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EXPLORING FICTIONALITY OF REALITY THROUGH TABISH KH  AIR’S ‘MUSLIM
MODERNITIES’
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ABSTRACT: If the novels catch the fictionality of reality theéonfictions also at
times help us in understanding the reality of dictlity. In this regard we would like
to explore on how Tabish Khair viewed Islam in modera and we would like to
explore on how his work Muslim Modernities helpsnusnderstanding the fictionality
of reality.
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In Muslim Modernities, Khair does not theoreticadlgalyze Muslim identities but the points he
posit in it are often ethical:

‘There were other kinds of threats too such as tHlaislim riots which were more threatening
to secular Muslims like me and my family membei@ntho religious Muslims living in ghetto-

like colonies. There were constant attempts toKataour identity. Are you Muslim or Indian,

we were asked—as if one could be only the oneepther.?

Here lies the desire which is the essence of MuMiodernities, which is to be able to choose
any version of Muslim identity to live with withowjuestioning. Khair also gives the idea that
technically this is not possible in the pure seofsbeing modern because being a minority (the
minority of coloured people in Denmark, the mingof immigrants, the minority of Indians, of
Muslims?) it is assumed that minority would play an assumzée of being ‘other’ which indeed
is framed reality. They are expected to live thaidnal reality the Westerners expect out of
them. The problem is that this obsession with imafg®luslim and its confrontation in the post
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colonial literature is ‘concerned with the bridgé \West-and-the —Rest.'This means in
Spivakian way that postcoloniality is after all beeritage of imperialism in theest of the
Globe®. Here again it is apparent that minors like Tabi¢hair are stereotyped in this
technologically advanced era. The problem Khaie$as that that he, firstly, is a Muslim born in
India and his understanding of Islam does not grpéan for him a religion of Muslim but a
space where his religious viewpoint are confrordedather shaped by major religion of Hindus
and therefore an Indian secular element is includdus sense of religion; and then secondly,
his Muslim identity is always under scrutiny in téestwhich shocks his secular idea of Islam.
In ‘Muslim Modernities’ Khair makes an endeavourfited the solutions, though not in literal
sense, of these problems and makes an endeavimaktéor appropriate image of Islam. In one
of the essays, ‘9/11: Conscience and Coffdéhair tries to bring out the universal pain thybu
his personal experiences. It seems as if Islam\arslim are baptizetito be atrocious and hence
to be handled with un-indemnified attention. Angthiwrong done by a group of Muslims is
equivalent to wrong intended by whole Muslim commtyrio the entire world: ‘There are
moments that cleave Time into two. Everything thappens afterwards seems to happen in a
different world. World war Il and the Holocaust waige such moment for Europe. The Vietnam
War was another for America and Vietnam. The seitigack-crashing of four passenger planes
and the destruction of the World Trade Center enntiorning of 11 September 2001 was such a
moment for the entire world.’

It becomes so easy for the West and through WeshéoRest-of-the-World to view the fictional
depiction of Islam and Muslim as real. Media, nesdlto say, plays important role in it, that is,
it creates multiple representations of Islamic tdgrand ultimately makes the audiences believe
of the stereotypical image. For Khair, conscierscinportant as it is relational to be ethical. The
guestion that comes into reader’s mind is whethemahity is meant only for the West? (‘For
example, the first Danish person who brought mesnefwvthe tragedy—a person | respect in
many ways—said that he was against violence okanyand added that he would understand if
Americans decided to hit bacR} Khair somehow objects to this mode of thinkingl @atobes
into the matter explaining that these kinds ofifiest violence (in the sense that both means and
ends of violence can be emphatically justified) @iten personal and do not carry any universal
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humanism motive. This makes Khair to write: ‘Istiat why there were shocking pictures of
embittered Palestinian youths celebrating the ttage the occupied areas—youths who have
become so used to the idea of missiles being lathah their own buildings by Israeli security
forces and the notion of reciprocal violence thatytcould not feel the inhumanity of their inane
celebration?*

Khair emphasizes on the fact that politicizationpafn as universal feeling is often destructive
and therefore, he says that ‘We need to go beyoNdea owe it to the victim of the tragedy to go
beyond it.*2

But then why and how this fictional image is comsat as reality? According to Khair, media
plays an important role in it. For example the ekgmnels who are representatives of the
intellectual and culture determine the realityiofibnal image. Edward Said in ‘Representations
of the Intellectual’ depicts the importance of llgetual: ‘The central fact for me is, | think, tha
the intellectual is a n individual endowed withaglty for representing, embodying, articulating
a message, a view, an attitude, philosophy or opitw, as well as for, a public. And this role
has an edge to it, and cannot be played withowgnges of being someone whose place it is
publicly to raise embarrassing questions, to carfrorthodoxy and dogma (rather than to
produce them), to be someone who cannot easilyokspted by governments or corporations,
and whose raison d’étre is to represent all thesple and issues that are routinely forgotten or
swept under the rug®

First (male) panelist: It proves that he (a Soman who attacked the cartoonist Herr Hansen)
had intended to murder Herr Hansen. Why else shioellgdharpen the weapons? Second (male)
panelist: it definitely indicates the degree ofmeslitation. Third (male) panelist: But does one
need to sharpen a knife or an axe in order to&ithan? | mean, it is not as if flesh is that
resistant or... Hostess (interrupting): Brrr, thagery... (and turning to the ‘expert on
terrorism’): What would you say, colonel? Expert{g) on terrorism: There is a chance that the
accused was specifically influenced by the Talibaand of Islamism. In all known cases of
Islamist assault, axes as well as ceremonial bangacave been employed by Taliban-
influenced militants four times more often thandilyer jihadist groups™

The idea of attack ‘widely discussed in the medidicates the intensity of caricaturing of usual
practice of experts. In this sense they intergretattack or just fill in the gaps and this filliogy

the gaps is never ‘apolitical or value frée'The point worth noting in the novel is that the
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narrator who himself is a Muslim could not helpisgythat ‘1 am not saying was uninfluenced
by the atmosphere: the ‘Islamist Axe Plot’, as @&swbeing called, was at its height then, with
adjectives being flexed and postures struck osidéls... | had reasons to be suspicious, cause
for caution. If you have a Muslim name, you havédéowary in some context®'lt is when a
person is surrounded by news every time, he/shaotaafford to let it go and make no
judgment. It is precisely this attribute of medratt is a curse of twenty first century. For
example the narrator is a secular Muslim, but gaglifficult for him listening to the news that it
seems as if the idea of being a secular Muslinifitseengrossed of being sceptic of Muslim
entity throughout. For Khair, whole idea of thistsof interpretation is absurd. For example, the
act of Somali man made the narrator to think ofitddshai’s (narrator’s flat owner and his flat
mate) sudden disappearances as one of the catseanist act: ‘But they did not know of his
(Karim bhai) sudden disappearances, his years i Qds need for cash, the mystery calf€r.’
In fact, the true understanding of Islamic fundataksm (in its pure sense) is understood
through Karim bhai's sense of religion. In the rlothee narrator gives adequate space to the
particularities of Karim’s religious practices likeeping the room open if a female is there in his
room, non-acceptance of homosexuality of Great Cknd Little Claus, never talking openly
about his desires, discussing Islam, etc and urtddlyh all of these practices can be sceptically
approached. But Cairo incident brings both the eemdnd the narrator back to the reality, as if
they were living the reality of fiction so far. @airo, Karim married a Danish woman quite older
than him and because wife’s continuing ill-heatthe decided to part the ways; to divorce. But
Karim did not give up his duty and never desertedand kept on helping his ex-wife. This was
his fundamentalism that to work as human beinchtonanity without hypocrisy. Evidently, his
non-hypocritical attitude was considered sceptidal.this way, Khair not only mocks the
interpretive attitude of experts and representativet also brings under scrutiny the values of
secular Muslim narrator.

Why it is that secular Muslim attitude of narrateéas more of a cosmopolitan citizen than of
having a secular understanding of Islam as such?KBair tries to look into the concept of
secularism in the chapter ‘Why | Cannot be a ‘SacMuslim”*2. It is often been contested that
colonial English education brought about a secolalook among the colonized and that it were
the colonial expeditions only that made the cultagialogue at international front. But Khair
defies the idea saying that ‘On one hand, teachkinglish literature was used by so-called
secularists to counter greater demands for evarajedictivities. On the other hand, English
literature was itself seen as permeated with nbt Ghristian values but with Christianity... As
James Thomason... puts it: “We want books writtenainChristian spirit than Christian
books.”%So the literature and literary understanding olulstsm was never pure and always
had religious (Christian) aura surrounding it. Omyveannot a Muslim be a ‘Secular Muslim’ is
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more related to historical sedimentation of thentsecular which is, more or less, Euro-centric.
Then being a cosmopolitan as a post colonial g#lfi is considered as a ‘by-product of
colonization.?’ Does it not indicate that a ‘secular Muslim’ is arymoron, in a sense that
secular was never secular in its true meaning aad it Muslim in post-colonial times read
dominant literature in universities, isn’t he/skeading text with Christian essence? It appears to
be ‘Christian Muslim’ seeming more befitting thasecular Muslim’. So whenever a Muslim
carries a secular outlook he/she is always burdemigd this sedimentation of historical
problematics. This is why Khair is compelled toterihat ‘I, like many others, would argue that
the world can only become possible for other peoplatside the legacies of colonization once
such myths of European centrality are questionetdsplaced. This displacement cannot be a
simple overturning; it has to be a complex anddliff act of restoration and revisioft.’

Khair's experiences bring about the contemporaopl@ms of Muslims on how difficult it is for
‘other’ to keep hold of his/her own ideologies iasp colonial times: ‘The myth of European
centrality are so powerful that they inform the westructures of our understanding of the
contemporary world, defining the responses of mdy secular and ‘modern’ citizens/thinkers
but also, more perniciously perhaps, the reactiopnadherents to Islam and Hindu
fundamentalisms®?

So far these myths are not de-mystified the probters of such communities and religion, as
Islam or other communities in minorities, gettirgught in certain images will keep continuing;
the reality of fictionality will get strengthen ddyy day. Khair's reflections project that if the
world has to move on like this then, at least,gheple should have choice to choose their own
sense of reality.
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