical intimacy. Nadia’s approach is clearly bent upon self-
centeredness and reflect animalistic tendencies of pleasure-seeking. Her virginity to her is
not a valuable entity to protect but rather a burden which she was relieved to throw off in
a short-term relationship with a musician she had met in an underground concert whose,
“size-too-small white T-shirt pinned to his lean chest and stomach” (p.30) sexually
arouses her and shortly after that, “they had gone to his place that night, and she had
shuffled off the weight of her virginity with some perplexity but not excessive fuss”
(p-31). This shuffling off the weight of her virginity is a symbolic transgression of the
traditional socio-religious values which are deemed suffocating and burdensome by
Nadia. This weight once thrown off liberates her to control her sexuality with ease with
her next male partner, Saeed, who interestingly suggests that they should not have sexual
relationship before marriage to which Nadia satirically scoffs, “are you fucking joking”
(p.53). Saeed’s proposal of marriage to Nadia is playfully ignored by her indicating that
she is not the marrying type like Mumtaz in Moth Smoke.

Daru from Moth Smoke, Saeed, from Exit West and the male unnamed
protagonist of How To Get Filthy Rich in Rising Asia also bear a startling resemblances to
each other as all three men remain memorised by their female lovers who completely
dominate, control and play with their emotions using them for their comfort, pleasure and
later refuse to marry them. These men are symbolically presented as feminised as
opposed to their female beloveds who appear more masculinised in their approach. Daru
considers himself far beneath in status to Mumtaz and freely lets himself be used as a
punch bag and a tool to facilitate Mumtaz to vent her frustrations. Saeed even goes to the
extent of wearing the black robe, burkha, to enter Nadia’s flat and shows the kind of
reluctance in sexually engaging with Nadia as would be typically expected of a woman.
His shyness as opposed to Nadia’s lustful wantonness never fails to surprise the readers
as he suggests to put off the sexual intercourse till after their marriage. His bodily
reaction of, “appearing almost lethally mortified” (2017, p.53) at Nadia’s suggestion of
making love reminds us of the stiffness and reluctance of the unnamed male partner of
the pretty girl who calls him to her roof and initiates the sexual act with passive and
mortified male protagonist who barely utters a word.

These women are shown to be self-centred, individualistic who discard their
families and familial ties without ever returning to them. For them family is a source of
discomfort, restraints, limitations and oppression and abandoning the family seems
inevitable for them in order to carve out their independent lives. The Pretty Girl runs
away from her home as she had been secretly saving money to fend for herself. She is
lured by the western culture and media images of beautiful women and the movies she
watches arise in her the desire to live the carefree life projected in the films, “she seems
fascinated by the video shop, and stares with particular interest at the ever-changing
posters and DVD covers . . . [She purchases] a combination of television and DVD player
(Hamid, 2013, p. 41-42). The pretty Girl is fascinated by the change and this is what she
most desires in her life. She wants to change herself, her identity, her home and her
financial status. She never fully accepted the monotonous life of her humble
neighbourhood which even reflected in her way of dressing, “her shawl half-heartedly
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draped over her head in a disdainful nod to the accepted norms of your neighbourhood
(Hamid, 2013, p. 42). Years later, she meets the protagonist again and the desire for
change in her has not died out instead has gained momentum as she refuses to marry him
on the account that, “I am not the type men should marry...Why not?....I
change...... Everybody changes...When I change I let myself change” (Hamid, 2013,
p.87). The change she is referring to can be safely concluded to be the rootness,
disillusionment, and alienation rooted in insecurity and fear which has unconsciously
crept in her psyche.

Once broken from their families, these women seem to be afraid of settling in a
family. They seem to be afraid of getting married, show hesitance in trusting anyone and
seem to be drifting in and out of people’s lives like dry leaves blown about in the wind.
Whereas The Pretty Girl and Nadia refuse to marry, Mumtaz’s love marriage turns sour
and gradually falls apart. Interestingly, her initial days of marriage were very joyful as
both Mumtaz and Ozi went out partying and clubbing. It was the unwanted pregnancy
that changed Mumtaz’s carefree, self-centred life to a sacrificing and demanding one.
Motherhood for Mumtaz proves to be a scary journey which throws her into identity
crisis which is forcefully resented and rejected by her. The static and monotonous life of
a mother is in stark contrast to the fast-pace and changing life that attracts Mumtaz just
like The Pretty Girl and Nadia.

These female protagonists desire to live their lives as free agents without any
formal and legal relationships/relations that may restrict them in any way, emotional,
physical, sexual or psychological. Relations such as being a daughter, wifehood,
motherhood, daughter-in-law and even siblings are resented and shunned by these
women. For instance, Saeed’s father wishes that Nadia marries Saeed and even calls her
his daughter-in-law but Nadia remains silent to the old man’s plea and chooses to live
with Saeed without marrying him. Saeed’s father understands that morally and culturally
as well as religiously she should marry Saeed before sharing his house and bedroom. His
attempt to protect the Sanctity and sacredness of family values fails before Nadia’s fierce
rejection of traditional way of living. In fact, Nadia’s resentment with traditional way of
life takes an extreme turn when she indulges into same sex relationship. Heterosexual
mode of life loses its charm for her and her pleasure-seeking tendency drives her to a
state where sexual pleasure becomes the main motive regardless of the gender of her
partner.

These women have no room for romantic love in their lives and fail to see love
as a wholesome and fulfilling experiences and their association with various men in their
lives boarder on mild flirtation, fancy and a means of providing sexual pleasure which
they abandon as easily as they take up. Mumtaz’s love for Ozi was described by her as a
spontaneous emotion which carried her away into hastily marrying him. This love
gradually diminishes after she gives birth to their son. The ensuing lack of
communication, affection, and warmth in their relationship depletes the feeble remains of
romance and love in her heart. Her romantic associations with Daru are also momentarily
spurred and after a few episodes of sexual intimacy ends as Daru is imprisoned and
Mumtaz breaks her marriage and moves out of her husband’s life and home. The pretty
Girl is similarly not smitten by her first lover, the young male protagonist, as it is
explained, “she thinks of you with warmth and fondness, like a little brother...She
appreciates the lines of your body and way you carry yourself...you are a door to an
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existence she does not desire” (Hamid, 2013, p.52). Her second romantic involvement
with the marketing manager is similarly short-lived as she strategically uses him to attain
her goal, “whatever excitement and warmth the marketing manager once evoked in the
pretty girl are now long gone” (ibid, p.51). All the relationships in her life are short-lived,
temporary, unpredictable and uncertain. The male protagonist tries to keep in touch with
her but, to his dismay, she appears and disappears out his life according to her own will
and need. Nadia in Exit West displays a similar tendency of aloofness as she disappears
many times from Saeed’s life only to re-appear monetarily with no future hopes of
settlement. The novel ends on a note of uncertainty with the parting lovers dismally
clueless of their possibility of ever meeting again.

V. Conclusion

The characters, both male and female, presentedd in the novels are shown to
become increasingly worldly oriented with secular tendencies that are bent toward
commercialization of their bodies, sexualities, and self-identities. Their focus is on
money, fame, self-centredness, and the assertion of agency and independence. At the
same time, they are shown to lose themselves to pleasure-oriented and materialistic
capitalist lifestyle. Consequently, the resultant specie is a sad amalgam of chaotic and
disoriented individuals. Mumtaz’s emotional statement, “I am a monster” in Moth Smoke
sums up the mental anguish felt by these women who are forced to become unnatural
products unrecognisable and alien to their culture of origin by adopting westernized
values mainly to seek revenge, gain liberation and resist oppression in a society that is
overwhelmingly patriarchal yet metamorphosing into a westernized outlook. As evident,
the desire for individualism, liberty, money, fame, and freedom, being a double-edged
sword, temporarily enables these characters relief, pleasure and liberty but ultimately
leaves them lonely, depressed without family bonds, cultural values and safety of their
homes as they either exit the narrative structures as lost souls such as Mumtaz or are left
old and lonely such as the Pretty Girl and Nadia.
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