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ABSTRACT  

The current study “Can the subaltern speak? An Analysis of Home Fire (2017) by Kamila Shamsi” is based 

on the textual analysis and close reading of the novel. The novel is evaluated from the perspective of 

subaltern by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. Spivak gave the concept of subaltern in her essay “Can the 

Subaltern speak”? (1988) to discuss the marginalized and subordinated group of people. Spivak says 

subalterns are neglected at different levels such as social, cultural, political, economic, psychological and 

religious. Subalterns are entitled with different labels like inferior, downtrodden and lower rank people. 

Thus, due to fallen position subalterns remain forgotten subjects and have no history and no identity in 

their surroundings. Similar to Spivak`s concept, Shamsi’s novel Home Fire (2017) portrays the position of 

Muslim British as subaltern. A Muslim family named Pasha Family has been living in Britain for many 

years and still lives in Britain. Yet their identity is challenged due to the involvement of Adil Pasha (Father) 

with Taliban and having Muslim identity. Isma, elder daughter of Adil Pasha is interrogated consecutively 

for two hours at airport of America. The main reason for her interrogation is her Muslim identity and hijab 

which she wears every time. After that her brother Pervaiz Pasha is murdered in Turkey and his dead body 

is sent to Pakistan. Because British government is not ready to bury Pervaiz Pasha in her soil as Pervaiz 

showed connection with terrorists. Therefore, his dead body is not allowed to be buried in Britain. Though 

all the children of the Pasha Family were born and raised in Britain. This shows subalterns do not have 

any place in the society. This brutal and violent treatment of one dominant group effects contrary on 

subalterns. Subalterns accept their fallen status and bow down in front of higher authorities.  

Keywords: Subalterns, downtrodden, hijab, Muslim identity, terrorists.  

 

INTRODUCTION  

This study focuses on Spivak’s main concept of Subaltern in relation to Kamila Shamsi’s novel Home Fire 

(2017). The study shows the main elements of Spivak’s theory of Subaltern in relation to the selected novel. 

With the help of the novel the researchers endeavor to explore the subaltern position of Muslims, their 

relationship with the British government and American people.  

Subalterns are known as marginalized and dispossessed people having different experiences of 

oppression at different levels such as social, cultural, political, economic, psychological and religious. 

Subordinate, subjugated, inferior and lower rank people, these are some titles used for Subalterns 

(Dharmaraj, 2014, Varghese, 2009, Mandal, 2014; Azad, 2014). Thus, having lied down their position, they 

remain forgotten subjects and have no history and no identity in their surroundings. 

 

Rationale of the Study  

There have been numerous studies and research on the post 9/11 incident and Muslims sufferings during 

and after that incident. Fall of twin towers is not the only incident that brought upheavals for Muslims in 

the world. There have been many other incidents in the world which specifically target Muslims. Due to 
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such incidents and for many other reasons Muslims in the world are suffering and facing various troubles. 

Due to 9/11 incident Pakistan faced international, regional and territorial issues. Pakistan is entitled as a 

center of terrorists having border with Afghanistan and relation to Taliban. This association of Pakistan 

with Taliban and Afghanistan is raising problems for Pakistani Muslims all over the world. Keeping in view 

the plight of Muslims and their meager position in the world, researchers analyze the regional and territorial 

problems faced by Muslims all over the world.  Researchers also finds out effects of regional and territorial 

hardships on Pakistani Muslim community, their families and on their lives.  

 

Context of the Study  

In her most recent novel Home Fire (2017) Kamila Shamsi raised the issues of Muslims. This novel revolves 

around the Pasha family, namely Adil Pasha and his children Isma and twins; Pervaiz Pasha and Aneeka. 

Pasha family is a British Muslim family who lives at Wembley in London but their ancestors’ belonged to 

Pakistan. The story represents Adil Pasha’s involvement with Taliban in Afghanistan.  Later on Adil Pasha 

is killed and is entitled as a terrorist by British government.  Adil Pasha’s death has contrary effects on the 

Pasha Family. His son Pervaiz Pasha is misled by his terrorist friend Farooque. Farooque accompanied 

Pervaiz to Turkey where his passport was snatched by Farooque and his team. In that situation, Pervaiz has 

just one option to consult with a British consultant in order to return Britain. On his way to a British 

consultant, he is killed. Thus, being a son of a terrorist father he is also labeled as a terrorist (Shamsie, 

2017).  Then his dead body is sent to Pakistan by the Turkish government. British government does not 

allow burying the body of betrayal in her soil. Therefore, the struggle of Aneeka, sister of Pervaiz Pasha is 

represented who tries to bury her brother in Britain on the side of her mother because they are born in 

Britain not Pakistan.  

 

Research Objectives 

1. To identify the elements of Subalterns present in the novel Home Fire (2017) by Kamila Shamshi? 

2.  To find out the effects of Subalterns on the lives of characters in the novel Home Fire (2017) by 

Kamila Shamsi. 

 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Literature is perceived differently through different lenses. Single work can be analyzed from multiple 

perspectives. Kamila Shamsi’s novel Home Fire (2017) is a recent one and is not being researched much. 

Despite this there is some research on this novel. So, present literature review is based on two parts. First 

part discusses different researches on the novel Home fire (2017) while another part discusses studies based 

on the theoretical framework of Subaltern by Spivak.   

The study of Chambers (2018) entitled as “Sound and Fury, Kamila Shamsi’s Home Fire” is based 

on the theory of Radical.  The writer applies Radical theory and shows the novel Home fire (2017) as a 

sound and fury for the people. It shows text of the novel as a sound and fury for the people. Another study 

“State Versus Individual: A Case Study of Home fire (2017)” conducted by Shahzadi, Hanif, Ali, Nazish, 

and Ali (2021).  The study is based on a qualitative approach in the light of theological apparatus and 

interpellation of Althusser. The findings of study show that the state suppresses individuals through 

different ways as ISI and RSA, sometimes through military and other times by oppression. State seems to 

be dominant over people. There are many clashes between individuals and states.   

There has been much research on the theory of Subaltern from various sides. Most of the 

researchers have applied the theory of Subaltern on feminist perspective. The study of Zaib, Shahriar, and 

Umrani (2017) “A Critical Analysis of Riaz’s Story The Daughters of Aai from Subaltern Perspective” 

applies the theory of Subaltern by Guha and Spivak.  Findings of these authors prove women are Subaltern 

and are marginalized by men of home and society. They are the object of honor who fulfill manly desires. 

The study concludes women are not accepted by society and are kept away from education and are not 

given a favorable environment to accomplish their desires and dreams.   

Similarly, another study conducted by Zeb, Ansari, Umrani, and Rind (2019) on “Rethinking of the 

rural women of Sindh: A historical approach” was analyzed through Spivak’s theory of Subaltern. The 
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study is based on two contemporary stories fictional and real one “The Daughter of Aai and The story of 

Kamila”. Findings of the study confirm social circumstances and men marginalized women willingly and 

unwillingly.  The researchers conclude Subaltern is an artificial creation of men and society.  

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Antonio Gramsci introduced the term Subalterns in Selections from the Prison Notebooks (1971). The word 

Subaltern is composed of two words sub (under) and alters (other) (Raha, 2014). It shows those people 

who are under representation. They do not possess any concrete representation. A South Asian writer 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak takes inspiration from Garamsci’s idea of Subaltern and pens down the concept 

of Subaltern. Spivak gave the concept of Subaltern in her essay “Can the Subaltern speak” (1988).  Spivak 

being South Asian writer speaks for the lower, inferior and downtrodden group of people through the 

perspective of Subaltern. She uses the word Subaltern for subjugated and marginalized groups of people.  

The term Subaltern is used for subservient and subordinated people (Dharmaraj, 2014).  These people are 

mentally and emotionally suppressed by a powerful authority. Subalterns are culturally voiceless, not 

accepted by society and are economically at the back (Zaib, 2017). Subalterns are excluded from the 

established structure of society. Subalterns have no position in society (Spivak, 1985).  From a political 

perspective Subalterns are powerless and are internationally helpless and ineffectual people (Spivak 1998).  

The term Subaltern is used as a tool by Spivak for the accommodation of the socio-political identities of 

post colonial nations. Spivak being a South Asian writer observes that the voice of subdued is being 

disappeared and unheard. Therefore, she writes for the downtrodden people in order to justify their position 

in society (1998).  

Subaltern studies critically, analyze hegemonic discourse set against Subaltern. Spivak also speaks 

for those texts where Subalterns are discussed and she says text of any sort has its own history and relation 

to socio political process (For example relation of power) (1985). Same approach is applied by post 

colonialist writers. Postcolonial writers challenge colonialist power similarly Subaltern critics interpret 

masses; problems faced by them and analyze the influence of power over them (Zaib, 2017).  

By the term Subaltern Spivak means the one who cannot speak against a powerful group of people 

(1988). She has the view that Subaltern cannot speak and has no history. In Subaltern there is no one who 

can know and speak.  Further she opines that Subaltern  is“ to make visible the unseen can also make a 

change of level, addressing oneself to a layer of material which had hitherto had no pertinent for history 

and which had not been recognized as having any moral, aesthetic and historical value” (1985).  Hence, in 

Subaltern visible are made invisible and they do not possess any moral, aesthetic and historical value. In 

Subaltern there is a binary relation between master and slave, dominant and dominated, oppressor and 

oppressed (Spivak, 1998).  

Keeping in view Spivak`s concept, this research finds out unhealthy relation between British 

society and government with British Muslims based on the concepts of Subaltern.  

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Current research is based on textual analysis and close reading.  Textual analysis is to find out, observe and 

compile the related text of the study. According to Mckee (2003) textual analysis is an educated guess. 

Single text is interpreted through different ways by various readers and multiple meanings are extracted 

out. In textual analysis related text, chunks, sentences, quotes and sayings are mentioned to justify the topic. 

Krippendorff (2003) says textual analysis endeavors to find out who says what, to whom, why, to what 

extent and with what effect. On the other hand, close reading is the main part of textual analysis. It’s a 

careful and intense reading of the text (Burki, 2017). Close reading assists to see how the text conveys 

meanings and themes.   Thus, for the current research the researchers have focused on the text of the novel 

Home Fire by Kamila Shamsie (2017), read it and analyzed it in the light of selected theory of Subaltern 

by Spivak.  Therefore, for the analysis of the novel, the researchers have chosen different passages, 

sentences, quotes, themes and sayings relevant to the topic and analyzed them in the light of the chosen 

framework the Subaltern by Spivak (1985).  In this regard multiple arguments and discussion are presented 

to justify the position of the topic.  
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For the analysis of the study two sources are used Primary and Secondary. The original text of Home Fire 

by Kamila Shamsie (2017) is the primary source for the accumulation of data in the research, while relevant 

articles, journals and reviews are used as secondary sources.  

 

DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

The data is interpreted through textual analysis and close reading of the novel Home Fire (2017).  The 

researchers have read the novel minutely through close reading and highlighted relevant themes, meanings 

and chunks in order to bring out new perspectives of the study.  

 

Subaltern Muslims: Pasha Family struggling for their identity 

In Spivak`s concept Subalterns are not socially accepted; they do not have any position in the society. Thus, 

position of Isma and her family is similar to that of subalterns. Isma faces intense interrogation at airport 

when she goes to America to pursue her Ph.D studies in sociology. She is interrogated in airport for 

consecutively two hours. Initially, the reason for her interrogation seems her hijab, but then she is 

interrogated for her relationship with Adil Pasha; her father (who is regarded as a terrorist). She is asked 

many questions related to her personal and academic life along with some thoughts on Shias, homosexuals, 

the Quran and democracy (Shamsie, 2017). Her grilling becomes worse because each and everything of her 

backpack is checked properly her clothes, documents and different other things. During investigation, 

Isma’s hijab was treated as the most suspicious thing. Then, in order to know her mentality and activates 

her laptop’s browser history is also checked.  Then in the last she is inquired about her national identity. 

She tells them that she is a British citizen but the interrogator does not believe and says “But do you consider 

yourself British?” In response Isma says “I’ve lived here all my life. She meant there was no other country 

of which she could feel herself a part, but the words came out of sounding evasive” (Shamsie, 2017). All 

this interrogation of Isma shows the Subaltern concept of Spivak in relation to racial difference between 

British and Muslims. Isma is the daughter of Adil Pasha, a terrorist, therefore her presence at American 

airport is suspected and interrogated. This whole situation shows Isma as Subaltern, who is questioned 

because of being a Muslim and as a daughter of a terrorist. It depicts Subaltern relation of American people 

with Muslims. It is not just America but British government also creates numerous issues for Pasha Family. 

British have remained as colonizer and Muslim countries have been their colonies this is why now it is very 

difficult for them to accept a Muslim with British citizenship who is tagged as a person belonging to 

terrorist. Isma says “look at colonial laws you’ll see plenty of precedent for depriving people of their right; 

the only difference in this time it’s applied to British citizens and even that’s not as much change as might 

you think because they are rhetorically being made Un- British” (Shamsie, 2017). She clarifies now British 

citizens are made as Un- British. She further says when British was attacked by 7/7 at that time Terrorists 

of British were not called as British Terrorists; the word British is used as “British of Pakistani descent” or 

“British Muslims” (Shamsie, 2017). Muslim British are made as Un- British by showing their relation with 

terrorist. Likewise, Pasha Family is made as Un- British just because their father has relation with Taliban, 

whom they call terrorists.  

Moreover, Muslim British are even not treated as common citizens of Britain. For Britain one’s 

birth does not matter in citizenship but actions of an individual make him/her as part of citizenship.  As 

Pasha`s siblings are naturally born as Muslims in Britain. They are not called as British citizens but are 

judged on the basis of their actions. Shamsi rightly says “you had to determine someone’s fitness for 

citizenship based on their actions not on accident of birth” (2017).  Similarly, Isma says in her one statement 

to the journal that citizenship is a privilege not a right or birthright (Shamsie, 2017).  It shows that no matter 

where one is born it does not make him/ her citizen of that country. Now fitness of citizen is based on the 

actions that an individual is taking as in the case of Pervaiz Pasha. He was born in Britain but his dead body 

is not allowed to be buried in the soil of Britain. The reason is that he proves betrayal for Britain therefore 

the soil of Britain does not accept even the dead body. Karamat Lon, Home secretary of British says in his 

interview “we will not let those who turn against the soil of Britain in their lifetime sully that very soil in 

death” (Shamsie, 2017). Thus, even the dead body of the Muslims is not accepted for burying in the 

dominant country. Isma says in the novel being a Muslim is a torture, rendition, detention without trial” 
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(Shamsie, 2017). Thus, Muslims in the novel are treated as Subalterns, they are suppressed and vanquished. 

According to Spivak Subalterns are not socially accepted, they do not have any position in the society. 

Same thing can be witnessed in the novel as well. Neither Isma’s outer look is accepted by America nor is 

the dead body of Parvaiz is acceptable by Britain government no matter both belongs to Britain country. 

Only label of being Muslim creates problem for Pasha Family. They are not given their basic rights of 

citizenship in Britain country. They are treated as unreal citizens of Britain.  

 

Subaltern Muslims: No place in Politics 
Muslims are not only maltreated at the domestic level but they face various issues in politics as well. 

Karamat Lon belongs to Muslim family of Iraq. He is an MP in Britain. He is severely criticized for his 

religious association to mosque. When he goes to the mosque of Britain, people turned against him and call 

him“hate preacher” (Shamsie, 2017). It shows Spivak is right to say Subalterns do not have any place in 

politics and are ineffectual. 

 

Can the Subaltern Speak? Subaltern effects on the life of Muslims 

Answering the question `can the Subaltern speak? Spivak says subaltern cannot speak. They do not have 

power, value and proper history. Similarly, this thing can be witnessed in the novel Home Fire (2017). 

Aneeka, a British citizen continuously struggles to return the coffin of her brother from Pakistan to British 

but her struggle seems futile. Higher authorities do not pay any attention to her hues and cries. People take 

side of Aneeka and start protesting against such brutality in Britain as well “Shame on you Home secretary! 

Give us our boy; give his mother the company of her son in the grave” (Shamsie, 2017). Despite all efforts, 

Home Secretary does not allow the coffin to get in Britain. So, Aneeka does not get permission for her 

brother`s coffin. This is just because, her ancestors belonged to Pakistan, though she had born and lived in 

Britain, but then she is helpless and weak in front of powerful government. Eventually, she accepts her 

Subaltern position and buries her brother in Pakistani soil; the place of her ancestors. She does not have 

any other option. Hence, she kneels down and proves as unheard. The dead body and coffin of Pervaiz 

Pasha also seem as subaltern.  

This incident shows Muslims are not valued morally and historically due to Subaltern treatment. If 

a Muslim who is Subaltern and wants to earn some place and position then he/she would need to change 

his religion or social position status as Karamat does. Karamat is a British but he is maltreated in the 

beginning for his beliefs as a Muslim. Then in order to get rid of his assault, he changes his name from 

Karamat to Karamat Lon and goes to church instead of mosque and calls himself as British instead of 

Muslim British. Due to his change in religion and ideology he then becomes Home Secretary to British. In 

this regard Karamat Lon says “he did this short term lose for long term gain” (Shamsie, 2017).  In order to 

be part of the dominant race Subalterns need to alter them completely as Karamat Lon did. Thus, it is 

observed that subaltern people are unheard, speechless, do not get justice, they are not valued morally and 

historically. Resultantly, alter their roles, beliefs and identity to be valued.  

 

DISCUSSION  

Like Spivak’s theory of Subaltern Muslim British (Pasha Family) in the novel Home Fire (2017) is 

unacceptable for British society and government. They are not considered as British citizens because they 

have roots in Pakistan.  Pakistan being a South Asian country has remained as one of the colonies of British 

before independence. So, Pakistani Muslims are subalterns for Britain. On this basisPasha Family is treated 

as subaltern. Chambers (2018) portray the fallen condition of oppressors in Britain. He says Shamsi’s text 

of the novel Home Fire (2017) depicts sound and fury of oppressed in Britain. He argues that Shamsi is 

successful to bring the sound and fury of oppressed in front of the world. Similarly, current research finds 

out that Muslim British are not considered as the part of social set up in Britain. Their citizenship is 

challenged on the behalf that their ancestors belong to Muslim background and now that country is related 

with terrorism. Thus, the gap is being created between two races Muslim British and British people. 

Moreover, the study of Shahzadi, Hanif, Ali, Nazish, and Ali (2021) observes the relation of state and 

individuals. The writer concludes that state does not treat individuals equally. There are multiple parameters 
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for judging individuals, likewise current research analyses the unhealthy relation between citizens and the 

state from subaltern perspective. The research concludes that higher authorities do not pay any attention to 

subalterns and their socio-political issues. Subalterns need to change themselves and look after their 

problems. 

 

CONCLUSION  

All of the above findings and discussion of the research shows that the Pasha Family in Britain suffers and 

remains subaltern of Spivak. There are two main reasons for the sufferings of the Pasha Family. The one 

reason is the Pasha family’s identity as they are Muslims having background in Pakistan and live in Britain 

and another cause is the involvement of Adil Pasha with Taliban in Afghanistan. Both of these things make 

the Pasha Family as subaltern among Britain and America. Entire Pasha Family becomes unacceptable and 

come across through various ups and downs. So, it can be said being a Muslim is challenging in now a 

days. One struggles a lot in order to make certain position in the society. As Karamat Lon initially faces 

issues in political background for being a Muslim later on he switches from Muslim identity to British then 

becomes Home Secretary to Britain. This proves weaker position of subalterns in socio-political set up. 

Furthermore, this unequal treatment of dominant group (British government) with dominated group 

(subalterns) effects contrary. Dominated people (subalterns) accept their fallen position and blindly follow 

the settled rules for them. They are unheard, soundless and voiceless. So, Spivak rightly answered that 

subalterns cannot speak, they are speechless.  

 

REFERENCES  

Azad, S. (2914). Sea of Poppies and Burnt Shadows in the light of Subaletrn studies. Journal of 

Research in Social Sciences , 59-69. 

Bruki, S. J. (2017). Treatment of women in Pakistan. 

Chambers.C. (2019). Sound and Fury: Kamila Shamsie's HomeFire. University of York, White 

Rose Research online . 

Dharamraj, M. (2014). Indian Writing in English: Subaltern Literary concept-oppression of 

untouchables in Rhinton Mistry's a fine Balance. (Vol. 2). International Journal on Englsih 

Language and Literature. 

Gramsci, A. (1971). Selections from the Prison Notebooks. Newyork, International Publishers. 

Krippendorff, K. (1980). Content Analysis: An introduction to its methodology. 

Mandal, T. (2014). Subaltern Voice in Shakespeare: A Study in the Tempest. International Journal 

of Computational Research , 63-67. 

Mckee, A. (2003). Textual Analysis: A Beginner's Guide. London: Thousand, Oaks, Calif. 

Raha, S. (2014). Epistemic Violence and Colonialism: A Study of of Coetzees's "For" with specific 

Reference to Gaytri Spivak's "Can the Subaltern Speak". Journal of International 

Academic Research for Multidisciplinary. , 2. 

Shahzadi, S. Hanif, M.Ali, H. Nazish, M. & Ali R,k. (2021). State VS. Individual: A Case Study 

of HomeFire. Humanities and Social Sciences Reviews . 

Shamsie, K. (2017). Home Fire. New Delhi, London: Blooms Burry Circus. 

Spivak, C. G. (1988). Can the Subaltern Speak?Reflections on the History of an Idea. Urbane: 

University of Illinos Press. 

Spivak, C. G. (1985). The Rain of Sirmur: An Esaay in Readingthe Archives (Vol. 24). UK, Willey. 

Zaib, S, Shahriar A, & Umrani. S. (2017). A Critical Analysis of Riaz's Story The Daughter of Aai 

from Subaltern Perspective. 

Zeb, S,Ansari,K, Umrani,S & Rind Z, K . (2019). Rethinking Subalternity of the Rural Women of 

Sindh: A Historical Approach. Jamshoro, Sindh: The Women Research Journal. 

 


