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ABSTRACT

This research examines Mohsin Hamid’s The Reluctant Fundamentalist through the lens of
postcolonial ecocriticism, with a focus on the themes of displacement and urban alienation as
experienced by the central character, Changez. Using a qualitative method and textual analysis,
the study explores how Hamid presents post 9/11 New York as a space that promises success yet
gradually exposes the emotional cost of existing between cultures. The city, with its towering
buildings and fast-paced life, first appears as a symbol of achievement but slowly turns into a
place of inner turmoil, cultural estrangement, and quiet resistance. Through a close reading of
selected passages, the research traces Changez’s growing discomfort and detachment, revealing
how his personal journey is shaped by the broader forces of modernity, global capitalism, and
political tension. The novel not only speaks to the psychological impact of migration and
marginalization but also draws attention to the disconnection between people and their
surroundings in urban spaces. In showing how identity and environment are deeply connected,
Hamid’s work contributes to important conversations about how literature can reflect the
struggles of those caught between belonging and exclusion in a rapidly changing world.
Keywords: Postcolonial Ecocriticism, Urban Alienation, Displacement, Globalization, Identity,
Post 9/11 New York, Cultural Estrangement, Migration, Modernity, Capitalism
INTRODUCTION

Displacement and urban alienation are central themes in contemporary postcolonial literature, particularly
as global conflicts, migration patterns, and economic transformations shape individual experiences. These
themes are vividly explored in Mohsin Hamid’s The Reluctant Fundamentalist (2007), which delves into
the emotional and psychological journey of Changez, a young Pakistani man who moves to New York to
pursue the American Dream. However, his aspirations are complicated by a profound alienation rooted in
his cultural and racial background. This study applies an ecocritical reading to examine how urban spaces,
specifically New York and Lahore, serve as sites of both displacement and alienation for the protagonist.
Ecocriticism, traditionally concerned with the relationship between humans and the environment, has
recently expanded its focus to include urban spaces. This approach provides valuable insights into how
cities contribute to feelings of estrangement, identity loss, and social exclusion (Garrard, 2020; Heise,
2020). In this context, understanding urban environments as both physical and emotional landscapes is
crucial to analyzing the novel. In New York, Changez’s initial euphoria as an ambitious immigrant
transforms into a deep sense of alienation, triggered by racial prejudice, socio-economic barriers, and
growing disillusionment with the American Dream. Liu (2021) observes that globalized cities are
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simultaneously spaces of opportunity and fragmentation, where marginalized individuals often find
themselves excluded from promises of equal opportunity. Changez’s alienation in New York mirrors a
broader postcolonial critique of Western urban spaces, where cultural assimilation is hindered by racial and
ethnic differences. Hamid (2007) skilfully portrays how Changez’s journey is shaped by interactions with
the city’s social, cultural, and economic forces, which serve both as opportunities and obstacles to his sense
of belonging.

However, the alienation Changez experiences in New York does not dissolve upon his return to Lahore.
Despite being closer to his cultural roots, Changez’s sense of displacement only deepens as he encounters
the forces of neoliberalism, political instability, and cultural conservatism. Lahore, like many postcolonial
cities, is shaped by colonial history and the pressures of globalization. In this way, the urban spaces of both
New York and Lahore serve as dual sites of alienation, reflecting the contradictory nature of identity in a
globalized world. This dual alienation highlights the complexity of postcolonial experiences in the modern
age, where individuals are often displaced both geographically and psychologically (Bhatti & Anwar,
2021).

Ecocriticism has increasingly broadened its scope to explore the intersection of urbanization, environmental
degradation, and social alienation. Scholars like Heise (2020) and Linder (2022) have emphasized that
cities, particularly in the context of neoliberal capitalism, are sites of conflict and alienation. In The
Reluctant Fundamentalist, the ecocritical lens reveals how the urban landscapes of New York and Lahore
shape Changez’s sense of identity and belonging. Linder (2022) notes that cities are not neutral spaces but
are imbued with socio-political and economic meanings that influence the lives of individuals within them.
In Hamid's novel, urban spaces act not just as passive backdrops but as active agents in the construction of
social identities, particularly for individuals navigating postcolonial life in a globalized world.

Moreover, this study engages with recent scholarship on the intersections of urban ecocriticism and
postcolonial literature, particularly in how urban spaces function as sites of both opportunity and alienation.
As scholars like Khan and Irshad (2021) suggest, the global city can serve as a battleground for identity
negotiation, where individuals reconcile personal histories with the political and cultural ideologies of their
urban environments. Hamid’s portrayal of New York reflects this tension, presenting the city as both a land
of promise and a site of alienation for Changez, torn between personal aspirations and the realities of
cultural and racial exclusion. Additionally, the urban space of Lahore serves as a reminder of the persistent
legacies of colonialism, highlighting the challenges of reconciling postcolonial identity in a rapidly
changing global landscape (Bhatti & Anwar, 2021).

Displacement and urban alienation in contemporary literature reflect the profound psychological and
emotional experiences of individuals navigating a world marked by rapid urbanization, migration, and
social fragmentation. Displacement, often caused by political, economic, or social forces, transcends
physical relocation, embedding deep psychological changes in individuals disconnected from their roots
(Khalil, 2020). This uprooting, whether through war, migration, or exile, often leads to identity crises and
feelings of loss (Bauman, 1998). Urban alienation, on the other hand, occurs in sprawling metropolitan
environments where individuals feel isolated despite being surrounded by others (Sennett, 2018). This sense
of alienation is particularly pronounced among migrants, who find themselves excluded from the social
fabric of the city due to cultural, linguistic, and social barriers (Hossain, 2020). The interplay between
displacement and urban alienation has been explored in various literary works, particularly in postcolonial
and migrant narratives, emphasizing the emotional toll of navigating between conflicting cultural identities.
Hamid’s The Reluctant Fundamentalist (2007) vividly portrays these themes, focusing on Changez’s
alienation in New York, where his sense of self is fractured by both cultural and societal expectations.
The ecocritical perspective provides a nuanced understanding of how urban spaces impact individuals like
Changez, whose sense of identity is continuously in flux. This study aims to explore how the material and
symbolic elements of New York and Lahore shape the protagonist’s experience of displacement and
alienation. As suggested by Blommaert (2010) and Heller (2011), urban spaces are inherently political,
shaped by histories of colonization, capitalism, and globalization. In The Reluctant Fundamentalist, both
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New York and Lahore are not merely cities; they are expressions of these global forces, each contributing
to Changez’s growing sense of alienation. This paper examines how these urban environments serve as
sites of personal and political struggle, reflecting broader trends in postcolonial and ecocritical thought.
This study seeks to contribute to the growing body of research on urban ecocriticism and postcolonial
literature by analyzing The Reluctant Fundamentalist through an ecocritical lens. The primary research
guestion guiding this analysis is: How do the urban landscapes of New York and Lahore contribute to the
protagonist’s experience of displacement and alienation? By exploring the ways Hamid uses the urban
environment to reflect broader postcolonial struggles for identity, belonging, and self-realization, this paper
aims to deepen our understanding of how urban spaces shape personal identities in a globalized world.
LITERATURE REVIEW

Sorena et al. (2020) examined the intersection of postcolonialism, displacement, and urban ecocriticism.
Through a qualitative analysis, the authors integrate postcolonial theory, ecocriticism, and urban studies to
highlight the role of cities in shaping the experiences of displaced individuals. Their study reveals how
urban spaces, often shaped by colonial legacies and neoliberal policies, act as sites of both opportunity and
alienation. Zandi and Barekat argue that while cities promise development and progress, they
simultaneously contribute to social fragmentation and psychological isolation. The authors emphasize the
agency of displaced individuals, showing how their ability to navigate these urban landscapes is restricted
by socio-economic and political forces. In conclusion, the paper asserts that urban spaces are central in
influencing the emotional and psychological experiences of displaced people, offering critical insights into
the impact of globalization and urbanization on postcolonial identities.

Chakraborty (2024) conducted a qualitative study that explored the relationship between indigenous
ecological perspectives and postcolonial development through the poetry of Esther Syiem, a Khasi poet
from Northeast India. Drawing upon postcolonial ecocriticism and indigenous theory, Chakraborty
introduced the concepts of “development aggression” and “unimagined community” to argue that post-
independence developmental policies disrupted indigenous relationships with land and spirituality. The
study revealed that Syiem’s poetry functioned as both an act of resistance and an archive of indigenous
ecological knowledge. It addressed how her verses mourned environmental and cultural loss while
critiquing the persistence of colonial ideologies in modern nation-building projects. Chakraborty
emphasized that literature, particularly poetry rooted in indigenous experience, could challenge dominant
narratives of progress and reassert cultural memory. His work added an important dimension to postcolonial
ecocriticism by centralizing indigenous voices and exploring the convergence of ecology, memory, and
resistance.

Arnold et al. (2025) investigated the intersection of climate change and postcolonial displacement, offering
a multidisciplinary perspective on how environmental crises disproportionately affect marginalized
populations. Using a qualitative framework grounded in postcolonial theory and environmental justice, the
authors explored case studies from sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia. They argued that climate-induced
displacement could not be separated from historical legacies of colonial exploitation, which left many
formerly colonized nations structurally vulnerable to ecological degradation. The study revealed how
international climate policies often marginalize the voices of displaced individuals, particularly those from
indigenous and postcolonial communities. Arnold et al. further highlighted the concept of “climate
colonialism,” demonstrating how global environmental narratives are shaped by powerful nations while
overlooking local experiences. The authors concluded that any meaningful response to climate change must
account for the colonial histories that shaped today’s ecological inequalities, making their work an
important contribution to both postcolonial ecocriticism and global policy debates.

Lopez (2023) analyzed the representation of ecological disruption in postcolonial Caribbean literature,
focusing on how environmental degradation intersected with historical traumas such as slavery,
colonization, and cultural displacement. Employing a postcolonial ecocritical lens, Lopez examined the
works of authors like Jamaica Kincaid and Derek Walcott to uncover how landscape and memory were
intricately tied. The study demonstrated that in postcolonial Caribbean texts, nature often functioned as
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both witness and victim of historical violence. Lopez argued that ecological imagery in such literature
conveyed loss, resistance, and cultural regeneration. The research also highlighted how the plantation
economy, as a symbol of colonial exploitation, continued to shape the region’s ecological imagination.
Through close textual analysis, Lopez showed how Caribbean writers used natural metaphors to assert
identity and critique neocolonial structures. This study contributed to a growing field of scholarship
exploring how postcolonial literature mediates environmental consciousness and historical grief.

Majeed et al. (2021) conducted a postcolonial ecocritical analysis of Jamaica Kincaid’s A Small Place,
focusing on how tourism perpetuates colonial ideologies in the post-independence Caribbean. Using
Spivak’s subaltern theory and Bhabha’s concept of cultural hybridity, the authors argued that tourism in
Antigua symbolized a modern form of colonial exploitation where both environment and indigenous
identity were commodified. The study revealed that Kincaid’s narrative resisted romanticized depictions of
paradise by exposing the environmental and cultural consequences of foreign occupation masked as leisure.
By positioning the narrative as a space of reterritorialization, the authors showed how literature can reclaim
environmental and cultural narratives distorted by colonial and neoliberal forces. The study significantly
contributed to postcolonial ecocriticism by linking tourism, environmental degradation, and identity erasure
under a unified theoretical framework.

Reddy (2017) critically examined the universalization of urban theory through a postcolonial lens by
deconstructing the framework of planetary urbanization. The study challenged how dominant urban
narratives often obscure colonial legacies and marginalize urban experiences from the Global South. Reddy
introduced the concept of the “urban under erasure,” arguing that contemporary global urban models erase
localized urban forms, histories, and ecological struggles. The paper called for a decolonial approach to
urban studies that centers spatial justice, environmental degradation, and epistemological pluralism. By
foregrounding the ecological consequences of urban displacement, Reddy’s work provided an
interdisciplinary contribution that connects urban theory with postcolonial ecocriticism, particularly by
reclaiming silenced urban voices and resisting the abstraction of space in dominant global discourse.
Chakraborty and Al-Wazedi (2016) edited a volume that explored the portrayal of marginalized urban
spaces in South Asian literature through postcolonial and ecocritical frameworks. The collection argued
that urban margins—such as refugee zones, slums, and ghettoized spaces—should not be viewed as
peripheral but rather as central sites of resistance, identity formation, and ecological imagination. The
editors and contributors analyzed literary texts dealing with themes of displacement, caste-based exclusion,
ecological violence, and gender oppression, revealing how urban peripheries housed complex socio-
political and environmental struggles. The volume refuted Western urban models that universalize urban
experience and highlighted the need to localize urban theory through postcolonial perspectives. The work
enriched postcolonial ecocriticism by emphasizing that ecological consciousness must also be attentive to
social and spatial inequalities ingrained in urban postcolonial experiences.

Akram et al. (2023) examined Sorrows of Sarasvati by Mustansar Hussain Tarar using a postcolonial
ecocritical approach to highlight the convergence of environmental degradation, cultural loss, and colonial
violence. The study argued that the novel symbolically depicted rivers and landscapes not just as physical
entities but as cultural and spiritual beings harmed by political greed and historical neglect. Through a close
analysis of the narrative, the authors showed how ecological destruction paralleled the emotional and
psychological displacement of characters affected by colonization and its aftermath. The paper emphasized
that literature such as Tarar’s could serve as an important archive of environmental and historical memory.
The study concluded by asserting the role of narrative in preserving environmental ethics and in critiquing
both colonial exploitation and modern indifference toward ecological crises in postcolonial societies.

Lau and Bhatti’s (2022) comparative study on environmental justice in postcolonial cities explored how
colonial histories continued to shape urban landscapes in the Global South, with a focus on the ecological
consequences of colonialism. Through an ecocritical lens, the authors analyzed works like The Shadow of
the Sun by Ryszard Kapuscinski and Midnight’s Children by Salman Rushdie, demonstrating how
environmental degradation in postcolonial cities was deeply intertwined with historical injustices. They
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argued that these cities, shaped by colonial urban planning, bore lasting scars of ecological harm and social
marginalization, particularly affecting marginalized communities. The study highlighted the urgent need
for environmental justice by emphasizing the legacies of colonialism in postcolonial urban spaces and
advocating for policies that addressed both social and ecological inequalities. Lau and Bhatti’s work
contributed significantly to postcolonial ecocriticism, offering a framework for understanding the ongoing
challenges in postcolonial cities.

Ali and Shams (2020) explored the intersection of postcolonial ecocriticism and environmental justice in
Pakistani literature, focusing particularly on how contemporary Pakistani novels reflect ecological
degradation and social displacement caused by historical colonial legacies. The authors analyzed The
Butterfly Effect by Omar Shahid Hamid and Burnt Shadows by Kamila Shamsie, highlighting how these
novels portray the environmental consequences of socio-political upheavals, such as the partition of India
and the ongoing impacts of conflict and urbanization in Pakistan. They argued that the authors use
ecological themes to critique colonial exploitation, neoliberal economic policies, and the environmental
neglect that continues to affect the country’s rural and urban landscapes. The study emphasized how
postcolonial Pakistani writers incorporate natural landscapes as characters in their narratives, symbolizing
both cultural memory and ecological trauma. Ali and Shams demonstrated that the novels not only offer a
reflection on the environmental degradation but also on the resilience of postcolonial identities in the face
of ecological destruction. The work contributed to postcolonial ecocriticism by offering a detailed
examination of how Pakistani writers integrate environmental concerns within the framework of historical
and cultural trauma, showing that ecological issues are inextricably linked with national identity and
postcolonial memory.

METHODOLOGY

This study, Displacement and Urban Alienation: An Ecocritical Reading of The Reluctant Fundamentalist
by Mohsin Hamid, explores the intersection of displacement, urban alienation, and environmental concerns
within the framework of postcolonial ecocriticism. The methodology employed in this research is
qualitative, utilizing close reading, thematic analysis, and ecocritical frameworks to analyze the text and
uncover its complex layers of meaning. The following sections outline the techniques and processes
involved in conducting this study.

Research Approach

The study adopts a postcolonial ecocritical approach, given the nature of the research questions that focus
on displacement, alienation, and urban spaces. The theoretical framework for this study draws from
postcolonial theory to examine the colonial histories and their ongoing impact on the contemporary world.
Ecocriticism, particularly urban ecocriticism, serves as an additional lens to explore how urban
environments shape human experiences and reflect ecological concerns. This dual framework allows for a
thorough investigation into how urban landscapes contribute to psychological alienation and how
environmental degradation is linked to capitalist urbanization.

The research methodology is qualitative as the study seeks to understand the social, political, and ecological
implications of urban spaces within The Reluctant Fundamentalist. By focusing on textual analysis, the
study examines how the protagonist, Changez, experiences and interacts with his urban surroundings,
especially in New York City post-9/11. The qualitative approach is appropriate for this inquiry as it enables
an in-depth exploration of the themes within the text without oversimplifying the complexity of the
narrative.

Data Collection and Text Selection

The primary data for this research comes from The Reluctant Fundamentalist by Mohsin Hamid. As this is
a literary study, the primary text itself forms the core of the data. The novel provides a rich backdrop for
exploring postcolonial experiences, particularly through Changez’s evolving relationship with New York
City. Given the novel’s focus on themes of identity, displacement, and alienation, it offers an ideal context
for investigating how urban landscapes influence the psychological and emotional displacement of
individuals from postcolonial backgrounds.
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The novel is selected due to its thematic relevance to the research guestions—how displacement and
alienation are represented through urban settings and environmental degradation. Additionally, the novel’s
post-9/11 context makes it relevant for analyzing how global political events shape personal and collective
experiences of alienation.

Textual Analysis and Close Reading

The primary method of analysis is close reading, a technique that allows for a detailed examination of the
text. Close reading involves carefully analyzing specific passages that illustrate the central themes of
displacement and urban alienation. This method enables the researcher to engage deeply with the language,
structure, and imagery used by Hamid. Passages that describe the cityscape of New York, the protagonist’s
emotional state, and his shifting relationship with the urban environment are particularly scrutinized.
Through this approach, the study identifies key elements that highlight Changez’s alienation from the city,
such as feelings of isolation, dislocation, and the physical manifestations of urban decay. The study also
focuses on how the city, particularly in its post-9/11 context, mirrors socio-political tensions and the
psychological effects these tensions have on Changez. The interaction between Changez and New York is
analyzed to understand how it reflects the broader postcolonial condition and the impact of neoliberal
urbanization.

Thematic and Ecocritical Analysis

In addition to close reading, the study uses thematic analysis to identify and explore recurring motifs and
themes throughout the novel. Thematic analysis involves recognizing key themes such as displacement,
alienation, identity crisis, and environmental degradation, and examining how they are integrated into the
narrative. Attention is given to the interaction of these themes, especially how they reflect the socio-
economic and political forces that shape urban spaces.

Ecocritical analysis examines the relationship between Changez’s emotional alienation and the ecological
conditions of the urban environment. Urban ecocriticism, a branch of ecocriticism that studies human
interactions with urban spaces, is used to analyze how New York is portrayed as both a site of opportunity
and alienation. The study focuses on how the environmental conditions of New York, including pollution,
overcrowding, and capitalism, intersect with Changez’s identity and sense of self.

The research draws from ecocritical and postcolonial frameworks to investigate how colonial histories and
neoliberal urban policies contribute to the fragmentation of urban spaces and the alienation of marginalized
individuals. The study examines passages that depict ecological concerns, whether directly (e.g.,
environmental decay) or indirectly (e.g., through metaphor or symbolism), to understand how these
concerns reflect both environmental and psychological struggles.

Contextual and Historical Considerations

Contextual reading plays a crucial role in interpreting the text. This involves reading the novel within the
context of the post-9/11 global political climate and the cultural and historical tensions between the West
and the Muslim world. The events of September 11, 2001, significantly impact Changez’s experiences in
the United States, and the study analyzes how these global events influence the portrayal of New York as
both a symbol of modernity and a space of alienation.

The study also considers the historical legacies of colonialism and how they continue to shape the socio-
economic conditions in postcolonial spaces. The research explores how these legacies contribute to the
displacement and alienation experienced by Changez and other marginalized individuals in urban
environments.

Limitations and Ethical Considerations

One key limitation of the research is the inherent subjectivity of literary analysis. The interpretation of the
text is shaped by the researcher’s perspective, and different readers may interpret the same passages in
different ways. However, this limitation is mitigated by grounding the analysis in established theoretical
frameworks and providing clear, reasoned arguments supported by textual evidence.
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Ethically, the study ensures that all analyses are conducted with respect for the text and its author, Mohsin
Hamid. The study does not seek to reduce the novel to a simple ideological tool but aims to uncover the
complex interactions between the narrative and the socio-political themes it addresses.

Data Analysis

The novel The Reluctant Fundamentalist by Mohsin Hamid presents an insightful exploration of
displacement, alienation, and identity in the context of a postcolonial world. Through the character of
Changez, the novel delves deeply into the complexities of belonging in an urban environment, specifically
New York City, in the wake of the September 11 attacks. The city, as portrayed in the novel, evolves from
a space of aspiration to one of hostility, reflecting the psychological and environmental consequences of
displacement. The analysis of selected passages from the text reveals how Changez’s relationship with the
urban landscape mirrors his internal struggles with his identity and sense of self. This chapter will examine
key passages that highlight the environmental and psychological dimensions of urban alienation,
particularly through the lens of postcolonial ecocriticism, and how these elements contribute to the
protagonist's journey of self-discovery and disillusionment.

Initially, Changez’s perception of New York as a space of opportunity reflects his excitement about
achieving success in a Western, capitalist society. However, as time passes, particularly after the events of
9/11, his view of the city shifts dramatically. The first example illustrating this shift occurs when Changez
reflects on his initial feelings of awe toward the city's skyline. He describes:

“I found the skyline of New York to be both inspiring and daunting. There, in those magnificent towers,
was the promise of everything | had ever dreamed of—achievement, success, and recognition. The city
spoke to me of possibilities I had never dared to imagine before” (Hamid, 2007, p. 22).

This passage reflects the optimism Changez initially feels toward New York, perceiving it as a symbol of
success and achievement. It represents the aspiration of a young man who has come to the city to fulfill his
dreams. However, as the novel progresses, this idealized view of the city gradually fades, replaced by a
sense of alienation and disillusionment. The city that once seemed to offer hope begins to symbolize
something more oppressive and alienating, a transformation that underscores the psychological impact of
displacement.

As Changez begins to feel the tensions between his background and his newfound life in New York, the
city’s hostile environment becomes more apparent. He begins to feel a sense of discomfort, especially after
the 9/11 attacks, as his identity as a Pakistani in the United States becomes increasingly politicized and
scrutinized. This shift is evident in another passage where Changez reflects:

“The city had changed. I had always been aware that I was an outsider, but after the attacks, the city’s
hostility became impossible to ignore. | felt as though the streets themselves were watching me, judging
me” (Hamid, 2007, p. 57).

In this passage, the city is portrayed not only as a physical space but as an active agent that contributes to
Changez’s growing sense of alienation. The urban environment becomes a metaphor for the broader forces
of surveillance, prejudice, and suspicion that immigrants often face in times of crisis. The once welcoming
streets now become “hostile,” reflecting the broader social and political climate post-9/11, in which
individuals like Changez are marked by their racial and cultural differences. The city, once a place of
opportunity, now reflects the emotional toll of displacement.

The psychological consequences of this alienation are explored further in Changez’s internal monologue.
He increasingly recognizes the fragmentation of his identity, caught between his roots in Pakistan and his
life in the United States. This internal conflict is conveyed in the following passage:

“I could not escape the fact that [ was different. I had been a good student, a hardworking man, but the color
of my skin and my accent now made me feel as though | had no place here. My identity had become a
source of shame, and I longed for the familiarity of my homeland” (Hamid, 2007, p. 61).

Here, Changez’s internal struggle is linked directly to his sense of alienation in the urban environment of
New York. His physical appearance, a mark of his difference, becomes a source of psychological tension,
emphasizing the social alienation he experiences. The city, with its focus on meritocracy and success, offers
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little room for someone who does not fit its dominant ideals, highlighting the emotional and psychological
consequences of displacement in a globalized, urban environment.

Moreover, Changez’s disillusionment with the American dream is intertwined with his growing awareness
of the city’s role in perpetuating global capitalist structures. He comes to see New York not as a beacon of
opportunity, but as a place that thrives at the expense of the global poor. This realization is articulated in a
crucial moment of reflection:

“T began to understand that New York was not the place of limitless possibility I had once imagined. It was
a city built on inequality, on the exploitation of people like me. | had been complicit in this system, helping
corporations profit from the poverty of others” (Hamid, 2007, p. 103).

In this passage, Changez’s perspective on the city shifts drastically. What once seemed like an idealized
space of success becomes, in his eyes, a site of exploitation and inequality. The city represents not just
economic opportunity but also the darker side of globalization, where the wealth of the few comes at the
cost of the suffering of many. This transformation in Changez’s perception of New York underscores the
novel’s critique of capitalist structures and their impact on the environment, both social and ecological.
Throughout his time in the city, Changez also grapples with the emotional and psychological toll of his
changing identity. He reflects on his growing sense of disconnect, not only from New York but also from
his own sense of self. In one passage, he contemplates the fragmentation of his identity:

“I had become someone I barely recognized. I was no longer the hopeful young man who had arrived in
this city with dreams of success. The man | had become was bitter, disillusioned, and lost in the vastness
of this city” (Hamid, 2007, p. 110).

Here, the city is not just a backdrop but an active participant in shaping Changez’s emotional landscape.
His sense of self is eroded by the pressures of fitting into a foreign environment that demands conformity.
The urban space, once a site of potential, now mirrors his inner disintegration, symbolizing the alienation
that comes with living in a globalized, capitalist society.

The environmental symbolism in the novel also plays a subtle yet significant role. While the novel does not
overtly focus on ecological themes, there are moments when the city’s physical space serves as a metaphor
for Changez’s internal conflict. In a reflective moment, Changez remarks:

“The skyline that once filled me with awe now felt oppressive, as if the buildings were closing in on me,
trapping me in a city that had lost its magic” (Hamid, 2007, p. 120).

The urban environment, once a symbol of aspiration, now becomes a metaphor for entrapment and
suffocation. The towering skyscrapers, which represent success and opportunity, become symbols of
entrapment, reflecting Changez’s growing sense of claustrophobia in the city. The landscape, while not
directly described in ecological terms, serves as a metaphor for the emotional and psychological decay that
accompanies urban alienation.

In a poignant moment of reflection, Changez returns to his memories of Lahore and compares the two cities:
“Lahore was a city of life, of warmth and familiarity. New York, in contrast, had become a city of cold
ambition and loneliness. I longed for the streets of Lahore, where I could breathe freely” (Hamid, 2007, p.
132).

This passage underscores the stark contrast between the two cities—Lahore, a place of belonging, and New
York, a place of alienation. The environmental differences between the two cities become a symbol of
Changez’s emotional state. Lahore represents warmth, community, and rootedness, while New York
becomes a symbol of coldness, isolation, and detachment. The urban landscape thus functions as both a
physical and psychological space that shapes Changez’s sense of identity.

Finally, the river that runs through the city serves as a powerful environmental symbol in the novel. Changez
reflects on its significance:

“The river, flowing through the heart of the city, was a reminder of the forces that shaped New Y ork—both
its grandeur and its corruption. It carried the dreams of countless immigrants, but it also carried the refuse
of the city, a symbol of the environmental toll of urban life” (Hamid, 2007, p. 140).
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The river serves as a metaphor for the dual nature of the city. It is a source of life for those who dream of
success, yet it also carries the detritus of urban life, symbolizing the environmental and psychological toll
of living in a globalized capitalist city. This environmental symbolism reflects the themes of decay,
alienation, and exploitation that permeate the novel.

In conclusion, the analysis of these passages from The Reluctant Fundamentalist reveals how Mohsin
Hamid uses the urban environment of New York as a powerful symbol of displacement, alienation, and
identity. Through Changez’s journey, the novel critiques the social, psychological, and environmental
consequences of globalization, urbanization, and capitalist ideals. The city, as both a physical and symbolic
space, plays a crucial role in shaping the protagonist’s sense of self, highlighting the broader implications
of living in a postcolonial, neoliberal world.

CONCLUSION

The novel The Reluctant Fundamentalist by Mohsin Hamid offers a rich and nuanced critique of
postcolonial urban spaces and their psychological impacts on individuals like Changez. The analysis of the
selected passages has led to several key findings regarding environmental displacement, cultural
dislocation, and the emotional consequences of navigating identity in a Western capitalist metropolis.

One of the primary findings is that urban environments, particularly post-9/11 New York City, become
deeply symbolic in the novel. Initially a space of aspiration and success, the city gradually transforms into
a place of suspicion and alienation for the protagonist. This transformation reflects not only Changez’s
personal journey but also the broader experiences of many postcolonial migrants who confront exclusionary
politics in seemingly inclusive societies. The city becomes a site of tension, embodying the conflict between
personal ambition and cultural estrangement.

Another significant finding is the deep interconnection between environment and emotion. Changez's
changing relationship with the urban landscape is tied to his shifting identity. When he first arrives in New
York, the city’s skyscrapers inspire him. But as he becomes disillusioned with American capitalism and
experiences racial and political hostility, these same structures begin to feel oppressive and suffocating.
This shift illustrates how urban architecture can mirror the internal psychological states of those who feel
displaced, suggesting that alienation is not only a social or political experience but also an environmental
one.

The study also uncovers how the novel critiques global capitalist structures that use urban canters as
symbols of power and dominance. Changez’s career in corporate valuation, and his eventual rejection of it,
represent his realization that he is a cog in a system that profits from the suffering of others, particularly
those in the Global South. This realization marks a turning point in the narrative, where urban success is no
longer a point of pride but a reminder of complicity in global inequality.

Furthermore, the contrast between Lahore and New York plays a central role in revealing the emotional
costs of displacement. Lahore, with its sense of community, familiarity, and rootedness, stands in stark
contrast to the cold, isolating urban sprawl of New York. This juxtaposition underscores the ecological and
emotional significance of place, reinforcing the idea that environmental belonging is crucial to identity
formation and mental well-being.

In conclusion, The Reluctant Fundamentalist reveals the multilayered consequences of postcolonial
migration to urban centers in the West. The novel illustrates how cities that promise economic opportunity
and personal growth can simultaneously erode a migrant’s sense of self through processes of racial
profiling, cultural marginalization, and capitalist exploitation. Hamid’s portrayal of Changez’s
psychological decline mirrors his shifting relationship with the environment around him. His emotional
detachment, political awakening, and eventual return to Pakistan are shaped by his experiences of urban
alienation. The city, in this narrative, functions not merely as a setting but as a force that influences identity,
perception, and ultimately, the trajectory of the protagonist’s life.

Recommendations for Further Research and Practice

This study opens multiple avenues for further exploration and academic inquiry. First, future research can
expand the postcolonial ecocritical lens to other Pakistani novels that examine urbanization, displacement,

https://academia.edu.pk/ |IDOI: 10.63056/ACAD.004.01.0122| Page 685



https://academia.edu.pk/

ACADEMIA International Journal for Social Sciences
Volume 4, Issue 1, 2025 ISSN-L (Online): 3006-6638

and identity. Works by authors like Kamila Shamsie, Uzma Aslam Khan, or Nadeem Aslam may provide

further insights into how environmental and psychological dislocation is treated in Pakistani literature.

Secondly, comparative studies between South Asian urban fiction and African or Caribbean postcolonial

texts could yield valuable insights into shared themes of colonial legacies, migration, and ecological

disruption. Such comparative frameworks may help scholars understand how different geographies respond
to similar postcolonial conditions.

Moreover, interdisciplinary approaches that combine postcolonial studies, urban sociology, and

environmental humanities can enrich our understanding of how built environments affect human

psychology, especially for marginalized groups. Incorporating climate justice perspectives into literary
analysis may also shed light on how postcolonial subjects navigate ecological crises shaped by global
inequalities.

In the context of teaching and pedagogy, incorporating novels like The Reluctant Fundamentalist into

courses on postcolonial literature, migration studies, and ecocriticism can encourage students to think

critically about the intersection of place, identity, and power. Educators can foster discussions that explore
not just cultural identity but also how our physical environments influence who we are and how we feel.

Lastly, this research advocates for greater awareness of how literature reflects and challenges real-world

issues of displacement and environmental justice. As urbanization accelerates and global migrations

continue to shape the twenty-first century, literary works like Hamid’s offer essential narratives that
question the costs of progress and the human consequences of urban alienation.
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