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ABSTRACT  

This paper examines the portrayal of Islam and Muslims in post 9/11 American fiction. Specifically, it critically 

analyses Don DeLillo’s Falling Man, in terms of representation of Islam and Muslims. Falling Man is a novel, 

published in 2007. This paper is an attempt to examine the ways in which DeLillo has represented Muslims and 

Islam in his novel Falling Man and the effects of the 9/11 attacks on his representation of Muslim characters. 

Terrorism in this novel is associated with Islam and Muslims, and Islam is represented as the religion of 

struggle and violence. This novel, like many other American novels, uses the terrorist attacks and these 

traumatic events to strengthen the old Orientalist image of Muslims and distort the image of Islam as a religion. 

There are numerous misperceptions that lead to misrepresentations of Islam and thus to Islamophobia. These 

misrepresentations came from the fact that the writer did not cross the linguistic, cultural, political and 

ideological boundaries to write in an objective and unprejudiced manner about the “other” Islam. These 

misrepresentations act as a motivation in spreading Islamophobia. This narrative proves to be biased and 

prejudiced against the East and Islam.  

Keywords: representation, Islam, Muslims, terrorism, terrorist, post 9/11, American fiction, media, 

DeLillo, Falling Man.  

 

Introduction            

Representations of Islam and Muslims become more prevalent in post 9/11 fiction and terrorism becomes the 

most frequent used term to Islam and Muslims. The war on terrorism does not merely mean a fight against Arab 

terrorists but also dedicates great efforts for observing and keeping an eye on every Muslim. 

Several novels have appeared after 9/11 attacks which deal straightforwardly or in a roundabout way with the 

effect of the event on individuals, both inside and outside of the United States. Though the novels often claim to 

deal with the post-traumatic aftermath of the incident, the writers frequently use Orientalist stereotyping, and it 

seems that after 9/11 this attitude toward Muslims has hardened and even strengthened the old Orientalist 

discourse. Besides representing all Muslims as terrorists, the representation of women in these novels is of 

significance as they often reiterate and perpetuate the image of Muslim women as oppressed subhuman who live 

in the state of abject slavery forced allegedly by Islamic rules. Though Oriental women at large and Muslim 
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women especially are represented as the oppressed ones, they are also regarded as being seductive, submissive 

and often an epitome of immorality and aggressive sexuality.  

Don DeLillo was born in 1936. He is an American author, playwright, and occasional essayist whose novels 

have dealt with diverse subjects and themes such as nuclear war, the cold war, the advent of the digital age, and 

global terrorism.  

This paper is specifically an attempt to examine the ways in which DeLillo has represented Islam and the 

Muslims in the context of the post 9/11 novels. It investigates the effects of 9/11 events on representing Islam 

and Muslims in this novel. Falling Man features a group of people who had survived the 9/11 attacks and the 

shock and horror they went through in its aftermath. At the same time with shifts in the narrative of the story, 

the readers are exposed to fractions of Hammad‟s mind, one of the 9/11 Muslim hijackers. Through these 

fragments, the readers are supposed to become familiar with the motivations of a supposed fundamentalist 

Muslim for carrying out a terrorist act like a Muslim. 

The relationship between Islam and the west entered a new phase after the attacks of 9/11. The attacks were 

interpreted as the fulfillment of a prophecy that the westerns had in their minds about Islam and Muslims. The 

relationship between the Islamic world and the West keeps on being to be screened through inherited images 

and stereotypes.  

Orientalism built an essential entity of the so-called Orientals that represented them as being fundamentally 

different from their Western equivalents. The discourse endeavors to propagate Western superiority and Oriental 

inferiority; the supposed barbarity and incivility of the Orientals is mostly associated with assumptions on 

biological differences which considered Orientals to have different racial attributes. Such qualities were 

regarded to be essentially the opposite of that of the white Western‟s and thus inferior. These expectations also 

exist about gender: Oriental women are considered to be seductive submissive objects while their male 

counterparts are effeminate, stupid and violent. 

One of the significant aspects of Orientalism is that the Orientalist often views himself as an omniscient narrator 

that speaks who represents the Orientals. The Orientalist is able to pierce into the heart and mind of his subjects 

and reveal his or her intentions, motivations, wills and thoughts. 

Don DeLillo adopts a similar approach through his use of narrative mode; he speaks with authority and 

negatively about the Orient in essentialist terms. He shows the character of Hammad and his friend‟s desires and 

motivations as Muslim terrorists; he is also able to place himself in the position of a Muslim “Oriental” woman. 

This mode gives the writer the benefit of representing Muslim‟s beliefs, values, and ideological positions, as 

well as their attitude towards people, events and things as he wishes . Subsequently, the narrative of the story 

does not convey a lot of actualities about this present reality of the characters; rather it is constructed and 

produced as a result of the novelist‟s preferences and within the dominant, overwhelming discourse. 

1. Representation of Islam and Muslims in post 9/11 American fiction 

 In general, Muslims have often been represented in stereotypical ways by Western culture. The Western media, 

in particular, have often degraded Muslims and Easterners by portraying them as marginal and insignificant. 

People‟s ideas are shaped by the ways Muslims and Easterners appear in the media, novels, and films. The 
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origins of this offense are described by Edward Said in his book Orientalism (1978) where he explains how 

Orientalism contributed to the formation of the opposition between the West and the East, whereby the first 

controls the second and where the East was portrayed or identified as the West's „Other‟ and the source of its 

identity. Said also argues that the representation of Muslims was knotted with military, economic and political 

strategies of Western countries. 

As we see in our daily life, Western media reports contain a continuous distorted image of Arabs and Muslims; 

the false stereotype of Muslims and Islam is very much common in the Western media by every possible way. 

Often Arabs and Muslims are confused as same entity and are considered as antidemocratic, irrational, hot-

tempered, barbaric, uncultured, lustful, and so on (Abdullah, 52). The media distort many Islamic concepts such 

as prayer, recitation, and ablution to achieve their aims. They even fail to understand the true meaning of the 

word „Jihad‟ and wrongly associate it with violent acts and wars while „Jihad‟ can be any kind of internal or 

external struggle Muslims have to face every day. 

The painful event of 9/11 has a strong influence on Westerners‟ attitudes towards Islam and Muslims. Muslim 

community suddenly came under attention, and became visible and exposed to the public. Muslims started to be 

suspected as either terrorists or sympathetic to terrorism and terrorists, and were distrusted. This particular event 

marked the beginning of a new era where Muslims became victims of backlash. For many, this tragic event 

paved the way for a period of hate crimes, profiling, and discrimination. Muslims were viewed as violent, 

aggressive, and anti-American, and the media was hugely responsible for shaping people‟s attitude towards 

them. Lots of novels were written and films were made on the theme of terrorism where Muslims were directly 

associated with terrorist activities and still distortion of Islam continues. Some Muslim writers also wrote novels 

on their sense of religious and national identity which can be considered a response to the portrayal of Muslims 

by non-Muslim writers (Abdullah, 52). 

The September 11 attacks and the so-called “War on Terror” brought the Middle East and the old Orientalist 

discourse, with its binary division between “us” and “them,” into focus once more. The misperception of the 

West toward the East and more specifically the Muslim world is not a new phenomenon but has deep roots in 

the past. Since the Crusades, Islam was regarded and represented in a way that created and intensified 

xenophobic feelings in the Western psyche. The Western knowledge of the East was often constructed through 

different ways that dramatized, developed and deepened such feelings. Literary texts are one of the most 

influential means that shape Westerners‟ knowledge, attitude and interest toward the Orient. 

2. Representation of Islam and Muslims in Falling Man 

The portrayal of Oriental women in Western Orientalist writings is as old as Orientalism and was utilized as a 

sign of Muslim backwardness and barbarity. Representational politics of Muslim women is carefully associated 

with political and ideological conditions of imperialist discourse. The colonial representation of Muslim women 

as oppressed, victims and preys of the alleged Islamic rule goes back to the medieval times and continues to the 

present. Such policy of representation was and is utilized to legitimize the political, economic and cultural 

domination and provides the moral justification for the expansion of imperialism. 
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Feminist Orientalism sees Muslim women as oppressed comparing to western women, while their Western 

women enjoy full freedom in their society. Muslim women are often portrayed only as victims of male 

chauvinistic society, having no agency or resistant role in their social transformations. According to the Western 

representation of Muslim women, they are marginalized and thus they need saviors, i.e., the Westerns.  

In Falling Man the representation of Muslim male and female relationships are significant. The relationship 

between Lianne and Keith and Keith‟s affair with Florence are portrayed in a parallel with Hammad‟s 

relationship with women. The woman that Hammad has sexual affairs with is Syrian, German and a little 

Turkish. Her identity and personality have no significance. Unlike the other female characters whose feelings 

and thoughts are represented the only impression that readers get from her is that her whole presence is sexual 

and for the sexual gratifications of Hammad. 

The beard in this novel is represented as a symbol or sign of a Muslim man. The word "beard" is mentioned 19 

times in this novel. Muslims are described by having beards.  “They were all growing beards. One of them even 

told his father to grow a beard. Men came to the flat on Marienstrasse, some to visit, others to live, men in and 

out all the time, growing beards.” (DeLillo 56)  

The novelist in this text assures the idea that all Muslims in this group have beards. The beard for them is 

something of great importance so that one of them tells his father to grow a beard. “He didn„t know which one 

of them had told his father to grow a beard. Tell your father to grow a beard. This is not normally 

recommended.”(DeLillo 56) The beard turns into an element of humor and amusement in the portrayal of 

Muslims, adding to their odd habits and single-mindedness. The narrator says that Muslims were all growing 

beards and “one of them even told his father to grow a beard” (DeLillo 56). Hammad who has recently joined 

the group feels a bit uneasy with growing long beard: “he spent time at the mirror looking at his beard, knowing 

he was not supposed to trim it” (DeLillo 57). However, he gradually gets used to it and even feels more secure 

with it:  

The beard would look better if he trimmed it. But there were rules now, and he was determined to follow them. 

His life had structure. Things were clearly defined. He was becoming one of them now, learning to look like 

them and think like them. This was inseparable from jihad. He prayed with them to be with them. They were 

becoming total brothers. (DeLillo 58)  

He considered the beard as being one of the principles to be followed. To be a part of this group, he needs to 

look and think like them. Jihad is not only fighting but also being strict in applying the rules and in obeying the 

orders. One of these important rules is having a beard.  

Islam is cited fourteen times in this novel. It is represented in the novel as the religion of violence and struggle 

against the enemy, instead of being the religion of peace. The Muslims' foes are the Jews first and then the 

Americans.  

Islam is the world outside the prayer room as well as the surahs in the Koran. Islam is the struggle against the 

enemy, near enemy and far, Jews first, for all things unjust and hateful, and then the Americans. They needed 

space of their own, in the mosque, in the portable prayer room at the university, here in the apartment on 

Marienstrasse. (DeLillo 56)  
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Jihad is a term that is attached to Islam and Muslims are described as being death-lovers.  

The weight loss had come in Afghanistan, in a training camp, where Hammad had begun to understand that 

death is stronger than life. This is where the landscape consumed him, waterfalls frozen in space, a sky that 

never ended. It was all Islam, the rivers and streams. Pick up a stone and hold it in your fist; this is Islam. God‟s 

name on every tongue throughout the countryside. There was no feeling like this ever in his life. (DeLillo 106)  

The Jihadists are being trained in camps in some countries like Afghanistan. The concept of death is being 

planted in their minds and souls as being desirable. They are taught that death makes them closer to God. 

Wearing a bomb vest and being ready to die and to kill others means manhood to Hammad. “He wore a bomb 

vest and knew he was a man now, finally, ready to close the distance to God.” (DeLillo 106)  

One of the justifications for these bloody acts is the thought that they are fighting the enemies. The jihadists 

think that they are honored to be chosen for such tasks. This is for them is "fate." “There was the claim of being 

chosen, out there, in the wind and sky of Islam. There was the statement that death made, the strongest claim of 

all, the highest jihad.” (Falling Man:107)  

Muslims think that they are strong because they are willing to die, but the Americans are afraid of death. “We 

are willing to die, they are not. This is our strength, to love death, to feel the claim of armed martyrdom.” 

(DeLillo 108) The words "jihad" and "jihadists" were mentioned eight times in the novel.  

In this novel, several Muslim characters appear, but the writer focuses on Hammad and Mohammed Atta. They 

have some certain features like being terrorists, having a beard, being single and dirty. The first character to be 

analyzed in this paper is Hammad.  

Hammad wants to live a normal life and to have marriage and children. He has an overwhelming desire simply 

to be "normal" which he knows he must resist and be different from other people (DeLillo 83). He must 

renounce his little self in order to "love death, to feel the claim of armed martyrdom" with his brothers (DeLillo 

108). His character is unforgettable because he secretly harbors doubts about jihad.  

Hammad “has to fight against the need to be normal” (DeLillo 58) so as to make the conditions that will enable 

him to help carry out the 9/11 plot. DeLillo in Falling Man dramatizes the tension between the imperative to 

appear unexceptional, to conform outwardly to the normative values of the U.S. and the necessity for developing 

a hatred for those values so implacable that it overcomes not only the normal taboo against murder but the 

fundamental human instinct for self-preservation. DeLillo seams into the foremost, post-9/11 narrative, sections 

that track the progress of Hammad towards the conclusion of the terrorist plot on that day. In the last of these 

sections, Hammad, sitting in the cockpit of one of the seized planes, the air “thick with the Mace he‟d sprayed 

and his blood, draining through the cuff of his long-sleeved shirt” (DeLillo 144), consoles himself that “if other 

things were normal, in his understanding of the plan, the aircraft was headed toward the Hudson corridor” 

(DeLillo 144). Given the context, the word normal here certainly seems ironic, as well as ambiguous (what are 

the other things to which Hammad refers? flight plans? environmental conditions? life outside the plane in 

general?). It also amounts to a confession that the situation that he has brought about on this plane the things that 

are not the other things and, by extension, his own behavior, is not normal. It is only through the constant 

reiteration of the mantras he has been taught Forget the world, Recite the sacred words, etc. that he is able to 
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suppress this recognition that what he is doing is aberrant, perverse, inhuman (DeLillo 145). In other words, 

Hammad develops a kind of double vision, whereby he views the events of 9/11 and those that precede it from 

the radical perspective inculcated in him by the ringleader of his cell, Amir, as well as from the normal point of 

view that he has had to maintain in his everyday routines, his daily interactions with the people around him.  

Don DeLillo speaks authoritatively and negatively about the orient in essentialist terms. He seems to recognize 

Hammad and his friends‟ impulses and motivations as Muslim terrorists.  

Furthermore, these terrorists are represented as being dirty, so Hammed wears the same clothes, even 

underwear, for weeks without changing. He would take his friends' clothes to wear if he wants to wash them.  

He basically stopped changing his clothes. He wore the same shirt and trousers every day into the following 

week and underwear as well. He shaved but basically did not dress or undress, often sleeping in his clothes. The 

others made forceful comments. There was one time he took his clothes to the Laundromat wearing someone 

else‟s clothes. He wore these clothes for a week and wanted the other man to wear his clothes now that they 

were clean, although clean or dirty didn‟t matter. (DeLillo 107)  

Hammad‟s strange contact with the world outside the “room” vouches for his undesirable associations with non-

Muslims. Prior to his assimilation of Amir‟s rebellious ideas, he is depicted as a sensual, bodily young man 

leading a hedonistic life, and his experiences of the reality are mainly rendered through sensory impressions. His 

first appearance in the novel is a good example: “he cupped his hands to his mouth and exhaled six or seven 

times, slowly and deliberately, feeling a whisper of warm breath on his palms. A woman on a bike went past, 

pedaling hard” (DeLillo 55). Directly after this scene, he is again described with the same implications and in 

similar moods:  

Hammad stood nodding. He felt the cold in his bones, the misery of wet winds and northern nights … waiting 

for the rain to stop, and he kept thinking that another woman would come by on a bike, someone to look at, hair 

wet, legs pumping. (DeLillo 56)  

The only aspect of Hammad‟s life which is developed in detail is his sexual relationships with his roommate 

Leyla who is “German, Syrian, what else, a little Turkish” (DeLillo 57). What is attractive to Hammad, the 

narrator says, is her “dark eyes and a floppy body that liked contact” (DeLillo 57). Hammad is described as a 

man whose identity is torn between strong instinctual desires and religious demands. The narrator observes that 

“he had to struggle against himself, first, and then against the injustice that haunted their lives” (DeLillo 58). On 

the one hand, he dreams of getting married to Leyla to have babies, and on the other hand, he is affected by 

Amir„s critical comments by accusing him of being too corporeal. The following passage clarifies this point:  

Amir looked at him, seeing right down to his base self. Hammad knew what he would say. Eating all the time, 

pushing food in your face, slow to approach your prayers. There was more. Being with a shameless woman ... 

What is the difference between you and all the others, outside our space? (DeLillo 58)  

In the following passage, DeLillo wants to complete his orientalist picture of Hammad representing him as a 

ruthless murderer.  

Together with two other Muslims, Hammad goes for hunting a man whose identity remains unclear. Being 

unsure what that act is all about, Hammad hits the guy three or four times and readily leaves the place. 
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Afterwards, thinking over what he has done, Hammad hypothesizes that perhaps he was “the guy paying an 

Albanian whore for sex or the guy not growing a beard. He had no beard, Hammad noticed, just before he hit 

him” (DeLillo 57).  

Hammd obeys Atta in his orders, and it is blind obedience. He would hit or kill an innocent man without having 

any idea about his guilt.  

Another Muslim character in Falling Man is Mohammed Atta who is called Amir (The leader). The writer 

introduces him in this way:  

The man who led discussions, this was Amir and he was intense, a small thin wiry man who spoke to Hammad 

in his face. He was very genius, others said, and he told them that a man can stay forever in a room, doing 

blueprints, eating and sleeping, even praying, even plotting, but at a certain point he has to get out. Even if the 

room is a place of prayer, he can„t stay there all his life. (DeLillo 56)  

He is represented as the leader who plans for the terrorist attacks. He poisons others' minds with his thoughts 

and ideas. Amir has a certain philosophy about life, death, and fate. He succeeded to convince Hammad to 

commit suicide by some thoughts and beliefs. He uses religion as a tool to achieve his devilish goals. He talks 

by the name of religion to convince them to do terrorist acts.  

The end of our life is predetermined. We are carried toward that day from the minute we are born. There is no 

sacred law against what we are going to do. This is not suicide in any meaning or interpretation of the word. It is 

only something long written. We are finding the way already chosen for us. (DeLillo 56)  

Additionally, he convinced him to kill others because he has a certain philosophy regarding their lives. He stated 

that there are no others. He ignored all the others because they are created to fill the role designed for the 

terrorists.  

Hammed asks: What about the others? Amir said simply there are no others. The others exist only to the degree 

that they fill the role we have designed for them. This is their function as others. Those who will die have no 

claim to their lives outside the useful fact of their dying. Hammad was impressed by this. It sounded like 

philosophy. (DeLillo 107)  

Mohammed Atta serves merely as a representative for jihadist ideology, and this emphasizes the stereotypic 

representation of the terrorist as exclusively Muslim. With his superior powers of abstraction and rhetoric, Atta 

breaks down Hammad's resistance. The following passage reveals Atta's character from Hammad's point of 

view:  

The world changes first in the mind of the man who wants to change it. . . They were being crowded out by 

other cultures, other futures, the all-enfolding will of capital markets and foreign policies. This was Amir; his 

mind was in the upper skies, making sense of things, drawing things together (DeLillo 75).  

The terrorists, however, have biased Islam, for rather than death the highest jihad is an internal process, a 

rigorous spiritual striving in one's own heart to reach God.  

Hechinger "thinks these jihadists have something in common with the radicals of the sixties and seventies. They 

have their theorists. They have their visions of world brotherhood" (DeLillo 93).  
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3. Conclusion 

The subject of terrorism has turned out to be one of the dominant preoccupations of 

American literature since the events of 9/11. DeLillo clearly identifies terrorism with Islam. 

He portrayed Islam as a religion that produces violence on a consistent basis. It is the image 

of suicide bombers, hijackings, and assassinations. Muslims are represented in this novel as 

terrorists who hate the Americans. They live in their lands and breathe freedom there, but 

inside the prayer rooms, they plan to kill them.  

To conclude, some English writers regularly use Orientalist stereotyping, and it seems that 

after 9/11 this attitude toward Muslims has strengthened the old Orientalist discourse. 

DeLillo in this novel emphasizes the old image used by many American writers and the 

events of 11September work as evidence for their claim. The representation of Islam and 

Muslim world was built on stereotyped myths and lack or absence of authentic knowledge. 
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